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PART ONE: MISTAKEN IDENTITY



 










CHAPTER 1




 



The hallway was empty, imbued with the essence of lazy, mid-afternoon quiet. Will still took the time to listen for a few seconds before stepping out of his room, aware of the risk he was about to take.



The thing about costumes that goes underappreciated is that they work both ways. As effective as they can be at disguising one’s true identity while worn, they just as quickly give a person’s nighttime persona away when stored improperly.



Will was fine with keeping the more easily hidden parts of his costume in his room. A hooded sweatshirt, sweatpants, even black boots, could be stuffed into the corners and crevices where no one looked, in between uses.



His sword, however, needed a new home. It would have been ideal if he could have waited until the middle of the night, but he planned on heading out in costume early that evening. He waited at the top of the stairs, ninety-nine percent sure that Jess had already left to tend to chores for the day.



One percent is a hell of a thing. Just as Will began crossing the living room, eyes set on the door to the garage and the freedom of a new hiding spot, he heard footsteps from the kitchen. He froze, not wanting to look too suspicious and looking incredibly suspicious as a result.



“Hey, LP,” said Jess. “What’s with the bag?”



She was fresh from her workout, musky and breathing hard, blonde hair pulled back into a neat ponytail. Her workout clothes were spotted with sweat—tight black leggings and a loose, baby blue sleeveless top that showed a hint of her navel when it rose up just right.



“Just some old stuff,” he said. “Figured I’d throw it all in the garage.”



It took all the composure Will had to keep from physically pulling the bag behind his back. One look inside, and his life was basically over, especially if Jess,
 Relic
 , was the one doing the looking.



She took a long pull from her water bottle and headed for the sink to refill it. “Well, there’s plenty of room. We also have storage space in the basement that’s currently going to waste.”



“Good to know,” he said, a little too quickly.



She folded her arms, turning to lean against the counter. The way she filled out her workout clothes would have drawn no small amount of attention at a gym, full breasts and perfectly balanced hips.



“There’s also the upstairs closet,” she said. “I have some old cleaning stuff in there right now, but I bet I could make room.”



“Oh, no, I’m sure the garage will be fine,” said Will. He pivoted and made a beeline for the door.



A blanket-covered lump on the couch made a noise and abruptly sat up. “Do the two of you have to be so loud? I’m trying to sleep.”



Avery was clad in her underwear and a bad case of bedhead. She squinted at Will as though the mid-afternoon sunlight was an intense imposition on her eyes, short red hair messy on one side and flat on the other.



“Have you been there all day?” asked Will.



“Since late last night,” groaned Avery. “Didn’t feel like flying all the way back to my apartment.”



“Why the couch? You still have a room upstairs, don’t you?”



“I took my pillows and blankets to my place,” muttered Avery. “Couch is fine. What’s with the bag?”



“Just… some stuff.” He glowered at her, but it had the opposite of the intended effect.



“Ah, I see,” said Avery. “Some
 stuff.
 Porn mags? Bong? Other nefarious contraband?”



She seemed to find her morning legs, hopping off the couch and smiling wickedly as she strode toward him. It was the last thing Will wanted. Avery was small in body, but almost limitless in energy.



“It’s none of your business,” said Will, pulling the bag out of reach. “Put some clothes on and mind your own business.”



“Rude!” said Avery, still smiling. “Come on, let me see. You’ve got this big, long package, LP. Whip it out and show it off.”



“Avery!” said Jess, laughing a bit.



“Grab the bag!” called Avery. “Come on, I’m sure you’re curious, too.”



She latched onto one of Will’s arms, holding onto it and swinging like a stripper might introduce herself to a pole for the night. It was hard for him to fend her off effectively while distracted by the soft crush of her small breasts and the padded fabric of her bra rubbing into his shoulder.



“If he wants to keep it to himself, it’s up to him,” said Jess, coming closer. “Will has a right to his privacy.”



She set herself in between him and Avery and kissed him on the cheek.



“What if it’s something his probation officer should know about?” asked Avery.



It was a good point, maybe too good of one, and Jess’s expression shifted in a pensive direction. Just then, Rue bounded down the stairs, curly hair tied back into a puffy ponytail, tight jeans and crop top showing off her blessed curves.



“Why do the two of you have LP surrounded?” she asked.



“Because he won’t tell us what’s in the bag,” said Avery.



“Isn’t it obvious?” Rue shot him an apologetic glance. “It’s the old Guitar Hero controllers he had stuffed in his closet. I told him he should throw them out or sell them, at least, but you know how nostalgic LP gets.”



“Oh,” said Avery.



“If you’re not going to play the game, sweetie, you should at least consider passing them on,” said Jess.



“I will, eventually,” he said. “For now, I’ll just tuck them away somewhere safe.”



“Are you heading out after?” asked Jess. “Be sure you’re back in time for dinner. I have something special in store!”



Avery shot her an odd look. Will had no idea what she was talking about, but he smiled and nodded, finally managing to slip through the door leading to the garage.



The various cabinets and old, forgotten carboard boxes filled with everything and nothing offered a wealth of potential hiding spots. Will eyed a tool cabinet covered with a layer of dust that suggested it hadn’t been opened since… well, since he and Halberd had left.



There weren’t enough tools to reliably obscure the presence of his weapon if someone did happen to open it for whatever reason, but Will looked beside the cabinet and saw the ladder.



The side struts had a metal hollow in front of and behind each step, wide enough for him to slip his sheathed greatsword into, cross guard covered by one of the ladder’s steps. Assuming nobody needed to use the ladder in the near future, it would go completely unnoticed.



He headed back inside. Avery was perusing the fridge. The shower was running upstairs, presumably Jess taking a shower. Will slipped into his room, frowning as he noticed Rue seated in his chair, at his desk.



“Come right on in,” he said, lifting his arm as though heralding her in from the hallway.



“Why do you still have that?” she asked.



He shut the door and leaned his back against it. “Have what?”



She narrowed her eyes, swiveling the chair around and setting her feet up on his bed. “You know what. We caught Chauffeur. That was supposed to be the end of it.”



“Closer to the beginning than the end,” said Will. “One hundred and ninety-seven prisoners escaped from Mastodon, Cammie. You expect me to just ignore that?”



“You’re not a licensed super!” she hissed. “The correct thing for you to do is absolutely to just ignore it. This isn’t your fight, LP. Why are you so eager to take it on?”



Because it was his fight, at least in part. Despot and the rest of the Power Realists wouldn’t just forget him. Dealing with Chauffeur had been the beginning, no more than a warm-up, a teaser, compared to this. If he didn’t move on them, they would move on him, eventually.



“I don’t have a choice,” he said. “You don’t understand. They remember me.”



“So keep your head down and let them remember you!” said Rue. She flopped out of the chair and into his bed, resting her chin on her folded hands and looking at him seriously. “You have better things to be doing than taking risks that will land you in jail again, LP.”



“Better things, as in…?”



She opened her mouth, closed it, and gave a smile equal parts mischievous and embarrassed. “…I was thinking about streaming tonight. Later on, after—you know—dinner and everything.”



Those words, paired with that smile, created some fast-growing cracks in Will’s resolve. They hadn’t streamed since just before the chaos with Chauffeur. He still remembered the look on her face as he’d played with that remote, played with her, made her come while she was moaning his name.



“If I help you with your stream again, will you help me with your power?” he asked. “It would certainly come in handy to have a set of eyes on the lookout for the escapees.”



“That’s not even close to a fair deal,” said Rue. “No. I’m not helping you get yourself into trouble.”



“Then I’m not helping you get off for strangers on the internet,” he snapped back.



He was more than a little annoyed by how it felt as though he was getting the worse end of both sides, but Rue’s stream and his role within it was the only real bargaining chip he had. He couldn’t even threaten to reveal her secret without being countered by a similar threat from her.



“Fine,” said Rue. “Be that way.”



She climbed out of his bed, letting her shoulder bang into his aggressively on her way to the door. It was extremely hard to stay annoyed with her as she made a show of stomping back to her room in her seductively tight jeans.



He grabbed everything he needed from his room. With his sword already in the garage, it was just a matter of getting his mask and the rest of his costume and stuffing them into his bag. He’d wait out the last hour or so until sunset and get straight to work. Lancaster City wasn’t that big, and Despot and the rest of his gang would have to show their heads eventually.



As he entered the hall, Jess was on her way out of the bathroom, blonde hair still dripping wet, towel straining to do a proper job of containing her breasts, hips, and thighs. She clung to the fold with the fingers of one hand in a way that invited Will to imagine how quickly it would burst open were she to let go.



“Remember,” she said. “Home by eight.”



“I know, I know.”



“I mean it, mister.” She gave him an exaggerated glare and planted a kiss on his cheek. “See you tonight.”



She patted his chest and continued on down the hall. She trusted him. Somehow, that made him hesitate more than Rue’s conditions, or Avery’s suspicions as his probation officer. Jess could never know.



But as long as he was careful, she never would.








CHAPTER 2




 



Rigby Tower had been a work in progress even before Will had ran off with Halberd. Barely any work had been done on it in all that time, the developers hemmed in by various regulations and negotiations with the city that only became more convoluted with each passing year.



It meant that he had an ideal perch to observe the city from, one free of passing pedestrians and inquisitive eyes. Will was in the costume of his alter ego,
 Decay
 , black hood, mask, and cape, topped off with his greatsword hanging across his shoulders.



He’d found Halberd’s old CB radio in the garage, and with the addition of some fresh batteries and channel tinkering, managed to tap into the police scanner frequencies. It was far from as precise and effective of a method of keeping tabs on the city as Rue’s power would have been, but unlike Rue, the radio didn’t have a mind of its own.



He listened to the light hiss of the static interference, looking out across Lancaster City, the cold night wind stirring a chill through the seams of his costume. He’d never viewed his home city as a place that needed any more protection than what it had had. With the Crimson Five, and even with just Relic after the team had broken up, it had gotten by just fine.



The mood in the days after the Mastodon Escape had been decidedly different, stressful and primed for panic. The streets were empty at night. Nobody went out alone, and stranger danger was suddenly real and pressing.



With that said, the escapees had been quiet since the initial prison break. There’d been no major incidents, no chaotic confrontations or epic showdowns of superheroes and supervillains. It felt like the calm before the storm, and it was why Will had the resolve to hold his late night, tower-top vigils, waiting for what everyone knew was coming.



He watched the traffic passing in the streets below, yellow headlights and red brake lights moving in predictable, even fashion. The CB radio crackled as an officer called in a report, the first few words lost in a hiss of feedback.



“…ten-ten on Henderson Street, fight in progress. Looks like a bigger group. Might need some help breaking it up.”



Henderson Street was a block over from where Will currently was. He could see what was going on, in fact, noting a circle of cars parked in an empty lot with their lights illuminating a gathering of people. It was hard to tell if they were supers or not, but it fit with the kind of trouble a gang like the Realists might get up to freshly free from prison.



He made his way down to ground level and headed for the disturbance, sticking to the shadows and stopping to listen as he got close. They’d lit several trash barrel fires, but the area smelled more like weed smoke than anything. A fight was underway in the middle of the circle the group had formed, but it seemed like a mundane affair, judging from the lacking intensity of the blows.



Will decided to approach them openly, figuring he could always fall back on fighting if it was necessary. He doubted it would be. If this were a gathering of unpowered miscreants, they would probably take off at the first hint of a superhero in their midst.



“A party,” said Will, raising and gruffing up his voice. “Why wasn’t I invited?”



The entire group, at least two or three dozen in total, went silent. Even the fight stopped, both combatants turning to stare at the masked, sword-wielding man who’d just entered their midst. A tall guy who couldn’t have been much older than Will himself stepped forward, mouth agape in abject surprise.



“Holy shit,” he said. “It’s that guy from the news! It’s Decay!”



A few whispers spread through the crowd. Will smiled, amused by how quickly they’d recognized him. It was a good thing and would probably make breaking their party up that much easier.



“Yo!” shouted someone else, from his left. “Dude, did you really orchestrate that entire prison break?”



“The prison break?” Will shook his head. “Where did you hear that?”



“Here!” The first shoved a bottle into his hand. “Drinks on us. Hey, do you mind if I get a photo with you? It would make my entire month. You’re like the coolest supervillain in the city.”



“Hey,” snapped Will. “I’m not here to fool around, and I’m not a supervillain. I—”



“Steph, show him your tits!”



“She’s got awesome tits,” said another guy.



Before Will could object, a girl with a mousy looking face pulled up her shirt and revealed that she did, in fact, have awesome tits. Will stared as she shook back and forth, stepping even closer and all but thrusting them in his face. A roar of approval came up from everyone else as he reached out and gently cupped one in his hand.



“You want to take someone on?” asked the tall guy. “We do like a fight club thing out here, just for fun. In between races, you know—since those attract way more attention.”



“He’d wreck anyone here,” said the other guy. “Assuming anyone would even have the balls to make the attempt.”



“I’m not here to fight,” said Will. He took a sip from the bottle in his hand, which was strong and tasty stuff, and made another attempt at getting the crowd’s attention. “This party needs to be moved somewhere else.”



“You can move us
 wherever
 you want.” The girl who’d flashed him was suddenly pressed up against his side, one hand stroking his bicep.



The two men who’d been fighting before were picking back up, one of them now shirtless.



“Did you seriously fight Relic?” someone asked. “They said on the news that you kicked the shit out of her.”



“I wouldn’t go that far,” he said, smiling, despite himself. “She just misunderstood where I was coming from. Her job is to protect the city, and she can be a little over-zealous about it.”



“Bro, you don’t have to tell us.” The tall guy took a hit from a joint and held it out to Will, coughing as he continued. “Major stick up her ass. Super hot, though.”



Will nodded, taking another sip of the liquor and feeling a substantial part of his resolve crumbling. This was just a party, raucous and out in the open, sure, but otherwise harmless. A cheer went up from the crowd as one of the brawlers landed a punishing hit on the other.



“So,” whispered Steph. “Are you going to take me back to your supervillain lair, or are motel rooms more your thing?”



She was smiling, and she was serious. Will put an arm around her, finding it hard to focus on his original goal for the night. He was working through the calculus of how to get laid without needing to take his mask off when the whirr of the sirens reached him.



“You’re under arrest!” shouted a voice, through a megaphone. “Hands up! Now!”



The party dispersed at a speed that mirrored Will’s own whiplash of emotions. He was dimly aware of how practiced the escape of his new friends was, apparently no stranger to evading the authorities. He was also aware of how pointless and petty it was to feel so disappointed.



“I said hands up!” shouted the officer.



Will was basically the last in motion and carried the lion’s share of police attention because of it. He took off down an alleyway, sprinting at full speed, pursued by the pounding footsteps of the authorities.



Part of him wanted to stand and fight, an annoyingly loud part of him that he had to tamp down on as though trying to close an overfull suitcase. He was not a supervillain, regardless of how the street crowd might view him. He was a good guy. He was hunting escaped prisoners and trying to save the world from his old gang. He was…



A cop jumped out from behind a hidden corner ahead of him, leveling a pistol or possibly a taser in his direction. Will moved on reflex, disarming the man and slamming his elbow into his face hard enough to necessitate some emergency dental surgery. He spun the officer around, flinging him into the ones giving hot pursuit.



He put some distance in between himself and the authorities, turning another corner and sliding to a stop alongside a fire escape. He realized a bit late that he was still holding the bottle of Hennessy in one hand, which made climbing tricky. He took a deep sip, not wanting to waste what he didn’t need to, and flung it into an open dumpster before hurrying up to the safety of the roof above him.



He felt as though he’d escaped after jumping to the next roof and scrambling down another ladder. The feeling all but evaporated as he took a step toward the street and heard the click of a safety trigger behind him.



“Freeze!” shouted a cop, voice pitched high with adrenaline. “I’m serious! Don’t move, I’ll shoot!”



Will turned around and held the cop’s gaze. “I don’t think you’ll like what happens if you shoot me.”



It wasn’t a threat, just the honest truth. It was better for both of them for him to just walk away, and Will turned to do just that. There was a sudden click, followed not by the report of a bullet, but a horrible, tingling pain.



A fucking taser. Will wondered if he happened to be the only person in the world who would actually have preferred a bullet. Easier to mend as long as it wasn’t in the head.



He went down hard, one leg kicking and contorting with absent urgency. The sensation didn’t wear off immediately when the charge ended, and the cop had ample time to confiscate his sword and slap a pair of handcuffs on him.



“Seriously?” he muttered. “You really want to go through the hassle of arresting a super?”



“I saw you on the news. You’re unregistered.”



“
 Currently
 unregistered,” said Will. “That could change sometime in the future.”



It wasn’t exactly a lie, but such a change would require serious reworking of CA regulations, not to mention a reworking of Will’s own values. More footsteps sounded in the street, and within a moment a second cop had joined the first. The two of them began whispering, shoulders tense, guns out.



“Come on!” shouted Will. “I’m not all that interested in fighting a couple of cops, but I absolutely will if you don’t take these cuffs off. Now.”



“Excuse me?” said the new cop. “Who do you think is running the show, here?”



Will stood up, slicing through the metal of the cuffs with the flat razor he’d taken to taping to the back of his watch. He let them fall to the ground in front of him and gestured with open palms.



“Don’t hate the player, hate the game,” he said.



“You think you’re above the law?”



It was a fair question, one he wished he had the time to get into with the gentlemen. Taking photos of supers for unmasking purposes was illegal. Certain types of lawsuits against them were made frivolous and irrelevant by judicial precedent. Hell, there was even controversy over how the laws of physics, as conventionally understood, fit into the science surrounding their powers.



Maybe he could at least get them thinking about it? Will held up a finger, considering his words.



“Have you ever thought about why—”



A bang rippled through the air as one of the cops shot him, the bullet tearing through the fabric of his costume and the flesh of his shoulder. Will staggered but stayed on his feet. He slapped his hand to the puncture wound in his chest and the other hand around to the other side, partially mending his injury. It would still hurt like hell, but it wouldn’t bleed anymore.



“That was a mistake.” He started toward the two cops.



One of them leveled a gun at him again, but the other just hesitated and stared.



Will disarmed the cop with fight left, cutting his gun into three pieces before tossing it aside. He knocked the man hard into the side of a building and pushed him down. The other was finally drawing his weapon, hands looking too unsteady to aim even at close range. Will sighed, took the firearm as though it was being handed to him, and sliced it up like a stick of butter.



“Go home,” he said. “Idiots.”



They ran off, and he doubled back to get his bag. His mending didn’t fix clothing, and his costume now had two conspicuous holes in it. As he took the bus home in mundane clothing, he felt annoyed with himself for just about every decision he’d made that night.








CHAPTER 3




 



Will made it home a little after ten. He hid his costume in the garage, not wanting to risk bringing even the clothing inside while people might still be awake. He honestly hoped Jess and Rue had gone to bed early, as his mood felt too foul to inflict on anyone else.



No such luck. Jess was in the dining room, reading a book at a set table. Rue and Avery were on the couch, watching TV in the dark. A “HAPPY BIRTHDAY” banner with balloons on either end hung unevenly over the stairs.



Will brought his palm to his forehead, feeling like an absolute idiot. June 28
 th
 . It was someone’s birthday, alright. His. It’d been two years since he’d last celebrated or acknowledged it, and apparently it was an easy habit to fall out of.



“Oh,” he said, looking apologetically at Jess. “So that’s why you said eight.”



“Yeah.” She folded her arms, not smiling. “We had a surprise party planned for you.”



“Which you are over two hours late for,” said Rue, glaring at him. “We did eventually eat dinner without you, but Mom wanted us to wait up so we could still eat cake together.”



“Were you drinking?” Jess passed close by him as she went to lock the door, a disappointed frown pulling at the corners of her mouth.



“I ran into some people,” he said, lacking any better explanation.



Avery snorted. “Oh, come on. You can forgive him for that much. He’s turning 21, after all.”



Jess and Rue didn’t seem to be in overly forgiving moods. Will made the attempt at an apology, regardless.



“I messed up,” he said. “I’m sorry. I just… lost track of time.”



How many apologies had Halberd given that sounded exactly like that? He looked at Jess and then to Rue, wanting to do better.



“Can we still celebrate?” he asked. “I don’t need the whole song and dance. Just the people that I love most to keep me company while I eat cake on my birthday.”



“Of course, sweetie.” Jess sighed and wrapped him in a tight hug. She’d taken a shower and changed into pajamas, and she was infinitely soft and clean against him.



“Whatever,” said Rue. “I don’t forgive you, but I do want cake.”



“Good enough for me.”



They sat down at the table. The cake was vanilla with chocolate frosting, his old favorite from when he’d been a kid. Avery sat down next to him, and Will felt her foot flicking playfully against his under the chairs.



“Happy Birthday, Will,” said Jess. She smiled as she passed him her present, a neatly wrapped box. He gave it a playful shake and listen before tearing it open and revealing a stylish leather jacket.



“Oh, wow,” he said, pulling it on. “It fits perfectly. Thank you, Jess.”



“You’re welcome. Show up on time next year, mister.”



Rue got him a new video game, a dungeon crawler with a local co-op mode that seemed ideal for two players. Avery got him a new pair of sneakers. It felt strange, getting birthday gifts, thinking about how much consideration they’d each put into what they’d picked out.



“You’re grinning,” said Avery. “I take it that means you like what we got you?”



“That’s generally what it means when a person smiles, yes.”



She pushed him in the shoulder. Will grabbed her hand with his, and they playfully arm wrestled for a few seconds.



“You aren’t alone anymore, Will,” said Jess. “Don’t forget that.”



 



***



 



FIVE YEARS EARLIER



 



“I’ll still be around,” said Lockpick. “You won’t be alone.”



“I know,” said Halberd. “That’s not really what I’m concerned about. Look at this place. I mean, it’s so stuffy. So pretentious.”



“Not so pretentious as to refuse to take a cash payment without questioning where the money came from. You’ll have a room with a view, catered meals, healthy activities. There will probably be other people there like you.”



“People like me…” Halberd let out a heavy sigh. “I don’t even know what that means.”



Lockpick reached over across the car, setting his hand on the other man’s shoulder. “Maybe you’ll figure it out here.”



“LP… I don’t know if I can do this.”



“I
 know
 that you can do this.”



“That’s not what I mean,” said Halberd, shaking his head. “I feel like… in my heart I want this, I need this, but in my bones… Do you really want to watch your old man disappoint you again?”



“As long as you try, I won’t be disappointed,” said Lockpick. “I’m proud that you’ve even made it this far. I never thought you’d be open to something like this.”



“Of course, I’m open to it, it’s just…” Halberd cracked his knuckles and brought his thumbs to his chin. “I’ve tried it before. Failed before. You fail at something enough times and it starts to get in your head.”



“Just do your best. That’s all I’m asking.”



“I suppose I can try.”



“Good,” said Lockpick. “Now let’s get you in there before they assume you’re a no-show and make off with our deposit.”



Halberd nodded slowly, and the two of them climbed out of the car. From the outside,
 Ardent Meditation and Life Habits
 was, admittedly, a rather stuffy and pretentious looking facility. But it was rehab, and Lockpick figured neither of those qualities got in the way of it being a positive environment.



The woman at the front desk was expecting them. Lockpick helped Halberd check in under his mundane identity,
 David Sorling
 . He could sense Halberd’s tension, almost like seeing him in the process of developing cold feet, and he gave the woman all the information she needed as quickly as he could.



“What about you?” asked Halberd. “Are you sure you’ll be okay without me?”



“We already went over this,” said Lockpick. “The one-bedroom apartment is paid for in advance through the rest of this month and all of next. I can fend for myself for that long, at least.”



“I suppose we’ll need to look for a two bedroom once I’m through to the other side,” said Halberd, with a chuckle.



Lockpick nodded, though in truth, he was still hoping their misadventure would come to an end once Halberd sobered up. This was as much about getting Halberd healthy physically as it was helping him straighten out his head. The way he spoke of Marauder’s gang, the intense certainty he had that they were in danger, that they’d put Jess and the others in danger if they went home… how much of that was even real?



“He’s all set,” said the woman. “David, if you’d come right this way, you can pick your room out and get unpacked.”



“Looks like it’s time,” said Halberd. He stood up straight and held his hand out to shake Lockpick’s. “I’ll see you in a month, LP.”



“See you then. You can do this.”



Lockpick drove the car home, aware it wasn’t technically legal for him to be driving it with just his permit. He was careful, though, and figured it would be fine.



The newly rented apartment was hardly furnished. Lockpick had set up a nest of blankets and pillows, lacking a mattress or bed to sleep on. It was a bit cold, but he still couldn’t figure out how to get the heater working, so he scavenged a blanket to wear around his shoulders as a cloak.



Dinner was mac and cheese from the box. It was his first time making it, and he was careful to follow the instructions to the letter. Which made it all the more annoying when a hiss drew his attention back to the pot, which was in the process of boiling over.



“Damn it!” He turned the heat down and did his best to salvage what he could. Good thing he’d thought ahead and bought some chips and candy. He turned the TV on as he started eating, awed by the possibilities presented by having the place to himself for the time.



“I can do this, too,” he muttered to himself. “I’ll be fine on my own.”








CHAPTER 4




 



It was late, and Will’s birthday party was coming to a somewhat muted end. He didn’t keep anyone at the table once he’d opened his presents and eaten his cake. Jess and Rue were clearly tired and still slightly irritated with him. He headed up to his own room, figuring Avery would also be eager to get back to her apartment.



He figured wrong. Avery knocked and poked her head into his room. Will was playing the new game Rue had gotten him, running through the tutorial.



“Hey,” she said.



“Hey.” He waved her in and gestured to the TV. “Want to play a round with me? I was going to ask Rue, but I get the sense that I’m not in her good graces tonight.”



“Maybe one round,” she said, smiling. “I would have thought you’d grown out of video games at the ripe age of twenty-one.”



“Not all of us can be as mature and accomplished with our adulting as the fabled Avery Sorling.”



She flipped a pillow off the bed and onto his head before sitting down next to him, back leaned against the mattress, and scooping up a controller.



“Which button is attack?” she asked.



“X and B.”



“X and… wait, which one’s X?”



“Here.” He set his own controller down and slid behind her, letting his legs rest on either side of her body.



Avery was small enough to fit there as though his chest was the back of a chair. Will reached around, moving her thumb onto the X button, his attention split between the sudden closeness and softness of her against him.



“Thank you,” she said.



He could hear the smile from her voice, even though he couldn’t see her from the front.



“Hands on approach, I see?”



“Always.” He let his hand linger against hers, running it back along her wrist and forearm.



Will hadn’t forgotten that night in her hotel room. Drunk as Avery had been, he was sure she hadn’t, either. The teasing, how quickly it had built, how close they’d come. Just thinking about how dangerous and hot it had been made his heart race.



“Mom and Rue were upset for a reason, you know,” she said, voice wavering. “You haven’t really slowed down since you’ve gotten home.”



He let one of his hands settle on her thigh, the other touching her hip. She still held the controller, but the game was all but a pretense. He felt himself getting aroused at a sprint as she sat there against him, tight enough to feel each exhalation of her breath.



“I’ve been busy,” he said.



“So I’ve noticed.” She leaned her head back, letting it gently knock into his chin. Was she implying something with that last comment? Her hair smelled incredible.



He couldn’t stop himself from going a little farther, letting his fingers slide along the length of her thigh. He brought the hand he had on her side up, feeling the thin fabric of her t-shirt until the edge of his thumb nudged her breast.



“Did you get everything you wanted for your birthday?” she whispered.



He let his mouth brush her neck, felt her arch her back and tense into him.



“Almost,” he said.



He lifted her, sliding her into his lap, making no attempt at disguising what he was doing. Avery turned sideways, shooting him a look somewhere between annoyed and flirtatious.



“Are we going to play this game or not?” she whispered.



The room felt hot. Will saw Avery’s eyes flick down to his lips and back up. He leaned in, still holding her on his lap, perched on his rapidly hardening erection.



He went for the kiss slowly, torturing her as much as himself across that long moment of expectance. Avery kissed him back, her lips moving faster against the rising tide of passion.



“Whoa.” She rubbed his chest and quirked her mouth sideways. “LP.”



“Avery.”



“We should…”



She trailed off as Will got more aggressive. She was on his lap, in his room, teasing him about presents. A man could only take so much, even if it was from Avery. Even if it was wrong to kiss her, touch her, do more than that.



They kissed again, and he felt her sucking back hungrily. He slid her shirt up, cupping the outside of her bra. Avery wiggled against him, her petite butt feeling so gloriously soft and poundable.



Enough teasing, enough ambiguity. Will pushed his fingers into Avery’s waistband and started pulling down. She shifted, not making it easier for him, but moving in a way that still betrayed her lust.



“You… little horndog,” she whispered. “Behave yourself.”



“Look who’s talking.” He slid his fingers over the soft fabric of her panties and felt Avery suck in a breath as he moved to get his hand inside.



“LP,” she said. “Too far.”



He was of the opposite opinion. They hadn’t gone nearly far enough, at least not to satisfy whatever fucked up urge had possessed him to pull her onto his lap in the first place. His face burned as he recognized that even now, he wanted nothing more than to strip her naked and see her bounce.



“Will,” said Avery, more sharply.



He pulled his arms away from her, leaning back against the mattress. She was still sitting on his crotch, but if she wanted to move, that was her prerogative. Avery stayed where she was for a few seconds, breathing still all out of sorts, and then cleared her throat and slowly stood to her feet.



“This is part of it too, you know,” she said, folding her arms.



“Part of what?”



“What makes this so weird for everyone?” said Avery. “I don’t know about Mom or Rue, but for me at least, it feels like this weird act of pretending like everything is still the same. When it clearly isn’t.”



“I haven’t changed that much,” he said.



She looked him up and down. “I’d say that you’ve gotten a little bit
 bigger
 . Sometimes you make me feel weird when I’m around you. Not in a bad way, but in a, well… a
 bad
 way.”



“That sounded better in your head, didn’t it?”



“Fuck you.” She gave him a soft kick in the meat of his leg. “You need to figure out what you’re doing before you go ahead and do it. Seriously. This might not end well if you just keep going, without thinking.”



He didn’t have a good response for that. Before he could even manage a bad one, Avery was in the hallway, shutting the door behind her, and he was alone with his own thoughts.



What would have happened if she hadn’t stopped him? Would he have eventually stopped himself?



Did he want to fuck Avery? Even just thinking the question in his head made part of him squirm, and another part of him stir. It wasn’t that simple, and he couldn’t just brush the feeling off as being pent up from prison and turned on by anything with tits.



He wanted to be near Avery. To keep her safe. To play video games with her, and tease her, and touch her, and… yes, probably more. Will groaned and ran his hands through his hair as he thought of Avery and even Jess, and how blurred his feelings toward them had become.



He loved all of them so much. He loved all of them… too much.








CHAPTER 5




 



Will awoke the next morning to the sound of someone in his room. He groaned, trying to mumble something about knocking and the purpose of doors, but only managing a tired yawn.



Jess was collecting his dirty laundry, stuffing individual pieces away in a clothes hamper. Her hair was down, and she still wore only her pajamas, the thin fabric clinging to her body and revealing as much definition as it hid.



“I can wash my own clothes,” he muttered.



Jess turned to look at him, grabbing a pair of discarded boxers and stuffing them into the pile. “Recent evidence would suggest otherwise.”



She leaned forward to snatch up a sock, full breasts shifting under her shirt in a manner that almost screamed of the absence of a bra.



“I’m not a child,” he said. “You don’t have to do this for me.”



He would have elaborated on the dangers of storming into a young man’s room early in the morning without knocking, but the conversation with Avery was still fresh in his head. As was the time when Jess had made that very mistake and stumbled in on him in a compromised state.



“Are there any dirty clothes in your bed?” asked Jess. “I’m running one load, so I need to get everything now.”



She grabbed his sheets and pulled them sideways. Will flinched, aborting an attempt to cover his morning wood. It would have been obvious even if he’d shielded it with his hands, and part of him was annoyed enough at Jess’s intrusion to want her to have to deal with the awkwardness.



She gaped, laundry forgotten as she stared at the fairly large tent in his boxers. The moment felt hot, and entirely outside the bounds of what was appropriate. Jess blinked a couple of times, and Will felt his cock growing even harder under her gaze.



“You see anything you need to grab?” he asked.



“Unless you want to wash your dirty boxers right now, no,” said Jess, looking away.



He was about to make a joke of that, but she tossed the blankets back onto him with more force than what was probably necessary. Was she still mad at him for missing his surprise party?



“What are you up to today?” he asked.



Jess dropped low to search under his bed. “Oh, nothing special. I have a shift at the community center this afternoon. I’ll be back in time for dinner.”



“Can I help out?” he asked. “I’m sure the youth program could use an extra set of hands, right?”



“Oh, LP, you don’t have to.”



“I want to.” He climbed out of bed and took her hands, seeing the way a smile instantly blossomed on her face. “I think the best way to make up an unexpected absence is with an unplanned appearance.”



“Well…” She pulled one of his hands up, letting her thumb run over his knuckles. “I have been telling everyone about you, and how excited I am to have you back. It would be fun to have you in person to show off.”



“What time do we leave?”



She grinned, kissing him on the cheek and pulling him into a hug. Will hadn’t expected that and was left trying to position his hips so he wasn’t stabbing her with the remnants of his erection. If Jess noticed or minded, she didn’t make it known.



He squeezed her tighter, his strong arms enveloping her soft body. The crush of her breasts against his chest was so wonderfully distracting. Definitely not wearing a bra.



“You should get dressed,” she whispered.



“Of course.”



She let go of him, and with a slightly mischievous smirk, Will started to pull his t-shirt off to toss into the dirty clothes hamper. It was a joke, a way of prodding her to see what she’d do, one so bold that it almost made him forget about his tattoos and what they might do to their relationship if she saw them.



He smoothed his shirt out before revealing anything and turned around with a sigh.



 



***



 



Will joined Jess in the car a few hours later. She smiled as he put his seatbelt on and rubbed his knee.



“Thanks,” she said.



“For what?”



She shrugged. “I don’t know. For… making the effort to spend time with me, I suppose. I know it’s easier for you to find things to do with Avery and Rue, given how close you all are in age.”



Making out with Avery. Teasing Rue during her cam shows. Lots to do.



“I like spending time with you,” he said. “I think it’s just tougher because of our schedules.”



Along with the fact that we seem to be on the opposite sides of the super world at night.



“I’m so glad,” said Jess.



The community center was on the eastern edge of Lancaster City, near the midway point between two of the larger grade schools in the area. It was cloudy, and rain sprinkled down on them as they hurried across the parking lot and inside into the lobby.



“Hey Jess,” said an older woman with glasses sitting behind the front desk. “Good timing. We’re actually short one after Jason called out. Wait… is that
 William?”



“This is he,” said Will.



“I’m Gina.” She smiled and stood up to shake his hand. “Jess has told us so much about you.”



Jess grinned and set a hand on his shoulder. “He’s our volunteer today. We can probably slot him right into Jason’s schedule.”



“Are you sure about that?” asked Gina. “He was on phys ed activities today.”



“I’m sure I can handle it,” said Will.



The sound of pounding steps and young, raucous voices echoed in from behind them. Will caught sight of a dozen or so tiny kids sprinting across the lobby, backpacks and lunch sacks in hand.



“Jessica!” shouted one of them.



“Jess!”



“Ms. Sorling!”



They grabbed at her legs and held her hands. Jess laughed and greeted each in turn, her face lighting up in response to the attention. Will felt a stab of nostalgia as he watched her, of how it had felt back early in the Crimson Five days when he’d only come up to her waist and clung to her in a similar manner.



“This is my son, William,” said Jess, gesturing to him. “He’s going to be in the gym with you today.”



“How many pushups can you do?” asked one of the boys.



“More than ten, less than a hundred,” he said.



“Do you have a girlfriend?” asked a little girl.



Will laughed and glanced awkwardly at Jess. Surprisingly, she seemed to be waiting for his answer along with the little ones.



“No, I don’t,” he said. “I just got back into town after being away for a while.”



“Where’d you go?” asked the first boy.



Will winced and tried to think of a way to answer that wasn’t an outright lie.



“He was with his father,” Jess provided for him. “He’s back now.”



They went down the hallway as a group, the children talking and laughing and making so much noise that it was a challenge to speak over them. Jess greeted nearly everyone they passed. She was a manager at the community center, but everyone responded to her warmly, happy to have her around.



“Here’s where you’ll be,” said Jess. “They usually play a game. Kickball or freeze tag, something along those lines. You can find the balls and equipment in the office in back. It should be unlocked. Don’t hesitate to come find me if you need anything, but make sure you grab someone to watch the kids in the meantime.”



“I think I’ll manage just fine.” He leaned forward and kissed her on the cheek. “Don’t worry too much about me.”



She nodded, her eyes brimming with an infectious amount of pride. He wished, in that moment, that he could see in himself what she was currently seeing.



“Thanks, LP,” she said. “You’re the best.”



She waved and started back down the hallway, which seemed to be the cue for all the kids to redirect their energy his way. One of them climbed onto his back, and another latched onto one of his feet as he tried to lead the pack of wildlings into the gymnasium.



“Take it easy,” he said. “Alright. What game do you guys want to play?”



A dozen different answers overlapped as everyone tried to be heard at once.



“I think I heard dodgeball somewhere in there?” said Will.








CHAPTER 6




 



Will did his best to serve as the impartial referee as the kids played dodgeball with the savage enthusiasm of youth. The game quickly became two dozen against one as a few students took issue with some of his calls and began flinging their payloads his way.



“Hey!” shouted Will, catching an offending ball. “No attacking the ref!”



He started sending each dodgeball that came his way hurtling back at whoever threw it, which the kids seemed to find incredibly entertaining. He nailed one of them in the shoulder with enough force to knock one little boy onto his butt, and the injured child instantly broke out into a fit of tears.



“Oh!” said Will. “My bad! Are you…?”



He made it within a few feet before the boy stopped crying abruptly and tried to surprise him with another ball he’d apparently been sitting on like a bird egg. Will grinned and leapt backward, knocking another attack away with a swat of his hand.



He broke a sweat, and had far more fun than he’d been expecting to. After about an hour, a young woman with picture books in hand and a quiet voice came to relieve him of his charges. The kids groaned, many of them mumbling about how they
 hated
 story time. Will waved to them as they reluctantly followed their new minder off down the hall.



He went looking for Jess, eventually finding her office and knocking at the door. She was filling out some paperwork but set her pen down as he slipped into the room.



“Hey,” she said. “How did it go?”



“Pretty well,” he said. “Really well. I had fun, and so did the kids.”



“I bet. You look like you just ran a marathon.”



He chuckled and eyed the pit stains under his shirt. “Yeah. Does this place have a shower?”



“Of course. I was actually thinking of taking one myself since I was in a rush this morning.”



She led the way, taking him down the hall and around the corner. There were towels stacked inside a closet and two separate doors leading to the men’s and women’s sides.



“I’ll see you after,” said Jess. “I don’t have much more to do before we can head home for the day.”



“Sounds good.” He waved her off and headed into the men’s side.



The shower itself was surprisingly small, just a single clean stall that might be able to fit two occupants if they wanted to get extremely well acquainted with one another.



He’d just finished stripping his clothes off and was in the process of getting the water up to temperature when he heard a faint groan from somewhere nearby. Aa vent high up in the wall aimed in the direction of the women’s showers. Will listened more closely, mouth falling open in disbelief.



He could hear moaning from the other side, pleasured, feminine noises that sounded like the person making them was trying and failing to muffle her voice. Combined with the soft, rhythmic slapping, Will had a pretty good idea of what was going on.



Jess? No way. It couldn’t be… could it?



He was at a loss for what to do, and just as confused about how to do nothing. Jess wasn’t that type of woman. He knew that in his bones. Still… five years was a long time, and this was her place of work, her domain. Could she have a lover on the side, someone whose companionship she enjoyed but wasn’t quite ready to introduce to the family yet?



He was about to head for the door, far from in the mood to continue his shower, when the door leading to area outside the shower suddenly opened.



“Will, are you in here?” whispered Jess. “There were… people in the women’s shower. I rushed out and forgot to grab my clothes.”



She was coming toward the shower, though he couldn’t guess for what reason. It didn’t really matter what the reason was. He couldn’t let her see his tattoos. The light switch was within reach of the curtain, and he rushed to slap his hand down on it a little harder than necessary in his haste to obscure her view.



Jess gasped, and he heard the sound of her flailing against the shower stall’s curtain. She fell through it an instant later, banging into him and grabbing his arm for balance. Will slipped, and they both dropped down in the darkness in a tangle of limbs and Jess’s now undone towel.



“Whoops,” she whispered. “Um… the lights went out?”



“The bulb must have died, I guess.”



The hot water felt good on Will’s face, but it barely even tugged at his attention compared to Jess, all but lying on top of him. The towel was pinned in between their lower bodies, but she was still naked. He could feel the points of her nipples pressing into his chest, tracing lines back and forth as she tried to wriggle her way back up.



“I didn’t hurt you, did I?” whispered Jess. “You, um… hit the floor pretty hard.”



She shifted back, her butt briefly settling on his rapidly stiffening cock. She had to feel it, given how thin the barrier of the towel was. Though, it was probably secondary to the sounds of intensely lewd rutting still filtering in from the next shower over.



“You barely weigh anything, Jess,” he said. “You can land on top of me any day.”



He took a firm hold of her ass and gently squeezed, rocking her back and forth on his erection. It was hard to see her as Jess, figuratively and literally, in the dark of the community center’s public shower. She let out a little sigh, feeling his chest blindly.



“Easy, mister,” she whispered. “Just what were you up to before I arrived on the scene?”



“Listening to
 that
 .”



The woman’s voice was pitching higher and higher, lustful and begging for release. Jess let out a soft, almost sympathetic moan and shifted again, the towel riding lower and lower by the second.



“As soon as they finish, I can go grab my clothes,” she said. A hint of desperation colored her voice, as though she needed to talk through it, make sense of their mutual arousal.



“I’m in no rush,” whispered Will. “They can take their time, far as I’m concerned.”



He brought his face forward, ignoring the wrongness of the moment, and planted a kiss on one of her breasts. Jess sucked in a breath and rolled her hips against him.



“William,” she said. “Where do you think you’re kissing?”



“I was aiming for your lips.”



“Well…” She cleared her throat. “They’re up here.”



“Uh huh.”



He kissed her again, finding her mouth this time, still groping her ass. The low growl of dirty talk came from the other shower, impossible to make out individual words but unmistakable in its tone. It was so surreal, like something out of a dream. Jess was kissing him back, her tongue moving with his, just as caught up in the moment.



He pulled the towel out of the way, feeling the heat pulse between them as his bare cock prodded against one of her thighs. Jess let out a wavering sigh that sounded like it belonged to the woman on the other side. Will lifted her hips, moving instead of thinking. He needed this. He needed her.



“Jess,” he whispered.



“Oh, sweetie!” She set her hands down firmly on his chest. “You can’t. This… is so wrong.”



The tip of his cock slid along the lips of her womanhood, poised and ready. He was harder than he’d ever been in his life. Painfully hard. It took every ounce of effort he had to keep from jerking her downward and plunging his tool in deep. It would have ruined everything. God, he wanted to
 ruin
 her.



“Oh, jeez,” she groaned. She shifted awkwardly, almost spiraling her hips, the tip of Will’s cock pressing in just a little, just enough to feel her dampness and warmth, and no more.



He felt her fumbling for the towel, and suddenly she was rolling off him and slapping the soaking wet cloth barrier on his crotch as though warding off evil.



“Seems like my towel fell off somehow,” she said, forcing a chuckle. “Kind of awkward.”



“I’m not complaining.”



“You should be.” Her hand was still touching his cock, though now through the fabric of the towel. “Though, with all that racket from the neighbors, I suppose I can’t fault you for getting confused.”



“I’m not confused,” he admitted.



“Yes, you most definitely are.”



He pulled the towel down, tearing it from her fingers, which tried to hold it in place. As she grabbed for it, he shifted her hand onto his naked erection. She flinched, but her fingers wrapped around it after only an instant of hesitation.



“Does that feel confused to you?” he whispered.



“Oh, sweetie…” She kept her hand still, only moving her thumb to caress his tool with reluctant affection. “You know what I mean.”



“What if I said that I don’t?” Will reached out, finding one of her breasts and gently rubbing a circle around her nipple. “What if I need to hear you say it?”



“
 William
 ,” she said, in that chastising voice. “You’re barely two weeks out of prison. You haven’t been around women much, and… you’re still adjusting. Getting used to new sights and, um, sounds.”



“Harder!” cried the woman from the other shower. “Fuck me harder!”



Jess’s hand started moving, sliding up and down smoothly, lubricated by the soap he’d been in the process of lathering when their little incident had kicked off.



“I get it,” she whispered, voice hot in his ear. “I don’t blame you. Especially at your age, it must be such a struggle to keep yourself under control. But you have to aim all of that energy and… enthusiasm in a more appropriate direction.”



Will slid closer, kissing her cheek and then her lips, still squeezing her tit. “I want to. I really do, it’s just…”



He could barely think through the pleasure of her stroking palm. Did she realize what she was doing? He’d never felt anything this intense from a woman’s hand before. But this wasn’t a woman’s hand… this was
 Jess’s
 hand.



“Everyone makes mistakes,” she whispered, running her free hand through his hair. “Just promise me you’ll try harder?”



He was halfway on top of her, one leg draped over hers, and he shook his head absently even as he continued to plant kisses along the nape of her neck. She was still lovingly pumping his erection, her fingers moving so gently and softly that it seemed as though she was taking measure of it, massaging it like she might rub his back.



“I knew you had it in you, you little slut,” came a growl from the next shower.



Will gasped and pulled Jess closer, the pleasure striking him like an arrow as he blasted his load onto her thighs and stomach. She flinched like he’d spilled a drink on her, but he noticed how she still gently, lovingly held his cock, even then.



Neither of them said anything for a while, still laying under the hot rain of the shower, clothes off, lights off. Will exhaled as the full weight of what they’d just done hit him.



“I’m going to take the towel,” she whispered. “Um. We should talk about this after, I think.”



“Yeah.”



He heard her hurry out of the shower and slowly rose to his feet. She was right. He was confused.








CHAPTER 7




 



Jess was Will’s ride home, and as much as his instincts screamed for him to find a way to avoid her for at least the rest of the day, it just wasn’t feasible. He’d finished his shower, dried off, and pulled his sweaty clothes back on, trying to sort what had just happened into something resembling reasonable order.



They’d been in the dark, in a public shower, and fallen down together. That was it. Everything else was just accidental, brushes in the chaos of the moment. He’d just been playing around, and she’d teased him back, prodded the resolve of a horny young man. It really wasn’t that big of a deal.



He caught up with her just as she was leaving her office. Will could only meet her eyes for a second before looking away. She was blushing and held a binder as tight to her chest as a medieval knight clutching a tower shield.



“Hey,” she said.



“Hey.” He scratched his head, trying to remember how to form sentences from words. “Are you about done for the day?”



“Yeah, I just finished with… some stuff. I was going to head home.”



“Right,” he said. “I’m ready too, if…”



“Yeah.”



They stared at each other, both smiling awkwardly. He walked a few steps behind her as they finally started toward the community center’s exit, wondering if he should say something, what he even could say.



“Look,” said Jess as they entered the overcast parking lot. “We’re both adults. We should talk about this now and just get it out of the way. Will… I know that you’re attracted to me.”



She spoke bluntly but confidently. Will was a little surprised to find that he felt no urge to try to deny it, no impulse to reset his course.



“What gave it away?” he asked, raising his chin up a little higher.



Jess seemed to be fighting a smile as she shook her head and pressed on. “I know how much you’ve grown, and changed, across these past few years. You have a lot of pent-up energy, I would safely assume. I get how eager you must be to, well, make up for lost time. If that’s the case, I’d understand if you might have just gotten a bit… ahead of yourself.”



“That’s not it,” he said.



“What is it, then?”



He glanced back toward the community center’s entrance. They were alone, standing at the edge of the parking lot, and he felt like she deserved the truth.



“Halberd and I talked more than once about the team,” he said. “He insisted that I think of it like that, after a while. A team, and not a family.”



He saw the shocked look on Jess’s face and raised a hand as he continued.



“He wasn’t just being cynical. There were people after us. Dangerous people. He thought that the more we internalized that side of the truth, the safer you’d be in the long run. They couldn’t use you and Rue and Avery against us. That was his theory, anyway.”



“LP…” Jess took his hands, almost glowing with concern.



“It didn’t work. I think it had the opposite effect. I just felt like I suddenly had to protect my feelings, my emotions, protect my own heart. Jess, I really do love you. Maybe… a little too much.”



“A little too much?” She was smiling again and gave him a passably stern look on top of it.



“I know it’s not
 correct,
 strictly speaking, but…” He pulled her a little closer. “But it’s also real.”



“I love you too, but…” She gaped at him as he wrapped her in his arms. “You don’t know what you’re saying.”



He kissed her on the cheek, staying close afterward. Jess turned her mouth towards his. He kissed her again, lips this time. He ran one of his hands along her body, only stopping when he heard her clear her throat in that no-nonsense way.



“Easy, mister,” she said, prodding him in the chest with a finger. “I’m really glad that you opened up to me about this. I think I understand now, and even if I can’t condone
 certain
 aspects of what you’re feeling, it’s still what you’re feeling.”



Will took her hand into his and reeled her back in. “Not everything in life needs to be condoned.”



She shook her head, though she still fought a smile, and slipped out of his arms. “My point is that we’ll
 talk
 through this together, William. Work it out. We’re both adults, and I suppose having a little too much love is far from the worst thing in the world.”



“Far from it,” he said.



“This was a nice little chat,” she said. “Thanks for coming to help out today.”



“Anytime. I had fun.”



She shot him another look, and Will got the sense that he’d pushed his luck far enough for one day. They held hands as they started back toward the car, but only for a couple of seconds before noticing they had company.



A group of people, two men, two women, climbed out of an SUV that had just pulled in. They made no attempt at hiding that Jess and Will were the objects of their attention, and one of them waved as they started walking over.



“Jessica Sorling?” A muscular blond man smiled and gave a small bow. “It’s good to see you again. I think we were both on the job when we last met. Brad Thompson.”



Jess shook his hand, expression friendly but serious. “Interesting. So, a team of four. Blond guy as the captain.
 Celestial Action
 ?”



“…We’re the
 Drifters
 , actually,” said Brad, his smile fading. “But we get confused with them somewhat often.”



“Triton is Brad’s older brother,” said a tall woman with grey-streaked hair. “I’m Marti. It’s nice to officially meet you, Jess.”



“Likewise. This is my son, William.”



“From the Crimson Five?” said Brad. “So, that would also make him…
 Lockpick?
 ”



Will found it interesting how easily a pseudonym could be made to sound like a slur with the right vocal emphasis. Though, in the eyes of a team of the Champion Authority’s best and brightest, he could understand how it would be a challenge to muster respect for a supervillain who’d foiled them for years on end.



“The Drifters,” said Will. “You guys came after us once. Me and Halberd, I mean. Wasn’t there some kind of traffic jam involved?”



“A parade, actually,” said Brad. “Halberd popped the second largest float in the state to obscure our view of your escape.”



“The pot-bellied pig!” said Will, snapping a finger. “That thing was huge.”



He realized he was the only one currently smiling and decided to let the memory drop.



“Is there something I can do for you and your team?” asked Jess.



“You have it backwards,” said Brad. “We’re here to help you. The Champion Authority’s board of directors sent us to lend whatever aid we can to the greater Lancaster City area and evaluate the situation of the prison break.”



“I was wondering when the cavalry would arrive,” said Jess.



“We’ve already spoken to Father Darkeye and arranged to meet with the local chapter of the Second Advent,” said Marti. “That’s where we were on our way to, as it happens. I suggested we check in with you first, given your reputation in the city. This is your show, and we respect that.”



“One hundred percent,” said Brad.



“I’d be happy to join in the discussion,” said Jess. “Father Darkeye and I have a good working relationship. Given his acquaintance with Chauffeur, one of the masterminds behind the prison break, I think his insight may be invaluable.”



“You’re more than welcome to join us as we ride over,” said Brad. “I’m sure Marti wouldn’t mind squeezing into the back.”



“I have my own car,” said Jess. “Will and I will meet you there.”



All four of the Drifters reacted to that with uncomfortable glances in Will’s direction.



“There will be a significant amount of strategy discussion, as well,” said Brad. “I don’t mean to offend anyone by saying this, but perhaps given Lockpick’s recent… incarceration, it might be prudent for him to sit this one out?”



“On the contrary,” said Jess. “Will’s personal experience with many of the supers we’ll be hunting is far too valuable for us to ignore.”



She flashed him a conspiratorial smile, but Will could sense the mood of the Drifters. He could work around their lack of trust, but wide-open suspicion would burn him if he let it smolder too long.



“I’m willing to help in any way that makes sense,” he said, spreading his hands. “I’m retired from the CA, basically, but I can at least give you a heads-up as to some of what you’ll be facing. If you want it.”



From the look Brad was giving him, Will suspected that he wasn’t yet off the Drifters’ radar. He did vaguely remember facing them once before, but the encounter had been so one-sided that he struggled to remember the specifics. The only super from the team whose hero name he even remembered was
 Origami
 , the quiet, bald guy standing in back whose power had been strangely satisfying to watch in action.



“I trust Jessica’s judgment,” said Marti. “There was also the matter of your daughter which we wanted to bring up with you.”



“Kestrel,” said Jess, with a nod. “I’ve been pushing her to suit up again. She’s still a bit hesitant at the moment, but—”



“Webcam was the one I meant,” said Marti. “Her power, given its scope, would be invaluable for getting a better sense of the situation.”



“Of course,” said Jess. “She’s at home. We can swing by and pick her up on the way.”



She shot a questioning look at Will that he wasn’t sure how to interpret.








CHAPTER 8




 



They split off from the Drifters shortly after. Will waited until he and Jess were in the car and moving again before asking the question that had been on his mind since the team had first walked up to them.



“The CA didn’t give you a heads-up that they’d be sending a new team into the city?”



Jess shook her head, turning to face him as the car slowed to a stop at a red light. “They didn’t, but that’s not overly surprising for them, these days. It’s not that they don’t still have respect for me as a solo hero, but… it’s just different after what happened with the Crimson Five.”



“What do you mean by that?”



Jess sighed, stress and sadness edging into her expression. “We were well-known as a team, LP. You remember how much of a fuss was made over us. For a while, we bordered on being a household name.”



“You never let us watch the new reports when they were about us,” said Will.



“Because it would have gone straight to your head,” said Jess. “It’s not your fault, and I don’t blame Halberd, either. When the team fell apart, the focus shifted from the potential of the Crimson Five to… the tragedy of the Crimson Five. To Halberd, the criminal.”



Halberd and his apprentice. Will knew that Jess would never say as much, but part of the fascination had been as much on him, on Lockpick, even though he’d been viewed as just being along for the ride.



“You’re saying that the CA doesn’t trust you anymore because of how badly Halberd and I fucked up?” he asked.



“I wouldn’t go that far,” she said, touching his knee. “They treat me as a licensed solo hero. Capable, respected, renowned, but not necessarily influential within the decision-making pipeline.”



“That’s ridiculous,” he muttered. “You’re probably more powerful than the entire team of the Drifters put together.”



“Regardless of whether that’s true or not, it’s not a fact I’m going to rub in their face. They’re here to help at a time when we can certainly use the help. You know the scope of the problem better than most, LP.”



“Yeah,” he agreed. “You’re right. No surprise they want to get Rue involved, too.”



“I’ll be surprised if she gives them so much as a hint,” said Jess.



Will furrowed his brow. “Why’s that? Rue seems pretty willing to help when it comes to a just cause.”



He thought back to before she’d dug her feet in about his nightly outings, back to how quickly she’d been able to help him track down Chauffeur. Jess let out an exasperated chuckle, eyeing him doubtfully.



“She’s not going to lift a finger if they don’t agree to her terms,” said Jess. “Rue is ruthless when it comes to negotiating on her own behalf.”



“Very true.”



Will ran inside to grab her when they pulled into the driveway. She was reading on the couch and went along without complaint. He wondered if Jess had perhaps missed the mark on her willingness to help out when he caught sight of her mischievous smile. The Drifters might well have more to worry about from Webcam than Lockpick.



The meeting was held at the Second Advent’s church. Will, Jess, and Rue arrived while discussion was already underway. The four members of the newly arrived super team stood alongside Father Darkeye, grey haired and demure, Brother Cartwheel, a Caribbean man with a broad smile and dreadlocks, and Sister Ivy, a young brunette with thick glasses.



“This isn’t a military campaign,” said Father Darkeye. “Given the number of escaped prisoners we’re talking about, each with a varying degree of personal power, we need to consider taking a more nuanced approach.”



“Nuanced?” Brad scoffed and waved a hand through the air. “We’re talking about the aftermath of a prison break. Lunatics running around a city filled with mundane innocents. First and foremost, we need to send them a message.”



“They aren’t going to hear it,” said Will. “You aren’t talking about a bunch of scattered, frightened escapees. The prison break was organized by the Power Realists, and if you try to intimidate them on the behalf of the CA, they’ll respond with open warfare.”



He caught more than a few of the assembled supers glancing his way, frowning with doubt or suspicion.



“The Power Realists are a non-factor,” said Brad. “A prison gang of no more than a dozen, according to the Champion Authority’s records.”



“Closer to forty or fifty,” said Will. “Maybe more, depending on which way the wind blew for some of the escapees without better options on the outside.”



“No offense, but we can’t just take your word for it,” said Brad. “Which is part of the reason why we need your help, Webcam.”



Brad turned the attention onto Rue abruptly, and she glanced toward Jess before seeming to find her voice within the room.



“I’m licensed as a hero, but I’m currently inactive,” said Rue.



“We know,” said Marti. “You could still help us immensely, though, with your power. Tracking down these criminals is going to be step one, regardless of which approach we take.”



“That’s very sensible,” said Rue. “I’m sure I
 could
 help you immensely.”



She smiled, pausing for emphasis. Brad exchanged a look with Farther Darkeye and Marti.



“Go on,” said Jess. “Name your price.”



“The Seattle Super Academy,” said Rue. “I’ll help if you get me on campus.”



A sputter of laughter came from Brad and a few other members of the Drifters, but it soon cut off as they realized she wasn’t joking.



“You’re serious?” asked Brad.



“The amount of focus it takes for me to actively use my power to find a single person, let alone hundreds, is enormous,” said Rue. “I’m not doing it for free.”



“You would sacrifice the safety of your own city for a dorm room?” snapped Brad.



“I’m not sacrificing anything,” said Rue. “I’ll still keep watch and let you know if there’s danger that needs to be addressed. But don’t expect me to start tracking down people by facial features and physical descriptions.”



Will wanted to outright applaud Rue for putting her foot down. With a power like hers, they would have her searching non-stop if she agreed without reservation. It was more of a smart move than a cynical one, in his opinion.



“I suppose we could give you our recommendations come the next enrollment period,” suggested Marti.



“That might be the best you get, sweetie,” said Jess, setting a hand on her shoulder.



“Well, it’s not good enough,” said Rue. “Sorry, but no thanks. I’m not going to be your surveillance slave without guaranteed enrollment in return.”



Will knew she didn’t stand a chance of getting it, given how exclusive the Super Academy was, but it was still endlessly satisfying to watch the Drifters’ impotent fury at her casual dismissal of their demands. Unsurprisingly, it was Father Darkeye who played mediator.



“Why don’t we keep this line of dialogue open moving forward but shift our focus elsewhere for now?” he suggested. “I’m sure Webcam will reconsider if the circumstances grow sufficiently dire.”



“I won’t,” muttered Rue.



Jess nudged her with an elbow. “Moving on?”



Brad was almost seething as he slowly nodded and let his request drop. “Setting aside tracking down more of the escapees in the future, we have already discovered the hideout of at least one. A super with powerful duplication and substance creation abilities known as Algae Double.”



A laptop sat on a nearby table, and Marti tapped away at the keyboard, bringing up a mugshot of a face that Will recognized instantly. Algae Double, Erik Ahlquist, had been one of the few prisoners within Mastodon Supermax truly outside of the influence of the Realists. He could mold his own body out of slime, duplicate himself, and create a few varieties of unpleasant goo to use as weapons.



“Several eyewitness reports place him as having set up in the city’s old sewer,” said Marti. “We aren’t entirely sure if it’s just him or if he’s harboring other fugitives.”



“It’ll just be him,” said Will. “He didn’t make many friends inside.”



Few friends, but few enemies, either. Will had been amicable toward Erik. They’d traded food items a few times in the cafeteria, fruit cups for French fries, and hadn’t tried to kill one another, which was more than could be said for Will and many of the other prisoners at the time of his release.



“In that case, starting here seems obvious,” said Brad. “We’ll capture Algae Double and make an example of him. Should make our position clear to the other escaped prisoners.”



“The others don’t care about him,” said Will. “Going hard on Algae Double isn’t going to scare anyone out of hiding.”



“Spoken like someone who has a deep understanding of the criminal mind,” said Brad, dryly.



A few judgmental glances shot Will’s way. Jess’s fingers brushed his hand, reassuring him that she, at least, saw beyond his supervillain past.



“I believe that William has a valid point,” said Father Darkeye. “Would it not be better to attempt to speak with this Algae Double, first? He may be willing to cooperate in exchange for a lessened sentence.”



“It’s worth a try,” said Will. It probably wasn’t, probably didn’t stand a chance in hell of working, but he felt a strange inclination to try to avert outright violence, if possible. Even with Relic, the Drifters, and the help of members of the Second Advent, there would still be a risk going up against a superpowered fugitive with nothing to lose.



 “Let’s meet back here later tonight,” said Jess. “Those of us who have practical field powers will suit up and investigate our options.”



Everyone nodded aside from Will and Rue as the meeting came to a conclusion.








CHAPTER 9




 



Jess began cooking an early dinner as soon as they arrived back home. Will retired to his room, somewhat at a loss as to what his next move should be. The Champion Authority had sent a team to Lancaster City, which meant his nighttime outings would be even riskier moving forward.



As much as he would have liked to leave Despot and the Realists to the “professionals,” there was a gap between what they were capable of and what they were up against. If he decided to sit out the next few days of encounters, he might simply be delaying the inevitable, letting others risk their lives and prod the sleeping bear that was the super-supremacists.



“You look frustrated.”



Rue entered his room without knocking. She’d changed after getting back to the house, slipping into a pair of hip-hugging boy shorts and a crop top that showed off entirely too much navel.



“Just tired,” he said. “I would think you’d be the frustrated one after how they shut down your Super Academy demands.”



“Some people are just bad at compromising,” she said, with a sigh.



She sat down in front of his bed and turned on the TV and Xbox. Will could see a fair way down her shirt from where he was stretched out across his mattress, a perfect valley of generous, but tightly pinched together cleavage.



“It’s too hot inside,” she said, pulling at the front of her shirt. “Good thing I won’t be wearing much for my stream tonight.”



She glanced up at him, still tugging her top open, enough to reveal just a hint of brown nipple. A slow smile crept onto Will’s face as he realized what she was up to.



“I hope it proves profitable for you,” he said. “I’ll be heading out, so I’m afraid I can’t offer to watch or to help.”



“What’s the point?” Rue arched her back in a manner that all but thrust her breasts up into Will’s face. “With Mom backed up by those stiffs from the CA, they should have more than enough manpower to clean up the city.”



“I wouldn’t be so sure about that,” he said. “But regardless of anything, it’s kind of fun. Being out at night. Flaunting the rules. Getting away with it.”



Rue paused the game and climbed onto the bed, sitting cross legged next to him. “You have a strange idea of what’s fun, LP.”



He flashed a wry smile. “You and me both.”



Rue brought her hand to her face, one curled finger resting thoughtfully against her lips. Her complexion was always a little more tanned during the summer, which brought out the brown in her exotic eyes, almost closer to a bronze-gold.



“I have a better suggestion than going out to dance with those Champion Authority nerds,” she said.



“I’m listening.”



She reached into one of the tiny pockets of her boy shorts and pulled out a familiar remote. Will’s body reacted, skin suddenly sensitive and tingling and hyper aware of the way her bare thigh rubbed against his leg.



“Help me out again,” she whispered. “Come on. It’ll be fun.”



She set the remote down on his knee, holding her fingers over it and gently rubbing his leg for a few seconds before reluctantly pulling back and leaving it behind like a shrine offering. Will could barely think through the clamor of horny ideas in his head.



Was she wearing the vibrator at that very moment? He could answer that question for himself if he wanted to. A simple press of a button and Cammie would be writhing on his bed in pleasure. Maybe he’d start off slow with the low setting, see if she’d try to play it off as if she wasn’t insanely horny and hot from something a step beyond the summer heat.



“Tempting,” he said, with a chuckle. “Very tempting.”



“As it should be,” she said, sidling up closer to him. “We could play the new game I bought you afterward. Make a night of it. Me and you.”



“Fooling around.”



She just shrugged, but her smile seemed a lot more sure.



“I could try to get back early,” he said. “Might be a slow night.”



“No deal. I don’t want you going out at all.”



“That doesn’t seem fair.”



“How is it not fair?” asked Rue. “I might start my stream early tonight, depending on… things.”



She started touching his leg again, fingers all but tracing along the far edge of the imprint of his dick through his pants. It wasn’t fair at all, though for reasons different than what Will would have articulated out loud. He twirled the remote in his fingers.



“Fine,” he said. “Be that way. But I’m not giving you this back.”



“What?” Rue grabbed for the remote, but he pulled it out of reach. “LP! Don’t be an asshole!”



“If you’re going to try to sabotage my nightly goals, why shouldn’t I sabotage back?”



Rue scoffed and tried to snatch at it again, falling on top of him this time. They wrestled on his bed, rolling from side to side, Rue staying on top. Will found it funny, knowing how easily he could overpower her if he wanted, but suspected if he laughed, she’d start scratching him.



“Give it to me!” she snapped.



“Phrasing, Cammie,” he said, grinning. “This feels like a teaching moment. Why don’t we find out how you react to someone teasing you to the breaking point?”



He wasn’t sure if she’d actually put the vibrator in or not… until his thumb settled over the power button. Rue’s eyes went wide, and she did scratch him in her rush to keep him from pressing the button, forcing her palm flat between his finger and the face of the remote.



Will rolled sideways hard, the springs of his bed groaning as he suddenly bounced her underneath him. Rue narrowed her eyes, still pulling at the remote, her crop top sagging at an angle that left one breast threatening to pop loose.



“Jerk,” she muttered.



“Brat.”



“I’m not leaving without my remote!”



“I guess you’re not leaving, then,” he said, jutting his chin into her face.



“I guess not.”



She pulled at it again. Will leaned forward, pinning her flat with his chest. He started tapping the remote, trying to get one of the buttons to trigger through the shield of her hand. He pushed down each time, rocking forward to try to get an angle that would let him turn the stupid vibrator on and…



One of Rue’s legs slid sideways, and Will was in between her thighs, the two of them face to face. Will had earned himself an erection at some point. The remote suddenly seemed like an afterthought in comparison to Rue, who was still trying to glare angrily at him, hardly dressed and breathing heavily.



“Give me it,” she whispered.



“You want it?”



She gave the slightest nod. He let go of the hand with the remote, but made no move to climb off her, his attention running in a circle, lips to breasts to thighs… back to lips. He tried to grab at the remote again, more to just give them a pretense that wasn’t so loaded.



He started kissing her neck, not really knowing why or feeling as if he needed an excuse. Rue made this incredible noise, a rising hiccup of pleasure and annoyance. He let his lips travel, kissing her cheek.



“You sure you don’t want me to have that remote?” he whispered.



“You’re such a… Shut up!”



She kissed him back, mouth to mouth, tongue to tongue, biting him as it finished. Will pawed at her huge breasts and tugged at her clothing, his hands in a rush to do things that he wasn’t telling them to do.



“Rue?” called Jess. “LP? I’m about to head out. Dinner is on the table.”



Footsteps up the stairs, moving into the hallway. Will was just grounded enough to realize what that meant. He rolled off Rue, rushing to make his own obvious hard-on decent. She slipped out of his bed, dropping to pick up the discarded controller, vibrator remote safely tucked away.



Jess opened the door, and Will did his best to act intrigued by the game on the screen instead of radiating guilt. The room even seemed to smell a little different now, sweat and pre-sex. Was that a thing, pre-sex? It had been too long to remember since he’d last gotten laid.



“Oh,” said Jess. “You’re both in here.”



She was already in costume, the same ensemble of black leather and grey skirts that Will had once cut open as Decay. It was a hell of a costume, hugging tight to her curves, perfectly highlighting her cleavage through the tight cord ties crisscrossing the chest. The Circlet of Ra held back her golden hair, which if anything, only made the frown on her face seem that much more severe.



“I thought I heard something before,” she said absent mindedly.



“I was…” Will frowned, fumbling for an excuse.



“LP tried to start a pillow fight,” said Rue. “I shut him down.”



Like hell you did
 .



“Don’t roughhouse too much while I’m gone,” said Jess. “Sandwiches and chips downstairs. Yours is the one on the pink plate, Rue.”



“Got it,” she said. “Be safe.”



“I will, though I’m not rushing into anything too dangerous tonight,” said Jess. “I should be back before it gets too late.”



She left, leaving the door open in her wake. Will waited until he heard the sound of her leaving the house before letting himself relax.



“LP,” said Rue.



“Yeah?”



She turned the game off and stood up. “You be safe, too. If I can’t convince you not to go out, can I at least get you to commit to not doing anything stupid?”



“We have different definitions of the word
 stupid
 ,” he said.



“Yeah,” she said, with a smile. “I’m starting to realize that.”



She came over and kissed him on the cheek. Will was tempted to pull her back into… whatever it was they’d been doing a few minutes before, but Rue seemed to sense it and hurried out of range.



What had they been about to do before? He felt his shame doing a balancing act with his horniness as he considered it, how weirdly hot it’d been to have Rue underneath him like that.



At least in that, they could both agree on the usage of the word
 stupid.








CHAPTER 10




 



Will scarfed down dinner on his way out to the garage before considering whether sneaking around the city on a full stomach was a good plan. He frowned as he pulled on his costume, only then realizing he’d forgotten to address the bullet hole in his sweatshirt.



It was a problem he could do little about right then, and a coin-sized patch of skin on the shoulder was merely annoying, rather than mission critical. Strapping Tragic Darkness across his shoulders, he headed out into the night, following a preplanned route to stay out of range of crowds and prying eyes.



The Champion Authority and the Second Advent had revealed all the details for their plan for that night. Will knew exactly where they’d be meeting up, along with their chosen point to enter Lancaster City’s old, secondary sewer.



He had no intention of confronting them directly. Doing so would be about as near to self-immolating his own life as any singular action could be. They were the good guys—they wouldn’t kill him, but they would most definitely capture and unmask him. Which, in all likelihood, would lead to a violation of his probation that would land him back in prison for the rest of his life.



He acknowledged that dwelling on potential consequences was a great way to paralyze oneself into a state of inaction. His objective was adjacent to the super squad’s, and in fact, he was looking to avoid a fight if at all possible.



Algae Double had, obviously, been at the prison during the escape. Even if he wasn’t a member of the Realists, he was Will’s best shot at getting information about where the gang might be. Information he might willingly divulge in exchange for a heads-up about the oncoming raid.



He found a spot not far from where the Champion Authority and the Second Advent had planned to meet up, a section of the city outskirts next to an old drainage tunnel with lots of construction around the edge. The smart thing to do was to watch the direction of their initial approach into the sewers so he wasn’t trying to avoid them blind.



Will took a seat in the empty cab of a backhoe well within the shadows of a work site. He tried to stay patient as he waited for the party to kick off, ignoring the voice in his head that was grumbling about how he would have had more fun with Rue and her stream.



The supers arrived in clumps, with Relic showing up first, followed shortly after by Sister Ivy and Brother Cartwheel, and finally, the Drifters. Will had looked them up on his phone. There were no photos of them in costume, obviously, but he’d gotten the gist of the team and their powers.



Brad was
 Impact
 , the confident, orange-suited leader with the power of imbuing objects with acceleration at a touch. He could basically throw things really fast. Pretty lame, in Will’s opinion, but every ability had its ups and downs.



Marti, the woman with grey-streaked hair, was
 Miss Mass
 , whom he actually did remember from a previous encounter. She could change the density of her own body, turn herself into steel or, alternatively, drop weight until she floated on air. It was a deceptively powerful ability if used correctly, but not one that would give him any trouble if it came to a serious fight.



The younger woman on the team, Kat, if he remembered her name correctly, was
 Breathless
 . She had… wind breath. Super underwhelming, but he suspected that her power was chosen to pair with Miss Mass, given how she’d be able to move with the wind at her back at low density.



The bald guy was
 Origami
 , whose power was maximum flexibility. More utility than shock and awe, but Will had seen him in action before and he’d be damned if it wasn’t cool to watch. He brought his knee up to rest against the backhoe’s steering wheel, watching the supers surrounding the sewer line below standing in a semi-circle and discussing their approach.



It was hard for him to watch them in the midst of their conversation and not lament the loss of Rue’s help. If even one of them had been carrying their phone, she could have provided him with the gist. Annoying, but not a problem that would keep him from accomplishing his objective.



Most of the supers backed away from the drainage gate blocking their way. Origami stepped forward, rolling his shoulders out and feeling the gaps in the metal of the bars with his fingers. He used his power, his body shifting and flattening like a flounder fish pressed against the ocean floor.



Will would have given applause had he not been relying on the veil of secrecy. That dude was amazing. He slipped through the bars, disappearing into the darkness of the tunnel to scout ahead. He returned a few minutes later to check in with the others, whose expressions gave little away as they listened to his report.



Relic stepped forward, neatly bending back the side section of the metal bars so the entire team could continue through. It was easy for Will to forget sometimes that even among other supers, she was incredible. She had more powers through her artifacts than the rest of the supers present put together, at least in terms of useful combat abilities.



Will’s plan was to simply wait until they were in the tunnel and then sneak around to a different entrance into the sewers. The heroes and Algae Double would, in all likelihood, be too distracted with each other to give him much of their focus.



As it turned out, he had the kernel of a good idea… just one that came to fruition before he could take advantage of it. A gurgle came from the tunnel, like the sound of an entire city sublevel letting out a burp.



A flood of slime, or more likely, algae, rushed out of the sewer tunnel, carrying Relic, the Drifters, and the two Second Advent clergy along with it. The goo appeared to be mildly acidic, judging from the variety of holes and melted gaps Will could now see in their costumes. He tried not to ogle Miss Mass’s surprisingly well-formed breasts. Maybe her power had a few uses that she didn’t disclose openly?



A booming shout echoed from within the tunnel, through the metal and out into the night. A trio of tall, bald, and slightly green-tinted men stepped out of the sewer, each one a perfect copy of Algae Double.



Will frowned, realizing he’d never stopped to consider if there might be an upper limit to how many copies the super could make of himself. With Cryptkeeper serving as Mastodon’s warden, nobody with a visible power had ever dared to show off what they could do. Will had always just assumed that Algae Double could, as his name suggested, double himself, and left it at that.



It was hard to sit back and watch, even if he knew it was his best move. Impact was first back on his feet, pulling out what appeared to be a bag of marbles and using his power to propel them at the Algae Double clones like spherical glass bullets.



The projectiles tore through the clones, but the wounds closed almost as quickly as they formed, goo pushing back into each newly created gap. Miss Mass, with one arm engaged in an active attempt to preserve her modesty across her chest, lunged forward, throwing a haymaker of a punch at the head of one of the clones.



It connected, and an unfortunate burst of goo coated Miss Mass’s face and eyes. Another head grew from the Algae Double clone’s neck, coming in slightly at an angle like a salamander growing a new tail.



Breathless entered the fray, exhaling with enough intensity to knock all of the clones off their feet. A gurgle now sounded from the tunnel, and a second tide of goo swept over the supers standing nearby.



Relic looked slightly bored as she summoned her Sacred Scepter to hand and began clubbing through their cloned enemies. Even with the weapon’s enchantment, the clones were quick to recover. They had the heroes at a standstill of sorts, unable to do much damage, but incredibly resilient on the flipside.



Will decided it was time for him to move. He looped around to another grated tunnel a few hundred meters away from the action. With his penknife, it took only a few cuts to get it open enough for him to enter. He could hear the faint echoes of the action to his left as the tunnel led him to a Y-shaped intersection, and he used it to plan out a less eventful route for himself.



He’d had the forethought to bring a flashlight with him, but he was very much exploring a sewer, and it was hard to appreciate the sights and stains exposed by the illumination. The smell was worse, if anything, ancient shit and fossilized death.



It didn’t make sense to him why Algae Double would choose to set up here. It was, in a certain sense, a place suited for his power, damp and presumably easier for him to grow clones and offensive algae. But it was also a place well within the city’s limits, a place on the radar of the Champion Authority, incredibly obvious, almost cliché.



He slowed his pace as he reached another intersection, this one with a hastily spray-painted arrow pointing in one direction. He felt no urge to follow it, having no idea where it might lead, but he decided it was as good a time as any to attempt contact.



“Hey,” he called. “Algae Double. You down here?”



He whistled, heard a light scuffle from ahead. Possibly a person, probably a rat.



“Erik?” he called. “It’s me, Pick. Just here to talk.”



A silence followed, one of the variety that felt as though it had a listener behind it. Will heard obvious footsteps and turned in their direction. Erik stepped forward into the beam of his light, though whether it was the original or a copy, or whether it even made sense to make that distinction was an open question.



“The fuck are you doing here, Pick?” he asked. “I know you got out well ahead of the break. You an informant now?”



Will shook his head. He still held the flashlight and closed his penknife slowly as a gesture of good faith.



“I came to give you a heads up, though it might be coming a bit late. I saw that little scuffle at the tunnel entrance.”



“Are they here for me, or just here?” asked Erik.



“They’re here for you, unfortunately,” he said. “Relic, the Drifters, a couple members of the Second Advent. They’re here to clean up the prison break, and they’re serious about it.”



Erik chuckled. “Typical. Over a hundred escaped supervillains, and the CA sends, what? A single team to hook up with the locals and deal with the problem?”



“To start,” said Will. “They’re naïve, but I wouldn’t underestimate their resolve.”



“If they want to try to fuck with me, they’re more than welcome to find out what happens.” Algae Double lifted a hand and made a fist.



Will rolled his eyes and tapped him on the shoulder with mocking respect. “Sure thing, tough guy. Just thought I’d pass the message on.”



“Well, I appreciate the warning, but I’m not stupid,” said Erik. “What do you want?”



Will grew serious again, briefly glancing into the darkness of the nearby tunnel. “You were inside when the prison break happened. What can you tell me about how it went down?”



“Not much. It was chaos. One minute Architect’s barriers were down, the next, the entire building was falling apart.”



“The barriers went down first?”



Erik nodded. “I figured someone got to him inside. I was just sitting on my bed for a while. You ever leave the door open for a true indoor cat before? It was like that. I couldn’t even conceptualize using it as an opportunity to escape, and shit, I’ve tried to escape before! Just the shock of it, you know…”



“I can imagine,” said Will. “I saw the building afterward. It looked like a missile hit it.”



“It’s entirely possible. There were some serious explosions, Pick. The fucking roof was coming down. I just followed the mob out when shit got wild.”



“So you can’t say for sure whether the explosions were coming from inside or not?”



Will’s working theory for how the escape must have gone down relied on someone working at the prison having been bribed into helping Despot and the others with the escape. It was hard to imagine how they would have gotten to Architect without a traitor on the inside. The bombs must also have been planned and likely planted in advance.



“I can’t say,” said Erik. “Truth. You know me. I’ve got no good reason to lie for anyone about this stuff.”



“I believe you,” said Will. “Last question. Did you hear anything about where the Realists were heading? There’ve been no reported sightings of anyone associated with the gang.”



A slow smile crept onto Erik’s face. “Figures that’s what you’d ask about. Just can’t let old feuds go, can you?”



“You think Despot is going to let it go now that he’s on the outside? Now that he can actually get at me if he wants to?”



“I think you might be surprised about how that lunatic’s mind works,” said Erik. “I wouldn’t go jumping to any conclusions, but I suppose I would also play it safe if I was in your shoes.”



“So…?” Will made a rolling motion with his hand. “I did you a favor by warning you about the super squad’s interest in your tunnels.”



“They did a fair enough job of sending their own warning,” muttered Erik. He sighed, looked at Will with a discerning expression, and giving a defeated shake of the head. “I’ll tell you what I know, but what I know ain’t much. I overheard Glass make an offhand comment about how nobody was going to dare to come after them.”



“How is that relevant?”



“He said it in a way that made it sound as if there could be more to it than them just being dangerous as villains. Like they were planning on holing up somewhere with firepower. If I were you, I would be extremely careful about what doors you go knocking on.”



Will smiled. “I don’t knock.”



Erik laughed and wagged a finger at him. “Man, you have not changed a bit. Those fools were right to be scared. I’m almost scared. Almost.”



Will smiled as he met the other man’s gaze. A true smile. Algae Double was well adjusted, by Mastodon’s standards. He’d never engaged in fights, never needed to. His power put him above it. A gracefully aging version of… slime immortality.



The nature of Will’s power had always engendered a certain amount of mutual respect between them. There was no armor, barrier, forcefield, any sort of physical protective defense that could resist his cutting. When he presented an edged object in the direction of an obstruction, it always found the keyhole, ran along the perfect zipper.



There was a sense of mutual respect, an understanding, between them. Will could cut through anything. Algae Double was immune to any cut. Why test it? Why risk possible death and pointless ego bruising by forcing the issue?



They’d never come to terms, never agreed to anything out loud, but there had been a genuine truce between them within Mastodon. A silent acknowledgment of how they both benefited and, in a way, covered each other by never forcing the issue. Algae Double had been seemingly invincible. Will, with any sort of knife, could cause unlimited damage.



“Why are you still in the city?” he asked. “I get the attraction to water, given your power, but why here? This is going to be the epicenter of their search.”



“This is the place to be. I can get anywhere in the city from here.”



“You’re not hearing me,” he said. “The city is—”



“I heard you, Pick. I appreciate. Really, I do. Just nothing that can be done.”



Will shrugged. He felt cheated by that response, but he supposed that he’d come as much to ask about the prison break and the Realists as he had to issue a warning about the Champion Alliance and their search.



“So be it,” he said. “Best of luck to you, Erik.”



“Best of luck, Pick.”



It was only as Will turned to head back out the tunnel the same way he’d first come in that he heard the faintest report of footsteps on metal. He froze, glancing at Algae Double, who frowned and shook his head. Not expected guests.



“Hold it right there, you two!”








CHAPTER 11




 



Will and Algae Double were, in fact, given little choice about holding where they were. The air wavered, and the sewer became a powerful, unidirectional wind tunnel. The force of the rushing air was enough to knock Will off his feet, and only by flinging a hand to one of the grooves in the metal did he manage to keep from tumbling further.



Most of the heroes were there as he rose to his feet. Impact, Miss Mass, Breathless, and of course, Relic. Will assumed Origami and the two Second Advent members had taken another route and might possibly come from behind, though just these four were already more than enough.



Disappointingly, the heroines who’d suffered damage to their costumes had patched themselves up with borrowed t-shirts and other articles of clothing.



“Well,” said Impact, voice twice as smug in costume as out of it. “Look who we have here. Our recapture target, Algae Double, mingling with Decay, one of the prime suspects associated with the prison break. Clearly a two-for-one special.”



Breathless let out a chuckle. Will dusted off one shoulder with a calculated movement as he slowly stood up.



“You knocked us down,” he said, voice gruff. “You didn’t capture us. Also, if you’d done your research, you would already know by now that the prison break was an inside job.”



No harm in chumming the water, given that they did have some enemies in common. It was in his interests to have them shifting their focus toward the Power Realists, but he couldn’t be too blatant about it. Hints stirred more intrigue than answers.



“We’re well on our way to getting the full details,” said Impact. “Miss Mass? Would you be so kind as to take them both into custody?”



Will flicked his hand, seemingly making his penknife appear and snap open from nowhere. Tragic Darkness would have had a greater intimidation factor, but the tunnel was too narrow for him to do much with it.



“I’m not your enemy,” said Will. “Despite how it may seem.”



“I gave you a chance to register yourself and work through the system when I first encountered you.” Relic stepped forward, face deadly serious. “You made your choice. This isn’t a game. There are no extra lives.”



Her tone was far less understanding than it would have been for the lectures Jess gave out of costume. Will exhaled through his teeth in frustration, wishing she’d gone with the other group. Not only did it constrain his options in terms of how much violence he could reasonably justify, but also, it made the situation complicated.



It made him stop and think about what he was doing. Taking risks with his own life was second nature to Will after everything he’d gone through with Halberd and within the prison. Fighting Jess,
 Relic
 , meant throwing her into the mix, gambling her safety against his ability to hold back… and that was the best-case scenario. That was assuming he could even win again.



“We’ve got this,” said Algae Double, nudging his side.



“Grab them!” shouted Impact.



“Would you just stop and—”



Listen
 had been the word he’d been about end his sentence with. Will dodged out of the way of a small, circular piece of metal that Impact had propelled toward him using his power, the projectile whistling as it cut through the air like a razor.



Everyone was moving, using their powers to gain whatever advantages they could. Algae Double made a river of slime appear from nowhere and surge down one side of the tunnel, knocking down Miss Mass, who immediately lowered her density to rise from the goo.



Breathless tried to make some kind of sweeping wind barrier at which it seemed as though she still needed some practice. Will took a few steps backward, giving himself more room and more escape options as he stepped into the intersection between tunnels.



“I can handle him myself if you want to hang back,” Impact said to Relic, dripping with smugness.



“He’s more dangerous than he looks.” Relic was staring at Will, her eyes searching for his under the darkness of the hood. She was scary in costume, doubly so given the grudge she still held over their previous encounters. Will cursed his abysmal luck at having to face her again.



Impact, eager as ever, came at him first. Impact’s power was fairly lackluster within the confinement of the tunnel. Will had read about him being capable of throwing vehicles and buildings around when he set himself to the task, but lacking anything so large seemingly limited the superhero to flinging the change from his pocket.



Will dodged the first salvo easily enough. Impact responded with another fistful of hissing metal. A penny struck Will in the side of his stomach, tearing a hole through costume, skin, and the flesh underneath as it passed neatly through him. No vital organs, and a quick fix with his mending, but he was still in pain and winded afterward.



Impact snorted and took a step forward as though to finish Will off by simply grabbing him. It was a shockingly huge mistake, one so obvious and avoidable that he had to wonder what kind of training the Champion Authority was providing to its heroes these days.



Will shifted from holding his side and faking as though the injury was still affecting him, to slashing with his penknife. He could have chipped Impact’s arm off at the elbow or gone for the throat if he’d been in a killing mood, but he wasn’t a monster.



He severed a few tendons along the back of the hero’s hand that would hurt like hell and require surgery to heal properly. It was about as far from a genuinely serious injury as he could manage in the heat of the moment—he’d seen gorier nosebleeds—but for the way Impact and the other members of the Drifters reacted, he may as well have impaled the man on a rusty spike.



“Impact!” screamed Breathless.



“Hero down!” cried Miss Mass. “Form a defensive triangle!”



Impact fell backward, clutching at the scratch across his wrist and moaning in pain. “You… bastard!”



Algae Double shot a questioning look at Will, who waved a hand and took an experimental step in the direction of escape. He committed to it when he saw the lack of reaction from Breathless and Miss Mass, who were still tending to their overdramatic leader.



Within seconds, he and Algae Double were both sprinting down the tunnel at full speed. He risked a glance over his shoulder but couldn’t see much as they rounded a curve that put them out of range of the flashlights of their pursuers.



“It looked like his hand was still attached,” said Algae Double.



“It was!” snapped Will. “What, you think I just go severing limbs for fun?”



“I’m just saying, you don’t normally see guys react like that unless there’s more blood. I thought it was like that one time with Red Salamander back in Mastodon.”



“That was different. He could regrow limbs.”



They slowed, coming to a stop at a new intersection.



“On that note, I’m surprised you stuck around,” said Will. “I realize that you could have just sacrificed this particular double and not bothered with that confrontation.”



“Who says I’m not the original?” Algae Double grinned and patted his chest. “Anyway, I’m going left. If you go right here, you’ll reach a ladder in a few hundred meters that’ll take you back up.”



“Right, thanks,” he said. “Take care of yourself, Erik. If I were you, I’d seriously consider leaving the city.”



“Can’t do that just yet. But I appreciate the thought. Have a nice life, Pick.”



Algae Double stepped backward into the shadows, and Will wasted no time heading down the tunnel the other super had indicated. He ran for a minute before stopping to listen, making sure there were no following footsteps before approaching the ladder.



“Not so fast,” said Relic. “You forgot about someone.”



She was flying just above the floor of the tunnel, abusing her cape for the purposes of stealth. Will tried to scramble up the ladder, but she knocked into him hard, seizing the metal rungs and yanking them from the wall to scatter any chance of escape.



“Oh, I didn’t forget,” he said. “I wanted to spare you the embarrassment of last time.”



He wanted her angry. In truth, Will was more concerned with her recognizing his voice and realizing who was behind the hood than he was with figuring out how to escape. Relic was scary, but not nearly as scary as the prospect of disappointing Jess on such a massive scale.



“If your goal is to find a way to the top of my personal most wanted list, you’re well on your way there,” growled Relic.



“I’m sure a lesser supervillain would be flattered by the attention,” he said. He waved a hand at her and started walking down the tunnel.



He thought he’d have a second to react, given how much respect she’d previously shown for his power, his penknife. Not this time. Relic slammed into him like a linebacker going for the perfect tackle. The air escaped his lungs in a grunt as he went down with her on top of him. Wrestling someone with superstrength wasn’t a lot of fun.



“Not so mouthy now, are you?” said Relic, flashing a smirk that seemed out of place on her face in costume. “Let’s see what you look like behind the hood, shall we?”



Sorry Jess
 , he thought.



Will still had a single hand mostly free. He grabbed the hilt of Tragic Darkness, drawing the sword not to free it from its sheath, but to slam the pommel into the side of Relic’s temple. A stunning blow, at least for someone wearing the Cord of Achilles. She gasped and fell sideways, which was all the invitation to flee that Will needed.



He ran for a stretch and then did what he should have thought to do earlier. Slashing upward with his penknife, he collapsed a neat section of the tunnel behind him, blocking himself off from pursuit. Relic could easily move the debris, given enough time, but he’d be long gone by the time she finished.



 








CHAPTER 12




 



Will’s escape mimicked his lingering adrenaline. Which is to say, crawling through a seemingly endless and increasingly damp, dirty stretch of sewers until everything about the situation felt as though it’d overstayed its welcome.



The top section of his costume was filthy by the time he finally found a second ladder leading to the surface. With the new hole Impact had put through it with one of his coin shots, he was tempted to throw the sweatshirt away on the spot and simply buy another, but he didn’t have a change of clothes on hand.



He had to get home. Jess would be back within a similar timeframe, though she would doubtlessly reunite with the other half of the search team first. He had to get home, hide his filthy costume, and clean himself up before the sewer stench body odor gave him away.



He found it rather challenging to travel on foot at a patient, unassuming pace while simultaneously being aware that he was racing a woman who could fly. When he reached the house, as far as he could tell, he’d made it back first.



Will hurried upstairs, pausing briefly to listen outside Rue’s door. Her light was off, judging from the slit of darkness under her door. Had she gone through with her stream earlier that night? It annoyed him to think that she might be moving on from their partnership, though admittedly, the last thing he needed was another secret to juggle.



He changed, brought his costume to the garage, and hid it away in an old storage box that hadn’t been touched since before he’d first left with Halberd. He wasn’t sure how much time he’d have before Jess got back, but he smelled like shit in an unfortunately literal sense and decided to risk taking a shower.



In and out. He scrubbed himself down aggressively, hoping that liberal soap usage would make up for limited time. It was still a photo finish, with him having to tiptoe the last few steps into bed while listening to the sound of Jess arriving home and making her way upstairs.



Almost as soon as he’d set his head down on the pillow, he heard his door creep open. A half-lidded glance was enough for him to see her in the dim hallway light, still clad in Relic’s tight black costume.



She slowly walked over to his bed, standing over him. Will tried to keep his breathing from giving him away, uncertainty rising in his chest as he wondered if she was simply going to yank him out from his sheets by the scruff and start demanding answers.



“Goodnight, LP,” whispered Jess.



He felt her plant a kiss on his cheek and prayed that she wouldn’t notice or read too deeply into his damp hair.



 



***



 



Will’s body was a wreck when he woke up the next morning. He hadn’t done anywhere close to as thorough of a job mending the wound Impact had left in his side as he’d assumed. The excitement and adrenaline had hidden a fair portion of the damage in the moment.



He took it easy as he got dressed, throwing on a t-shirt and shorts. His plans for the day were centered around costume repair, though he was going to have to find a way to handle it without spending much money, given how broke he was.



The sound of an argument filtered up from the kitchen as he made his way downstairs. Jess had her apron on and was busy making breakfast burritos. Avery had dropped by and was leaning against the fridge, arms folded and frowning openly.



“Would you at least consider how I feel?” she snapped.



 “I have been,” said Jess. “What you’re not seeing is that regardless of anything, this would be so good for your future.”



“My future is just fine from where I’m currently standing, thank you.”



“Avery.” Jess cracked an egg and poured it into the pan, throwing the shell away and wiping her fingertips on her apron. “I’m asking you to help, not to fight. It wouldn’t be anything that would put you at risk.”



“I’m always at risk when I’m playing at being a hero!” said Avery. “I’m not even a glass cannon. Just glass in midair.”



“You don’t have to get that close to the action! You could help us search. Be an extra set of perfectly positioned eyes.”



“So could Rue,” said Avery. “Why am I getting the recruitment speech and not her?”



Rue, sitting at the dining room table in an oversized t-shirt, raised her hands. “Please, please, please don’t drag me into this.”



“Your power is different from Rue’s, Avery,” said Jess. “I think you’d be surprised at what you could accomplish if you set your mind to it again. In some ways, you have a responsibility to—”



“To what?” shouted Avery. “Stress myself out and put myself in pointless danger? Take on fights that don’t concern me? I’m not like you. This stuff doesn’t come as naturally to me. I’m a former member of the Crimson Five for a reason.”



“Sweetie, we both know you’re selling yourself short.” Jess turned over a few strips of bacon she had frying in a second pan. “I had the Drifters with me for backup last night. C tier supers, at best. You would have been so much more helpful and capable than them.”



“I don’t care! I have a job already, one that suits me just fine and probably pays better overall. I don’t need that kind of instability back in my life.”



She left before Jess could get another word in, slamming the front door behind her. Will was on his way into the kitchen to try to resolve the tension when the door swung back open.



“I… actually came to pick you up, LP,” said Avery awkwardly.



“I’ll meet you in the car.”



She nodded and went back outside. Jess was frowning and attempting to roll up the first breakfast burrito, which she’d loaded too full to wrap neatly, a fact seemingly obvious to everyone but her.



“I just don’t understand where her mind is at sometimes,” she said, with a sigh. “You’d think that being able to see the world from a bird’s-eye view at any moment would give someone more perspective on what’s important in life.”



“Aren’t you being a little bit overdramatic?” asked Rue. “It’s not like she doesn’t have a decent job, one that helps people, just in a different way. Right, LP?”



“I’m Switzerland,” he said. “Neutral party.”



In truth, the last thing he wanted was to have both Relic and Kestrel dogging him during his nighttime outings, but it wasn’t really his argument to step into.



“It’s not dramatic to want to clean up after one of the largest prison breaks in modern history!” said Jess. “By the way, Avery did have a point about you also withholding your help.”



“I offered my help to the CA!” said Rue. “It’s not my fault that they weren’t willing to meet my price.”



She pushed out of her chair and hurried up to her room rather than risk inheriting the full range of Jess’s ire. The matriarch of the Sorling clan still struggled to roll the overstuffed burrito, looking as though she was a failed attempt away of hurling the contents out the window.



“You look like you need a hug,” said Will, coming up behind her.



“I need people to start making better decisions,” she muttered. “But… I suppose for now I’ll settle for a hug.”



He stepped into her, wrapping his arms to embrace her from the back. Jess stopped fumbling with the burrito to simply be in the moment, her body shifting the press into his like a puzzle piece that had found its perfect fit.



It felt a little too good, especially so early in the morning, fresh from sleep. Will pressed his crotch forward, rubbing himself into the soft crush of her butt in a manner far too blatant to be accidental. Jess didn’t say anything or pull away.



“They’re both being honest, you know,” he whispered. “They’re open about what they want.”



“I know that,” she whispered, rubbing a hand up his arm. “I just want them to want what’s right for them. It’s easy to get distracted in life and feel like you need the wrong thing.”



He nodded slowly, still grinding into her with no subtlety and no shame. He was getting a hard-on from it, which was just so far from what the moment needed. She must be able to feel it. How could she not?



 “Right and wrong aren’t always clear cut,” he whispered. “Sometimes you just have to do it and untangle things after the fact.”



His hands boldly ran up her body on the pretense of exploring the apron’s pockets. Jess caught them with her own just as they edged up toward her breasts.



“You’re very philosophical this morning, LP,” she said. “We should have these chats more often.”



“We should.” He planted an exaggerated kiss on her cheek, and she laughed and swatted him in the shoulder. “Dance with me.”



He spun her around and grabbed her hands. Avery honked the horn outside, and Jess’s attention was torn between him and the unfinished breakfast burritos.



“I think your ride is getting impatient,” said Jess.



He brought her arm up, gently spinning her, and then pulled her to him with a sigh. “I suppose I should get moving.”



“Here.” Jess finally compromised, taking about a third of the scrambled egg from her current project and managing to get it rolled. “Breakfast to go.”



“I love you,” he said.



“I love you more.”



He kissed her, not on the cheek, or on the top of the head, but right on the lips. It was quick, barely more than a peck, but her reaction might as well have taken place in slow motion. She blinked, frowned slightly with her mouth pulled to the side, and then flashed a patient smile and shook her head.



“You have places to be,” she said playfully. She swatted him with a pan holder on the butt as he turned to go, and he blew a parting kiss back at her.








CHAPTER 13




 



He experienced atmospheric whiplash as he hurried outside and climbed into Avery’s beat-up Dodge Neon. She was glaring at the rear-view mirror, still smoldering from the earlier argument.



“You want a bite of my burrito?” he offered.



She turned her glare onto him, but it faded as she gave a small nod. He held the burrito to her mouth as she took an ungainly sized bite, catching the spilled filling in her palm and devouring it.



“She just doesn’t get it,” she said, putting the car in reverse. “I’ve tried explaining it to her so many times. I’m not like her. I can’t shoot lasers out of my elbows, or whatever, and even supposing I could I doubt it would end well.”



“Well, she’s certainly right about you selling yourself short,” he said.



Avery pulled onto the street, still scowling. “If it wasn’t for the fact that your CA hero license is suspended, you’d better believe that she’d be giving you the same shit.”



“Lucky me,” he said.



Avery ignored his sarcasm. “Seriously. Maybe I should look into if there are any foolproof ways to get myself kicked out of the club.”



“It would be a foolproof way to get Jess to actually kill you.”



“Maybe I want to die?” She grinned and then saw his less than thrilled expression. “Bad joke. Sorry.”



“Where are we going, anyway?”



“I’m bringing you to your super-abstinence treatment,” said Avery. “It seems a bit like overkill, at this point. Anyone with eyes can see that you’ve been behaving yourself since you got out.”



Will coughed and slid his arm along the edge of the window. “Yeah, totally.”



“I suppose I should call Gracie and let her know that we’ll be running a few minutes late.” She pulled out her cell phone as they came to a stop at a red light and frowned. “Fuck. Never mind. She appears to have canceled on us.”



She tossed her phone to Will, and he read the text.



Have to cancel. Had an old friend sleep over while she was passing through town. Catch up soon?



“Sounds like she’s busy,” he said.



“
 Busy
 ,” said Avery. “Yup.”



From arguing with Jess, to hearing about the aftermath of her ex-girlfriend’s hookup. Will sympathized with Avery’s shitty morning enough to offer her another bite of his burrito, which she nibbled at like a mouse presented with cheese.



“I’m not exactly in any rush for my next treatment,” said Will. “Let’s just reschedule.”



“Fuck that. There’s another place across town that offers abstinence treatments. You’re going there from now on instead of Gracie’s.”



“What? Don’t I get a say in this?”



“You do, but your probation officer makes the final call.”



They drove to the place, which appeared to be a modest office set into a strip mall. The lights were off, and the door was locked. Will didn’t really care that much, but Avery seemed to be taking every little inconvenience personally that morning.



“Fuck!” she said, slapping her steering wheel. “You know what? I’ll do your stupid treatment myself. If Gracie is capable of it, I have to think that it’s not that hard.”



“Avery, come on,” said Will. “How about we go do something fun, instead? You don’t have to make this into your problem.”



“It’s happening. I’ll find a guide online, and we’ll run through it. Making sure you get these treatments is part of my job, and I take my work seriously.”



She stared at him, challenging him to raise another objection. The conflict was unavoidable. Will was already thinking about what a massage from Avery would entail. She was going to want him to take his shirt off, and he simply couldn’t do that without revealing the hateful depths of his ink.



“I know how seriously you take your work,” he said slowly. “Which is why you should leave this aspect of it to the professionals.”



“It’s a massage, William.”



“A super-abstinence, chakra blocking massage,” he said. “Something could go wrong if you don’t do it right.”



“Like what?”



“Do you really want to take the risk and find out?”



She smiled and pulled onto the freeway. “Absolutely.”



It was Will’s first time going to Avery’s place. She parked her car outside a generic looking apartment complex, and they took the elevator up to the seventh floor.



“Here we are,” she said. “Casa la Avery.”



It was small, one bath, one bedroom, but the amount of space was secondary to the amount of mess littered across the floor and various surfaces. It wasn’t a surprise—Avery’s room back at the house had always been a disaster zone—but it did leave Will with a few questions.



“I’m going to change into something a little more comfortable,” she said. “Feel free to make yourself at home.”



“Right.” Will nudged an empty beer can with his foot. He hesitated, noticing a dead lighter on the carpet next to it. Since when did Avery smoke?



He felt old memories coming to the fore as he thought back to the way he’d once cleaned up after Halberd’s messes, the similar, sprawling landscape of empty beer cans and takeout boxes. But Halberd had been a genuine addict, whereas Avery just seemed a little overenthusiastic when it came to her vices. He picked up the dead lighter and frowned, feeling uneasy.



“Is this why you took so long to bring me over here?” he called through her bedroom door. “Too much of a hassle to get around to cleaning up your own…”



He trailed off as Avery emerged back into the living room, clad in a nearly see-through nightrobe a slightly darker shade of red than her hair. He couldn’t tell if she was wearing anything underneath it. The way her breasts poked out against the thin fabric suggested no bra, at least.



“I didn’t want to get my outfit all stained with oil,” she said. “Besides, you’ve seen me in less than this before, anyway.”



Will wanted to point out that a bikini was different from sheer nylon with seductive lace, but he doubted she’d hear it.



“Right,” he said. “Pretty sure massage oil doesn’t leave stains, but you do you.”



“Screw off. Let’s get to it already. I don’t have a massage table, but I’m guessing my bed should work well enough, right?”



“Avery…”



She narrowed her eyes. “LP, I’m doing your treatment for you. I might not be as experienced as Gracie is, but please… Can you just smile and go with it?”



It should have been that easy, but it wasn’t, it never would be. Will took a breath, aware that he was past the point of being able to worm his way out of the situation without hurting her feelings.



This was, in some ways, exactly what Avery had meant when she’d spoken to Jess about her job and why she had no interest in suiting back up. She was a good probation officer. She cared about her clients, from what Will had seen, and he was one of them.



He had to trust her, as his probation officer and as his sister. He was ready to trust her, he realized.



“It’s not about the treatment, or you, or Gracie,” he said softly. “Look, a lot happened to me while I was in prison. I changed, for better or for worse. Well, for worse, and then eventually for better.”



Avery blinked and shook her head. “What are you talking about?”



“Can you keep a secret?”



She nodded slowly. “Of course.”



He reached down to the bottom hem of his t-shirt, feeling ridiculous at how shy he suddenly felt. With obvious hesitance, he took off his shirt, showing her the ink across his chest. Avery watched him, her emotions hidden behind a mask of neutrality. He saw her eyes flick over the POWER REALISTS tattoo and understanding dawn in her expression.



“You got all of these in prison?” she asked.



“Yeah,” he said. “I was… caught up in a gang. It was stupid. I regret so much about that time. Including these tattoos.”



“Am I the only one who knows?” whispered Avery.



“Rue walked in on me while I was changing. Jess still doesn’t, though.”



“Her heart would explode if she saw this.”



“I know!” he snapped. “I mean… I know. I’ve been trying to think of a way to tell her. It’s just hard.”



Avery chewed her lower lip. She walked over and took his hand.



“There’s laser removal for tattoos, you know,” she whispered.



“I’ve looked into it a bit. It’s time consuming and expensive, especially when it comes to the amount of ink I’d need taken off.”



“A cover-up, then,” she whispered. “I know a few tattoo artists. We’ll turn all of this into something you can be proud of.”



Hearing her say that touched him somewhere deep, somewhere forgotten. To have Avery looking out for him, finding solutions to his problems, was just… too much. Far more than he felt he deserved. Like something out of a dream.



Will grinned at Avery. “Thanks.”



“How about you thank me by getting your ass into my bed and letting me do your treatment?”



“Still as bossy as ever,” he said, taking a seat on her mattress. “You’re lucky you’re serving in capacity as my probation officer at the moment.”



“Or what?” she asked, smirking. “Just because your growth spurt came in hard doesn’t mean I can’t still handle you, LP.”



She pushed his shoulders, trying to get him to lie flat. It didn’t take much effort on Will’s part to stay upright. She pushed harder, and he made a show of flinging himself backwards as though he’d been hit by a speeding car.



“How dare you mock me!” she said, in a playfully deep voice. “I’m going to use my knuckles while I’m giving this massage.”



“Use whatever part of your body calls to you.”



“Phrasing.”








CHAPTER 14




 



Avery climbed on top of Will as he rolled over onto his stomach.



“I have some massage oil in my bottom drawer,” she said. “Can you grab it?”



He started to reach down. Avery had a sudden change of heart, reaching her hand to cover the drawer’s handle right as he was about to open it.



“Whoops!” she said. “I forgot that I have some… stuff in there.”



“Stuff?”



“Things. Stuff. Whatever.”



She tossed a pillow in his face, distracting him while she grabbed what she needed and hurriedly slammed the drawer shut again.



“Smooth, Avery,” he said. “Definitely doused my curiosity with that little trick. What could you possibly keep in your bedside drawer, next to the massage oil, that you wouldn’t want me to know about?”



“If you say another word, I will smother you with this pillow!” She brought it down on his shoulder, still straddling his back.



He could feel her thighs against the bare skin of his waist and ribs, along with the soft weight of her butt perched atop him.



“I get it,” he said. “It’s no big deal.”



“There’s nothing to get!”



He rolled over, wriggling with her still having him pinned. The shift put different parts of their body into contact. Dangerous parts.



“If there’s nothing to get, then will you stop me if I try to open the drawer again?” he asked.



She glared at him, and he couldn’t help but smile back.



“Why are you so insufferable, little brother?” She gently pounded a fist on his chest. “I can forgive the tattoos, but this behavior is rude and impolite.”



“I never implied that I was polite,” he said. “So come on. Spill the juice. Ribbed for pleasure? Suction cup?”



“You’re such a little shit!” said Avery, laughing and hitting him with the pillow.



Will caught her wrist, meeting her embarrassed gaze. The moment felt suddenly electric.



“Seriously, though,” he said. “Can I see it?”



“No, you cannot…” She made an annoyed noise. “
 It
 does not even exist. There’s nothing in that drawer.”



“If that’s the case, then obviously you should have no problem with me opening it.”



She swatted his hand away again, the motion bouncing her up and down a bit. Will set his hand on her thigh to steady her. She was wearing panties, he confirmed, noting the edge of fabric poking out from within the robe’s open slit.



“We’re going in circles,” said Avery. “You’re the last person I should be talking about this with. Let’s just… do the treatment.”



“I’m ready and waiting,” he said. “Hey, if you need a break to play with your dildo midway through, just let me—”



“You’re dead!” Avery began attacking him with the pillow, playful, but violent.



Will laughed through each hit, trying to wrestle the cotton-stuffed weapon from her hands. Avery let out tiny, girlish grunts of exertion, rocking back and forth atop him, robe slipping further open.



He rolled sideways, and the vibe of the moment flipped along with their bodies. Avery was now underneath him. One of her breasts was partially visible, the edge of her nipple poking out from under the robe. She shot an odd, questioning look at him, brushing a few short strands of red hair out of her face.



“What is this, a wrestling match?” she whispered.



He gently grabbed one of her wrists and pinned it over her head. “Nope.”



She lifted her head toward his, a dangerous look in her eyes, a heavy quality to her breathing. He kissed her on the lips, gently. It was like dipping his toes into a lake only to find the water far warmer than expected as she greedily kissed him back.



He pulled her closer, fingers sliding across endless bare flesh. In retrospect, he was all for her giving him the massage in her underwear. The massage, and whatever else came with it. He found her mouth again with his, his arousal fluttering as he felt her doing stuff with her tongue.



“Oh.” Avery’s hand touched his cock, which was actively straining against the boxers and pants containing it. “You tease me about my dildo and then… get hard in my bed.”



“So? What are you going to do about it?”



“You’re pushing it, LP.”



“Then push back.”



He kissed her again. She looped her arms around him and then seemed to think better of it, tugging and working his pants down as though she was in a race to get them off. Her fingers touched his abs, his pecs, tracing through the unmarked flesh amidst the tattoos.



Will fumbled to kick his pants off to the side at the end. Avery watched him, biting her lower lip, eyes lustful, but also confused, and more than a little concerned. He took her hand, holding it for a moment, and then placed it back on his cock.



She held his gaze as she slowly pulled his cock loose from his underwear, fingers exploring with such gentle touches that it tickled more than it was pleasurable. She noticed the lift in his expression and scowled at him as though he’d done something wrong.



Will couldn’t take it anymore. He pushed himself against her, pulling down her bra to expose her small, pale breasts. Her nipples were a faint, ghostly pink. He kissed one and she breathed out, shuddering.



They were moving on a deeper level of passion, like diving far enough while swimming to escape the light of the sun. Anything could happen. Only
 one thing
 could happen. Will kissed Avery’s neck, fingers caressing her panties, pulling them aside. She let out a tiny squeal as she realized where they were, what was happening.



“LP,” she whispered. “This is getting… a little too hot.”



“Avery… come on.”



Her hips bucked into him as though they had an answer different from her mouth, and Will’s cock very nearly found the angle by accident. She tilted, pressing a gentle, guiding hand on his chest. He let her turn him onto his back, reasserting control, love winning out over lust.



She had a horny smile on her face as she started to kiss his chest, grinding her body into his side with undisguised urges. Her kisses lead downward in a slow trail. Will tensed with anticipation, hoping beyond hope that she had the same destination in mind as him.



She did, and he almost couldn’t believe it. The look she gave him, gave his cock, really, nearly made him come on the spot. He held his breath, not wanting to do anything that might get in the way of what was about to happen.



Avery licked her lips, turning her mouth sideways as though she was going for a deep kiss. Will felt her lips press against the edge of his tool and almost jumped at the sudden burst of pleasure. Avery just… kissed his cock. It was so wrong, so impossibly hot.



He rubbed his hand across her head, now gently pushing downward with nothing resembling subtlety. She shot him a look of warning but took the hint. Her lips parted and she took him in, inch by inch, not the whole way, but more than far enough.



Her red hair was short, but still long enough for him to get a full fist of. He guided her mouth up and down like that, as though she was a far sluttier woman than Avery would ever deign to be, and then she grabbed his wrist and pulled her mouth off with a lewd popping noise.



“You’re pushing your luck,” she whispered. “Get that smile off your face.”



Will grinned even wider and lovingly cupped her cheek. She let him guide her back to sucking. She got into it, head bobbing with even motions, the dirtiest noises coming from her lips and mouth. It was too much to see Avery, of all people, doing this. He would never forget seeing, experiencing, her doing this.



He let out a low groan as the pleasure overtook his stamina and blew his load into her mouth. Avery wasn’t expecting it, and a dribble ran down the side of her chin. As far as he could tell, she swallowed the rest.



There was a weighty moment of silence in the aftermath as Avery fixed her underwear. Will ignored it, still coming back to reality from cloud nine. He wanted to pull her in to cuddle next to him, but the mood wasn’t like that, really. Too much weirdness in the air. Too many questions.



“Are you a virgin?” asked Avery.



Will chuckled and shook his head. “No. Are you?”



“Of course not. It would be surprising if I was, even as a super.”



Will sat up. Neither of them said anything. He wondered if she was choosing her words carefully, or if she was just as dazed and uncertain as he was. Where did they even go, from here?



“I’ve never had a boyfriend before,” said Avery. “A continuous one, I mean. I don’t know. I guess I just saw you with your muscles, and stupid, cocky smile, and just… got carried away.”



“We both got carried away. You and your underwear, waving your boobs around. Kind of hard to, well… not get hard.”



He put an arm around her, and she leaned her head on his shoulder.



“Remember that game we used to play when we were little?” she asked. “Wildfire, or something?”



“Firefighters,” said Will. “I seem to recall it just being our version of the doctor game as kids.”



“We had to both take our clothes off… because they were on fire. It had a certain logic to it. Still super weird, though. Maybe an early warning sign.”



“Are you implying that the undressing game we played as prepubescent children is what made you suck my dick just now?”



Avery made a noise and pushed him away. “Asshole. I just mean… it used to be no big deal for us to experiment like that.”



Will shrugged. “I mean, I don’t think this is a big deal. It doesn’t have to be, right?”



“Right,” she said, nodding slowly. “So not a big deal.”



“The smallest of minor deals.”



“Exactly.”



They looked at each other for a moment. It felt as though they were in uncharted territory, on a boat in the fog with no map, but still okay. Neither of them was panicking or making demands. That was something.



“I love you, Avery,” he said.



“I love you too, LP. I think you kind of just… get me.”



He found her hand and gave it a squeeze. They stayed there for a minute, eventually both searching out their discarded articles of clothing and making themselves decent. Will blinked as he picked his shirt up, noticing something on the floor.



A tiny plastic baggie with a single white pill inside of it poked out from just underneath her night table. He glanced at Avery, who was looking the other way, before grabbing it and stuffing it into his pocket.








CHAPTER 15




FIVE YEARS EARLIER



 



Lockpick felt a wave of relief as one of the treatment center’s employees led him into the rec room. TVs and a variety of activities were all provided for the center’s patients, from massive jigsaw puzzles to more expensive forms of entertainment. Halberd sat in a beanbag chair, playing video games, smiling and looking remarkably well.



A week in rehab had provided an apparent refresh for the man. Lockpick walked over slowly, not immediately announcing himself. A woman sat in the beanbag next to Halberd, blonde and pretty, elbowing him playfully as she hit buttons on her own controller as player two.



“Hey,” said Lockpick.



Halberd paused the game and spun around. “LP? You didn’t abandon me, after all!”



He grinned and pulled Lockpick into a tight hug and lifted him off his feet. It was the longest they’d been apart since leaving home. In some ways, it felt like a new chapter to both their lives, one that might hold some promise moving forward.



“I wanted to make sure you were adjusting well on your own,” said Lockpick. “They recommended that I give you some time to settle in.”



“Well, I have, for the most part,” said Halberd. “It’s not half bad, here. Honestly. It’s what I need right now.”



“Is this him?” asked the blonde woman. “I like his hair.”



Halberd smiled and cleared his throat. “Will, this is Angela. Angela, this is my son, Will.”



“Ah.” Suspicions confirmed, Lockpick nodded and smiled as politely as he could. “Nice to meet you.”



“We’ve been helping each other, you know… stay sober.” Angela shrugged. “It’s nice to have a friend when you run out of stuff to do here.”



“Well, he’s always been good at making friends,” said Lockpick.



He felt annoyed for reasons he couldn’t quite place, but it was easy enough to brush the feeling aside. He’d far rather see Halberd with some chick from rehab than Invisibella. Though, that was a dangerous way of thinking, one that always led back to Relic and the rest of the family they’d left behind.



“Angela, could you excuse us for a minute?” said Halberd. “I need to talk with Lockpick about some stuff.”



“Of course.” She smiled at them both and politely moved to another part of the room.



Halberd patted the now empty beanbag chair next to him, and Lockpick sank down into it. Still warm.



“How are you holding up?” asked Halberd.



“That was my question for you.”



“Believe it or not, your old man can do sobriety halfway decently,” said Halberd. “With that said, the food here is fantastic, and I can’t deny the rumors that I’ve started self-medicating with bacon.”



“I can believe it. They say seeing is believing and honestly… you look well.”



“Then let’s not talk about me,” said Halberd. “Are you getting by okay?”



“I’m fine,” he said.



“You haven’t run into any trouble with the apartment? And you’re eating well?”



“I can take care of myself. You don’t have to worry about me.”



“It’s my job to worry about you,” said Halberd. “Probably should have been fired a couple times over, but I’m serious about it right now.”



He stepped closer and took Lockpick’s arm, pulling him over to the corner of the rec room and out of anyone else’s earshot.



“You’re sure that nothing unusual has happened?” asked Halberd. “Have you been watching out for anything suspicious?”



“Nothing has happened,” he said, chuckling a bit. “You know, paranoia is often a symptom of drug withdrawal.”



“Oof. That’s below the belt.” He ruffled the younger man’s long hair and grinned. “This does feel right, you know. We’ll be back on track after this.”



“I can’t wait,” said Lockpick. “Let’s just focus on the now, though, for the time being. Take it day by day and we’ll figure out what’s next on the other side.”



“That sounds good to me. You’re wise beyond your years, LP.”



 



***



 



Lockpick’s apartment was a mess when he got home that night. He’d never realized just how much effort went into cleaning up after himself. Even when he’d been cleaning after Halberd, it’d been in hotel rooms and penthouses, places designed to be easily stripped down. An apartment, with nooks and crannies, a stove and a fridge and a counter that seemed to collect dirty dishes… it was its own beast.



He shivered and sought out a hooded sweatshirt in his room. He still hadn’t figured out how to get the damn heater working. The landlord wasn’t willing to send a handyman by to troubleshoot without Halberd, the official adult on the lease, being present. It was a problem he’d either have to solve on his own or weather for the foreseeable future.



He checked the fridge for food, knowing even as he opened it that he wasn’t in the mood for anything inside. It’d made sense when he’d been shopping to focus on the essentials—chicken strips, French fries, ice cream, the stuff that he once would have thought he could eat endlessly. A week of the same thing every night had burned his taste buds out.



Lockpick considered driving to McDonalds or Taco Bell, but the drive-through made him nervous. It would just take one busybody employee questioning whether he was really old enough to be driving a car to land him in trouble.



He settled for ice cream for dinner, poking around with his spoon as much as actually eating it, and sat down to play video games. He wanted to change into more comfortable clothing, but all of his laundry was dirty. Still needed to figure something out for that. They’d bought so many clothes back when they’d been staying in the penthouse that it had been a solved problem, but he couldn’t keep spending money like that at the rate their funds were dwindling.



A noise came from outside. Nothing all that unusual, given the amount of foot traffic, but Lockpick looked out the window, regardless. He saw someone across the street clad all in black, smoking a cigarette, looking straight back at him.



Again, it wasn’t anything too far out of the ordinary. People smoked, and people stood on street corners. It was more the way the man was looking at his window that set Lockpick on edge, a little too patient, a little too interested.



He glanced around, trying to remember where he’d put his penknife. He’d fallen out of the habit of keeping it on his person, feeling safe in his new circumstances.



The man was gone by the time he found it, but that was not nearly as reassuring as it should have been.








CHAPTER 16




 



Will left Avery’s apartment soon after getting dressed. The mood was strange between them, more unpredictable than unpleasant, but also a little stifling. He needed to breathe, to think, and finding a baggie with a pill in it certainly wasn’t helping in that regard.



Avery had never tried to conceal her drinking from him. He conceded that it was possible she’d been so blatant about it to serve as a smokescreen for a pill habit, a way of dismissing any questions about the occasional slurred word or general lethargy.



At the same time, it was hard for Will to tease out whether his suspicion was justified, or if he just had PTSD from what he’d went through with Halberd. It was entirely possible that Avery had tried pills, experimented with them, like so many teenagers and twenty somethings do, and he’d simply found leftover evidence from that time. It wasn’t exactly like the baggie had been all that well hidden.



He wished he knew what the pill was. He wished he’d confronted her over it when he’d first found it. Was it too late to confront her now? Maybe he could find out what the pill was, somehow, and then go from there?



He ran a hand through his hair and set the question aside, for the time being. He had other business to attend to. He’d been putting off dealing with his rapidly deteriorating costume for too long. It was time to do some shopping.



Will had less than fifty dollars to his name, some of it left over from the money Rue had given him for helping with her stream, the rest change from a grocery run that Jess had let him keep. He knew right away that it probably wasn’t enough to buy a replacement for his black sweatshirt and cape ensemble, but maybe he could get some fabric to patch it up with himself.



The mall was filled with noise and activity, and no shortage of people around Will’s age. There was a draw there, a long-repressed urge to go seeking friends, try to be normal. After what he’d been through with Halberd and his stay in prison, he wasn’t sure he had it in him even if he’d decided to try.



He walked slowly, eyeing a few different stores and considering what he needed. Maybe he could layer something more protective onto his costume? He’d considered adding a bulletproof vest before, really double up on the defense he already had against small gunfire with his mending. It was far out of his price range at the moment, but if the mall had a place that sold them, he could at least try one on and explore whether it was workable.



He paused as he walked by a fabric store with a grandmotherly woman smiling behind the counter. He heard someone slow down behind him, footsteps reacting to his abrupt stop more than they should have. Will made a show of checking his phone before continuing on, hearing the footsteps immediately pick back up.



He raised his phone and waved into it as though taking a selfie video for someone. The camera gave him a quick glance at what was behind him without giving away the game. A woman, young, blue highlights in raven dark hair, was the only person behind him walking the same way.



Something was familiar about her, and not in a good way. Shopping could wait. If she was following him, he needed to know why, who sent her, and what they wanted. Will slipped his phone back into his pocket, fingers brushing his penknife as he did, confirming it was ready if needed.



He walked all the way toward the less trafficked end of the mall, hoping the lack of crowds wouldn’t scare his stalker off. He could still hear her but didn’t dare risk alerting her by glancing over his shoulder to confirm. A bathroom sign pointed toward a hallway to the left with no people around that he could see. Perfect.



He casually made the turn and then immediately pressed his back to the wall, listening and waiting. She wasn’t subtle in her approach, speeding up a little in her haste to keep him in view. Will seized her by the shoulders and slammed her back into the wall, setting a forearm to her neck but only threatening pressure.



“Why are you following me?” he asked, voice gruff.



“Hello to you too, Pick,” she said, smiling. “You certainly know how to sweep a woman into a wall, if not off her feet.”



He narrowed his eyes, sure now that he knew her from somewhere, but unable to place it. She’d called him
 Pick
 , which set off a few alarm bells, in itself.



“You don’t remember, do you?” she asked. “Oh my God. My heart is literally breaking into a million billion pieces right now.”



 “Mist,” he said, catching the edge of a memory. “You were… in the infirmary that one time.”



“That one time?” She scoffed and shot him a glare too overblown to be anything but cute. “We flirted for like two hours straight. You were blowing me kisses and trying to convince me to marry you!”



“I was on a heavy a dose of tranquilizers, if I recall,” he said. “That entire day is completely fogged out.”



He’d gotten into a fight with a fellow inmate by the name of Lockjaw and took a few awful looking bite wounds. He’d won, but they’d brought him in for treatment before he could mend himself and forced a variety of different drugs into his IV, ostensibly to help with the pain, more probably to keep him subdued out of his cell.



“I heard you’d gotten out,” said Mist. “The legitimate way, rather than running into the forest at full tilt like the rest of us.  Thought it might be fun to surprise you.”



“Surprise me?” He blinked, letting go of her, but far from letting his guard down. “You could have shouted my name instead of stalking me.”



“Oh, trust me,” she said. “If I wanted to stalk you, you never would have even seen me.”



“Right.”



He folded his arms, taking a closer look at the girl. Not a girl, a woman. His age, if not a bit older. Her hair was dyed black and cerulean blue—recent change, probably to throw off the authorities, and probably part of why he’d struggled to remember her.



She was pretty, but not overly so. Small, but again, not too small. She had a tiny hoop of a lip ring, just a hint of makeup, and light blue eyes.



Her clothing was reasonably fashionable, but still practical if she was forced onto the run in a hurry. A baggy grey sweatshirt that hinted at being borrowed, tight black jeans, black leather boots.



“Do you want me to pose for you?” asked Mist. “My ass looks fantastic in these jeans, in case you were wondering.”



“I wasn’t, but I certainly am now.”



“How do you not remember me?” she said, pouting a little. “You said something almost exactly like that while we were in the infirmary.”



“Is that right?” He smiled, warming to her even as he coddled his suspicions. “What else did I say?”



“I’m not going to give you a word by word, play by play,” said Mist. “You were funny. Slightly charming. Definitely a bit stir-crazy from prison.”



“That does sound like me. With that said, it’s hard for me to believe that an escaped prisoner would approach a passing acquaintance for chitchat without a damn good reason.”



He looked around, expecting to see other supers nearby, watching. He wasn’t naïve, but with that said, the only people around them in the mall were self-absorbed shoppers and loitering teenagers.



“I don’t really need a reason to do things,” said Mist. “If you’re trying to say that I’m taking a risk by coming up to you and saying a few words, then I guess you haven’t heard about my power.”



“Let me guess. Something to do with
 mist?
 ”



There was a small
 poof
 as her entire profile dissolved into thin air, leaving behind a surprisingly fragrant scent. Hibiscus, with the slightest undertone of rosehip.



“Yup.” Mist reformed behind him,
 right
 behind him, breath tickling his neck behind him. Will hadn’t even heard her feet make contact with the tile again.



He didn’t spin around or sputter, instead glancing over his shoulder at her on her tiptoes, whispering in his ear. She had a dangerous smile on her face, more for the invitation in it rather than anything evil.



“They’re going to pull their hair out trying to recapture you,” he said.



“The only thing that’s ever held me was Architect’s energy barrier,” said Mist. “They drugged me with Normexital for my trial, and I could still slip my knockout cuffs half the time.”



“What were you in for?”



“Is that a question that you boys regularly asked and answered during your social time in the pen?”



He turned to face her, setting a hand to lean against the wall over and past one of her shoulders. “Are we in the pen right now?”



“Touché. Still not telling you.”



She grinned, and it was hard for Will to keep from matching it with a smile of his own. She had that quality, that confidence about her that shouted
 untouchable super.
 It reminded him a bit of Jess, no, of
 Relic
 , how easily she set the pace of the world around her and did whatever she wanted.



He wondered if it was weird for him to be comparing the cute, flirty girl he just met to Jess. Maybe. Probably. He wasn’t thinking straight. Mist was dangerous. Best to brush her off and go his separate way.



“I have things to do,” he said. “Want to tag along?”



You have betrayed me, tongue.



“I suppose I could,” she said. “You’re not working with the Champion Authority, are you?”



“Working with them? They’re after me, too.”



It was true, from a certain perspective. The only advice he had for the Drifters and Relic was related to hunting down the Power Realists. More helping himself than helping them.



He started walking. She stayed where she was for a few seconds before puffing into mist and appearing mid-step alongside him.



“You’re not joking, are you?” she said. “You know, when I first saw you here in the mall, I thought to myself that you looked even more dangerous out here than you did back in prison.”



“When you saw me in prison, I was doped up on tranquilizers, so that’s probably a fair assessment.”



She looked him up and down, eyes settling on his face. “I know who you are,
 Lockpick
 . You were a hero once. I watched you doing the whole goody two-shoes thing on TV with Relic and the others. You weren’t a part of the prison break, so why would the CA be after you?”



He kept walking, longer legs putting him ahead of her after a few seconds, no intention of answering her question or even hinting at his new secret identity.



“Hey!” Mist puffed back up next to him. “Pick!”








CHAPTER 17




 



The fabric store had the ambience of a library, everyone speaking in hushed tones, a similar smell of ink and cloth. Will had questioned whether it was wise to let Mist watch him pick out the patch he was going to need for his costume, but in the end, he doubted she’d come to any conclusions based off it.



“Can we do something fun now?” she asked as they left the store. “When you said you had some errands to run, I thought it was just a lowkey way of inviting me along.”



“Subtlety is not my strong suit.”



“I somehow doubt that.” She poofed out of existence, reappearing with one arm looped through his. “Look! A photo booth. Come on, Pick! Let’s get a memento.”



She immediately began dragging him in that direction.



“What are you, fifteen?” he said. “You’re really going to pay five bucks for a ten-photo printout when you have a smartphone in your pocket?”



She let go and slipped into the photo booth, sitting on the bench with her knees up. “You sure you don’t want to come hang out with me for a bit in this cozy little space? I’m closing the curtain in three, two… one.”



Will rolled his eyes and joined her, his leg brushing against hers as she made space. Mist reminded him a bit of Rue, not to mention Avery. Again, he found himself wondering what wires had been crossed in his head to make his sisters into his points of comparison for a flirty young woman.



He put his arm around her as she fed a five-dollar bill into the machine. She blinked and quirked her mouth sideways.



“I wasn’t sure if you’d know how to sit with a girl or not after so long in the pen,” she said, with a crooked smile.



“I
 sat with
 a fair number in the time before I went in.”



He leaned closer to her, touching the tips of one of the locks of her blue hair with an exploratory brush. Mist was still watching him, face unreadable, but the fact that she could simply shift away in mist at any time she felt the whim gave him a sense of what she’d let him get away with.



A flash was followed by the snap of a digital shutter. Mist shifted position, lifting her boots into his lap, which were clean, thankfully. Will rested a hand on her knee and let his gaze meet hers for long enough for the already small photo booth to feel even tinier.



Another snap. Mist shifted position again, this time using her power to expediate the process. Then came a
 poof,
 and she was suddenly switched around, the back of her head lying in Will’s lap as though his thighs were her pillow. She winked at him and rolled her head slightly in a way that brushed against his cock through his jeans.



Another snap, another poof of smoke, and Mist was suddenly sitting in his lap. Will wrapped his arms around her, his lips coming near her neck. How long could they get away with hanging out in the photo booth before a passing security guard intervened? Long enough to have some fun?



He ran a hand along her thigh, wondering what she’d do if he reached for the button of her jeans. He was moving way too fast, but she seemed kind of wild like that. He was still considering it when she poofed again and was back in her previous spot, leaning against the wall of the bench, boots sitting across Will’s lap.



“Interesting power,” he said.



“Oh, you’re thinking things right now, aren’t you?”



“Totally.”



She slid in close and grabbed his hand, threading her fingers through his. Somehow, it felt more intimate than her sitting on his lap had. Will caught himself, remembering he’d basically just met her. She was dangerous and unpredictable, which was a bad thing, even if it intrigued him.



“Why are you still in the city?” he asked. “The Champion Authority is going to be going over this place with a fine-toothed comb. The supers they’ve brought out so far are just the tip of the iceberg.”



She shrugged. “Maybe I like it here.”



“Ah yes,” said Will. “Lancaster City, center of culture, beacon of nightlife.”



“Maybe I have family here,” she said. “Maybe, for someone with a power like mine, it makes no difference whether I run or not. Why run away from home if you don’t have to?”



That was a damn good question, one which Will wished he’d asked himself somewhere around five years ago.



“Besides,” she continued. “I’m not the only one who stuck around, Pick. You can joke about this city having a dead nightlife, but from me to you, it’s starting to get a
 lot
 more interesting.”



“Oh yeah?”



“Yeah.” She slid a bit closer, resting her elbow against the back of the bench, bringing her face close to his. “Tell you what. Meet me outside the mall later tonight, and I’ll show you where the real fun is happening.”



“Real fun can happen almost anywhere.” He set his hand back on her thigh and leaned in closer, baiting her for a kiss.



“True enough.” A poof, and Mist was suddenly behind him, outside the booth. “But it tends to work best at night. Meet me back here tonight around ten. I’m always on time, so don’t be late.”



She blew him a kiss and dissolved from existence. Will stared at the space where she’d just been as the booth printed out their photos.



 








CHAPTER 18




 



It was in the afternoon when Will got back to the house. Jess was vacuuming the living room, and she waved to him as he came inside. He brought his patch for his costume upstairs, frowning as he considered how he was going to do the actual sewing without raising suspicion.



He still had to wash his costume, too, as he’d been bumbling through a literal sewer the last time he’d worn it. The only time he could sneak using the washer and dryer by Jess was at night, ideally when she was out in costume, herself.



He figured he could manage waiting for another day, given he’d be hanging out with Mist for the evening. He stuffed the fabric under his mattress and sat down on his desk, trying to think through the encounter at the mall from different angles.



She could be luring him into a trap. Her personality made the flirtation and teasing seem normal, natural, even, but that didn’t mean that it necessarily was. It was entirely possible that she’d been recruited by the Power Realists to put him in the right place at the right time for them to strike and take their revenge.



But that kind of thinking of was addled with paranoia. Nobody had known ahead of time that he would be at the mall today. If she was an agent of the Realists, why had she made the fact that she was following him in the beginning so obvious? She could have been far more subtle with her power and set him up for Despot and the others without ever making contact.



He was still weighing the various risks when Rue slipped into his room without knocking. She wore workout clothes, tight leggings, and a baggy sleeveless shirt with a workout bra underneath.



“Hey,” she said.



“Hey.”



He acted as though he was enthralled by the feed of YouTube videos he was scrolling through without clicking on. Rue wanted something, and he could guess what it was based off their recent interactions.



She came up behind his desk chair and draped her arms over him, leaning forward to press the side of one of her generous breasts against his shoulder. “What are you up to?”



“Killing time. You?”



“About the same,” she said, with a tired sigh.



She wasn’t going to ask the question, not after how intense their previous bout of wrestling over the remote had been. Rue was nothing if not creative when it came to considering how to bend other people to her will. He was slightly reminded of how Mist had teased him as he felt Rue exhale, her breath hot and tickly against his neck.



“What’s this?” She snatched up the strip of photos, which he’d been foolish enough to leave out.



“Nothing!” he said, grabbing for them back.



Rue hopped out of reach, frowning slightly as she scanned down the line of images.



“LP…” she said. “Seriously? Who the fuck is this girl?”



“She’s just a friend.”



“Do all your friends sit in your lap and make bedroom eyes at you?” she asked, flipping the strip around and pointing at one of the more compromising photos.



“Does it matter? What do you care?”



He wasn’t an idiot. He knew exactly why she might care. The lines were all blurred and distorted and twisted together, more than enough to fertilize the soil for the seed of jealousy. Neither of them could acknowledge that reality, not without taking a hard look in the mirror, and a harder look at each other.



It was a tactical decision for Will to lean into the mess, forcing her to be the one to wrestle with the uncomfortable questions. Offense in place of defense. He really wasn’t interested in having to explain Mist to Rue, let alone Jess and Avery.



“I don’t care, I just…” She glared at him and tossed the photos back onto his desk. “She has crazy eyes.”



“She does not have crazy eyes,” said Will.



“Crazy eyes, crazily dyed hair, even a weird lip ring,” said Rue. “Gross.”



“Do you have a reason for being in my room right now?”



Her glare became a shade colder. “I guess not!”



She turned to go, and even though it was more or less what Will had wanted, he felt as though he’d fumbled the situation. He caught her hand and reeled her back in.



“Hey,” he said. “Hold on.”



“You just kicked me out of your room, basically. Why should I—”



“Because I want to explain, if you’ll listen.”



He waited, loosening his grip if she still wanted to run away. She sighed and turned around, folding her arms but seeming willing to hear him out.



“She’s an old friend,” he said.



“So, you—”



“Not that kind of old friend!” he snapped.



“You get off on interrupting me, don’t you?”



“Only when you’re about to say something stupid,” he said. “We were fooling around in the photo booth. And no, not that kind of fooling around. Didn’t even kiss.”



“Why are you telling me this?” she said. “You don’t have to downplay the situation if it is what it looks like.”



“I’m telling you this because it’s the truth,” he said. “Also, maybe you’re a little bit right.”



“About what?”



“Her eyes are kind of crazy.”



Rue smirked and shook her head. “If you see that too, then why waste your time with her?”



“Because, as I said, she’s kind of an old friend,” he said. “I don’t have a ton of friends left after everything.”



“I get that, but I thought, you know…” She shrugged. “I’m your friend.”



“I consider you to be more of a mutual blackmail partner.”



She snorted and glanced away. Will stood up, stepping toward her and pulling her into a hug before she could mount an objection.



“I love you, Cammie,” he said.



“I really wish you’d stop calling me that, but I love you, too.”



“Never.” He kissed the top of her forehead and enjoyed the millisecond of affectionate hug before the sensation of her body against his shifted the vibe in a more heated direction. He didn’t let go when that happened. If anything, it made it harder to let go.



“I was going to stream tonight if, you know… you wanted to make this up to me.”



“Make what up to you?” he asked.



“You made me upset.”



“You got upset, I didn’t
 make
 you upset.”



“Same diff.” She blinked and looked up at him, seeming incredibly kissable at that very moment. “Come on, LP. It’ll be fun. I promise.”



“If I help you, will you start helping me again?”



She let out a grumble and leaned her head sideways. “I’ll give it some thought.”



“Well, when you have an answer, so will I,” he said.



“Please?” She pulled closer, rubbing herself onto him a bit. Good lord, she had big tits. So perfect and bouncy and…



“Nice try,” he said. “No deal.”



In truth, if she’d agreed to help him with his vigilante outings, he would have blown off Mist and stayed in to stream with her, no hesitation. Mist was intriguing, but Rue and her stream were compelling on a much higher and weirder level. He felt annoyed with himself as he came to that realization and wished he could have come to a compromise with her.



“What’s all this about?” Jess appeared in his doorway, pushing the vacuum toward the next carpet to be cleaned.



“Nothing!” snapped Will.



“LP hung out with some girl with crazy eyes,” said Rue.



“She does not have crazy eyes! Not really…”



Jess scooped up the photo real and scanned down it. “She looks cute. What’s her name?”



“Mist…” He faked a cough, realizing he’d stumbled into a trap by dropping her villain name. “…ty. Misty.”



“You should invite her over for dinner,” said Jess. “If the two of you are at that point yet, I mean.”



She smiled and pushed the vacuum cleaner onward. Rue made an annoyed face and headed back to her own room.



He met them downstairs an hour later for dinner. Jess had made paella, scallops and chorizo and clams in a delicious saffron rice. He was minding his own business, making safe conversation, when Jess asked one of her patented, hard to dodge questions.



“So,” she said. “Plans for tonight?”



“Nothing,” muttered Rue. “Might call Becca. See what she’s up to, or just talk on the phone.”



“I was actually planning on heading out,” said Will.



All eyes turned his way. He’d changed into a slightly nicer shirt, and he sensed their eyes roving over it, coming to judgments and conclusions with their feminine intuition.



“Heading out… with Misty?” asked Rue.



He gave her a small smile and nodded. She made a face as though he’d just told her that he’d decided to enroll in clown college and devote his life to riding unicycles.



“What?” he asked. “We had fun together earlier today. Is it so wrong for me to have fun?”



It was true, but far from the whole truth. It was kind of convenient, in its own way. Rue and Jess might have questions, but they would never second guess his motivation for going out with a young woman his own age. Especially one with dyed hair and supposed crazy eyes.



“There’s nothing wrong with it, sweetie,” said Jess, reaching over to touch his hand. “I’m happy you’re finding new people to spend time with.”



“He’s not just going to spend time with her, he’s going to… you know.” Rue scrunched her lips into an annoyed pout. “He just got back! How can you be alright with this?”



“LP is a grown adult,” said Jess. “I’m sure he’ll take things at a responsible speed. Not to imply that you need to take things
 anywhere
 if you’re not comfortable with it, Will.”



Concern rose in her voice, if not a hint of the same jealousy he sensed in Rue, but she seemed to be making an effort to be happy for him and accepting of his choices. He acknowledged that he was making a choice by going out with Mist, even under the pretense of getting closer to other escaped supers who might still be in the city. A choice that affected others.



“Thank you,” he said. “I’ll be home later tonight. It’s not even a date. We’re just going to be… hanging out.”



Jess and Rue exchanged an extremely skeptical glance.








CHAPTER 19




 



The night was accented by the whistling summer wind, which buffeted Will’s face and clothes and almost felt like it was trying to hold him back when it picked up in earnest. He made it to the mall just as everyone was leaving.



It felt a bit conspicuous to be standing around outside the entrance while everyone else was filing onto buses and heading for their cars. The mall staff was spread thin, however, and nobody asked him to move along. He eventually pulled out his phone, dimly realizing he’d never actually gotten Mist’s number or given her his. He’d have no way of knowing if something came up to force her to cancel.



“You weren’t waiting long, were you?”



She didn’t sneak up on him, she was just suddenly there, pressed into his side, one arm wrapped around his waist in a simulacrum of a loving couple. Will furrowed his brow as he stuffed his phone into his pocket.



“Not too long,” he said. “Hey.”



“Hey, yourself. Nice shirt.”



“Thanks. Nice sweater.”



“Thank you.”



She’d changed her outfit in much the same way he had, simply subbing out the baggy sweatshirt in place of a tighter fitting black one. It was oddly reassuring to know that they were on the same page, at least in that. Putting in the same amount of effort, possibly matching expectations behind the scenes.



Possibly. What did he expect from the night, exactly?



“The place I had in mind isn’t far from here,” she said. “I figured we could walk.”



“It’s a beautiful night to walk.” He looked at her and held his hand out, palm up.



She thrust hers into it, warm and small, but certain in the way it gripped his back.



They were both supers, around the same age, and they even shared a tumultuous history with the law and incarceration. None of these commonalities spared them those first few seconds of awkward, early-date silence.



“So, uh…” He flailed for an interesting question. “What was it like on the women’s side of Mastodon, anyway?”



“Oh boy,” said Mist, chuckling. “That’s a doozy. It was… chaotic.”



“That’s one thing it had in common across genders.”



“If I had to guess, I’d say we had less violence overall, just judging from the stories we heard of what you boys were getting into. Less violence, but… way more gay stuff. A lot of girls paired up for the duration.”



“Yeah, that wasn’t so much a thing for us,” said Will. “Though, there was a guy named Slipskin who could do the whole changeling thing. Rumor was that he occasionally hopped the fence for the sake of earning favors.”



“No shit?”



“It’s true,” said Will. “There was one other guy rumored to be able to do the whole bits and bobs swapping thing. Algae Double, though it may have just been a rumor in his case. I saw him nearly suffocate a guy who made a joke about it once.”



“You knew Erik on the inside?” said Mist.



The casual way she dropped his real name made Will pause. “Yeah, I did. Have you run into him since the breakout?”



“Sort of. He’s more of a friend of a friend.”



She led him around a corner and onto a familiar street. A group of men and women were smoking outside of a staircase leading down into a basement bar that Will had never taken notice of before. A neon sign over the entrance read
 Nana’s Nook.



“This is it!” Mist smiled but grew serious as they closed the last few feet. “You shouldn’t have anything to worry about, given your reputation, but just… go with the flow. K?”



Faint music drifted up from the narrow staircase. The air had that tandem tobacco and stale beer scent that strode the line between sketchy and intriguing. The people outside looked normal, no fellow inmates that Will recognized, but they did seem to watch him a little too intently.



“Pick?” said Mist.



“I won’t start any fights,” he said. “No promises about going with the flow.”



She blinked, a tiny smile dancing across her lips. “Figure you’d say something like that. You’re so much more mellow than I would have assumed, but every now and then… I see these glimpses of the scary guy you were on the inside.”



“Let’s hope you never have to see much more than that.” He flashed a wolf’s smile and set a hand on her hip as she started down the stairs.



Nana’s Nook
 looked much like it smelled from a distance. It was surface level clean, though evidence of stains and past grime was etched into the worn-wood floor, hammered into battered bar stools.



The bar itself was neat and clean, bottles carefully arrayed across the back in what looked like perfect alphabetical order. An older woman with grey hair and a grandmotherly demeanor stood behind it, clad in a frilly apron, but with eyes like a hawk.



“It’s charming, right?” said Mist.



“Any place is charming after a couple of beers.”



She eyed him skeptically. “Are you even old enough to drink?”



“Yeah,” he said. “Well, barely. I turned 21 a few days ago.”



“Oof, now I feel like a cradle robber,” said Mist. “Please tell me you didn’t have to ask your mother for permission before coming out tonight?”



“You go straight for the throat, don’t you?” He led her toward two open stools at the bar. “No, I didn’t have to get permission.”



He left it at that. Mist knew who he was, who he’d been as a hero. Which meant that she must know about Relic and Halberd and the Crimson Five, before that. He didn’t want to have that conversation with her just yet, as much because it felt a bit lame to be living back at home as because of their deeper issues that might arise from living under the same roof as the city’s most intimidating heroine.



He bought them both beers, the only ones he’d be buying that night, given his near empty wallet. She smiled and excused herself to the ladies room while they were waiting for the bartender to pour them. It gave Will a chance to get a read on the place without her watching him.



There were around twenty people in various states of inebriation within the barroom. There were, in fact, a few familiar faces. Darkmode, with his huge forehead and greasy ponytail, was chatting up a woman in jean cutoffs at one of the tables in back. Mercury sat alone with a half full pitcher of beer and a bored expression.



They were both fellow inmates, newly escaped, though far from what Will would consider to be real threats. Darkmode had owed favors to the Realists, but he’d never been a member. Mercury had just been weird and universally avoided due to rumors about heavy metal poisoning resulting from touching him while using his power.



They both had what Will had always thought of as “escape abilities,” which answered the question of why they were so comfortable being out in public. So did Mist, for that matter. Each of them could evade capture even when confronted, likely even when surrounded.



Though, Tusk didn’t fit that criteria. The hulking super was rubbing one of his teeth as he came out of the men’s room, breathing through his nose with that cadence that had always unnerved Will in the pen. He took a seat across from Mercury, his chair groaning under what must have been a four-hundred-pound load at the minimum.



“See any old friends of yours?” asked Mist, plopping down beside him.



“No, but no enemies, either, which is all I care about.” He took a sip of his beer. “What about you? Are you a regular here?”



Mist snorted. “I used to be, before I served time.”



He furrowed his brow. “You said you were from around here before. How is it that I never ran into you? You can’t be that much older than me.”



“You’d better hope I’m not after bringing up the topic of my age,” she said, nudging him with her knee. “23, by the way. I think we might have gone to the same high school if I hadn’t dropped out.”



“One more thing we apparently have in common,” said Will. “Were you already getting into trouble back then? A fledgling supervillain, too cool for school?”



“Coming from anyone else, that would be a hellishly offensive question. Coming from you, it feels more like you’re asking if you and your old team ever kicked my ass.”



He laughed and leaned back a little. “Is your ass even kickable, or does it just fade into mist on contact?”



“If you’re lucky, maybe I’ll let you answer that question for yourself someday,” she said.



She met his gaze, and he shifted a bit closer to her.



“Someday?” He gave her a mischievous grin. “What about some night?”



“Tempting. Very tempting.”



A crash sounded as someone on the other side of the bar room dropped a mug, followed by a string of curses in Spanish from the bartender. Will glanced in the direction of the disturbance, but his eyes settled instead on a slightly chubby young woman who was staring at him with a very displeased expression.



“Um,” said Mist. “Do you and Iggie have some past history that I should know about?”



“I have no idea who that is.”



The woman stood up and started to make her way over, which was honestly the last thing Will wanted. She folded her arms and came to a stop behind where he and Mist sat, not opting to grab a stool of her own.



“Hi, Iggie,” said Mist. “This is—”



“I know who he is,” said Iggie. “Well, out with it then. Did he send you? The fuck is it, this time?”



Her tongue flicked out, long and forked at the end. Definitely a super, though he’d have to ask Mist whether she was a fellow escapee or not.



“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” said Will. “You sure you have the right guy?”



“Lockpick,” she said. “Erik told me all about how you helped him out. Good for the two of you! Now go be butt buddies together and leave me alone!”



Mist shot Will a dark look. He gaped and turned his palms up.



“Hold on a second,” he said. “I’m here on my own. I may have run into Erik the other day, but I’m not here on his behalf, or whatever it is you’re thinking.”



“Tell him that I want nothing to do with him anymore,” said Iggie, thrusting a finger into Will’s face. “We’re done. Through. And tell him I don’t want him keeping tabs on me anymore.”



She stomped off without waiting for a response, which suited him just fine. Mist still looked confused, but he sipped his beer, opting to wait for her questions rather than disclose anything.



“She’s always been a bit emotional,” said Mist. “It’s gotten worse with the stress of, well, you know. She and Erik were apparently an item on the inside for a while.”



“They were…” Will blinked. “How is that even possible? There was barely any contact between the men and women’s sides of the prison.”



“The pipes,” she said. “The prison’s sewer system was completely isolated, obviously, but Erik and Iggie both had powers suited to those sorts of romantic, midnight rendezvous.”



“I take it that they didn’t ride off into the sunset together, post-escape?”



“Far from it. She doesn’t even drink when she’s here, and she’ll still occasionally get sappy and divulge way too much information to me.”



“Like what?”



“I can’t tell you.”



“You absolutely could tell me,” he said. “I see a working mouth and a beautiful set of lips. I think they’re capable of doing at least that much.”



She laughed and looked away, though her body language seemed to grow more inviting. Will was already trying to work out how he might sneak her into his room—with her power, it would be more a matter of convincing her than logistics—when the bar’s front door banged open.



Impact, or rather, Brad Thompson in his mundane identity, strode into the barroom like he owned the place, despite having one heavily bandaged hand. A small parting gift from Decay. Breathless, or Kat, followed a pace or two behind, looking much less certain about where she was and what she was doing.



It was a small miracle that Will was sitting at the bar, turned away from them, and could simply hunch forward to keep from being recognized. The bartender was on her feet, hands on her hips,
 tsk
 ing in annoyance, though she made no move to confront her new, brazen patron.



“Just as I suspected!” boomed Impact. “I see at least one here already! Near identical to his mugshot. You’d think a common criminal would have the common sense to cut their hair on the run!”



Breathless let out a nervous chuckle and took a step closer to her team leader. Will was a bit perplexed by what he was watching. It seemed as though Impact was going out of his way to draw the attention of the room, but almost to a person, everyone was comfortable ignoring him.



Even Darkmode, the supervillain currently facing down a confrontation with two licensed heroes, seemed more interested in reassuring the woman he’d been buying drinks for than running off into the night.



They have escape abilities, after all,
 Will reminded himself.
 Impact and Breathless might be able to win in a fight, but they can’t fight what they can’t catch.



“Hey!” shouted Impact as he took heavy, deliberate steps toward Darkmode’s table. “I’m talking to you!”



“I ain’t listening,” said Darkmode, barely looking up. “Take the fucking hint.”



“Kat?” Impact held a hand toward her. “Cuffs, please.”



Darkmode sighed and slid a hand over his forehead. He waved a single finger in Impact’s direction, and it was suddenly as though the brightness of that section of the room had been dialed down to zero. Shapes were fuzzy, indistinct, and Will more heard the sound of Impact flailing and knocking into tables than he actually saw it.



“Bastard!” snarled Impact.



“I think that’s our cue to leave,” whispered Mist.



“Hold on,” said Will. “I kind of want to watch this.”



“Stop that!” cried Breathless. “I’m warning you!”



“Warning him what?” Tusk stood up from his chair, which seemed tiny in comparison to his bulk, and made a low, growling noise as he stepped toward Breathless. “This isn’t your bar, kiddo.”



Breathless inhaled with enough intensity to rip a couple of posters loose from the walls. Tusk reached for her with one of his giant hands, but she blew him off… literally. He tumbled back, crashing down onto a table in a pile of splintered wood.



Impact had gotten a lucky throw off, sending a mug into Darkmode’s face with enough force to cut the other man’s cheek open with a gnarly gash. He was prepping a punch, free of his blindness. Will was in a petty mood after his encounter with the Drifters in the sewer, and with an incidental kick, he sent his stool crashing into Impact’s legs just as the hero was shifting to leap forward.



The barkeeper had come around to the other side of the counter, wielding a broom like a medieval war axe. She shouted fierce words in Spanish as she began clubbing at the combatants with the wicker end, making no distinction between hero and villain.



“Come on,” said Mist, with a sigh. “Unless you want to be here when
 Relic
 shows up.”



She had a teasing smile on her face, and he had to admit, it was a fair point.








CHAPTER 20




 



Will took Mist’s hand as the two joined the queue of fleeing patrons. They broke into a pointless sprint once they were out into the night, holding pace for a block or so until they found a nearby park empty of other people. It had a small playground, and they sat on the swings, swaying together in the fair summer night.



“Here.” Mist pulled a bottle of whiskey out of her sweater and took a swig. “Want a sip?”



“Absolutely,” he said. “Did you nab this from the bar?”



“It was on the floor. I figured nobody would miss it amid the chaos.”



He took a deep swig. “I feel bad for the owner.”



“Don’t. Her son is a lawyer. She panders to the super crowd for that very reason. When they get rowdy, they cause provable damage, which she has her son go after like a hunting hound.”



Will passed the bottle back. Her fingers lingered on his as she accepted it, and they shared a moment. The moon was out, and he could see it reflected in her eyes.



“Interesting way of running a business,” he said. “Some people seem to thrive off chaos.”



“Some people?”



He grinned and kicked forward, getting his swing moving. “Like I said. It’s interesting.”



“So, tell me, Pick,” said Mist. “How have you settled in? Do you live alone, or…?”



He let his heels drag the swing to a stop, sighing. “With family. But I have a fair amount of privacy, if you wanted to, you know…”



“I have a hotel room,” she said. “I was going to head back there pretty soon if you wanted to walk me there, or something.”



“
 Or something
 sounds about right.”



She giggled and looked away but then grew a bit more serious. He watched as she lifted her forearm as though she was holding some invisible object and started moving it side to side.



“What are you doing?” he asked.



“Waving the red flag. I don’t want you saying later on that I didn’t warn you.”



“Who says I don’t have red flags of my own?” He meant it, too. As he admitted it aloud, he wondered if maybe that’s why he’d been so eager to come out with her tonight, to spend time with someone who understood who he was, who he’d once been.



“I was hoping you’d say that,” she said, smiling back. “Even when I first saw you in the mall, you had this… energy about you. Nothing crazy or psychopathic like some of our fellow Mastodon alumni. More just… dangerous. Unpredictable.”



Both their swings came to a stop at the same time. Will leaned over and kissed her, half expecting her to poof from existence before his lips found hers. She stayed right where she was, kissing him back with a slow, building eagerness.



“Want to finish this bottle back at my hotel room?” she whispered.



He nodded and took her hand.



 



***



 



“This is pretty nice.” Will scanned the room, clean and fairly upscale, on the good side of town. “Mind if I ask how you can afford it?”



“I got this insane deal where I happened to find one of the keycards lying around and borrowed it for a while,” said Mist. “Fascinating where you can find things when you’re sneaky.”



“I’m familiar with a similar method,” he said. “Always been good with my fingers.”



“Noted.”



He felt the impulse to ask her the question then, the one that nobody had ever asked back within Mastodon.



What did you do to get convicted in the first place?



Would she tell him if he pushed it? Did he even have the right to ask, or was that sort of knowledge still beyond the pale? He wondered if he would look back at some point and consider it to be a missed opportunity, or perhaps an outright mistake.



“The bed is comfy,” said Mist, sitting down on the mattress with a small, eye-pleasing bounce.



Will took the spot next to her. They sat there in silence for a moment that seemed to waver between awkwardness and simmering tension. He felt like a sixteen-year-old again, eager to begin, unsure of how to start.



“The blanket,” he said, nodding. “Soft.”



Mist grinned and slid a little closer to him. “Yes, Pick, the blanket is
 soft
 . Piercing observation.”



“Shut it. You’re worse than my sisters.”



“Now that much is absolutely true.”



He met her gaze. Her expression held so much challenge, as though she was still taking his measure. Minus the smile, minus the eyes, and it was a look he’d seen more than once in fights before, in the face of his enemy.



He leaned in, smiling back, letting his attention flicker to her very kissable looking lips. He set a hand on her leg as he went for it, watching as she turned to let her mouth meet his.



She stopped at the last possible instant, pressing a gentle hand to his chest and chuckling nervously.



“You’re so eager,” she whispered. “Have you done it since you’ve gotten out?”



“I’ve played around a bit, but no.”



He really hoped she wouldn’t ask him to elaborate. Thinking about Avery and Rue, even Jess, simply made the current moment feel that much more confusing. He hadn’t done
 anything
 with them, not really. At the same time, he’d done far too much with each of them.



“Getting out makes it hard to think about anything else,” she said. “Just biology, I guess.”



“Birds and bees.”



He gave her a teasing smile as his fingers slowly slipped up her thigh. She bit her lower lip and turned her head sideways. Will had no idea if that was some obtuse signal on her part, but she was right about it being hard to think about anything else.



He kissed her, his lips finding hers and leading the charge. They fell together, embracing each other and falling sideways onto the hotel bed. The blanket, for the record, was incredibly soft.



“Mmm,” moaned Mist.



Will stroked her cheek as his kisses traveled along the side of her neck. Mist’s lips brushed his thumb, and she was sucking on it an instant later. It was so hot, and foreplay seemed altogether too slow for what his body felt like it needed.



He pulled her sweater off. She had on a plain white tank top with thin shoulder straps underneath, and he could finally get a sense of her breasts. They were small, but not tiny, just enough plumpness to move in interesting ways.



Mist yanked his shirt off and Will hesitated, remembering his tattoos. Her eyes flicked over them, and she brushed a few of the words with her fingers, but she didn’t say anything. No questions, no commentary. No judgment.



He had to fuck this girl. He’d already been planning on it, obviously, but now he
 had
 to. There was an aspect of sex, the openness of intimacy, that made it seem impossible for him to want anything else in that moment.



She struggled to undo the button of his jeans. Will grabbed her hands and playfully lifted them above her head before quickly doing it himself. He was fully undressed and reaching to get her pants down when he remembered something.



“Condom,” he muttered. “Damn it. I should have one…”



He was going to say
 in his wallet
 , but that one had been sitting untouched for well over two years. Melted or dust, probably. The despair was real as he looked at Mist and saw her give a tiny shake of her head.



“It’s okay,” she said.



“Maybe they have like a machine for them or something here?”



“At a classy place like this?” She giggled. “Don’t count on it.”



“Fuck.”



“Pick.” She reached out, caressing his cheek. “It’s okay.



“I could, fuck… I guess I could run to the store?”



She slowly shook her head. “Or…”



He watched as she pulled her jeans off one foot and tossed them aside. She was the star of the bed as she hooked her thumbs through her panties, still wearing that insubstantial tank top.



“Or,” he said, unable to look away.



“Just pull out.” She slowly pulled her panties down, wiggling more than what was probably necessary. “Okay?”



It was far from okay, according to the general consensus of the world and the Champion Authority. He’d watched more than one PSA style video as a young, teenage member of the Crimson Five about the absolute need for supers to practice safe sex and avoid any possible risk of creating an abomination. Hell, half the Second Advent’s sermons centered on abstinence and the dangers of sexual intercourse outside of marriage.



This was rule number one in the super world, an inescapable truth of existence. Unprotected sex ended lives.



“Pick,” whispered Mist. “Is that okay?”



She had her naked legs crossed but pushed a foot forward to poke him with her toe.



“Come here,” he said.



Just this once
 .



She giggled as he grabbed her leg and playfully began dragging her in toward him.  They kissed again, lips and tongues entangled. He slid his hands under her tank top and cupped her breasts, both of which seemed to match his hands perfectly.



Mist pulled her shirt off and tossed it aside. Her nipples were light brown, the areolas set on an intriguing diagonal that made Will want to lean his head sideways as he kissed each one. She ran her hands through his hair, and he knew they were past the point of no return.



He’d never had unprotected sex before. His anticipation seemed to come to a point at the tip of his erection, hard and eager and throbbing with masculine energy. Mist was clean shaven, and he encountered no resistance as he pressed his cock forward, easing the head into her.



“Mmm!” she moaned, voice high pitched, almost strained.



The sensation was so much more than Will had been expecting, though it was hard to tell if it was just because it had been years since he’d last had real sex. Every little noise Mist made just added to the urgency of the moment. He kissed her, letting his fingers entwine with her blue and black locks.



He started moving, horny and drunk and full of energy from their wild night. He was only able to go slow for half a minute, at most, before he thrust into her as though trying to prove a point.



It felt so impossibly good. It felt like being back in alignment. Sure, it was dirty and all kinds wrong to be doing what they were doing raw, but Mist was otherwise a perfectly suitable sexual partner. He wasn’t sneaking around or managing his morals and shame.



“Mist!” he grunted. He didn’t even know her real name. “That’s right. Feel that?”



“Oh, fuck me, Pick! I’m so bad!”



“I’m going to make you worse.”



She cried out and bit his shoulder. Will pinned her arms and took her more roughly, past the point of thinking. He couldn’t forget. He could feel himself forgetting. Mist wrapped her legs around him, squeezing tight even as her eyes took on that glassy, freshly fucked look. She jerked and cried out again, back arching and body tensing in orgasmic bliss.



“That’s it!” Will leaned up and took her by the hips, pulling her body to meet each of his thrusts with strong arms. It felt so good… too good.



He was suddenly there, past the point he’d been waiting for. It was akin to going past his exit on the interstate, realizing his mistake in that last second before he could legally turn into the right lane. Mist gasped, eyes going wide, and that was the trigger.



“Fuck!” Will pulled out, spoiling his own release, but saving them both endless drama and trouble. His seed shot out in thick, hot strings, the first few landing on Mist’s stomach and crotch, either wide of their target or far too near it, depending on one’s perspective.



She shuddered and made a face, more curious than displeased. She reached a finger down and rubbed a bead of cum out into a sticky circle right next to her navel.



“It’s so hot,” she whispered. “I wonder what it would feel like if it, you know… went inside.”



“I don’t,” he lied. He’d been imagining the exact same thing, imagining how perfectly satisfying it would have been to simply keep thrusting and release deep inside her. It was what nature intended, what his senses had been demanding from him.



Mist sighed and slid in closer, kissing his shoulder. “See? That was nice.”



“We’re getting condoms for next time,” he said.



“Ooh! I like a man who thinks ahead.”



They were silent for a while, sweaty and satisfied, the room stinking of sex. Mist’s body felt so nice cuddled up against his. He thought back to how he’d been thinking of sneaking her up into his room. Now he wondered if it might make sense to simply introduce her to Jess and Rue openly. Would they guess that she was one of the escapees?



“Why did you agree to hang out with me tonight?” she asked.



“You seemed cool,” he said. “You intrigued me. But I’ll admit there was a little more to it than just that. I wanted to see if some of my former inmates were at the bar you took me to.”



“There were some, weren’t there?”



“Not the ones I was looking for. I was a member of a gang inside. The Power Realists. It didn’t end well between us, and now they’re free, lurking in the area still, possibly. I have to settle the score.”



She tensed a bit too obviously. He turned onto his side, looking at her, reading her expression, but she gave nothing away.



“You know something, don’t you?” he said.



She shrugged, but her shoulders were stiff. “I hear things. My power makes it easy, after all.”



“What things?”



Mist hesitated. Was she worried about putting him in harm’s way? He doubted it, given what she’d told him about the rumors about him circulating on the women’s side of the prison.



“One of them said they were going somewhere even the Champion Authority wouldn’t go,” she said. “A place they’d have all to themselves.”



“…The Exclusion Zone?”



“That’s how I interpreted it,” she said, with a sigh. “I don’t know if it’s true. I can’t tell you anything more.”



“It’s good info. Thanks, Mist.”



“You’re welcome.” She cleared her throat, fingers touching and gently caressing his stomach. “Want to go for two in a row?”



He kissed her and let his fingers dig into one of her thighs.







PART TWO: FALLOUT



 










CHAPTER 21




 



Will’s intention had been to head home that same night, but the hour had gotten away from him, and he’d been too tired to make the walk after… various exertions. He made his way up the porch stairs and into the house as silently as he could. Jess didn’t usually start making breakfast for another fifteen minutes, so if he was careful, he could probably…



“Good morning, LP,” said Jess, in a tired voice. She wore a bathrobe and was whisking together an omelet.



“Good morning,” he said, hiding a wince behind a smile. Rue was up, too, sitting on the couch in panties and a t-shirt. Even Avery was over, nursing a glass of orange juice at the counter in a white summer dress patterned with red flowers.



The silence that followed was deafening. Will was half tempted to continue straight on up to his room, but it was better to address their questions head on, rather than let them ferment into animosity.



“I stayed over at a friend’s last night,” he said. “Sorry. I should have gotten in touch.”



“It’s fine,” said Jess. “Just let us know your plans next time. I was waiting up for you.”



“My bad.”



He took his shoes off and headed for the couch. Rue shifted from sitting to stretching out across the entire thing in an unsubtle attempt at warding off his presence.



“Can I sit down, at least?” he asked.



“No room,” she said. “Go find somewhere else to be.”



“Hey, don’t be that way.” He sat on the couch’s armrest and tried to weather the tension. “Did you miss me, too?”



She glared at him in a manner that made him wish he’d asked a different question.



“Hey, go easy on LP,” said Avery. “He’s allowed to have some fun after what he’s been through.”



Avery touched his hand. Truth be told, he’d expected her to be the most affronted of all of them, given how they’d fooled around the previous morning. She was smiling, and though it looked a little brittle, she seemed genuine in her defense of him.



“It’s one thing to have fun,” muttered Rue. “You just got back! Who even is this girl? Are you going to start sleeping over at her place every night?”



“Of course not. Where is this coming from?”



Again, it was a question that he really wished he hadn’t asked as soon as it was out of his mouth. He wasn’t dense. He suspected that he understood the nature of Rue’s jealousy. Roles reversed, he might have acted out in a similar manner.



“She just cares about you, sweetie,” said Jess. She came up behind him, gently rubbing one of his shoulders. “We all do. It was a little worrying for us, given how little we knew about your date.”



“You seemed fine with it when we talked at dinner.”



Jess glanced sideways, fingers pinching a bit on his shoulder. “I was fine with it. I just… didn’t expect you to go buck wild. You were safe at least, I assume?”



Ugh. He nodded, feeling doubly guilty now that he was caught up in a new lie. He and Mist had gone for three rounds, and he’d been careful to pull out each time. Still, it had been stupid. He’d heard plenty of unlikely tales of women getting pregnant despite couples being careful using such methods.



“I want to meet her,” said Avery. “With Mom and Rue already coming to snap judgments, I see an opening to be the cool one. So, her name was
 Misty,
 right?”



She looked like she was trying not to smile as she said it.



“It’s a nickname, but yes,” he said. “I can see about bringing her over for dinner, I guess?”



Even as he said it, he knew it would never work, at least not yet. It would simply be too risky, especially if Jess,
 Relic
 , had done some research on the escaped prisoners in the background.



“He is not having her over here for dinner,” said Rue.



“Don’t be rude,” said Jess. “If you want to plan on a day, Will, just say the word. I could bring you along to shop and pick out the menu.”



“Let’s wait and see,” he said. “You guys are taking this more seriously than you need to. I just had fun with a friend. I didn’t elope.”



“Are you saving that for date number two?” muttered Rue, in a snarky voice.



Will grabbed one of the couch’s side pillows and tossed it into her face. She caught it and hurled it back at him, and the situation quickly devolved into a full-on pillow fight. Jess sighed and headed back to handle breakfast, while Avery served as a passing referee, still sipping her orange juice.



“Jerk.” Rue fixed her shirt, which had slid up reveal her panties and navel.



“You started it.”



“You threw the pillow at me!”



“After you made a joke that I really didn’t appreciate.”



Rue rolled her eyes. Will finally found a spot on the couch next to her and put his arm around her shoulders.



“You’re mad at me,” he said.



“I’m not mad at you, I just… think you make dumb decisions. And it pisses me off.”



“Well, I don’t want you to be pissed off,” he said. “Let me make it up to you.”



“How?”



He weighed his options and decided only one made sense. “Tonight. We could hang out. Play video games. Do…
 computer stuff
 .”



Rue blinked, hesitating as she considered his words and tone. “Who says I would even want to do computer stuff with you now?”



He sighed, grabbed a pillow, and pushed it into her face. “Never mind. You’re insufferable.”



“I didn’t say no!” she snapped back. “Maybe. Ask me later.”



The four ate breakfast together, omelets and fresh cantaloupe. It was rare for the entire family to be at the house so early, and he got an answer as to what had precipitated the gathering as Jess began clearing the plates at the end of the meal.



“Put some clothes on, Rue,” said Jess. “We’re leaving in ten. LP, you should also get dressed if you’re planning on coming to the super alliance meeting.”



“I didn’t realize there was one,” he said.



“Yup,” said Avery. “I’m coming, too. Should be bucketloads of fun.”



She pantomimed blowing her brains out with a gun. For whatever reason, it made Will think of the pill he’d found over at her place the previous morning. He still needed to do something about that, but what? First, he needed to figure out what it was. Maybe the internet could help him out, but there was no time right then and there.



He changed into clean clothes and met the others back downstairs. Rue wore jean shorts and a slightly baggy sleeveless top. Jess had on a black tunic shirt, sandals, and white capris. They climbed into Jess’s car, Will up front, Rue and Avery in back, and drove to the Second Advent’s church.



They were earlier this time around. Father Darkeye greeted them as they entered and offered them seats at the pews. Sister Ivy brought them each a can of seltzer to sip while they waited, smiling broadly from behind her glasses.



The Drifters arrived a few minutes later, the four of them striding down the church’s main aisle, serious and businesslike. Impact had an awful looking black eye, much to Will’s amusement. He searched the super team’s leader for any sign of him having noticed him the previous night at
 Nana’s Nook
 but saw no trace of the requisite anger.



“Sorry we’re late,” said Impact. “Bad traffic.”



“Did something happen?” asked Father Darkeye. “That eye looks…”



“It’s fine!” said Impact, with a little too much emphasis.



“I’m sure it also feels fine,” said Will. “You should put some ice on that.”



“I have!” he snapped. “But as I already said, it’s nothing. I took a rough fall.”



“Yeah, not buying it,” said Jess. “I thought I asked to be kept in the loop in terms of the investigation and any direct outings.”



“I wasn’t on duty when it happened.” Impact rubbed the side of his face. “I was… exploring a budding lead. Nothing that would normally prompt me to seek out excessive backup.”



“Looks like it went well for you,” said Jess, dryly. “Between that and your hand, you might want to consider taking a medical day.”



“Avery?” said Breathless, stepping forward. “Is that you?”



“Hey, Kat.” Avery grinned, and the two women kissed each other on the cheek. “It’s been a while.”



“Too long,” said Breathless. “I thought you’d be at the other meeting.”



“I’m only here to listen and offer my insight,” said Avery, glancing toward Jess. “I haven’t committed to anything more than that.”



“It seems as though we have everyone,” said Father Darkeye. “Why don’t we get started? I feel as though we’ve abutted against a roadblock, in a certain sense.”



“Our foray into the old sewers to recapture Algae Double was a complete mess,” said Jess. “I don’t just mean the grime of those tunnels, either. It’s clear at this point that he’s made contact with a new local supervillain. Decay.”



Will watched how the heroes reacted to that name.
 His
 name. He would have picked a less-ominous sounding moniker had he been given the chance to choose for himself, but given how the world seemed intent on pigeonholing him into the role of a villain, he was coming to quite like it.



Breathless and Miss Mass both shook their heads wearily. Father Darkeye made the sign of the winged cross, up and down, shoulders and out. Impact seethed visibly as though they’d just mentioned his ex-girlfriend’s new boyfriend.



“I have a score to settle with that bastard!” snapped Impact. “My wrist is still fucked up because of him.”



“Please, if you would mind your language,” said Father Darkeye. “I wonder if there is perhaps more coordination than we realize between this Decay and those who have escaped from Mastodon Supermax?”



It was an annoying implication for Will to weather, but admittedly, not that far off base. He had checked in with Erik, and… done a fair bit more than just check in with Mist.



“If he continues to interfere, we’ll deal with him,” said Jess. “The prison and recapturing the escapees remains our main focus, not some vigilante with a cloak and dagger routine.”



“On that note, Impact and I made progress in identifying a new lead,” said Breathless. “Place called
 Nana’s Nook
 down on Willis Street. We confirmed that there are supers who gather there, though not whether any of them were recently escaped.”



“There aren’t many supers in Lancaster City,” said Jess. “It seems to follow that a bar with an uptick in powerful patrons might be harboring some of our runaways.”



“Maybe,” said Will. “I doubt any of them are operating under the assumption that the Champion Authority is just going to give up the search.”



“Your point?” asked Impact.



“My point is that the supers there, if they have escaped from prison, are probably capable of evading you even if you get close. They wouldn’t act so brazenly, otherwise.”



“Well, you clearly would have the best understanding of the criminal mind,
 Lockpick
 ,” said Impact.



There were a few interesting reactions from Breathless and some of the Second Advent clergy. Will smiled and leaned into it.



“I appreciate that you noticed,” said Will. “As it happens, I have a lead for you upstanding heroes to follow up on.”



All eyes turned his way. Avery was sitting next to Will, and he felt her knee brush against his as she leaned closer in.



“The Eastern Exclusion Zone,” he said. “It’s practically in Lancaster City’s backyard. Given that it’s been almost twenty years since the Meltdown Disaster, nobody even thinks about what’s beyond that fence anymore.”



“Interesting,” said Jess.



“Huh.” Brad shifted, kicking his feet up onto the back of the pew in front of his. “I hate to have to agree with you for a change, but you might be onto something. It’s not a place anyone who values their health would willingly go. There’s still a fair bit of low-level radiation kicking around, despite how much Architect and the other barrier supers were able to contain, but I doubt our escapees would care.”



“It’s no more than what you’d subject yourself to by eating a couple of extra bananas each week, at this point,” said Miss Mass. “Probably it’s the man-eating mutants that keep people at arm’s length.”



“Exactly,” said Will. “Though in this case, we’re talking about a wandering band of superpowered escaped prisoners. The Exclusion Zone’s dangers would work to their advantage.”



“It’s such a huge area, though,” said Breathless. “It spans multiple states, contains formerly huge cities. Boston, New York, Philadelphia.”



“I don’t think even criminals would go that deep in,” said Miss Mass. “No. They’d stay near the edge. Find a place they can easily access the rest of the world from. Hell, they could come out at night to rape and rob or whatever they have in mind and flee back across the fence come morning.”



Father Darkeye cleared his throat uncomfortably. “It does seem fairly plausible, especially given the sparsity of reports we’ve received on the escapees in the area.”



“The real question is how we actually do anything about it if that is where they’re hiding.” Impact dusted his fingers across one of his raised feet.



“I could fly some scouting missions,” suggested Jess. “Though I’d have to plan around my normal patrol schedule.”



“So could I.” Avery spoke up for the first time, and all eyes turned her way. “I see no reason I couldn’t help out and still stay safe searching the Exclusion Zone.”



She was smiling, and she crossed her legs, holding her knee with both hands. The reactions of the rest of the heroes ranged from Jess, who looked completely stunned, to Miss Mass, who was smiling and sold on the extra help… to Impact, who was openly leering at the front of her dress.



“Are you saying… you’ll suit up again?” asked Jess, in a cautious voice.



“Yeah,” said Avery. “For now.”



Jess had to lean over Will to reach Avery and pull her into a hug. He set an arm on each woman’s back, his smile souring a bit as he considered what Avery back in costume would mean for
 Decay
 .








CHAPTER 22




 



The rest of the meeting consisted mostly of spurious plans to begin surveillance on Nana’s Nook and lots of Jess fawning over Avery. It only intensified as they returned home, with Jess excitedly running ideas past Avery on where she might search.



“Astinium Tower,” said Jess. “It used to be the highest building in Centerton. It’s still standing—there’s a hike up Burnt Mountain that lets you see it beyond the fence. Ooh, the old fairgrounds, too. The place is a self-contained little city unto itself.”



“Slow down,” said Avery, climbing out of the car. “I only just agreed to this. I still need some time to warm up to what it’s going to involve.”



“I think your costume is still here, at the house,” said Jess. “Didn’t you order it just before you retired and never ended up taking it with you to your new place?”



“She did,” chimed in Rue, who’d spent most of the meeting and ride on her phone.



“Good to know,” said Avery.



“If it doesn’t still fit you, we can have it adjusted,” provided Jess.



“Why wouldn’t it still fit me?” asked Avery, eyes narrowed.



“I’m just saying.” Jess shrugged. “If it happens that certain sections are tighter than you remember, we can…”



“Thanks, Mom. I appreciate your very subtle way of implying that I’ve put on weight.”



“Oh, Avery, you know that’s not what I mean.” Jess sighed as they all entered the house, still beaming and happy. “I’m just thrilled to have you back at it. Relic and Kestrel. We’ll probably have some reporters angling for interviews when word gets out.”



“No doubt they’ll badger us with questions about if and when a full Crimson Five reunion will ever happen,” said Avery. “That’ll be
 so
 much fun.”



“Won’t it?” replied Jess, without a hint of irony. Her cellphone rang, and she excused herself up to her room, leaving Will and Avery alone downstairs.



“So,” he said. “Why the change in tune? I thought you were burned out on the superhero career path.”



“Simple,” said Avery. “The Exclusion Zone. Normally, you need to apply for an impossibly stringent permit to be allowed across to the other side of the fence.”



“You’re saying, what?” He turned his hand palm up. “You want to explore? Take photos of the mutants?”



“No. Well, maybe. I just want to see what’s what. Poke around a bit. When something’s been off limits for basically your entire life, it’s only natural.”



Will nodded, though her words hit him on a different level. His mind jumped from fooling around with her to the pill he’d found in her apartment, what both might mean. She seemed fine, however. She’d even been drinking less as far as he could tell. Was there really a point in confronting her and ruining the upbeat mood?



“What?” asked Avery. “You’re giving me a look.”



“Nothing.” He knew he was just avoiding a hard conversation, but it seemed like one that could be put off for a little while, at least. “Jess said your costume is here?”



“In my old room, I think. I’ve only worn it once or twice.”



“Try it on for me?”



She made a noise and kicked him in the calf. “You little horndog. I bet what you’re actually asking is if you can
 watch
 me try it on.”



He grabbed her and pulled her into a reverse hug, leaning from side to side to playfully sway her on her feet. “Well, I have seen you in less, as it happens.”



“It’s different. It looks nothing like my Crimson Five one.”



“Neither does Jess’s.”



“I’m not saying no.” Avery turned around in his arms, sparing a glance toward the stairs. “This is just… a lot. I’m half-wondering if I’m going to end up committing to this. I can already see it in Mom’s eyes.”



“See what?”



“The new avenue I’ve opened to potentially disappoint her. She’ll be judging every choice and every mistake I make again.”



“Hey,” he said. “None of that. You need to have faith in yourself.  Turn that frown upside down.”



He set his thumbs to corners of her mouth and gently tugged upward. Avery slapped his hands away, but she was, indeed, smiling organically again.



Most of the rest of Will’s afternoon was spent working out in the basement. He used it as an opportunity to both repair and wash his costume, doing the stitching in between sets and using washing his sweaty gym clothes as an excuse to commandeer the laundry room.



When he eventually came upstairs, he found that Jess had made kebobs for dinner before heading out on a quick patrol in costume. Nobody was at the table, so he brought his to his room, figuring he’d do some gaming and consider his options for the night.



He’d been checking his phone all day, wondering if Mist might text him. He thought about texting her, but it seemed a bit too eager after only just having kissed her goodbye that morning. Wasn’t there like a three-day rule, or something? Two-day rule? It would be so much easier if she’d just get in touch first.



Will was finishing the last of his kebob when someone knocked outside. His door was open, and a masked head poked through.



“Ta-dah,” said Avery. “I conceded to half of your request.”



He gaped as she slipped into his room, fully suited up and costumed. It was a completely different look than what he’d been expecting, far more playful and stylized than their simple Crimson Five jumpsuits had been.



The general aesthetic was powder blue and light orange, much like the actual bird she took her name from. The form factor was a flirty dress with long, overwide sleeves reminiscent of wings, with knee high white stockings and footwear that hinted at the talons of a bird of prey, topped off with a blue peacock mask edged with feathers.



“Wow,” he said, genuinely at a loss for words.



“Good wow or bad wow?” She spun around, skirt flying up and outward high enough to reveal her slip underneath.



“Definitely good wow,” he said. “It’s fitting. It must look incredible when you’re in flight, like an actual bird is overhead.”



“I wouldn’t know,” said Avery. “This isn’t too weird for you, is it?”



“Me?” Will furrowed his brow. “What do you mean?”



“I noticed how interested you seemed during the meeting at the church. To just have to watch as I suit back up, get back into the swing of things, when you can’t. I get it. Mom’s secret dream of bringing the Crimson Five back together… or the Crimson Four, I suppose.”



He blinked, flattered by her concern for him. It was how he likely would have felt, had he actually been watching from the sidelines. Instead, he was practically watching from the side of the other team, with his largest anxiety more related to what might happen if he ended up facing off against
 Kestrel
 during one of his nighttime outings.



“Trust me, you don’t have to worry about me,” he said, leaning back on his bed. “I’m keeping busy.”



His phone vibrated as though to underline his point. He snatched it up quicker than necessary, turning the screen on. Just an email.



“You are keeping busy, aren’t you,” she said, with a smile. “Was that your girlfriend?”



“She’s not my…” He sighed. “No. I’ve been trying to figure out what the texting and calling etiquette is these days.”



“There is no calling etiquette. Only married people talk on the phone.”



“Yeah, I worked that much out.”



Avery took her mask off and plopped down on the bed next to him, eyes curious. “Are you serious about this girl?”



“Serious?” He shrugged. “No. I mean… I don’t know. Please tell me you aren’t teaming up with Jess and Rue to smother me with concern?”



Her smile thinned and grew brittle. “You know that’s not why I’m asking. I just want to make sure we’re on the same page after…” She coughed. “
 Yesterday morning
 .”



He had no idea what to say. No playbook existed for what to do here, given how far they’d already frolicked outside the lines of normality. Had she been any other girl, it would have been a question of exclusivity, but between him and Avery, when they both knew that what they were doing was wrong and unsustainable in the first place? What even was there to say?



“You said you wanted to meet her before,” he finally managed.



“Only if you’re serious about her.”



“I have no idea if I’m serious about her!” He sighed and fell back on the bed, bouncing against the mattress and staring up at the ceiling. “I thought my life was going to be simple once I came back to the real world.”



Avery stretched out next to him and set a gloved hand on his chest. She made a finger person out of two fingers and filled the silence by having it dance back and forth like a cheerleader doing high kicks. Will set his palm on it, squishing it flat and taking her hand into his.



He turned his head toward hers, briefly surprised by how near her face was, and then kissed her on the lips. It was stupid. It was natural. The door was still open, and they both came to their senses after a brief, though indulgent make-out.



“Thanks,” he said, dryly. “You’re really helping make this simple for me.”



Avery laughed. “Oh, LP. You have no idea how much I’ve changed since you left, do you? This Misty girl… does she seem like a good fit for you?”



He shrugged. “Debatable.”



“Is that why you were so hesitant about bringing her to dinner here?”



“One of the reasons, yes.”



“Then bring her over to my place.” Avery rose up, resting her chin on her hand. “For real. If she’s open minded, this all might actually be less complicated than you think. Or possibly more.”



He blinked, turning what she’d just said over in his head. Avery grinned at his reaction.



“One of the perks of living alone,” she said.








CHAPTER 23




 



FIVE YEARS EARLIER



 



Two days had passed since Lockpick had first noticed someone following him and watching the apartment at night. Which really was just another way of saying it had been two days since he’d last slept.



He stared out at the shadowed street through a half-curtained window. A black SUV was parked outside the next building over, incredibly obvious in its positioning now that he knew to look at it. He could make out at least two people inside, but there could be more. The back windows were sufficiently tinted to make it impossible to know for sure.



It usually came and went, watching him for a few hours, disappearing for a while, always back by the time the sun was up. Lockpick had limited his forays into the outside world to the strict necessities, buying food, running errands, checking on Halberd.



He’d thought about explaining the situation to the older man, but eventually decided against it. Halberd was weathering rehab, if not quite thriving under the watchful eyes of the therapists and counselors, working out the kinks of what it meant to be sober. Lockpick wasn’t about to risk putting him in a situation where all of that effort might be erased as easily as a sandcastle in front of a rogue wave.



So he watched, and waited, and spent… a fair amount of time freaking out under the weight of his fear and aimless anxiety. He assumed Marauder had sent the men, but it was always a possibility that Halberd had other enemies. It didn’t really matter who they were, just that they were a problem he would have to deal with on his own.



He’d been patient. It was a skill he’d never appreciated before. Part of him had wanted to simply rush out to the car, cut into it with his penknife, and see if he could preserve his safety with brute force. The high likelihood of at least one of them having a gun had stopped him, forced him to concoct a plan with more nuance.



It was time. He got the sense that they’d move tonight regardless of what happened. The SUV had been too static across the past few hours, as though they were simply waiting to pull the noose of their trap closed.



Two could play at that game. Lockpick moved through the apartment with slow steps, turning off all the lights, stopping at the fridge to act as though he was contemplating a pre-bedtime snack.



Everything was already set. The nanny cam with night vision had a view of the porch and the front door. Every window had a set of bells taped to it. He’d even set a bunch of long tacks into the carpet outside his bedroom, impossible to see at a glance, painful to step on even with shoes.



He climbed into bed without taking his clothes off, fingers touching the knife he’d slipped into his shoe, the one he had taped to his leg, the one in the holster around his shoulder. He had his penknife, too, but that went without saying. He watched the nanny cam on his phone, but it didn’t have the SUV in view, and nobody approached the front door.



All of the stress he’d accumulated over the past few days coalesced into something more useful as he committed. He could finally get a good night’s sleep once this was over with. Hopefully.



He slowed his breathing, playing the part of a teenager finally succumbing to exhaustion in case any supers with surveillance powers were among his stalkers. He hoped that wasn’t the case, as they’d probably know he was waiting for them regardless of how adept of an actor he was. He waited, alert to every sound, the wind whipping at his window, a car alarm going off down the block.



A bell jingled. Lockpick forced himself to stay still, wait for the right moment. Muffled voices filtered down from the hallway. They had no idea that he was still awake. This was it.



Slowly, he crept out of bed and moved into position behind his door, heart pounding with such intensity that he could feel each pulse through the muscles of his jaw. Two men, he guessed, both still whispering to each other, oblivious to potential danger.



It was so tempting to just go, go, go. Attack. Get it over with. He chewed his lip, knowing he needed every advantage he could get if he was going to take on two supers with unknown powers at once.



One of them suddenly gasped sharply in pain. Lockpick flung the door open on reflex, smashing it into the face of a bald man who’d just stepped on his tack trap. His partner swore and grabbed at the front of Lockpick’s shirt.



The scream that came out of his own throat was an ungodly thing. Too childish for how he tended to view himself these days, too scared and desperate, but the emotion with it was still scary in its own right. Not to mention the decent amount of spittle that accompanied it.



He brought his penknife down in a savage arc, cutting completely through the hand of the man clutching his shirt. The big bruiser howled as he stumbled back, the rest of his body turning to steel or stone or something in response to the damage. The severed hand shifted along with the rest of him, though it seemed more at the behest of flailing nerve signals than direct command.



“You little fucker!” snarled the bald man.



He waved a hand across the air, perpendicular to the floor, and a matching burst of invisible force snatched Lockpick’s legs out from underneath him. One of his hands came down on the tack trap as he fell, metal stabbing through skin. He made a mental note to avoid setting traps he might fall into himself in the future.



His other hand was fine, however, and he used it to fling one of the extra knives into the bald man’s face. Its original course might have passed straight by, but in the villain’s haste to deflect the blade, he fumbled it against the side of his forehead, hissing with pain.



Too much adrenaline. Lockpick had harbored the idea that he would beat them into submission and question them. At that moment, he couldn’t even form sentences, just wordless, wild screaming. Terror and rage, fight or flight.



He ran as soon as he saw an opening. The front door was already open, but another man was outside, smoking a cigarette and standing at the edge of the street. Lockpick slid to a stop, reversing direction, sprinting past the apartment, down an alleyway.



A fence was blocking his way, but he scaled it. The fence posts at the top were “climb proof,” which was to say, extremely sharp. One of them stabbed a hole through the skin of his stomach as he tumbled over and landed in a heap on the other side.



He had no choice but to keep moving, keep running. A gunshot went off, the bullet ricocheting nearby. He got to his feet and continued on, directionless, into the night.








CHAPTER 24




 



“Every now and then, you just seem to zone out for no reason,” said Avery.



She poked him in the cheek again. Will blinked and made as though to chomp off her finger.



“I distract easily,” he said. “Healthy imagination. You were saying?”



“I was saying…” Avery trailed off, her attention turning to Will’s open doorway, where Rue had taken to loitering. “Ah. Look who finally decided to act like a human.”



Rue rolled her eyes but gestured for Avery to stand up as she came deeper into the room. Avery did, throwing in a spin like she had for Will to accentuate the flutter of blue and orange.



“I like it,” said Rue. “It’s very you.”



“In a good way or a bad way?”



“Good way,” said Rue. “I worried they might just try to make you Relic junior, but this is nice. It’s got its own vibe to it, more neutral themed rather than
 beating up bad guys
 attire.”



“Hey, I can beat up a bad guy or two when I’m in the mood,” said Avery.



“Is that what tempted you back into suiting up?” asked Will.



She smiled and sighed. “Touché.”



Rue came over and joined them on the bed. “The one downside to you suiting up again is that it means all of Mom’s expectations will land on me now.”



“Oh, I’ve no doubt she’ll come up with plenty of new ones to apply to Kestrel,” said Avery. “Worry not.”



“You know what I mean,” said Rue. “The costume pressure.”



“Do what I did,” said Avery. “Get a job. A respectable one. Pretend like you actually care about what you’re doing and being good at it.”



“Are you planning on leaving your position as a probation officer?” asked Will.



It was a good question. He hadn’t stopped to consider what it would mean if it was. Doubtless he’d have someone new breathing down his neck, which could be dangerous, depending on their disposition.



“No,” said Avery. “Costume time is going to be strictly during my off hours. Depending on how it goes and depending on whether the Champion Authority offers me a juicy new contract… we’ll see.”



She stood up and stretched, arms raising over her head, her costume groaning as the latex shifted. “I think I’m going to head home. Give my new look a test drive… er, flight, on the way.”



“Don’t have too much fun,” said Will.



Avery grinned and blew him a kiss. “See you guys tomorrow.”



She went out through his window, bending in a way that made it seem like she was doing a flying version of the limbo before a rush of air announced her journey into the night. Will stared after her for a few seconds, feeling strangely proud.



“I’m glad she’s spreading her wings again,” he said. “I just hope she stays safe.”



“She’s got enough experience to,” said Rue.



She stayed on his bed, not saying anything, looking at him expectantly.



“What?” he said.



“Remember?” She kicked him gently with a foot. “Ahem…
 computer stuff.
 ”



“Oh! Yeah, sure. Let’s go do computer stuff.”



Strange how quickly the mood can shift. Will felt a bit of whiplash as he went from feeling proud of Avery to aiding Rue in what could only be described as the act of self-corruption. They walked down the hall to her room in a loaded silence. Rue made a quick trip to the top of the stairs to eye the first floor, double checking that Jess was still out.



“Do you have a plan for tonight?” he asked.



“It’s still in flux,” said Rue.



“Alright,” said Will. “I believe we agreed on twenty-five percent.”



She scowled at him even as she opened the door to her room for him. “You offered to help earlier without bringing up money. And besides, I agreed to twenty-five percent on the condition of you bringing a new toy for this show.”



“That was before all that stuff happened with Chauffeur, and Jess ended up in the hospital,” said Will. “Besides, our original deal involved you helping me with my work as
 Decay
 .”



He said the last word quietly, almost just mouthing it. Rue was the only person in the family who knew his secret, but lately, trusting her hadn’t been as much of a boon as he would have hoped.



“Whatever,” she grumbled. “Fine. Twenty-five percent, and I’ll help you on your next outing, but only if it’s serious.”



“What do you mean serious?” asked Will.



“Like, life-or-death serious. I’m not going to be your on-call voyeur.”



“Figures,” he said. “I always had you pegged as more of an exhibitionist.”



The glare she shot at him could have welded steel. Will grabbed one of her hands and gently pulled her limp body into dancing with him.



“I’m only teasing, Cammie,” he said. “Don’t worry. You’ll develop a sense of humor one of these days, I promise.”



“You’re such an ass,” she said. “Come on. Help me figure this out.”



She locked the door to her room, and Will had to contain a sudden thrill at the secrecy of it. It was comparable to his work as Decay in some ways, but more
 dangerous
 in others.



He watched Rue rifling through her closet to pull out her lingerie and the vibrator, apparently not as worried about getting caught as he was. Will felt himself getting hard watching her, regardless of morality, regardless of who they were to one another.



“I need an idea,” said Rue. “My fans are going to find it boring if I just put on lingerie and use the vibrator again, even if it’s you controlling it.”



“So, let’s do something else.”



“Such as?”



The dirty parts of Will’s mind had endless ideas, all of them disgustingly lewd. Joining her on stream. Touching each other. Kissing and sucking. More than just that. To actually blurt them out to Rue, however, seemed as likely to end with her kicking him out of her room as leading to an erotic encounter.



Which was fair. He wasn’t thinking with his head when he let his urges run wild. He didn’t want Rue doing anything sexual she wasn’t comfortable with, even if it was him on the giving or receiving end. And he certainly didn’t want her getting too extreme on a stream for strangers.



“Let’s keep it simple,” he said. “It’s a vibrator. It’s got to be waterproof, right?”



She crossed her legs, holding the vibrator and letting her finger run across its bulbous head. “Yeah, it is.”



“So…” He sat down on her bed and put an arm around her shoulders. “Perhaps Miss Masquerade should do a shower stream?”



She gave a small shrug. “I could, I guess. It’s just… I’ve never been fully naked on stream before.”



“It’ll be really steamy. Literally. They won’t have a perfect view, but that’ll only make watching you while I’m teasing you with the vibrator that much more interesting.”



He saw the way she bit her lower lip when he mentioned teasing her and set a hand on her knee, anticipating it just as much as she was.



“I know it’s ridiculous, but I’m a little self-conscious about being completely nude,” she whispered. “Like… all at once. I have curves.”



“In all the right places.” He rubbed her knee, along with a little above it. “Cammie, you are insanely sexy. If you were anybody else…”



He cut himself off as he actually thought about how he’d been about to finish the sentence.



“What?” she said. “Say it. If I were anybody else, you would…?”



 “Nothing.”



“Come on!” she snapped. “I know it was something gross, but still want to hear it. If we’re going to be partners in this, we have to get comfortable speaking honestly to each other.”



He hesitated, a slow smile creeping onto his face. His thoughts drifted back to his night with Mist, how frantic they’d been once they’d gotten under the sheets. He needed to check his phone after. Rubbing Rue’s thigh, he leaned in a little closer, speaking in a quiet voice.



“Your body and your perfect curves are why you have so many fans, Cammie,” he said. “If you were anyone else I totally would…
 you know
 . Hell, I’d go for two in a row.”



“Two in a…” She blinked, mouth falling open slightly. “Oh!”



“Yeah. You don’t have to worry about whether or not you’re hot. You just are.”



She stared at him, looking as though she was fighting a budding grin. Will kissed her on the cheek, and then a second time on the lips. And then a third time, their mouths seeking out the contact like tired swimmers sucking in fresh air.



“We should… mmm.” She kissed him again. “Let’s get started.”








CHAPTER 25




 



They gathered up everything they needed and headed for the bathroom. Will grabbed his laptop from his room, figuring it would be more compelling, if not easier, to play the part of
 LazerPlayer
 if he were watching from the same room.



“Alright,” said Will. “We’ll set your camera up here, with a view of the open shower. The floor might get a little wet with the curtain open, be we can always mop up after.”



“Right.” Rue reached down and started to pull her shirt off, and then stopped. “Um. You should take your clothes off, too.”



Will stared at her, arousal spiking beyond all reason. “I… could do that. Are you sure you want to get involved
 like that
 , though?”



“That’s not what I mean,” said Rue. “My fans would probably lose their minds if I just suddenly had a guy jump on stream with no introduction. I just meant, even if you’re in the background, it would make me feel more comfortable.”



“You want to see me naked, Cammie?” he asked, smiling.



“Shut up!” she snapped. “You wouldn’t even be here if you didn’t want to see the same thing from me.”



“Yeah, but at least I’ll admit it.”



She rolled her eyes and sighed. “Whatever. Sure. I kind of… it would kind of help if you were naked. With me.”



He pulled his t-shirt off and tossed it aside, along with his socks and jeans. She’d already seen his tattoos, but there was still an aspect of mutual trust in this, being revealed so fully to one another. He hesitated as he started to pull his boxers down. The imprint of his dick, which was fairly hard already, was obvious. She was going to get as much of a show as he was if he did this.



“You’re sure?” he asked, fingers in his waistband.



She shrugged. “Yeah, I mean. It’s only fair.”



Her eyes never left his crotch. He saw her blink and form her mouth into a new shape as he pulled his underwear down and let his cock snap loose. She’d felt it against her when they’d hid from Avery in the closet, but identifying the culprit face to face was probably still a new experience.



“Your turn,” he said. “Also, turn the shower on so it can start warming up.”



She did, drawing the curtain shut to keep the water contained for the moment. She seemed unwilling to meet his gaze directly as she slowly took her shirt off and stood before him in bra and panties.



“You’ve never seen me completely naked before, have you?” she asked.



“Not since we were kids.”



“Did you have to answer it like that?”



“Does it have to be true?” he asked.



She made an annoyed noise and slowly lowered her panties. Her pubic hair was neat and trim, tiny, silky curls of brown that Will wanted so badly to feel up close. Her hips were, as he’d told her before, curvaceous in all the right kind of ways. Full and natural and generous, a lingering echo of the chubbiness and baby fat she’d briefly carried as a young teen.



“You’re staring,” she muttered.



“So are you,” he said, catching the way her eyes were still locked onto his cock.



She nodded even though he hadn’t asked a question. Slowly, she undid her bra, holding the cups in place for a few seconds before sliding them down. Her breasts were, by normal standards, massive, with a slight downward droop that was unavoidable due to their sheer size and plumpness.



“Take a picture, it’ll last longer,” she said, folding her arms.



“Video, actually, but that’s the idea,” he said, with a cocky smile. “Come here.”



She walked toward him slowly, each step underscoring the fact that they were naked and alone together in a locked bathroom. His erection was full blown, and he kept worrying that him being so turned on was somehow going to ruin it, gross her out to the point of calling it off. Instead, it seemed to have a near-mesmerizing effect, as though she just had to keep at least one eye on it at all times.



“LP…” she whispered.



“No point in wasting time.” He held the vibrator up with two fingers. “Let’s get this inside you and get the stream rolling.”



She held out a hand, palm up. Will took hold of it and gently lifted her arm above her head, spinning her so her body wound around and came to him, her back pressed to his chest, his cock nestled against the thick cushion of her ass.



“Let me put it in for you,” he whispered.



“Oh…” she moaned. “That’s… a little bit…”



“Too much for you?” he said, in a teasing voice. “Just wait. I had you out of your mind last stream, and I was barely even trying.”



He kissed her neck and brought the Angel Vibe down between her legs. Reaching for the remote, he turned it on while it was still just pressed against her inner thigh. Rue gasped and arched her back, body tensing as he drew tiny circles on the sensitive flesh of her upper leg.



“What are you doing?” she whispered.



“Making sure it slides right in. Ready to get started, Cammie?”



She nodded, still leaning back against him. Will gently spread her legs and set her hands forward against the edge of the sink. He turned the vibrator off—he wasn’t a monster—and slowly eased it in between her folds, making sure the tail end was curved just so against her clit.



She let out this pleasured little sigh that was impossibly hot. Will wrapped his arms around her and started kissing her neck, grinding his cock between her soft thighs, feeling them slipping off course.



“The stream,” she whispered. “We should start.”



“We should.”



They stayed right where they were, rocking into each other, bodies naked and bursting with arousal. Rue finally cleared her throat and summoned the willpower to bring the website up. She adjusted the camera to make sure the shower was in frame and then let her finger hover over the live button.



“Are you ready?” she asked.



“Absolutely.”



She grabbed one of Jess’s bathrobes from where it hung on the door and tied it around herself, along with her old Crimson Five mask over her eyes. Taking a deep breath, Rue pressed the button to start the livestream, smiling and putting on her streamer persona.



“Good evening,” she said, with a cute wave to the camera. “Oh. Looks like
 DougDanger
 is first in the lobby. I’m going to wait a minute or two for people to file in before I… Yes, Doug. I am, in fact, in the bathroom tonight.”



She continued talking to her fans as they typed out eager hellos in the chat. Will felt strange watching her interact with all the people, all the men, who so clearly lusted after her. It wasn’t jealousy, not really, more a sense of appreciation, as though he could see Rue better through their eyes. They were crazy about her, not just her body, but her personality, her warmth, her smile.



“Oh,” said Rue. “Looks like
 LazerPlayer
 just joined. I should tell you guys that he and I had a little talk before I started my stream.”



Her eyes flicked up to Will, standing off camera, and he shot her back a grin.



“He’s going to control the tempo again, though I’m sure he’ll take suggestions from the crowd,” said Rue. “LP, I already have it in if you want to…”



She trailed off, eyes bulging as Will turned the vibrator onto the lowest setting. It took her a few breaths to compose herself enough to speak again.



“I’m… going to take a shower,” she said, in a throaty voice. “What do you guys think? Should I leave the curtain open? I will for, say… five hundred camcoins?”



The stream chimed repeatedly as money came in so fast that Will assumed some of the men must have already been hovering their fingers over the donate button. Rue chuckled and slowly began untying the knot of Jess’s bath robe.



“Mmm, I knew you guys were up to it,” she whispered. “Don’t forget. LP is… mmm… he’s in the driver’s seat.”



Will glanced at the comments in the chat on his own laptop.



Two for two, Lazer! Make her come!”



Why :(. No fair!



Lazer’s going to fuck her someday, I just know it.



Rue let out a single, slightly choked laugh. “Lazer isn’t going to… I mean, you just shouldn’t say things like that. What? What do you mean, would I want him to?”



Her eyes flicked to Will with a mixture of confusion and horror. They darted down to his erection, as though she couldn’t help but consider it.



She does,
 Will typed into the chat.
 Watch.



He turned the vibrator up by two levels. Rue shuddered and had to grab onto the edge of the sink to keep from dropping to her knees. The shot was perfect from the camera’s perspective, her robe billowing open to offer glimpses of the nipple of one breast while her eyes fluttered and she fought to maintain composure.



“Jerk,” she muttered. “LazerPlayer is mean, guys. I think… I should get my shower started now. Sound good?”



More chimes, more money. Rue caught her breath and stepped toward the steamy shower. She turned away, back to the camera, and let the robe fall to the ground.








CHAPTER 26




 



The first few seconds of Rue in the shower were deceptively tame. Will felt like a genuine peeping tom, in no small part due to how good of a job she did at acting like she was alone in the bathroom.



She wet her hair, her curly locks straightening somewhat as the water soaked through. Putting some body soap into one palm, she started lathering up, white suds dripping down her stomach and thighs.



Will interrupted her flow by turning the vibrator up again, savoring the tiny whimper it drew out of her. He was stroking himself now, unable to resist after being at the apex of hardness for so many long minutes. If Rue cared, she was doing a damn good job of hiding it.



“How am I going to get clean when LazerPlayer keeps getting me all dirty?” she moaned.



Will glanced at the chat, skimming over the majority of comments which were all from guys telling Rue exactly what they wanted to do to her. His fingers itched, and he couldn’t resist dropping in his own retort.



She’s mine tonight
 , he said.
 You guys can fantasize when I’m done playing with her
 .



“I wish I could see your comments right now,” said Rue. “Where should I wash, guys? Here?” She lifted her breasts and let them fall with a terrific bounce. “Or how about …?”



Will turned the vibrator up just as her fingers were reaching down to her crotch. Rue’s knees drew inward, and her arms wrapped around her chest in a slightly defensive motion.



“Oh, fuck!” she moaned. “Whoa, LP. Going hard tonight, aren’t you? Mmm… I’ve been practicing. I can take it.”



She met his gaze and narrowed her eyes, smirking as though winning in some kind of game. He was seriously tempted to jump into the shower and give her something else, but he couldn’t interrupt the stream, not with the money they were making. Will turned the vibrator down, as Rue blinked and regained herself.



“He’s going easy on me now,” she said. “You guys better let him know what you think of that.”



A plethora of furious comments demanding that he
 give it to her
 ,
 make her whimper
 ,
 make her come
 , came in a flurry of text across the chat screen.



Just wait
 , he replied.
 Not until she says please.



Rue was already getting a little annoyed. She made an attempt at trying to get back in the rhythm of her shower, shampooing her hair, but the way she kept rubbing her thighs together, wiggling in place, told him that she didn’t have good endurance for this sort of teasing.



“LP,” she said testily. “Nobody wants to watch me take a normal shower.”



Half a dozen men instantly replied saying that they, in fact, happily would. Will waited, still naked, arms folded, thumb hovering over the intensity buttons of the vibrator.



“LazerPlayer,” she said, frowning at him. “What? Did you log off or something?”



Will leaned back against the sink, fondling his goods as he watched her sulk.



“Come on, LP.” She stomped a foot in a gesture so reminiscent of the way she used to be as a bratty little girl. “I’m horny. Do it already.” She blinked, mouth pulling sideways like she’d tasted something bitter. “Please? Pretty please?”



Will hit the button hard, bringing it up to the next highest setting. Rue got a far-off look in her eyes, one hand sliding through suds and down toward the vibrator’s tail end. He was patient, slowly edging the intensity upward, like the hill on a rollercoaster ahead of the loop.



“Oh…” she moaned. “Ah. Fuck. There we go. If you keep at it like that, I… I’m going to.”



He brought it back down. She took a breath. He turned it back up. She exhaled with a whimper. He brought up higher, and higher, one hand on the remote, the other touching himself openly. Rue was leaning against the side of the shower, hips undulating as though she was being fucked by a ghost.



“Oh!” she cried. “Holy… fuck. LP! I…I… Oh!”



She crumpled, body shuddering and tensing, as her orgasm struck like lightning. Her mask had slipped sideways a bit while her head had dragged against the shower. Not good.



He turned the stream off, knowing they’d made more than enough to end it there. Distantly, he was aware that he still had one hand on his cock as he approached the shower.



“Keep going,” whispered Rue. She was sitting on the floor of the tub, staring up at his cock and his hand. “You got… to watch me.”



He blinked. His hand decided before his brain, pumping back and forth along his length, Rue naked and soaped up in front of him. Her eyes were drawn to the tip, almost blinking in time with each of his strokes.



“You like watching me?” he said.



She nodded. “I really got you going, didn’t I?”



“Fuck yeah. I told you you’re hot, Cammie. It’s even hotter making you come.”



She made a noise and reached for the vibrator. He’d turned it off, but seeing the way she was tugging at the end inspired him to grab the remote and start up again.



“Remember?” he said. “Two in a row.”



Vibrator to max. Rue’s hips jerked up as the lewd buzzing noise filled the steamy bathroom.



“Fuck, LP!”



“Cammie!”



He leaned forward with one arm against the wall behind the shower as he came. Rue was right below him, and his seed showered down onto her face and curly hair. She barely even noticed, aside from one glob on her lower lip which she licked away absentmindedly. She started shaking her head, exhausted from two orgasms, and Will turned the vibrator off, still shaky from his own dose of pleasure.



“Wow…” muttered Rue.



“Yeah,” he said. “You did good. I think we made almost—”



“Rue? LP? Where are you?”



Jess’s voice was like something out of a horror movie, and it was immediately followed by a knock on the bathroom door. Rue banged around in the shower as she hurried to her feet. Will held up a hand, knowing there was no way she’d be able to both dress and compose herself in time.



He threw on his own clothes as fast as he possibly could, yanked the shower curtain closed, and opened the door. Jess, still in costume as Relic, gave him a quizzical look.



“What’s going on?” she said. “Do you know where Rue is?”



Her eyes darted toward the shower. Will shrugged and tried to appear innocent.



“Yeah,” he said. “She freaked over a spider on her towel. Don’t worry, I shielded my eyes.”



“Oh,” said Jess. She looked far from entirely convinced but stepped out of his way as he came out into the hall. “Why is there a laptop on the edge of the sink?”



Fuck
 . “She had music playing before, I think.”



He could almost smell her suspicion but felt strangely safe in the lie. It was too big of a secret for Jess to be able to get it out into the open, like an oversized couch getting stuck in a doorframe. Even if she felt something might be fishy, what question would she even ask to get answers without massive potential for awkwardness?



“Your fly is down,” said Jess.



Oof
 .



He hurried to zip it up, suddenly doubting the conclusion he’d just drawn. Jess knocked on the bathroom door again with stern insistence.



“Rue, I need to talk to you when you’re finished in there.”



Few sentences from Jess’s lips were as capable of efficiently stirring such intense dread. Still, there was nothing Will could do other than keep his head down and hope for the best. He headed to his room and, soon after, fell asleep.








CHAPTER 27




 



The house’s lower level was filled with fantastic smells the next morning. Will wiped the last remnants of sleep from his eyes, anticipating bacon, eggs, and cheese. Jess was making breakfast burritos, and it wasn’t until he saw her face, busy in the kitchen, that the events of the previous night came rushing back.



Rue was sitting at the table in a t-shirt and sweatpants, her expression slightly deflated. She shot him a look as he sat down, and he got the gist of it. As much as he wanted to ask what Jess asked her, and he desperately wanted to, doing while she was very nearly within earshot might only land them in more trouble.



“Morning, LP,” said Jess. “Sleep well?”



Was that a trick question? She was smiling. Was that a trick smile?



“Well enough,” he said. “What’s all this?”



He eyed the traveling bag on the floor in the living room. Jess finished toasting the outer tortilla of a burrito and pulled it off the pan with bare fingers, playing a game of hot potato in her haste to get it onto a plate.



“My overnight bag,” she said. “I’m heading to Montreal with Miss Mass to check out a lead we uncovered on a few of the escapees. I’ll be gone for the next two nights, possibly three.”



“Oh, wow.” Will immediately began nibbling his breakfast after she set it in front of him. “That should be fun, aside from the investigation. Montreal is one of the prettiest city-states in North America.”



“Fun isn’t really our objective,” said Jess, a smile sneaking onto her face. “But yes. I fully intend to enjoy myself as much as possible once I’m done kicking butt.”



Her eyes flickered between Will and Rue, and an edge of seriousness entered her expression.



“Well, Rue and I will hold down the fort while you’re gone,” said Will.



“Good. Avery’s going to be staying with the two of you until I get back.”



“Our babysitter,” muttered Rue.



“Seriously?” Will shook his head. “Last time I checked, we were both grown adults. What, you think we’re going to burn the place down?”



“It’s not number one on my list of concerns, but it is one of them,” said Jess. “It’s just for a few days. Avery won’t mind. She loves spending time with you guys, and this will put my mind at ease. It’s just to make sure the ship keeps running smoothly. No beached rudders, no tangled sails.”



Will glanced at Rue, but she was enthralled by her phone and disinterested in joining the discussion.



“Anyway, I have to go.” Jess quickly wiped down and rinsed off the pans and hurriedly began pulling high heels on. “Rue, remember to stay on top of your homework.”



“Whatever,” muttered Rue.



“Will, no having your girlfriend over until I get back,” said Jess. “Promise me.”



She gave him a stern look that was as confusing as it was relieving. Will still hadn’t heard from Mist since he’d left her hotel room. Calling her his girlfriend after a one-night stand and radio silence seemed far more optimistic than what came naturally to him. It was an easy promise to make.



“I won’t,” he said.



Jess kissed Rue on the cheek and then moved to do the same for Will. He stood up and pulled her into a full-on hug. She grinned as though it was the perfect parting gift, and he did his best to keep from enjoying the sensation of her body too much. It was like a drug, having her against him like that, feeling her against his chest, hands touching wherever he placed them, and her smell…



“Mmm…” said Jess, letting out a similarly satisfied sigh. “I should get going.”



“Be safe.” He kissed on the cheek, and then stole a quick one on the mouth. She tried to frown at him, but he grinned as he saw the affection poking through at the edges.



“I’ll see you when I get back,” said Jess.



“I’m looking forward to it. Rue and I will keep the place clean. Promise.”



“Don’t go making promises on other people’s behalf,” called Rue.



Jess chuckled and gave his hair a quick tussle, and then was headed for the door again, hips swaying in a pencil skirt that seemed to serve the purpose of obscuring her secret identity and nothing else. He waited until he’d heard the front door close and for Jess’s car to start and then drive off before finally turning to ask Rue the important question.



“So?” he said. “What did she ask you about last night?”



“That?” Rue furrowed her brow. “She just wanted to try to convince me to suit up again. She’s on repeat about it, basically. It had nothing to do with… you know. Our little show.”



Our little show
 . How telling it was to hear her refer to it like that.



“What’s with the Avery thing, then?” asked Will. “Having her check up on us?”



“It’s just an old habit on her part,” said Rue. “When it was just me here at age fifteen, it made perfect sense. I think she just hasn’t caught up with the fact that we’ve grown up.”



“Maybe she doesn’t want to,” he said.



“Maybe,” said Rue. “Anyway, I already argued with her over it and lost. Avery will be here every night until she gets back, which seriously hampers our ability to stream.”



“You’re worried about her finding out?”



“She’s not as predictable as Mom is,” said Rue. “If she’s staying over, we won’t stand a chance at sneaking around behind her back.”



“Fair enough. How much did we make last night, anyway?”



She grinned at him and made a show of leaning back and stretching against her chair. “Your cut is just under five hundred.”



Will slapped the table. “Hell yeah!”



“Right? We killed it! You should read some of the DMs the guys in chat sent me. I mean, you really shouldn’t, they’re disgusting, but super positive!”



“We make a good team,” he said.



“We make an
 awesome
 team.”



Rue laughed and gave him a fist bump. Will pulled her out of his chair and into a hug. He kissed her, his lips finding hers in a sudden but somehow overdue moment. She lifted her leg, the inside of her thigh dragging open as their bodies pressed together.



She really had been so hot in that stream, moaning and quivering, naked in the steamy shower. They shared another passionate, celebratory kiss. Will slid his hands down her sweatpants, cupping one bare buttock, fingers teasing the edge of her underwear. Rue started kissing his neck, a breathy noise escaping her mouth as she rocked into him insistently.



He lifted her up onto the table, body moving and making demands of what it wanted. His thoughts were a faint whisper, like his mind trying to make sense of what was happening after the fact. Shouldn’t he bring her upstairs so they could turn this energy into a stream? Maybe after. After what?



The front door swung open, and Will and Rue nearly fell over in their rush to separate safely. Jess came back in, barely even looking at them in her haste.



“I forgot my notes!” she cried. “Never forget your notes.”



She grabbed them from the counter, barely glancing at Will and Rue, who were both blushing and looking at anything other than each other. Jess left, and the silence that hovered in the wake of the front door closing was like fog on the air.



“I should go to the bank!” announced Rue. “You know… To get you your money since you need it so bad.”



“I want it,” he said. “I mean, I don’t need it. If you’re offering right now, sure.”



“Let’s just get it out of the way,” she said. “I have to give it to you eventually, right?”



“That’s just how this works.”



“Right.”



“Yeah.”



She stood and watched him, posture awkward, breathing still out of sorts. Will was still trying to catch up with what had just happened, the sudden tension now imbued in the knowledge that they’d mostly be alone together for the next few days.



“We should all go out for dinner tonight,” he suggested. “You and Avery and me. It would be more fun than just staying here and fooling around.”



Rue cleared her throat and nodded. “Yeah. Sounds good. Are you paying?”



“Me? Hey, I take a twenty-five-percent cut. You’re the one rolling in money.”



“Just a joke,” she said. “Anyway. I should… go to the bank. See you later?”



“See you later.”



She took a step toward the door, and then, with a level of cuteness that made him think back to their childhood, she hurried across the floor, gave him a quick kiss on the cheek, and ran to her shoes.








CHAPTER 28




 



Will wasn’t alone in the house all that often. He had a long workout after breakfast, followed by an indulgent, early morning shower, and then found himself lacking much else to do.



It was hard to sit and watch TV, play video games, or even just fool around online without feeling like the jobless twenty something that he admittedly was. Instead of letting the feeling build to the point of actually considering joining the ranks of the employed, he settled on going for a walk instead.



It was a beautiful summer day outside. He wandered, with no real destination, taking in the sights and sounds. Lancaster City was fairly eco-conscious, and it didn’t have the same issues with trash and smog as its contemporaries.



There were plenty of women out and about, some in flirty dresses, others in seasonally appropriate workout clothing. Seeing them made him think of Mist, and he had to resist the urge to check his phone for the hundredth time that morning to see if he’d missed a text from her.



Given the state of his mind, he was unsurprised when his path eventually led him to Nana’s Nook. The little basement bar looked no different than it had on his last visit, a basic hole in the ground with a tiny sign, easily missable.



It was near lunchtime, and the place appeared to be open, so Will headed down the stairs and made his way inside. There were a few patrons, namely Darkmode, but nobody paid him much attention as he relaxed into a seat at the bar.



 The aimless feeling from that morning hadn’t left him entirely. Turning it over was like poking a poorly healed wound. There’d been so much going on in the first few weeks of being back on the outside that he hadn’t really stopped to consider what he wanted to do with his life, moving forward.



It would make sense for him to get a job, one that perhaps represented honest work a little more than helping Rue orchestrate her cam shows. Getting into college also seemed smart—even without being licensed by the CA, his past as a hero would still qualify him for some consulting roles, if not other jobs in the private sector.



The bartender finally showed up, and he immediately asked for a beer, sensing an oncoming headache from the growing pressure in his temples. In truth, he didn’t much care for the idea of having to live his life up to the world’s expectations and standards.



He never had, really, and that had been one of the seeds which had led to so much chaos during his time with Halberd. He’d learned to play by the rules, but the desire to do his own thing was still there, still restless.



“And I thought I had a lot on my mind.”



Will glanced up from the suds in his glass. Erik was sitting down on the stool next to him, already waving the bartender over. He wore new clothing, jeans, a sports jacket, and a baseball cap to partially conceal his head and face.



“Huh,” said Will. “Wasn’t sure I’d see you again. Kind of got the sense that you might take my advice and skip town after our little altercation with the super squad.”



“Yeah, well, I’ve got reasons to stay,” said Erik. “Bad ones. Good ones. All sorts.”



“Yeah, sure,” said Will.



The bartender poured Erik his beer, and the two of them clinked glasses, both sipping in silence.



“You aren’t going to try to convince me to leave?” asked Erik.



“Seems like it would be wasted effort,” said Will. “I can’t even talk myself out of making obvious mistakes.”



“Ha.” Erik tapped a finger to his glass, and a thin layer of slime or algae coated the outside. Will had no idea what the point of it was. Insulation? Better grip?



“Hey, I ran into a girl who seemed to know you the other night,” said Will. “I suppose I should say she seemed to know me through you, which was weird, given that we aren’t friends.”



“Definitely not friends,” said Erik, grinning. “That would be Ashley, the genesis of all my stress. She didn’t spit on you, did she?”



“…What?”



“Her power. She can create different forms of poisonous and hallucinogenic saliva. Some of them are actually pretty mellow, more like drugs than poisons. There’s this one that we used during, well… you might not want the full details.”



“Yeah, I’ll definitely pass on that,” he said. “So, what? She’s your ex-girlfriend or something?”



“Did she say that?” snapped Erik. “That the two of us were really done? Fuck, you saw her here, right? She was with friends or something, right? Not another guy?”



“I don’t remember what she said exactly, but it was pretty negative,” he admitted. “Sorry, man. But no, it didn’t look like she was with anyone new.”



Erik let out an exaggerated sigh and drained the rest of his beer. “Small victory, at least. I never realized how life could get so serious, so fast. It’s like… total whiplash after being in prison for so long. From stasis to everything happening at once.”



“So deep.”



“Fuck off.”



Will chuckled. “I’m just busting your balls. To be honest, I’m still figuring this all out for myself.” He glanced sideways at the other man, frowning as he considered the situation. “Aren’t you going to ask me if I’ve found out anything about what the super squad is up to?”



Erik chuckled. “Do I need to? I’ll take any information you’re open to volunteering, but let’s be real. Those chucklefucks could only catch me by accident.”



“Relic’s pretty fierce.”



“Momma’s boy.”



“Fuck you.”



“Bwahahaha,” laughed Erik. “It’s been good talking to you, Pick. I’d say keep in touch, but that kind of trust is dangerous for people like us. Your beer is on me.”



He pulled out a couple of suspiciously new bills and set them down on the counter after waving to the bartender and adopting Will’s tab. Then, with a nod, Erik headed off to do whatever it was escaped criminals did during their free time.








CHAPTER 29




 



Rue had his money when Will arrived back at the house later that afternoon. She’d only just thrust it into his hands when she hit him with a torrent of words, her expression frustrated and fearful.



“I can’t get in touch with Avery!” she said. “I called her, and she didn’t pick up, but her phone is still on and I’m pretty sure she’s out on a mission—”



“Slow down,” said Will. “Avery hardly ever picks up the phone. Is this really worth getting anxious over?”



“You don’t understand,” said Rue. “According to what Mom told me this morning, Avery is flying a scouting mission over the Exclusion Zone today.”



“So, maybe she’s busy spying on escaped criminals?” he suggested. He hoped that was the case, not just for the sake of her safety, but to bring Despot and the Realists a step closer to judgment.



“The view of her phone is from a static position!” said Rue. “The camera is just looking from a piece of furniture, or a table, or something. As though she was attacked, and it fell.”



“Or…” said Will, holding up a patient finger. “Like perhaps she plugged it in, and it’s charging?”



“In the Exclusion Zone?” snapped Rue. “There’s no power there, you idiot!”



“Hey, take it easy.” He pulled her into a hug, partially against her will, and kissed the top of her head. “Let’s just stay calm and give it a few more tries?”



She nodded, though only slightly. Will tried calling Avery, only to get the same endless ring that had rendered Rue so unnerved. He made food to keep his mind from running wild with terrible possibilities—pepperoni pizza for himself and a mushroom and olive for Rue’s occasionally vegan taste buds.



“I’m calling Mom,” said Rue. “She should know about this.”



“You can try, but she may or may not have service, depending on how far north she is,” said Will. “It’s a dead zone around the old Canadian border.”



He could tell from Rue’s face that the call didn’t make it through. He folded his arms, trying to objectively assess how worried they should be and whether there was anything they could do.



“We could go looking for her,” suggested Rue. “I think I know where she is. I have a view of the window, and she’s in a building that was once part of Wickwater’s skyline.”



“You think she’s in Wickwater?” asked Will. It was a small and long since abandoned town a decent trek into the Exclusion Zone that had been rapidly developed during the early chaos along the east coast back when it had been considered a relatively safe place for refugees from the big cities to relocate.



 “I know she’s there,” said Rue. “I can either explain how, or you can just trust me, and I’ll mark the building on the map.”



“I trust you,” he said. “Still, that doesn’t necessarily make it a good idea for both of us to go chasing after her.”



“What if she’s in danger?” asked Rue. “What then? We’ll look back at the fact that we had this chance and always regret not having—”



“You didn’t hear me right,” said Will. “It’s a bad idea for
 both
 of us to go. We’ll handle it the same way we handled Chauffeur. I’ll be in the field, and you’ll give me information and backup from here.”



Rue folded her arms and twisted her mouth in annoyance, but Will could tell that she knew he was right.



“Fine,” she said. “But I’m still going to be on the line.”



“I’ll keep you in the loop until my phone dies or I run out of service,” he said. “With any luck, Avery will pick her phone back up, and this whole thing will just be a case of us worrying too much. Like we did back when she was at the convention, and we went to her hotel room.”



Rue nodded and seemed to relax by a degree. Will silently acknowledged that it wasn’t as good of a point as it might sound, especially after finding the baggie with the pill in her apartment, getting a glimpse of what might be a more serious addiction. She might well and truly have overdosed that night if they hadn’t shown up.



Could this new incident be connected to her hidden drug habit? It seemed like the most minor of mitigating factors with the Power Realists and man-eating mutants wandering loose throughout the Exclusion Zone, but he still couldn’t discount it completely.



“You’ll never make it quickly enough if you just go on foot,” said Rue.



“I’m not really seeing much option,” said Will. “Jess took her car with her, and even if I had Avery’s keys, I wouldn’t risk taking hers, given how junky it is.”



Rue shook her head. “A car would never make it down the roads of the Exclusion Zone, anyway. I have a better idea.”



She pulled more money out of her pocket, the better part of what must have been her own share from the previous night’s camshow. Will furrowed his brow.



“You’re going to have to do some explaining, Cammie, I’m not a mind reader.”



 



***



 



“See it?” whispered Rue.



“Yeah, I see it.”



“Well? What are you waiting for?”



“He hasn’t even put a for sale sign on it yet.”



They stood nearby, just a few houses down the street, watching a fairly nice-looking motorcycle which had just been parked on the edge of a local man’s lawn. Rue waved a hand at it impatiently.



“It’s in the right spot,” she said. “That’s, traditionally, where you put a vehicle if you’re looking to sell it. Besides, I saw him talking to his wife about selling it five minutes ago through my power.”



“You don’t just go randomly asking someone if you can buy their bike,” said Will. “It’s like an unwritten code of honor among men.”



“Women can drive motorcycles, too.”



“That’s not the…”



He trailed off as the man in question strode out onto his porch with a broom and began sweeping. He and Rue did their best to act as though they were on a leisurely stroll, even going so far as to hold each other’s hands… though Will sensed they might have done that anyway.



“Nice bike!” called Rue, with zero subtlety.



“Thanks,” called the man. “I was thinking about putting it up for sale.”



“Told you!” she said, elbowing him playfully. “My brother wants to buy it.”



Will scowled at her a bit for having no idea whatsoever how deals actually formed between men. It annoyed him even more when she managed to haggle the man down by several hundred dollars, getting a fairly decent price on the vehicle, too. The hardest part of the whole episode was convincing the man that he had his license and could legally ride it home.



He didn’t, of course, but he’d ridden bikes with Halberd before a few times while escaping from the law, and gotten a decent hang of it. Rue let out a cheer as Will pulled on one of the free helmets the man had included in the deal and patted the back of the seat.



“Come on,” he said. “I’ll give you a ride home.”



She grinned and pulled on the other helmet. He smiled as she climbed on behind him, wrapping her arms tightly around his waist.



“I’d take you for a longer ride if we had the time right now,” he said.



“When you get back.” She squeezed her arms around him. “I paid for half, so you’ll be working it off through our shows.”



Will revved the engine. “Sorry, I missed that last part?”



“I said, you’ll be—”



He gunned it forward, and the latter half of Rue’s sentence was overwritten by the growl of the bike.








CHAPTER 30




 



Will packed as quickly as possible once they arrived back at the house. Rue helped him, having a better knowledge of where a few essential items were stored within the garage, along with more patience in terms of seeking out everything he needed.



“The tent is small, but two people should be able to fit if they squeeze,” she said. “I’m guessing you’ll only need the extra space if Avery is injured and can’t fly.”



She ran a hand through her hair, face infected with worry.



“I’ll find her,” he said. “You’ll help. You might be staying here, but I’ll still need your voice in my ear, Cammie.”



“You’ll have it, not that it’ll be much use,” she said. “Cell service will probably be spotty once you get far enough in, but I included a battery charger for your phone, for what it’s worth. I marked where I think she is on this map, just so you have secondary guidance.”



She’d not only marked the spot on the larger map of the interstate area, but drawn a smaller sketch of the buildings and put an X on the one he’d be looking for. Will scanned over it to figure where the best place to cross the exclusion fence would be and then carefully folded it into his pocket.



“Perfect,” he said.



“You have at least two full days of food,” she said. “Big jug of water, though you might have to either go slow on drinking it or find a safe place to refill it. Call me before you just dunk it into some random stream or lake.”



“Relax,” he said. “I’m not looking to accidently irradiate myself.”



“Your, um, sword was the only thing I wasn’t sure about.”



He shook his head. “As useful as Tragic Darkness would be, it would give me away in a heartbeat if Avery saw it. I haven’t told her anything.”



He frowned, feeling strange admitting that to Rue, in no small part due to the way it made her perk up. She knew his secret, and only her. The same was true for her streaming. Mutually assured destruction, as she liked to call it.



“I figured as much,” said Rue. “Here. It’s an old machete that I guess Halberd must have bought at some point. It’s a bit rusty, but maybe…”



“Makes no difference for my power.” Will hefted the machete, giving it a test swing before strapping the sheath onto his waist. The handle was cheap plastic, and the blade had a few nicks in it in addition to the rust, but it was just about the perfect length for a weapon to wear at his side.



“Be safe,” said Rue. “Go slow when you need to. Keep your eyes open, and please, please, please avoid the mutants whenever possible. Don’t take on fights just because you can.”



“I’ll be careful.” He patted her on the head. “Don’t worry too much. I’ll be back with Avery before you know it.”



“Right.” She looked down for a moment and then back up into his eyes. “I love you, Will.”



“I love you, too.”



They both glanced around the surrounding street, confirming they were mostly alone outside, and then shared a kiss. It was different from the kisses they’d shared before while wrestling or teasing one another, gentle and affectionate, marked by a deeper intimacy.



“I’ll see you soon,” said Will.



He shouldered the bag, climbed onto the bike, put on his helmet, and set off.



 



***



 



The first hour of Will’s trip was a simple trek down the highway. The traffic was worse than he’d anticipated, and by the time he took the exit off toward one of the small border towns far to the south of Lancaster City, he was looking forward to the solitude of the next leg of his journey.



He filled up the bike at a gas station, paying with cash. Rue had assured that she’d done the math on the mileage, and he should be fine to make the trip with fuel to spare as long as he stuck to the route she’d laid out for him. He would have loved to fill up a gas can to give himself a buffer, but his pack was full and he didn’t have anywhere to put it.



Will made his way through the tiny border town, passing its single general store, continuing down a dirt road which time had forgotten, until he finally came to the exclusion fence. It was a simple barrier, no more than reinforced chain-link in most places, nothing like the fortified walls around the far more dangerous western and southern exclusion zones.



The mutants in the Eastern Exclusion Zone were still dangerous. Anyone old enough to remember the time before the fence could attest to that. But, for whatever reason, they seemed disinclined to put effort into getting past the fence, perhaps stymied by old memories of the days when it had been electrified.



He hesitated before touching the metal with a bare finger. It wasn’t still electrified, was it? The official story was that the power had been turned off in light of a drop-off in mutant attacks and breaches, but much like assuming a gun was loaded as a general rule, Will found it hard to take that knowledge for granted.



He touched it with a twig first and then gave it a quick, passing brush with the edge of his hand. Nothing. He double checked the area, making sure he was alone. The nearest guard towers, according to Rue’s map, were half a mile in either direction, well out of sight with the cover of the trees.



Will took a breath. For all his bravado in tackling this journey solo and keeping Rue out of danger, he’d never personally been into the Exclusion Zone before. Halberd had been wary of the place, and while he’d questioned his old man’s judgment on a number of different fronts, abominations and mutants had never been one of them.



He used his penknife to cut an opening into the fence large enough for him and the motorcycle to pass through. He felt a chill run up his spine as he slipped over to the other side.



The birds still chirped with the same intensity. Crickets sounded in a joint chorus nearby that cared little for the boundaries of man. If it was no big deal to them, why was he so on edge?



He did his best to repair the opening he’d created, twisting the metal back into place in a few spots. It was a rough job, but he resolved to use the same spot on his return to limit the number of holes he was making in humanity’s bulwark against the mutant tide.



Humans gave birth to supers. Supers gave birth to abominations. Abominations, at least some kinds of them, created mutants by various, still only loosely understood means. It had a certain horrid elegance to it, a pecking order of responsibility and corruption.



Will left his bike near the fence as he scouted the area immediately around where he’d crossed over. Honestly, it didn’t look that different from the rural area he’d passed through half an hour earlier.



The road was scored with potholes and cracks from the frost heave, grass peeking through in a variety of places. An abandoned farmhouse in the distance was an exhibit of peeling paint and rotting wood, with a lithe tree poking out from its partially collapsed roof.



There were no corpses or pools of blood littering the ground. No sign of the atomic destruction Meltdown had unleashed much farther to the south. Few signs of abominations and mutants, at least from what he could see at a glance.



His phone vibrated, and he answered on the first ring. “Hey. I made it in.”



“Good,” said Rue. “Nothing’s changed on my end. Are you staying safe?”



“Incredibly safe. I haven’t even seen anything dangerous so far. This is going to be easier than I thought.”



“Maybe,” she said. “Maybe not. Promise me you won’t let your guard down?”



“I promise. I’ll call you back the next time I stop.”








CHAPTER 31




 



FIVE YEARS EARLIER



 



The snow was as much Lockpick’s enemy as the men following him, every bit as tenacious and relentless. He rubbed his hands together, shivering with cold, despite being too numb to feel the chill anymore.



An entire day had passed since he’d been attacked, and he hadn’t stopped running since. He’d been sleep deprived even before Marauder’s men had stormed the apartment. Now, he was in a state of complete exhaustion, shambling along on tired legs, sleep knocking at the door every time he blinked.



It was night again. The men had almost caught him late in the afternoon, the black SUV chasing him along several streets until he’d managed to flee through a narrow alleyway. He wanted to stand and fight, but he’d seen the powers of the men he was up against.



The one with the telekinetic force would beat him nine times out of ten. It didn’t matter how powerful his cutting ability was if he couldn’t close the distance to get a slash off.



He slowed to a stop outside a diner with a flickering sign, looking for his pursuers in all directions. He was hungry, but buying food was out of the question, given he’d left his wallet back at the apartment. In truth, he just needed to sit down, to warm up for a minute, catch his breath in the safest place currently available to him.



Lockpick felt so annoyed with himself as he made his way inside and collapsed into one of the booths. He should have reached out to Halberd, regardless of the risk it might have posed to his sobriety. It was entirely possible that Marauder’s gang had moved on them simultaneously, that his failure to warn the older man might have put him in just as much danger.



Reaching the rehab center was his top priority. Had he been in a less panicked state of mind, he would have simply taken the car during his escape. It was a missed opportunity that had haunted him as much as mocked him over the past day. The car, mobile, warm, safe, would have very nearly solved all his problems. He had no one to blame but himself.



“Can I start you off with something to drink?” asked the waitress. “Um… maybe something warm to start?”



Concern showed in her voice, along with an edge of pity that Lockpick almost couldn’t stand. He took a breath as he looked up at her, only then realizing how much attention she was paying him. She was an older woman, hair streaked with grey, deep laugh lines written across her face.



“I don’t have any money,” he muttered, turning a hand palm up. “I just… needed a place to warm up. I’ll go in a minute.”



He sighed and leaned his head back against the booth’s bench. It all felt so unfair, from the cold to the men following him, to Halberd’s collapse of being a reliable adult. He’d never really known what it meant to be alone before, to be on his own, the sole arbiter of each decision which affected the course of his life.



“Coffee it is,” said the waitress. “On the house. You look like you need it more than we do.”



She was already moving to the kitchen before he could thank her. He didn’t see anyone else in the diner, patrons or employees, though he guessed there was probably a cook in the back. That put him slightly at ease. At least if he were attacked here, there’d be few chances for collateral damage.



He rubbed his fingers together, grimacing at the pinpoint prickling that heralded the return of sensation as they began to warm up. His sneakers were wet from the snow, and a similar process was underway on his toes. He’d stay here long enough to warm up and then move on. That was the plan. Had to be the plan.



“Do you have somebody coming for you?”



Lockpick jerked upright, realizing he’d drifted off in the time since she’d left to get the coffee. He shook his head, strangely annoyed by the pity he saw in her expression.



“It’s just me,” he said.



“You must have somebody you can call, right?” she asked.



Relic
 .



He ran a hand through his long hair as he wrestled with the impulse to simply pick a phone and call home. She would leave to come get him in an instant. If he explained what was going on with the men after him, she’d probably even fly the distance, show up in costume.



And then what? Provide Marauder’s gang with three new targets? Relic might be tough enough to tangle with super powered gangsters, but what about Webcam and Kestrel?



“I don’t have anybody,” he said. He started laughing, a horrible, dry sort of laugh that was at his own expense in the worst possible way.



“Everybody has somebody,” said the waitress, but her words lacked conviction to the point where it almost came out as a question. “Here. Drink the coffee. I’ll be right back.”



She hurried back into the kitchen. He poured himself some coffee, added a sugar packet and creamer. His intuition was telling him to get up, get out the door, get moving again before the men showed up. He was next to the window. They might be able to see him from the street if they got the right angle.



“Here.” The waitress set a plate stacked high with eggs, sausage, and hash browns in front of him. “Eat.”



“I…” He shook his head, trying to find the appropriate words to match her kindness. “Thank you.”



“It’s the least I can do,” she said. “My husband works in the social system, you know. If you needed that kind of help, I could call him? He could find you a place to stay, even if all you were willing to accept was a bed for a single night.”



A black SUV rolled to a stop outside the diner. Lockpick wanted to scream and flip his plate over as he stared out at it, saw the doors opening, the familiar, evil men climbing out of it. Instead, he stuffed as much of the food into the pockets of his coat as he could reasonably make fit, mainly the less greasy hash browns, and stood up.



“I wasn’t here,” he said. “Tell them that first. If they… get violent, just tell them everything. It’s not worth lying. They’ll catch up to me eventually.”



“I… Should I call the police?”



He shrugged. The police couldn’t help her, not against supers, but telling her that much would only make her panic. If she did call, and if they understood that they were dealing with gang affiliated supervillains, would they reach out to Relic and the Crimson Five? The thought almost made him laugh.



Almost.








CHAPTER 32




 



For all the danger posed by the Exclusion Zone, the sight of so much unspoiled nature gave Will a deceptive sense of calm. There was a disconnect between what he’d been expecting from the place, given how often it had featured in horror stories of both the historical and imaginative variety, and what lay before him now.



He went slow at first, navigating a dirt road so overgrown with grass and bushes that he might have mistaken it for two parallel deer trails had there not been a weathered road sign to tip him off. His motorcycle handled the brush surprisingly well, and he managed to steer around the occasional fallen tree or washed-out section.



Eventually, the dirt road led him to the empty shell of an abandoned town. Most of the buildings were still standing, though a few were missing doors or roofs, or were partially collapsed. It had been a small place, centered around the now rusted-out gas station. The windows of the store were still intact, signs behind them advertising Bud Light and gas card discounts.



He slowed to a stop as his phone vibrated in his pocket. A squirrel ambled up to him as he answered it, lacking any experience with or fear of humans.



“How far have you made it?” asked Rue.



“About five miles farther than when you last called,” he answered. “I’m getting closer to the highway, and it should be faster going once I’m on it.”



“Can you wave your phone around?” she asked. “I want to see where you are… what it’s like.”



He did so immediately after ending the call, giving her a panoramic view through her power. Rue texted him back almost immediately.



Where are all the mutants?



Hopefully busy in the south,
 he replied.



He continued through the town, and true to what he’d told her, he found the highway. Unfortunately, getting onto it seemed a challenge in its own right. The main on-ramp had, perhaps due to the sloping angle, decayed into untraversable chunks of asphalt.



Rusted metal guard rails ran along the side of the highway which he was trying to pull up onto, an easy enough obstacle to hop over on foot made maddeningly difficult by the addition of his bike. Will stared at the road for a minute, considering if there was a way around doing more damage with his power, before reaching what should have been an incredibly obvious decision.



He simply went up the off-ramp, ignoring the peeling paint of the one-way sign and gunning his bike as though it mattered if he got up to the minimum speed. The highway was breathtaking, totally empty and seemingly endless in the way it stretched out ahead of him.



There’d been plenty of warning this far north during the evacuation ahead of enforcing the Exclusion Zone boundary, so there were no abandoned cars or panic-induced pileups to worry about. Will had never seen a highway devoid of vehicles before, and it stirred a strange awe within him that humans were capable of building such a vast and important stretch of road, while simultaneously treating it like such a mundane thing.



There was still the occasional crack in the road to deal with, made far more dangerous on a bike at high speed, but he could see them from far off most of the time. The highway let him cover ground at a far faster pace, and for a while, he just let himself enjoy the ride.



He understood how it felt to drive as though he “owned the road” on a much deeper level than he ever had before. It was hard to keep his mind from wandering in that direction, imagining how easy it would be to simply hop the fence of the Exclusion Zone and set up a homestead somewhere within the fallout-safe northern region.



Will spotted a several decade old broken-down car and used it as an excuse to take a break. The car’s interior was empty, save for a layer of mouse droppings across the front seats. He was about to call Rue and double check his position when a rustling noise came from the nearby trees, down-slope from where he stood on the highway.



He thought it was just an animal at first until he took a closer look at the trees next to it for a sense of scale. The mutant looked similar to a porcupine, with long spines jutting from its back and neck, except far larger, easily the size of a bear. Its eyes were black, and sickly green lines ran across sections of exposed flesh where no spines or fur covered.



It was a manifestation of Meltdown’s legacy. Even now, deep in hibernation after his final battle against Astroman, Galaxy Maiden, and Tide Master, Meltdown’s presence was still enough to create the mutants at an alarming rate.



They were monsters of violence, aggressive and mindless, each one reproducing by laying eggs regardless of their previous nature. They were dangerous, but more of a side effect of the abomination’s corruption, given how powerful and incredibly destructive Meltdown had been in his own right.



Will backed away, wondering if the mutant porcupine might simply run along if he gave it space. No such luck. It started climbing up to the road, its movements fast but clumsy. Will sighed and pulled out the camping machete Rue had packed for him.



He didn’t waste time, and wasn’t shy about aiming for the head. Even still, the mutant surprised him with its speed, lashing out with its claws as Will swung for the finish. His machete slid diagonally through the monster’s skull, splitting it in two as though he’d undone a zipper.



Its body thrashed as it went down, and it was hard to tell if it was a mere death convulsion or some more dangerous reaction. He’d heard before that some of Meltdown’s mutants could heal at an accelerated rate. Reason enough to stay on guard.



The mutant eventually went still. Will cleaned his machete off and left the body where it lay. The vast greenness of the Exclusion Zone no longer seemed like such a paradox of beauty. There were reasons people weren’t allowed here.



 



***



 



Will continued riding until late in the afternoon, near sunset. The highway passed by various towns, both small and large, but none of them looked inviting. After encountering that first mutant, it was hard to keep from wondering if some of the buildings might hide even more grotesque creations, flesh traps just waiting for someone to stumble into them.



He eventually slowed his bike and turned off into a highway rest stop. It was a pretty building with large glass windows that were still intact, a small miracle after so much time. The front door was locked, but that posed little obstacle for him and was reassuring in itself.



Beyond a thick layer of dust that coated nearly every surface, the rest stop seemed fairly well preserved. Will explored the inside, poking his head into the old bathrooms and eyeing the vending machines, all but one of which had been completely emptied out. As tempting as it was to try a two-decades-old Coke, the machine was dormant without power, and he wasn’t heathen enough to smash the glass.



He set up the tent in a section of the rest stop’s main lobby that put him out of the sightlines of the windows, just in case there were any mutants around that might not take kindly to his presence. Rue had included a butane camping stove in his pack, along with a selection of freeze-dried meal kits. He opted for chicken tikka masala and instant rice.



He ate slowly, letting the battery charger Rue had lent him restore power to his phone. He texted her a photo of his setup before the sun sank low enough on the horizon to hide the rest stop’s interior in shadow.



Looks comfy,
 she texted back.



Totally. Can’t wait to lie down on my inflatable camping pad and curl up in my sleeping bag.



Poor guy
 ;-)



He smiled, feeling a fair bit less alone even from just that. He was tempted to ask Rue if she’d heard from Avery, or perhaps Jess, but knew she would have told him if either woman had gotten back in touch. It made more sense to keep his attention on the moment, and to consider his needs for the night so he could set out strong the next morning.



Hey Cammie… What are you wearing right now?



Her response came almost instantly, and he could almost hear her voice through the text.



Are you serious, LP?



Send me a pic,
 he texted.



He doubted she’d do it, but it was fun to tease her, regardless. The stream the previous night had been so much fun, though using that word to describe it felt wrong, shameful. Strangely, that sense of wrongness felt shared with Rue, as though they were both shouldering or rather, ignoring its weight, pushing ahead into illicit, uncharted territory.



His phone vibrated. He opened Rue’s text to find a pic attached. She was clad in a tiny night robe and lying in bed—not her own bed, he realized, but his. The way she was stretched out on her side left the robe billowing open, showing off the edge of one of her breasts, the fabric all but clinging for purchase against the tip of one of her nipples.



Hey,
 he texted.
 What are you doing in my room?



Whatever I want. I’m home alone, remember?



He was annoyed but still couldn’t keep from smiling.
 How would you feel if I invaded your space and climbed into your bed in the middle of the night?



It took a minute for her reply to come, long enough to make him start wondering about what her response would be. What would she do if he just climbed into her bed in the middle of the night? With her still in it? What would happen to the two of them then?



His phone vibrated.



I’d kick your butt,
 she texted.



Somehow I doubt that. Send me another pic.



Another pause. Will decided to be more direct.



Show me what’s under your robe,
 he texted.



Don’t be gross.



He waited, strangely confident she’d do it, despite the protest. A few minutes went by, but his intuition proved right. His phone vibrated, and he stared at a pic of Rue from the neck down, still lying in his bed, robe open and body on full display.



Her breasts were so full and plump, so perfectly squeezable and suckable. She’d kept her legs tightly crossed, but just seeing her crotch and nude thighs was enough to set his imagination to overdrive, pulling details from the previous night to fill in the gaps.



Thank you,
 he texted.



You’re welcome :-P. Gonna take a bath. Stay safe, LP.



I will. I love you.



Love you too.



He plugged his phone back into the battery charger and climbed into the tent. After taking one last lingering look at the nude she’d sent him, which he already knew he’d never delete off his phone, he closed his eyes and let the forbidden regions of his mind run wild.



He couldn’t believe she’d sent him the pic. He couldn’t believe he’d asked for it.








CHAPTER 33




 



Will awoke early the next morning, well rested and desperately needing to piss. Camping within the rest stop had been an exercise in modern convenience, with a phone and a stove and protection from the elements.



He set off after checking in with Rue and confirming his route. Another mutant was waiting for him just down the highway, a monster bear that must have been at least seven feet tall and already had blood on its teeth from a recent kill.



He simply went around it, watching behind him as it tried to give chase for half a minute or so before being totally outpaced by the motorcycle. Easy enough, but the encounter fed into his growing sense of wariness. The farther south he went, the closer he approached the site of Meltdown’s hibernation, which all but guaranteed a greater density of mutants.



Rue assured him that he could make it to Wickwater within the day if he made similar time. Will, if anything, rode faster than he had the previous day now that he was warmed up to the risks and nature of the landscape. The highway was almost like a recreational racetrack at times, with no cops to pull him over, no commuters to get stuck behind.



Again, he was struck by the sheer scale of the landscape which Meltdown had forced people out of. A world-changing event precipitated by such a simple mistake. Two supers in love, attempting to bring a child into the world in the time before the nature of super pregnancies and abominations was fully understood.



Having a close up look at the emptiness of the Exclusion Zone served as a better warning against the risks carried by unprotected relations with other supers than any of the sexed PSAs the Champion Authority had forced upon him during his training. This was the reality behind all of those warnings, stark and somber and ghostly.



He winced as he thought about his encounter with Mist, how easily he’d been tempted into setting the safeguards aside in the name of passion. He winced again as he considered how he still hadn’t heard anything from her in the time since their hookup. He’d have to take the first step and text her as soon as he made it back to safety.



It was midafternoon when he finally reached the right exit for Wickwater. His bike was nearly halfway out of gas, so Rue’s estimate on fuel had been spot on. He slowed to a stop as he entered the small city, wary of every alleyway, every building with broken windows or bashed down doors.



He took out his phone to call Rue only to find that the portable charger hadn’t done as good of a job as he’d hoped. His phone was still nearly dead, and he’d be on his own until he found Avery unless he stumbled across a power source in the wild.



The map Rue had made for him was a lifesaver. Pulling it out, he reoriented himself so he was reading it while also facing north. The building he needed was one of the taller ones within the city, though given its small size, it still wasn’t all that large. Maybe ten stories high, which suited him just fine, since he’d be ascending by the stairs with no power for the elevators.



The novelty and variety of his journey up until that point had distracted him from the nature of his objective. Avery had been stranded within the Exclusion Zone for two days straight now. The question of whether she might be in danger seemed too obvious to need answering. It was now a question of whether he’d been fast enough, whether she was even still alive.



He tensed his jaw and forced himself to breathe evenly and stay focused. Drawing his machete, Will scanned the surrounding street, leaving his motorcycle parked on the street and continuing forward on foot. No real sense in risking attracting mutants by the sound of its engine.



The building Rue had marked on the map, assuming he was reading it correctly, had once been an upscale apartment building with a restaurant and bar on the top floor. The door to the ground floor lobby was already open, but the interior was pitch black, and the air had a stale edge to it.



He did his best to silence the whisper in the back of his head that suggested he was heading into a nest of mutants. The only signs of activity he could uncover with a pass of his flashlight were old traces of the building’s mass exodus. Cardboard boxes riddled with chew marks from mice, a few notes pinned on a notice board with the names of loved ones who were either missing or slow to return home during the last few days ahead of the evacuation.



Will pushed on, flashlight in one hand, machete in the other, stopping to listen to the silence every few steps. He headed straight for the stairs, coughing as he took a breath of dusty air. A faint whistling sounded, probably from the air flow of open doors higher up.



It wasn’t a long climb, but it was still ten flights of stairs. He was sweating when he reached the top, lending a musky scent to clothes already dirty from having been worn two days in a row. He exited the stairs into a hallway, revealed the restaurant’s sign with his flashlight, and pushed through the swinging double doors, steeling his nerves for whatever might await him.



The top floor had power, enough to run whatever speakers were playing the music he could hear. Avery was still in her Kestrel costume, though she’d taken the mask off and was dancing around with a glass clutched in her hands like a microphone, mouthing words into it. She dropped it when she saw him, though luckily, it didn’t shatter as it hit the floor.



“Holy fuck, LP!” she said, bringing her hand to her chest. “You scared me half to death!”



“Yeah, well, right back at you.”



He did his best to keep his annoyance in check as he walked into the upscale, though dusty, interior of the restaurant. There was no sign of danger whatsoever, nothing that might explain why Avery had been waylaid for a day and a night on her scouting mission.



“What the hell are you doing here, anyway?” she asked.



“Oh, you know. Just stretching my legs.” He narrowed his eyes. “What the hell do you think I’m doing here? You didn’t come home, and Rue and I were justifiably worried.”



“What do you mean? I’ve only been gone for…” Avery blinked and looked toward one of the windows, which were curtained, but had obvious slits of light glinting in around the edges. “Oh, fuck. It’s morning, isn’t it? I may have lost track of time, a little.”



“Afternoon, actually.” Will looked around again, still trying to make sense of the situation. “Why is there power here?”



“Solar panels on the roof,” she said, taking a conspicuous step to the right. “They worked fine after I brushed the dust off and… topped up the old batteries.”



“Why are you standing like that?”



“Like what?” she asked, one hand fiddling furiously with something on the restaurant counter behind her. “Oh? You mean my back. I’m just, um, stretching.”



She smoothed a strand of red across her forehead and gave him a slightly loopy smile, swaying on her feet. The rest of her behavior all but confirmed his suspicions, right up to her dilated pupils and slurred speech.



“Why don’t I take a look at your back?” he said, stepping forward. “I could help you stretch, or give you a massage, or…”



He lunged, grabbing at what she had behind her. Avery twisted out of reach, but Will’s hand still caught the top of a pill bottle, which hadn’t been fully snapped down, and knocked it open. A scattering of pills fell out across the floor, near identical to the one he remembered from the baggie in her apartment. One of them spun in a slow, guilty loop.



Avery still had a hold on the main bottle and hurriedly snatched the top back to secure the rest inside it. She was breathing heavily, but obviously thinking slowly from the expression on her face as she took in the scene.



“Is this why you hid your phone?” he snapped. “Because you thought Rue might accidentally get a peek if you had it with you.”



“I dropped my phone somewhere,” she muttered. “No master plan. I just lost it.”



Will gritted his teeth and pulled out his own phone, ready to call Rue and let her know that the situation was under control, if not solved. He’d been hoping that it might still have a tiny bit of battery percentage left, but it was completely out of charge. He put it back into his pocket and tried to master his frustration enough to speak without shouting.



“Rue and I thought you were in serious danger,” he said. “Possibly even dead. I traveled all the way here, literally hacking up mutants with a machete… to find you popping pills in the Exclusion Zone?”



“I’m fine, LP, as you can clearly see,” she muttered. “You shouldn’t have bothered. I was on my patrol. I have to check the interiors of buildings sometimes. I… found some pills.”



Will eyed the bottle she held again. It was almost comically large and more than half full. He wasn’t going to ask, but he highly suspected that “finding some pills” in truth was closer to “raiding dozens of apartments’ medicine cabinets.”



“Twenty-year-old pills, sitting here amidst the radiation of the Exclusion Zone, and you decide that it’s a good idea to put that into your body?” he asked.



“The levels of radiation were never dangerous this far north,” she said. “I did my research before ever setting out. Also, the pills are still potent. They work just fine.”



She shrugged, perhaps realizing she wasn’t going to score a point with the fact that her several-decades-old drugs could still get her high.



“Unbelievable.” Will shook his head and leaned against the wall, more disappointed than angry.



“That’s… what I should be saying,” snapped Avery, suddenly going on the offensive. “Coming here was incredibly stupid, LP! The Exclusion Zone isn’t a safe place. The only reason I agreed to go on scouting missions like this is because I can fly away from any danger that I encounter. You, doing it on foot is incredibly reckless.”



“I did it sober, alert for danger. Whereas you look so stoned that a mutant could walk up to you and lick your face.”



“That is so rude!”



“Enough of this,” he muttered. “We’re both going home, right now. This is unbelievably dumb.”



“Hey, in case you forgot, I’m the one with authority over you, not the other way around.” Avery set her hands on her hips and glared at him. “I’m your probation officer!”



“You’ll have one of your own soon enough if you keep it up.”



She scowled at him but seemed unwilling or unable to clap back.



“Now, come on!” said Will gruffly. “We’re going home.”



He closed the distance and seized her by the wrist. Avery let out at an annoyed scoff and wrenched her arm free, pushing him back. A short scuffle ensued where they both struggled to twist the other in various directions, and Avery managed to pull free.



He listened to her stomp off through the restaurant’s double doors before leaning back against the counter, still palming the bottle of pills he’d just slipped from her costume. It was an old technique he’d used a few times on Halberd. There was no trick to it. In general, it was just comically easy to pickpocket people when they were stoned or inebriated.



He swept up the pills on the floor, putting each back into the bottle to further reduce Avery’s potential avenues to get high. It was tempting to simply head down to the ground, get on his motorcycle, and start heading home. She was alive, and he’d taken her pills. There was only so much a person could do for someone as deep within the grips of their addiction as he suspected she was.



He didn’t leave. He waited for around half an hour before hearing footsteps, followed by Avery barging back into the restaurant as loud and irritated as she’d been when she left.



“Where are they?” she demanded.



“Right here.” Will patted one of the pockets of his backpack, though in truth, they were on the other side. “I’m not giving them back to you, Avery.”



She let out a frustrated growl and stomped her foot. “LP! Why are you doing this? Why do you care so much? I’m not a child, I’m a grown woman. It’s not like I’m an addict or something. I just like to have fun.”



She was sweating a little, and she ran a hand through her hair, trying to flatten out a few stubborn strands.



“Come on!” she shouted. “They won’t kill me. It’s just Percocet. Basic painkiller. I’m not the first person to take a few off label.”



“Oh, trust me, I know.”



She glared at him and let out another growl of annoyance. Leaning back, she floated up into the air, briefly poised as though she was considering charging him down and trying to wrestle her drugs back into her possession.



“Are you enjoying this?” asked Avery. “Is this fun for you or something?”



“Honestly? No, it’s not. Closer to heartbreaking than fun.”



“Give me my pills back!” she screamed. “Come on! Please. Look, just give me a few. Whatever amount you think I can take safely. Just… give me something! LP!”



“I’m sorry, Avery,” he said. “I have to do this.”



“Why?”



“Because I care about you,” he said. “And because I already… had to watch Halberd go through this. I’ve had enough. I’ve just… had enough.”



“What does Halberd have to do with anything?”



Will hesitated, realizing he’d never told Avery the whole story. He hadn’t told anyone, not Jess, not Rue. Speaking it aloud felt like spitting on his old man’s already heavily tarnished legacy.



“He was an addict,” he said. “He tried a few times to get his shit together, but never managed it. I had a front row seat to how it affected him over time, not just the drugs and the cravings, but… his choices. His sanity.”



“You think I’m an addict?” Avery furrowed her brow and gestured to her chest. “You think that’s what this is about? Do you remember anything about our childhood, LP? Like, anything at all?”



He frowned at that. Bit of an odd question. “What’s that supposed to mean?”



“Do you remember how often I was
 sick
 ?” she asked. “All those hospital stays I used to have.”



“What, are you trying to tell me that your dope habit started at a young age? You expect me to give you back your pills out of pity?”



Avery let out a dark laugh and shook her head. “Oh, I was
 doped up
 back then, that much was for sure.”



“Avery…” he said, trying for a gentle voice. “Let’s go home. We can figure this out once we’re back. There are good resources for recovery in Lancaster City. Not just rehab, but support groups. Not to mention your family.”



He held out a hand. All she had to do was take it, and he’d do whatever he could, whatever it took. She’d have a second chance, and in a sense, so would he. He wasn’t going to watch her drown in drugs and liquor like Halberd.



“I’m not lying to you,” said Avery. “This isn’t what it looks like.”



“Right. Sure.”



“You don’t understand, LP,” she whispered. “You think you do, but you don’t. You really don’t.”



“I understand more than you think.”








CHAPTER 34




 



FIVE YEARS EARLIER



 



Lockpick was cold and tired but relatively certain that he wasn’t being followed, and that was all that mattered. He’d spent the night on a park bench underneath a ragged tarp that he’d found abandoned on the side of the street. Cosplaying at being homeless, in essence, but it had worked to keep him safe.



He pulled his hair back into a ponytail and tried to wipe some of the dirt off his face in his reflection across a car window in the parking lot of the rehab center. He was terrified something might have happened to Halberd, but if the older super was still safe, the last thing he wanted to do was show up looking ragged enough to panic him.



He made his way inside and up to the visitor check-in counter. A familiar looking employee greeted him with a smile as she came out from the back room and settled into her chair.



“Will, right?” she said. “Give me just a second to pull up your father’s file, and we can get down to the specifics.”



“Oh, no need,” he said. “I just thought I’d stop by to check in on how things were going.”



The woman’s smile faded a bit. “I’m afraid we can’t give you a refund or reschedule his treatment if he chooses not to attend with no other outstanding circumstance.”



“If he… chooses not to attend?” repeated Lockpick. “He isn’t here?”



He clenched the edge of the counter, worst fears all but confirmed. They must have found a way to get to him within the building, or at least a way to lure him out of it.



“He checked himself out yesterday,” said the woman. “Left with the woman he’s friends with, Angela. I’m sorry, I thought you knew?”



“Do you know where they went?”



The woman paused, clicking the back of her pen, lips pursed in consideration. “I’m not sure if I should really be telling you this, but Angela left us a note to redirect her family’s phone calls to a nearby hotel. I suppose if you need to check in with your father, there’s no harm in me giving you the address.”



 



***



 



Lockpick went straight there, pulling from the last shreds of his energy. He was too tired to give what he was going to find much thought, or perhaps he already knew what he’d find and just didn’t want to lean into the disappointment.



The hotel’s concierge gave him the room number without hesitation once he’d explained he was looking for his father. One of the perks of looking so young, if not so exhausted and disheveled.



He stood outside the door to Halberd’s room, pausing with his arm already raised to knock. No, regardless of what was going on, announcing his visit seemed like the wrong move. Lockpick worked his magic on the handle and opened the door as soundlessly as he could.



The scene within was depressingly familiar. Halberd was sprawled out on the bed in his boxers. A mostly naked woman was wrapped in a sheet next to him. Bottles of a variety of liquors were arrayed across the nightstands, along with traces of white powder and empty prescription pill containers.



“Morning,” said Lockpick, kicking the bed.



Halberd only groaned, but the woman started upright, grabbing the sheet to pull closer to herself.



“What the fuck?” she snapped. “Who are you, and what are you…”



“LP,” muttered Halberd. “Oh. Shit.”



“So, what?” asked Lockpick. “You just decided to give up? Is that it?”



“No, uh…” Halberd yawned and scratched an armpit. “This, ah, isn’t what it looks like. They were overbooked at the center, see? They set us up in this hotel room to do our treatment from here.”



 “Oh, okay,” said Lockpick. “That makes perfect sense. This is the truth you’re telling me, right? You swear it?”



“I mean… yeah,” said Halberd. “Of course.”



“I was just there!” roared Lockpick. “Even if I hadn’t been, just look around! You have booze and pill bottles lying around your room, and you think you can lie to my face?”



Angela had found her clothing and keys and was already slipping past Lockpick out into the hallway. Halberd rose to his feet, expression more angry than ashamed.



“Watch your tone with me, young man!” he said. “This… I know what it looks like. It
 is
 what it looks like, but… it’s more complicated than just that. You don’t understand.”



“What don’t I understand?”



“She was in a bad state!” he said. “I was helping her, and… yeah, I guess in the end, I slipped up, too.”



“Slipped up? That’s what you call this? Did you forget how much that treatment cost us? How badly you needed a new start? I worked so hard to just give you space, to give you the time and peace you needed to recover, and… this is what it amounted to?”



Halberd closed his eyes. “Just go. I know I’m a fuckup, LP. I’ve tried to be better… failed to do better… enough times to
 know
 better. Please… just go.”



“Go where?” Lockpick pulled out a chair from under the desk in the corner. “Why do you think I came looking for you? Marauder’s men attacked the apartment. They’d been following me for days before that.”



“For days?” Halberd shook his head. “Why didn’t you tell me?”



“Why do you think? I wanted this to work. I was naïve enough to think it could.”



Halberd grabbed his jeans and started pulling them on. He took a breath, looking toward the hotel room’s window. “Are they still following you?”



“I don’t know.”



“Then let’s go find out.”








CHAPTER 35




 



“So, Halberd went to rehab,” said Avery. “Are you saying that you’re worried if I don’t get treatment, I’ll become a supervillain? That’s kind of a reach, especially coming from you.”



Will sighed. He’d given her an abridged version of events, not wanting to dwell too much on Marauder’s men, considering what had happened to them later on.



“No,” he said. “My point is that there are resources. You can get help, but you have to want to get help.”



“I don’t disagree with that,” said Avery. “You’re right. I don’t want help, so that’s that.”



“You…” Will stared at her, shaking his head in abject disbelief. “How can you say that?”



“Because as shitty as it feels to have to buy pills from drug dealers and sneak around the Exclusion Zone like a tomb raider collecting bottles, it’s still better than the alternative. I forgive you for not getting it, LP. You were young back then. You and Rue didn’t see much of it or notice the difference in me while I was medicated.”



“What are you talking about?”



“My pills, the ones you’re holding in your hand right now, aren’t just something I take recreationally,” she said. “They’re how I cope.”



He didn’t know what to say to that. It was hard to trust her words after what he’d been through with Halberd, but she sounded sincere, as though she was trying to explain something that she genuinely wanted him to hear and understand… though in addition to wanting her pills back.



“Cope with what, Avery?” he asked. “Depression? There are better solutions to that than popping painkillers.”



“You really don’t get it, LP, do you?” she whispered. “I suppose it’s not your fault. No, I’m not self-medicating for depression. It’s… my power.”



“Your power?” He blinked, unsure of what she was trying to tell him.



“You and Rue were young when I first started showing signs of my ability,” she said. “You only ever saw me use my power to fly. How many supers do you know of who have the power of flight and nothing else?”



“I mean, that’s not that strange,” he said. “The scope, if not flying specifically. The science behind how powers work the way they work is wonky like that.”



“I have an uncontrolled power, LP. Mom and Halberd kept you and Rue away from me when I was having episodes, so I suppose I shouldn’t blame you for not knowing.”



Will stared at her, not sure whether he believed it. It felt wrong, so much like one of the outlandish stories Halberd used to tell to justify his behavior.



“Whenever I had one of my episodes, it wasn’t just my power that went out of control,” she continued. “There were voices, hallucinations. I know how this
 sounds
 , LP. It’s why I don’t talk about it. I was sick. I still am, and I self-medicate.”



“Even if I accept all of that, how does Percocet enter into the equation?”



She shrugged. “I was on anti-depressants, mood stabilizers, anti-psychotics, basically whatever it took to keep my power contained, keep me from having episodes. I got into a fight that pushed me to my limit. This was after you and Halberd left. I got my ass kicked, and later, in the hospital, I told Mom that I just wanted to be done with it. To try living normally, no pills, no crimefighting.”



“And?”



“She understood,” said Avery. “I was still recovering from a few serious injuries, so they had me on painkillers. I know how it sounds, but they… did a better job of controlling my episodes than the rest of the stuff they were giving me put together.”



“What are you even saying?”



She shrugged. “I have a condition. I self-medicate. I wouldn’t be able to use my power safely if I didn’t. Hell, I doubt I’d even be able to live an independent life if I didn’t.”



Will felt like he needed to just stop, think about the moment, about what she was saying. Avery had a potentially life ruining secret, and she was laying it bare for him, bold and defiant. She needed him right now, maybe more than she realized.



Except… she might be playing me.



“Come on, LP,” she said quietly. “I trusted you enough to tell you everything. Now, you need to trust me.”



“I trust you.”



It tasted like a lie. That probably wasn’t fair to her, but it was inescapable, burned into him from so much drama and trauma with Halberd. How would he feel if the situation were reversed, and he was confessing to her the secrets of Decay and his own secret life?



But… it just wasn’t the same. He couldn’t take her words at face value, even if he wanted to. Even if it felt like betrayal.



“Please.” Avery held her hand out, blinking, looking everywhere except directly at the pill bottle in his hand.



“No.” He shook his head, barely moving. “There has to be a better way. Something, anything. There are ways of getting clean, treatment programs, psychiatric help.”



Avery’s chuckle was dark and mocking. “Genius, of course! Why didn’t I think of that? It’s apparently just that simple, according to you, isn’t it, Will?”



“Maybe it is,” he said. “Maybe it could be.”



She shook her head, looking so tired and soul worn that he almost couldn’t hold her gaze as she came close. Her face was sweaty, probably from withdrawal rather than the muted heat. With a sigh, Avery reached for the bottle. Will pulled it back, thoughts still circling around a solution with dwindling optimism.



“I can’t,” he said, voice quiet. Whether he was telling her that he couldn’t give her the pills, knowing how much harm they could do, or whether he simply didn’t trust her story, it made no difference. No hard evidence existed, and none of his memories matched up with her version of events. It sounded true, and he wanted to believe her, but it was a leap of faith too far.



“Halberd did this, too,” he said. “Never being honest with me until push came to shove. Always having a reason. Following after his addiction, regardless of where it led him.”



“LP!” shouted Avery. “This isn’t about Halberd! This is me!”



“You think I don’t know that?” he shouted back. “I’ve been through this before, Avery. I’m not going to make the same mistakes. Never again.”



“You don’t understand!” she screamed. “You… you just… don’t…” The strength went out of her voice, and she let out a shuddering sigh.



He saw her eyes flick toward the bottle and tightened his grip. She made a grab for it, just as he’d sensed she would. Her face was… not Avery. Not how he would ever want to remember her. Will slammed his hand into her chest, pushing her back, appreciating how small she was even while hoping that he’d never have to get physical with her like this again.



She seemed no keener on violence. One leg buckled, and the rest of Avery followed, dropping to hands and knees in a pose reminiscent of a marionette with cut strings. Her breathing became shaky, and tears filled her eyes, droplets cresting at either corner. Will found it hard to watch, especially as she pulled her knees in, hugging herself like a scared little girl, so far out of her usual composure that it was almost comical.



“Avery, enough!” he shouted. “I know how hard this is, but you don’t have to play it up this much. Quit pretending.”



Anger flashed across her face, followed immediately by a more somber emotion, a scarier one, too. She turned her hands over and stared at them.



“Fine,” she said. “But please… If you won’t give me one of the pills, then get away from me. Quickly.”



“What?”



“Go!” She waved an arm toward the abandoned restaurant’s entrance and shielded her eyes with the other, past the point of wanting to see reality.



Will didn’t understand. On the surface, it wasn’t that different from how Halberd had occasionally reacted when denied his drugs, but Avery’s despair had a quality that set him on edge. She was really scared, too much so for this.



The floor shook underneath them. He furrowed his brow at that. Earthquakes weren’t common in the area, but they weren’t unheard of, either, especially with so many supers running around capable of contributing to the natural oscillations of the Earth’s crust.



The shaking intensified, and then stopped. One of the wall hangings, a golden sheriff’s star badge the size of a dinner plate, fell to the ground. Except… not to the ground. It never landed, instead coming to a stop several inches above what should have been its final destination, spinning with the grace of a gyroscope.



“What…” Wil gaped, and before he could finish his question, more objects gracefully joined the fray.



Old plates and cups, knives, and forks, orbiting and spinning, with Avery at the center. Telekinesis? Gravity manipulation? He couldn’t guess, could still hardly fathom how Avery, how anyone, could harbor such a power and keep it secret for so long.



Maybe he just had a blind spot when it came to that sort of thing.



It was such an incredible display of power that it made him forget for a moment the state of mind she was currently in. The floating sheriff’s star whistled as it cut through the air just above his head. He blinked, suddenly aware of how much damage she could do if she decided to attack him. His attention snapped to the bottle of pills, but he still had them firmly clutched in one hand. He took a step back.



Avery watched him, shaking her head with tired little motions, non-threatening in demeanor despite the intensity of her display. She sucked in a breath, and the swirling mass of objects began to shoot outward, smashing windows and putting holes in the wall, each target seemingly random and senseless.



Not a single object struck Will, which was strange. But even stranger was the fact that Avery was not, herself, shielded in the same way. A fork caught a glancing blow across her hand, and she hissed and pulled her arms in. A cup smashed into the wall next to her, and then the shards, still gripped by her power, whipped by her face near enough for one to open a small cut in her forehead.



“No…” She shook her head, collapsing to the floor, hugging her knees again. A plate slammed into her shoulder, stealing another pained gasp from her as the rest of the objects in the air began swarming closer like angry wasps.



He didn’t understand. Was it an act? A way of priming his pity to force a sympathetic reaction? He wasn’t sure if it even mattered. She was attacking herself with a power she’d never used openly before. No way were those two facts unconnected.



A steak knife slammed into the floor next to Avery’s foot, the handle quivering back and forth like the rebound of a javelin. Avery pulled herself tighter into the ball. Her eyes flicked toward Will, and there was so much shame in her expression that it gutted him emotionally.



A coffee mug landed a bruising blow on her shoulder. An old shoe made her duck, still scoring a glancing hit to the temple. Will ran to her, taking several incidental strikes from various swirling objects as he slid to a stop next to where she was curled up on the ground.



He wrapped his arms around her, doing what he could to shield her with his own body. He was hoping that in the same way the objects had mostly ignored him, he might be able to create a space of safety around Avery herself, but the first hard hit of an old saltshaker to the back of his arm dashed his hopes.



He held her anyway, putting himself between her and the chaos. Objects struck his back, painful as much for the surprise of the unique shape and weight and sharpness of each as for the true damage being done. He could mend his injuries, but that wasn’t enough to keep them both safe.
 He
 wasn’t enough, not to save her from herself.



As much as he hated the idea of drawing parallels between Avery and Halberd, it felt so much like what he’d gone through back then. At a certain point, he’d given up, never abandoning Halberd in body, but eventually writing him off in mind. Not this time, even if for now, he had to compromise.



He carefully pulled one of the pills out of the bottle, split it in half with his fingernails, and pressed it into Avery’s hand. She touched it dumbly for a moment, and then quickly swallowed it, taking deep breaths. The maelstrom of dinner sets and restaurant accessories swirling around them continued for another minute or two before slowing to a stop, everything settling to the ground so gently that it almost made no noise at all.



Even if she’d lied to him about everything, even if her display of power had just been manipulative, drug seeking behavior, he’d still done the safe thing. Safety was a relative thing. He did believe her, though, because he knew addicts well enough to know that if she’d had her power under control, she would have gone for the bottle, simply wrenched it from his hands from a distance.



“I’m sorry… you had to see that,” she whispered.



“It’s alright,” he said. “We’re going to figure this out.”








CHAPTER 36




 



“I was so happy when I first figured out how much painkillers helped. Strange, to say that now, isn’t it? Just the idea of taking one pill that still let me feel like me, just a little floatier, and a little happier, instead of an entire medicine cabinet of mood stabilizers and SSRIs.”



“It’s not a solution,” said Will.



“I’m aware,” she said. “It’s not pretty… but it’s me, right now.”



He was still holding her, sitting with his arms wrapped around her from behind, legs on either side of hers. She leaned back against him as though his chest was a chair. When she spoke, it was in her normal voice, confident and comfortable, capable of being his probation officer as easily as his sister.



“I haven’t given up,” she said. “I plan on beating this addiction. Honestly, I do. It’s just… hard, knowing what I’ll be giving up.”



“You’d still have your life. It would just be a little different.”



“Have you ever taken crazy pills, LP?”



“Well, no, but…”



“Mom was so proud the first few days after I came out of the hospital, when it seemed like I was doing fine without my normal battery of meds,” said Avery. “It didn’t last long. That was right before I retired. But it stuck, the way she started seeing me. Treating me like an adult that can handle looking after herself and doesn’t need to be worried after.”



“That wouldn’t change.”



“Wow, thank you for peering into your crystal ball and revealing the future to me.”



“I mean…” He squeezed his arms, hugging her more protectively. “It might be different this time around. Even if it wasn’t, you can’t keep popping painkillers. I’m not giving you the bottle, Avery.”



“I’m not asking you to,” she said. “I probably will after, when I start fiending again, but right now… this is enough.”



She turned around in his arms. Will was suddenly aware of the tiny but beautiful woman who’d been so infuriating to him across the past few days. He’d traveled across the Exclusion Zone, watched her have a psychic meltdown, and now here she was. It felt like finally getting his prize up close, having it in hand.



It felt a lot more like that as Avery took one of his hands and pulled it to cup one of her breasts.



“What are you doing?” he muttered.



“Nothing,” she whispered, leaning in close and kissing him on the lips.



It was as though she had no off button. Will felt like he was getting whiplash from how quickly he’d gone from worrying about her to wondering if she wore underwear underneath her costume.



It was a terrible idea, a mistake in every sense of the word. Will wasn’t naïve, and a cynical part of him seemed fairly certain she was just seducing him to get a chance at sneaking off with the painkillers. If that was the case, it still seemed like less of a crime than the fact that he was even seducible by
 her
 , of all people, in the first place. He wanted her bad, and that was all sorts of wrong.



She pushed her tongue into his mouth. Will kissed her back fiercely. They rolled once across the dusty floor and then decided, wordlessly, to shift to the couch in the corner of the room, which was musty but comfortable.



I need to talk some sense into her,
 he thought to himself as he groped one of her breasts.
 Force some sense into her. Ram some sense into her.



“Avery,” he started.



“Do you… have a condom?” she whispered.



He felt his head nodding and realized that she was already unzipping his jeans. Which seemed fair, given how tight they’d gotten. Her costume was just as tight, perfectly tailored to overstate her petite curves. How did it even come off? Did he need to take it off, or could he just slide that skirt a little bit, move some stuff around?



“LP,” whispered Avery as he started pawing at her thighs. “The condom.”



He did have one this time around, and he pulled it out of his pocket. It was probably pretty old, as he’d found it in one of the little storage flaps of the tent. Jess and Halberd’s tent. He didn’t let his mind go there but found that keeping his attention where it was hardly qualified as a cleaner place.



Avery undid a strap or zipper in the back of her costume and unveiled her chest to him with a cute, practiced motion. Her perky nipples popped out with elastic bounciness, the points begging to be fondled and kissed.



Will fell forward onto her, rushing to get the condom on even as he kissed her neck and ground himself into her. They were both mostly clothed, as getting naked wasn’t the most appealing option on the musky couch. It just made it feel that much more illicit, quick and dirty, something they needed to do
 now
 , something nobody could ever know about.



“Will,” she whispered. “Oh, God.”



She ran her hands through his hair. Will tried to pull the condom down, but it wouldn’t go. Avery’s fingers touched him down there, grabbing and flipping it around so it would roll the right way. She slipped it onto him with a single, loving stroke and then seized two fistfuls of his shirt and pulled forward.



Part of him wanted to warn, to tell that the teasing and the games had gone too far. He would do it this time. He wasn’t afraid. Or maybe he was, and in pushing forward recklessly and doing what they were about to do, he was confronting it head on. Er, head on with his lower head.



“Avery.” He cupped her face in one hand and let his thumb stroke her lips. “Last chance.”



She smirked and leaned back, still gripping a handful of his shirt. “Do you think I look hot in my Kestrel costume, LP?”



Oh, he had an answer for her. He’d been dying to answer that question for a disgustingly long time. Will kissed her once, twice, and thrust forward, sinking his cock deep into her with a single, dominant thrust. She made this noise, surprised, but not surprised. Appreciative of his size down below, while simultaneously at the mercy of it.



“Fuck, Avery,” he grunted.



“Yes! Oh, God!”



He started moving, thrusting into her, on a short search for pleasure. It was bizarre how much more intense it felt than sex with Mist had, even though he was wearing a condom. The couch made a variety of noises beneath them, old creaking wood and the rhythmic sliding of fabric against cushion.



He kissed her and felt her mouth moving in perfect sync with his, matching the movements of both their bodies. A kiss for a thrust. Kiss, kiss, kiss. Faster and faster. Her pale breasts bounced back and forth, the motion mesmerizing even as tiny as they were. Her hair was partially draped across one of the arms of the couch, a little dust ball clinging to one red lock.



He grabbed a fistful of her ass and pumped into her, every bit of energy he put into the motion rewarded by a fluttering burst of pleasure. They wouldn’t be found out here, so far away from the civilized world. There were no rules here, nothing to stop them, no reason why not. So many reasons
 why not
 , but they were just too far out of earshot.



“Jesus,” she moaned. “LP. I… I’m gonna…”



He went faster, grabbing at all the interesting parts of her body, the couch sliding out of position with small jumps from the intensity of his motions. Avery moaned in his ear, the sound becoming a tiny squawk of pleasure as she came. Will hugged her to him, still pumping into her for his own pleasure, and gasped as he unloaded.



He basked in the pleasure, staying right where he was for a good a minute afterward, still deep inside her. The condom had been a great idea, and he was relieved to see that it had seemingly survived the chaos of their energy without slipping or tearing as he finally pulled out. He took it off, tied the end, and dropped it on the floor.



Avery let out a peaceful sigh. “That was nice.”



“Yeah.”



“Probably also stupid.”



“Yeah.”



She rested her head on his shoulder. “I love you.”



“I love you, too,” he said.







PART THREE: FORGETTING SOMETHING?



 










CHAPTER 37




 



They stayed in each other’s arms, half-dressed and sweaty from sex. Will’s emotions were a paradox of extremes. He was terrified of what they’d just done, how it would affect them once they went back and had to be normal around Jess and Rue. At the same time… he really,
 really
 wished he had another condom so he could keep being stupid a few minutes longer and do it again.



“I was going to steal the pills,” whispered Avery. “I thought… it’d be easy to get you worked up, horny as you always are, and then sneak them away from you.”



“Why didn’t you? More importantly, why would you admit that?”



She shifted onto her side, flashing that patronizing, older sister smile. “Because that was awesome, and weird, and… so unbelievably wrong. I feel like I have to be honest with you if we’re ever going to work through this.”



He nodded but wasn’t sure if he was as ready for honesty as she seemingly was. It would have been so much simpler if they could just act as if it never happened. There was a horrible truth to all the religions that slapped this sort of coupling next to adultery on the list. They’d tasted the forbidden fruit, and it was simply too sweet.



“What does this mean, then?” he asked. “If you had an ulterior motive when you started kissing me, then…”



Was any of this real?
 It was what he wanted to ask, though he feared the answer.



“When I
 started
 kissing you, I had a motive,” she said. “Obviously, things got a little off track. What does this mean?” She shrugged. “We apparently have pretty awesome sexual chemistry.”



“You can say that again.”



“Yes, but we can’t do that again.” She smiled and tapped a finger on his nose. “Obviously.”



“Obviously.” He nodded as he said it, but that didn’t make it feel like any less of a lie. He already wanted her again, was rapidly getting hard with her against him even though they were barely five minutes out from round one.



“We won’t tell anyone,” said Avery. “But we also won’t pretend as though this didn’t happen when it’s just the two of us. That wouldn’t make sense or be fair. It would just be painful. I… love you too much for that.”



She gently ran a hand through his hair. He wondered which type of love she was talking about. He could see both in her eyes, love for him as a man, love for him as a brother.



“This almost makes your addiction feel like a secondary problem,” he said.



“Almost.” She looked at him and then looked down, eyes briefly glancing toward the pills.



Will wasn’t sure what to do. There seemed to be no good option in front of him, and the best of the bad ones felt a lot like making a deal with the devil.



Regardless of how sincere he believed Avery to be in how she talked about her addiction, she was still in the grips of it. A whisper of doubt flitted through his mind… What if this was some sort of seduction ploy, despite what she’d said? Was she tricking him with her apparent honesty just to sweeten his mood and get a little closer to the pills?



It wasn’t an easy question to reckon with.



“I’m going to help you get into treatment,” he said.



“It’s not that simple,” she said. “I can’t go back to how I was. I was a zombie, on so many different medications that I had no free will. That can’t be the answer. I would choose my current addiction over that answer.”



“Avery… I know you’re skeptical, but there must be some specialist or doctor out there who understands better about what you’re going through. We can look together.”



“I mean, I might be open to that,” she said. “A
 new
 treatment. No mood stabilizers. No antidepressants.”



“Yeah.”



She smiled, but it was a fleeting thing, a leaf in the wind. “What do I do in the meantime?”



Will took a breath and slowly picked up the pill bottle. He counted out three pills, which he doubted would be enough for her to OD even if she tried, and pressed them into Avery’s hand. Strangely, it wasn’t as hard as he’d expected it to be to dole out her drugs for her.



What is it about these pills that makes them so special? Maybe I should try one.



He slapped the cap back down, recognizing a bad idea for a bad idea. Avery was pulling her costume back into place and slipped her pill stipend into a small interior pocket.



“You are helping me,” she said. “Imagine if you hadn’t showed up. I might have been, well… enjoying myself a little too much here, with my pill collection. I don’t think having access to so many at once would have ended all that well for me.”



“Well, I suppose there’s a kernel of truth in that.” Will rubbed his thumb against the corner of his mouth. She could just go to a different city within the Exclusion Zone to harvest more, if she wanted. Hell, even just a different section of where they currently were if she had the time to dig around.



“Well, here we are.” Avery reached over and held his hand. “I really wish I could turn back time and keep you from ever seeing how fucked up I am.”



He chuckled at that, wondering if he might share in the sentiment sometime in the near future. A loud bang came from somewhere outside, sharp and clear amid the otherwise silent city. Will glanced at Avery and then hurried to the window, peering down at the scene below.



A medium sized pack of mutants was assaulting the front doors of the building, slamming against reinforced glass in their bid to get in. They looked like raccoons, with the familiar black and grey mask pattern on their faces, except each one was… wrong, in a different way.



Some had extra arms, misshapen heads, extra heads, even. Each unnerving trait paid homage to Meltdown’s legacy decades after the abomination had gone into hiding.



They were also far bigger, ranging from around the size of a mastiff all the way up to a few that probably outweighed large bears. They let out primal hisses and clicking noises, a chorus of unintelligent predatorial fury.



“Fuck,” said Avery.



“Yeah. We need to get out of here before they get in and block off the staircase.”



“A little late for that.” Avery pointed to where one of the mutants had already disappeared through the glass below. “They’re probably tracking us by smell, if the briefing I got from the CA about the Exclusion Zone is accurate.”



“I doubt they’ll get lost on the way up here, if that’s the case.” Will felt a growing sense of uneasiness as he watched the mutant raccoons scrambling over one another in their rush to get in through the hole the first one had made. “Can you fly me out of here?”



“I’m not strong enough to carry another person,” said Avery. “You know that. It wouldn’t even be safe for me to try to glide us to the ground.”



“In the past you haven’t been able to, but the only reason I never questioned was because I thought your power was just flight,” said Will. “After the power you just showed off, shouldn’t you be able to turn it up a notch?”



She didn’t glare at him, exactly, but her eyes betrayed an edge of irritation as she shook her head. “Yeah, it doesn’t work like that. Does a car go faster when it’s engine is overheating?”



“Fair point.” He hurried over to his bag and took out his machete. “There’s got to be a fire escape. I’ll go down that on foot, and we’ll meet up on the ground. Time to get the fuck out of dodge.”



They were quick about it. Will stuffed the pill bottle away in his bag and tried to ignore the rattling noise it made with each step. The fire escape was fairly rusty after so many years of disuse, but still fairly functional. He waited until a minute or so after the last mutant had entered the building before slipping through the narrow door and out onto the metal platform.



Avery, now fully in mask and costume as
 Kestrel
 , hovered alongside him as he began his harrowed race down to the ground. He’d gone only halfway when Avery grabbed his shoulder and gestured with her other hand.



“There’s more of them,” she said.



“A lot more.”



A group of mutants easily twice the size of the first was flooding into the alleyway, hissing and making deep growling noises. The last fire escape had a ladder mechanism intended to be lowered to the ground when needed, now heavily rusted to the point of being permanently stuck up. With the way the monsters scrambled over one another to get to him, he wondered if it made that much difference.



“Fuck!” said Avery. “Back up?”



Will shook his head. He strongly suspected by the time he made the climb, the other mutants would be waiting in the top floor restaurant.



“I’ll head in through the fifth floor,” he said, moving to the door of the current level he was on. “Take the stairs down from there and go out through the main entrance. If I’m quick, I’ll get away before these things figure out what’s going on.”



Avery shook her head. “It’s too dangerous.”



“Trust me,” he said. “I didn’t come on foot. My motorcycle isn’t far from here, and once I’m on it, the mutants won’t be an issue.”



“Motorcycle? Since when do you have a motorcycle?”



“You have to go for help,” said Will. “I don’t know how this is going to play out, but the most useful thing you can do right now is get back to Rue and hopefully Jess.”



“I can’t just leave you here.”



“You have to. Maybe you can even lure some of the mutants away while you’re at it. Trust me, I’ll be okay.”



He squeezed her hand. For a moment, it looked as though Avery was going to argue and press the point. She finally let out a sigh and slowly nodded.



“I’ll keep these ones distracted around the fire escape,” she said. “They’re starting to come up.”



One of them had made the jump off the back of a raccoon with mottled, diseased looking fur and was now scrambling up the first set of metal stairs to the third floor.



“Time for me to go,” he said.



“Be careful.”



She kissed him, and then they were both off. Will used his penknife to get the door to the fifth floor open. It was a generic apartment hallway, and he took off toward the stairs, fumbling out his flashlight to give himself a small amount of illumination in the dark.



It was easy to be brave in front of Avery. Fear was a process, a to b, ending in c. He was worried for Avery’s safety, but she could fly, and simply convincing her to fly away was enough to save her life. It also freed him to use his power openly, cutting and mending, without having to worry so much about outing himself as Decay.



But with no other outlet for his concern and caution, it all came home to rest on his shoulders in the moment. He was well aware that he wasn’t helpless, with his machete and his powers. He had a fair amount of offense and defense to work with.



Which was comforting now but would be a lot less so if they overwhelmed him with their numbers. No amount of mending was going to save him from being literally torn apart by a pack of mutant raccoons.



Not a pretty way to go out. Let’s try to avoid that, shall we?



He reached the building’s interior stairs and began hurtling down them. The mutants that’d made it into the building earlier would likely have followed his scent up to the top floor, but there was no guarantee of that. He took each corner cautiously, moving the flashlight to reveal as much of the darkness as he could before entering new areas.



A shape blurred out of the shadows to his left. Will slashed with the machete on reflex, feeling it slice through a limb. The mutant went down with a howl that he suspected would soon attract others. He hacked down with the machete a second time, not caring if he struck head or abdomen or lower body.



It kept making noises, hissing and gurgling. Will didn’t even have time to wipe his machete off before something else moved in the dark nearby. He spun, revealing it with the flashlight, its eyes like reflective metal marbles against the bright light.



The mutant lunged, and Will swung. The machete cut through it neatly, almost perfectly bisecting the monster mid-leap. A fair amount of blood spilled onto his arm, but dealing with a stain was secondary to getting outside. The building felt stale and corrupted, exactly like the type of place that people were supposed to die in. At least he would see it coming.



With that said, he didn’t encounter any more mutants on his way down to the first floor. Another mutant was outside, a massive monster of muscle and mottled fur that only vaguely resembled something that might have once been a raccoon.



Will hurried to the front entrance anyway, hoping he could cut it down quick and get moving. Another growl came from down the street just as he was about to step outside. There were more… too many more. A stream of more than a dozen monsters, each running on all fours toward the smell of fresh meat, rushed toward the building in a mass of hisses and growls.



He couldn’t fight that many, not unless he could find a way to force them to come at him one by one. Heading back up into the building was hardly a better option, given how many raccoon mutants must have already gone in after him. Will stood in the building’s lobby, clutching his machete, plagued by indecision.



He was about to push outside and simply run for his life when he heard a distinct rumbling noise in the distance that didn’t belong. It was the purr of an engine, a loud one, too, coming his way from the pitch. Will exhaled with a chuckle, wondering if perhaps Avery had found a working vehicle or if help was coming from somewhere even more unexpected.



The mutants in the street turned in the direction of the disturbance, though clearly lacking the necessary intelligence to get themselves out of the way. Will whistled as the vehicle, a massive military grade Hummer, plowed through the first one it encountered without slowing down.



He reached an arm out through a broken window and waved, trying to get the attention of his would-be rescuers. The Hummer came closer, and his blood went cold as he saw the face of the man in the front seat.



Jacob Miller.
 Despot
 . The leader of the Power Realists, Will’s old gang.








CHAPTER 38




 



Will’s first impulse was to head back up the stairs, but it came an instant too late. A mutant rushed at him from behind, sending them both tumbling through the building’s main doors and out onto the entry stairs.



He rose to his feet and quickly hacked it down, but it was already too late. A glance at the Hummer told him that Despot had clearly seen him. He could look at the other man from this distance, look into his face without the risk of looking into his eyes and opening himself up to his horrid power.



He was a tall man, face weatherworn from too much time in the sun, hair dark brown with a liberal dusting of silver. He was in good shape, but not as muscular as many of his fellow Mastodon inmates, Will included.



 The Hummer slowed to a stop in the middle of a surging crowd of mutants. Despot wasn’t alone, and Will recognized the two supers with him as his trusted lieutenants. Glass was a hulking African, quiet and intense with an undercurrent of unpredictable violence. His power let him manipulate glass within a few feet of his body, a deceptively dangerous skill.



The teenager on Despot’s other side was, physically speaking, Glass’s complete opposite. Bonespur had only been recently imprisoned at the time of the break, but that hadn’t stopped him from being welcomed into the fold of the Power Realists. He was short and scrawny, with pale skin and comically curly red hair. He’d been one of the youngest prisoners, next to Will, along with one of the most dangerous… next to Will.



His power let him create spears and sheaths of bone to use as armor or weapons, along with letting him self-heal in a few fairly specific ways. He was, in a certain sense, the “budget” version of Will, an assessment amplified by how Despot had quickly welcomed Bonespur into the gang to fill the hole left by Will’s high-profile defection.



Glass and Bonespur climbed down from the Hummer and began fighting the mutants. The city’s ruins gave Glass ample ammunition to work with, and he quickly surrounded himself in a swirling cocoon of broken bits that shredded any of the monsters unlucky enough to get acquainted with it.



Bonespur covered himself in bone armor and began stabbing mutants through with a long, jagged spear jutting from his hand and arm. He wasn’t an incredible fighter, but his armor did its job, and he approached the task with the efficiency of an exterminator getting hands-on with his respective pests.



Despot sat in the Hummer, feet kicked up on the front dash, smoking a cigarette. He occasionally deigned to peer at a mutant that came too close to the vehicle over the top of his sunglasses, demonstrating that his power worked just as well on non-humans.



Will watched with fairly mixed feelings. He’d all but pointed the Drifters, along with Kestrel and Relic, toward the Exclusion Zone in hopes of forcing the Realists out of hiding. It seemed to have worked, just in the wrong place and at the wrong time.



He slowly made his way out into the street as the fighting came to its conclusion, knowing that hiding would only make him look weak. He’d wanted this confrontation, or at least to settle the score so he could stop looking over his shoulder. Just… not like this. Not outnumbered, without the element of surprise, so far removed from anything resembling help.



 He made an effort to avoid Despot’s gaze as he stood amid the corpse littered street, resisting the petty urge to try to stare the other man down. He’d seen what the leader of the Realists could do with those eyes.



Despot’s power was fear. A moment of eye contact was all it took for him to stoke a person’s terror into a state verging on a panic attack. A longer stare enhanced the effect, inducing a catatonic nightmare, crushing his victim under an impossible weight of dread.



His power, like most mind-affecting powers, was resistible, to a certain extent. Despot was a creative man, however, and the addition of a small amount of violence or even just his raised voice with a convincing threat was enough to make most people buckle.



Early on during Will’s time in the pen when he’d first met Despot, he’d assumed that his power was the glue that held the gang and its bigoted ideology together. While it was a tool Despot had at his disposal to deal with those who stepped out of line, much like he’d dealt with Will before his stay in solitary, the truth was uglier.



The supers who followed Despot were true believers, fighting for a hierarchy born in no small part from the anger prison had instilled in them by making them feel so powerless in the first place. They were a brotherhood, some might say a cult of violence, or a terrorist cell, even.



Despot was smiling as he led the others toward Will. Glass and Bonespur were far less circumspect in their hatred for him, glaring, spitting on the ground, oozing attitude.



“Wow,” said Despot. “I figured there’d be something interesting out this way when I saw the mutants getting riled up. Looks like I figured right.”



“Yeah, looks like it,” said Will. “Nice wheels. Seems like you’ve done well for yourself on the outside, Jacob.”



 “Thank you. Courtesy of a mutual friend of ours. Shame what happened to Chauffeur after the sacrifice he made in orchestrating our early release.”



Will didn’t say anything. The standoff began in full force. There’d been a movie he’d seen about supers once that had characterized these sorts of moments in the style of an old western, powers at high noon, in essence. The reality, in his experience, was far messier than a simple exchange of revolver shots ever could be.



He was in an immense amount of danger, but underneath that promise of violence lay an opportunity. Taking on Despot had been his goal since the prison break, really since back before he’d even been released himself. He had a chance here, perhaps not the one he wanted, but a definite chance.



A few more seconds went by, long enough to make the fact that Despot hadn’t ordered the attack significant. They’d been afraid of him in prison, afraid of
 Pick
 , the guy who always seemed to cause impossible amounts of damage in fights while wiping away injuries.



Of course, that had been back when the threat of Cryptkeeper sucking out their life force had discouraged supers with more visible powers from showing off. Bonespur with his weird ortheo armor and weapons, Glass with his, well… glass. They’d never been able to fight him at full strength, so they’d just never fought him. That kind of wariness didn’t dissipate overnight.



But it would take perfection on Will’s part to pull off a win when it was three against one. Was he fooling himself by thinking he even had a shot? No… the last thing he needed was to let the doubt creep in.



“You seem tense, Pick,” said Despot. “Relax. We’re still friends, aren’t we?”



He flashed an insidious, mocking smile. Will watched him from the edge of his vision, not trusting that the other man’s sunglasses would stay in place if he verged on real eye contact.



“How’d you do it?” asked Will. “I’ve been wondering for a while now. Mastodon was an absolute fortress. Even with Chauffeur and his legion of cars, a place like that wouldn’t just crack open. Not with Architect putting up his barriers, and Cryptkeeper being Cryptkeeper.”



Despot’s grin grew even wider. “I would love to regale you with the full version of events. But see, I’m not sure I trust you with that sort of thing anymore. So how about you get down on your knees, put your hands in the air, and if things go smoothly, I’ll tell you all about it on the way back.”



“That’s not going to happen,” said Will. He tightened his grip around the machete.



“So that’s how it is,” said Despot, halfway toward asking it as a question.



“That’s how it is,” said Will, nodding.



“Hear that, boys?” shouted Despot. “That’s how it is!”



They mumbled an echo of the words.



“Yup,” said Despot. “That’s how it—”



Everyone exploded into motion at once, no signal, no warning. Will shielded his eyes with his arm, knowing how a super such as Glass would use his power. Sharp bits of nearby broken windows tore into the skin of his arm, tearing up flesh like a cheese grater.



Will rolled across the ground, staying low and covered, heading for Glass. He had to be perfect. A single slip up and he was dead three times over. But he could win, he was sure of it now. Moreover, a deep, primal part of him quite enjoyed the challenge, like solving a puzzle made from chaos and violence.



Glass was a big guy, not one to wane in the face of a physical threat. He put his guard up as Will closed on him, eyes darting toward the machete, giving it respect. It was exactly the mistake Will had been hoping for.



He pulled the camping sword back as though getting ready to chop down. Glass dodged left, right into the range of Will’s penknife, which he snapped open to the side. He didn’t even slash with it, just flicked his wrist like a painter putting on the finishing touch on a wild portrait.



Glass lost three fingers, pinkie, ring, and middle, and a decent chunk of his hand before he could so much as suck in a breath to scream. Will kicked him hard in the chest, but he was already dropping from the shock of the pain.



Something lanced through his shoulder, scraping against bone as it jostled a path to poke through the flesh on the other side. An odd sensation, bone scraping against bone. Will roared in rage and agony, dropping the machete. He slashed blindly with his penknife, eventually finding Bonespur’s spear and cutting off the section impaled through him.



He stumbled back, not pulling it out immediately. Too much blood would flow out for him to stay standing if he did that, regardless of how quickly he could mend it. Bonespur glared hatefully at him, pushing his gross bone spear further out from his wrist to account for the lost piece.



The pain was too much. Will couldn’t think, let alone fight, but he stayed upright, knowing his death would be guaranteed if Bonespur confirmed his weakness. He had an idea, a prison trick, one that a young guy like Bonespur who’d only been in a couple of months at the time of the break might not be ready for.



He made as though to charge the other man. Bonespur pulled his spear back and thrust forward. Will dodged, getting closer. A cage of calcified material burst from Bonespur’s abdomen, like ribs in reverse, and it closed around Will, locking him chest to chest with the other man, arms pinned against his sides.



Will winked at him and then slammed his face forward, delivering a savage headbutt. He did it again, and again, rushing to cause as much damage as he could even as a creepy bone mask began sliding into place over Bonespur’s bloody nose and swollen eye. The cage holding Will’s chest slipped open, and he fell to one knee, letting Bonespur stagger back in pain.



He had to seize the moment. Will grabbed the spear chunk still embedded in his shoulder and yanked it loose. He wanted to scream, but even just that would jostle his body enough to push out an extra flood of blood. He slapped one hand up and over his shoulder as though he was trying to scratch a hard-to-reach itch, while the other hand covered the gash’s front.



It took a while to mend, close to ten seconds, more of a patch than true healing. He kept Glass in view, watching as the hulking man stumbled around looking for one of his severed fingers, delirious with pain. Bonespur was on his other side. Hopefully, he’d hear him coming.



Unfortunately, he didn’t hear Despot. Will had just finished closing up his shoulder when a hand tapped him on the back of the head. He bolted to his feet and spun around, just in time to stare directly into the last set of eyes he wanted to see up close.



The color and patterning of Despot’s eyes was reminiscent of a wound gone sour, pus green with sickening streaks of red creeping outward. But Will only bore witness to those irises for a second before he was somewhere else, somewhere far, far worse.



“Wrong choice,” muttered Despot. “It’s going to get bad for you now, Pick.”



Terror is an emotion that, believe it or not, takes time to build up. There are levels to it, reactions in one’s body that shift and amplify in steps. Will saw… horrible things, and felt his heart beating out of control as Despot’s power carried him through the spectrum.



Mutants here attacking him, but he couldn’t get away. He kept tripping, and they were on him, tearing loose chunks of flesh with savage teeth, more than he could ever reasonably mend back.



He was turning into a mutant. By some strange, infectious process, his body was mutating, metamorphosizing into something more monster than human. He stared at his hand as tumors bloated his fingers into thick clubs.



He was… underground, in a coffin. The air was stale and there was no room. He kicked and pushed at the lid, but no matter how much strength he put in, it refused to budge. Each time he tried, it closed a little tighter, and Will screamed and clawed at it with broken fingernails, and…



Dimly, he was aware of Despot’s arm around his neck, choking him out. The blackness was a relief when it finally arrived and the world turned off.








CHAPTER 39




 



FIVE YEARS EARLIER



 



“This is a bad idea,” said Lockpick.



He and Halberd stood in the rain, watching their apartment from across the street. The front door was closed, and there was no obvious sign of the break-in that had occurred. Still, even returning to the scene of the crime in the first place was unnerving, and he had to fight to keep those panicked memories from rising to the surface.



“No,” said Halberd. “The bad idea was them thinking they could move on us in the first place.”



The older man’s voice had a depth and confidence that brought Lockpick back to his days in the Crimson Five. Strangely, it wasn’t nearly as reassuring as he would have expected it to be.



Halberd looked unsteady, if not unstable. Sober again, for the moment, but clearly agitated from the combination of withdrawal and the simmering fury he had toward Marauder and his gang.



“Let’s just be quick if we’re going to do this.” Lockpick glanced around nervously. “We go in, we grab our stuff, we get the car if we can, and we get out.”



The rain had stirred up a rolling fog that made the surrounding neighborhood seem like the set of a horror movie. He kept expecting to see an ominous figure approaching in the distance and found it hard to reassure himself with facts and reality. There were people out to get him, people who’d already moved against them here once.



“Relax, LP,” said Halberd. “We’re not going to rush. We need to look for clues, anything that might give us a way to strike back.”



“What are you even talking about?”  asked Lockpick. “Strike back? They’re the ones after us!”



Halberd flashed a decidedly dark-looking smile and set a hand on his shoulder. “Come on. Stay back a bit in case I need to break out my axe.”



They made their way across the street with slow and steady steps. Lockpick would have preferred to run up to the door and get inside as quickly as possible, but Halberd’s approach had a certain logic to it. Fear was an enemy of its own. Fear had kept him up at night until he’d been exhausted and off guard, pushed him to run, lured him into making mistakes.



The door was unlocked, and all of the lights were off inside. It was a cold night, and Halberd’s breath came out in small puffs even after he’d turned the lights on and walked into the living room.



“Never did get the landlord to fix that heater, did you?” he asked, with a chuckle.



“I think he’ll have other concerns now,” muttered Lockpick, glancing at various marks of damage across the apartment. There were holes in various walls. The fridge had somehow been tipped over.



“Think we’ll get our security deposit back?” asked Halberd.



Lockpick tried to keep from smiling as the older super thumped him on the back. They started looking around, poking through the wreckage of what could have been a new life for them. Halberd bent forward and pulled the keys to the car out from under a toppled nightstand.



“Well, at least we won’t be walking through the rain on our way out of here,” he said. “You think there might be a—”



A crunch came from the other side of the closed door to the bedroom. The two of them shared a glance and crept into position. Halberd held an arm out and conjured his weapon, pulling bits of metal from various objects in the room.



Halberd signaled a three count with his fingers and kicked the door open without hesitation. Lockpick recognized the super on the other side as the one who’d knocked him down with a telekinetic blast. The man was ready for them and used his power to knock Halberd out of axe range before pulling a gun and firing wildly in their direction.



Lockpick gasped in pain as a bullet took him in the neck. He clamped a hand over the injury as he crumpled, mending it as quickly as he could, but losing a fair amount of blood even with his quick reaction.



“LP?” cried Halberd.



Lockpick couldn’t let him know that he was okay, but somehow doubted the words would have calmed the older man down, regardless. Halberd made a horrible noise of despair and rage and hurled himself onto the gang member. The gun went flying. Lockpick heard it land in a clatter not far from his head.



The only thing he heard after that was the sound of Halberd’s fist intermingled with screams of wordless fury. The man started begging. Halberd dragged him up by his shirt, one hand clutching his throat.



“You’re going to tell me everything,” he said, through gritted teeth.



“I can’t! It’s… you don’t understand. Please!”



Halberd dragged him into the bathroom. Lockpick rose to a sitting position, still groggy from the sudden blood loss. He heard running water, the sound of a tub filling. There was more shouting, along with a fair amount of splashing and thrashing.



Torture. Halberd was torturing the man for information. Heroes weren’t supposed to torture, but… they hadn’t been heroes for a while now, had they? The man knew things which they needed to know. Didn’t this have to happen, or something very much like it?



It went on for far longer than Lockpick would have imagined necessary. Eventually, Halberd came out of the bathroom. His eyes were red with tears, but when he saw Lockpick sitting upright, bloody but breathing, his expression flooded with relief and shock.



“LP!” he said. “You’re… alive? You’re alive. Oh, God.”



He hugged him tight, almost painfully so. Lockpick tapped him on his shoulder a few times, trying to signal that maybe the hug had gone on for long enough, and Halberd finally took the hint.



“Did he tell you anything?” he asked.



“He told me everything.” Halberd smiled. “He was here for you. To capture you so Shade and Marauder could forcibly recruit you. I should have never tried to make a deal using your power.”



“What are we going to do?”



“We know where to find them now,” said Halberd. “Shade, at least. We’ll go pay him a visit.”



Lockpick nodded slowly. “What about this guy, though? If he warns them we’re coming…”



“He’s not going to be giving anymore warnings, LP,” said Halberd.



Lockpick nodded, looking back toward the bathroom door. He could only see part of the man’s body, but it looked as though he was still bent forward over the tub, head submerged. Nobody could hold their breath for that long, could they? Why would he even be…



Oh. Right.



“He’s dead?” said Lockpick. He’d meant it as a question, but it came out as a flat, numb statement.



Halberd didn’t answer right away.



“He’s not our problem anymore. That’s all. That’s how you have to think of it.” He clapped Lockpick on the shoulder and jostled the keys. “Hungry? We could grab Popeye’s on the way.”








CHAPTER 40




 



Will was surprised he was still alive as he slowly reoriented to reality. He was sitting in a chair, hands cuffed tightly behind him by a couple of plastic zip ties. He felt for his watch, with the hidden razor taped to it, but they’d been smart enough to confiscate it.



He was shirtless and cold, but otherwise surprisingly intact. A couple of fingers were broken on one hand, probably of parting revenge from Glass, as he didn’t remember injuring them in the fight. It took only a minute to mend them, and beyond that, he could only feel a few scrapes and bruises, along with a lingering ache from Bonespur’s lance to his shoulder.



It would have been shockingly easy for Despot to kill him. He could simply have left him in the street for the mutants had he wanted him dead. It wasn’t a reassuring fact, but even more than it scared him for what might come next… it was confusing.



What information did he have that the leader of the Realists would want to interrogate him for? He’d sat in on a few meetings between the Drifters and the Second Advent, but he doubted they knew about that, and if they did, it meant they had a source who could already tell them everything that’d been discussed.



It was possible they were using him as bait for Relic. They knew he was
 Lockpick
 , and it wasn’t unreasonable to think they’d discovered he was living with Jess and Rue again. There was a certain logic in using him to get to her, but to what end? It was like trying to control a bear by stealing one of its cubs, a lot more likely to end up with a pissed-off grizzly than an obedient one.



He was still considering Despot’s logic when the sound of a drop bar sliding out of the way pulled him back to the moment.  He sat up straight, projecting as much strength as he could while entirely at the mercy of his captors.



A heavyset super with horribly planned facial tattoos strode into his cell, eyes narrowed. Will breathed out a sigh that was, while not quite relief, a lot closer to it than tension.



“Remember me, Pick?” asked the super.



“Unfortunately, yes,” said Will. “It’s so good to see you again, Bassbruh.”



“Shut up!” snapped Bassbruh.



“You asked me a question. That’s just how language works, in general.”



“I do the talking, not you!”



Will rolled his eyes. “Do you even have anything to say, or are you just going to do that dumb bass thing with your… oh, right, there you go.”



Bassbruh had begun humming at a low level, creating
 power bass
 , or
 vibro bass
 , or whatever it was he called it. It had never done anything more to Will than make his ears feel like they needed to pop and get on his nerves.



He still wasn’t convinced that Bassbruh was actually a super. He had to be, to have ended up in Mastodon. Doubly so to have joined the Realists. But at least in Will’s eyes, the evidence of his supposed super nature was, well, just this weird humming thing that seemed totally useless.



“Stop smiling!” shouted Bassbruh. “I’ll turn it up.”



“Oh, no, please. Don’t turn up the bass. Anything but that.”



Bassbruh punched him then, and that hurt a fair deal more. A person need not have a cool power to throw a hard right hook. A second punch came, and Will tried to shake the stars out of his vision while tasting copper.



“I’ll fucking kill you!” screamed Bassbruh.



Will spat on the floor. “Go produce some Soundcloud beats or something.”



Bassbruh let out an inarticulate scream and lunged for him. The door was still open a crack, and a pale hand settled on Bassbruh’s shoulder and gently pulled him back.



“That’s enough, don’t you think?” said a feminine voice.



“Jesus, Tink,” snapped Bassbruh. “Don’t sneak up on me like that.”



A short blonde woman in a green dress with freakish cartoon eyes stepped out from behind the larger man. Tinkerbell had been a bit of an enigma to those who hadn’t known her well. Will had fallen into that category for only a few days before being assigned to a cleaning chore across from her and getting a better sense of the person underneath the veil.



“The boss is going to be mad at you if you bruise him up any more,” said Tink. “Best you head off now before you can be tied to the scene of the crime.”



Bassbruh glared out the rest of his hatred, spat on the floor, and left the cell. Tink flapped her illusory wings, seeming to float an inch or two in the air, though Will suspected she was simply standing on her tiptoes.



“How’re you feeling, Pick?” she asked.



“Awesome,” said Will, shaking his head.



“Bass’s always been a buffoon,” said Tink. “Pay him no mind.”



“I never do.”



“The boss sent me to make sure you were awake, ready for him to come by in a bit,” said Tink. “You did a number to Glass and Bonespur. They went from talking so much shit to being scared of you again over the course of the day.”



“It happens.” Will sighed and leaned back in his chair. “I’m surprised to see you here, Tink. I kind of figured you would have gone your own way after getting out.”



Tinkerbell had been thrown into the men’s half of Mastodon for the simple reason that the prison had ruled that the person underneath the constant illusion power that produced the cartoonish exterior was, in truth, a man. Genderfluid, but in a narrow way… fixated on becoming
 Tinkerbell
 , from Peter Pan kind of way. Specifically, Tinkerbell.



“Oh?” Tink flashed a prickly smile at him. “Why would you think I’d run off?”



“I always figured you were just with the Realists for protection,” said Will. “You don’t seem like the violent type. The one time I saw someone attack you, you just distracted them with illusions and ran away.”



“It was effective, wasn’t it?” Tink winked at him and did a floating pirouette. “But I don’t think that’s what you were getting at.”



Will shrugged. “You know exactly what I’m getting at. Why would someone like you buy into such hateful, super supremacist nonsense?”



Tink gave a practiced laugh and set her hands on her hips. “Why me? Why anyone? See, you’re still coming at this from the perspective of wanting an argument. We’re supers, Pick. Just that word alone says all that needs to be said.”



“Oh, please. You’re smarter than that. The first supers arrived on the scene less than a century ago. We’re anomalies, not the next step in evolution or whatever rhetoric Despot is spinning these days. That much should be obvious from the fact that supers can’t even reproduce without the risk of creating abominations.”



“We’re more powerful than normal people,” said Tink. “We’re better than they are.”



“Two different things. A man with a gun is
 powerful
 , but that doesn’t mean he’s
 better
 than someone else.”



Tink shrugged. “That’s all well and good. But let me tell you something… You don’t have to be right to believe something. It just has to work for you.”



“This works for you?” Will made a show of eyeing the cell, highlighting his own dire situation.



“Before I started living my power openly, I was crucified for trying to live as myself. Do you know the kinds of names they call people like me? I won’t get into it, but it’s not pretty. I had nothing and nobody… a single boyfriend who kept me as his dirty little secret from his friends and family and dropped me like a bad habit when he found someone else.



“And you know what? Maybe I like a philosophy that tells me I’m good just the way I am. Not just good, but
 better.
 It might be acceptance based off a single aspect of me, but it’s still acceptance. I have brothers here, people who look out for me. The question isn’t
 why me
 , Pick. The question is… why not you?”



Tink’s oversized, cartoonish eyes didn’t seem so playful anymore. Will leaned back in his chair, letting the moment stretch until it became clear that she wanted an actual answer from him.



“Why not me?” he said. “I already have a family, who I love way too much. Also, word to the wise. I tried to take over the world once. Didn’t pan out so well.”



Tink chuckled and flapped her wings, floating up an inch or two. “I always get a kick out of talking to you, Pick. Shame things turned out like this. You’re pretty fucked if I had to guess.”



“You won’t have to guess for much longer, will you?”



“I suppose I won’t. Want some fairy dust to brighten this place up?”



“Hell yeah.”



Tink waved her hand, and a bunch of glowing, illusory dust stuck to the edges of the room. Small victory. At least he’d die in a dungeon that looked fabulous.
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About an hour passed before Despot finally showed up. Will kept his gaze offset, not trusting the other super to keep his sunglasses over his eyes if some advantage could be gained through using his power.



Despot looked tired, older than he had in prison. Bassbruh and one other super brought a table and an extra chair into Will’s cell, setting them down and leaving without a word. A third hurried and set two beer cans down, which caught his attention.



“Can we talk now, Pick?” asked Despot. “Can we have an honest to God conversation?”



“I can’t stop you from talking. Personally, I don’t have much to say.”



Despot nodded. “Then I’ll talk, and you can listen. Remember when that was our dynamic? I barely got a sentence out of you the first week after you joined. Near the end, I could hardly get you to shut the fuck up.”



He walked behind Will and cut his bonds, freeing his hands. The urge to attack the other man took some effort to resist. Even if he won the fight and made it past the door, his odds of escaping wherever he currently was were far from good.



“Here.” Despot cracked both beers and made a show of offering Will first choice, as though trying to assuage him that they weren’t poisoned. They wouldn’t be. Not Despot’s style.



He normally would never have accepted any such offering, but his thirst won out over his stubbornness and pride. Beer wasn’t the most refreshing beverage, but it was better than nothing.



“How’s life been?” asked Despot. “Enjoying yourself on the outside?”



Will didn’t answer. He was trying to sip the beer slowly, but it was a challenge. He could already feel a slight buzz just from the effect of the first sip on an empty stomach. Not good.



“I heard you were back with your family,” said Despot. “Must be nice.”



Will kept his expression blank, revealing nothing. He thought of Avery, whether she’d managed to get back to Rue and Jess yet. Was it possible that she doubled back for him, that she’d been captured, too? He shook the thought away, seeing no reason to invent new stressors for himself.



“Enough with the silent treatment,” said Despot. “Let me level with you, Pick. The situation has changed, not just for us, but for everyone. The world has changed. Some people see it, some people don’t. Not always who you’d expect on each side, either.”



He flashed a secretive smile and leaned back, sitting with one leg crossed high, his beer resting in hand atop his knee. Will waited, the hairs on his neck prickling as he realized Despot had a card up his sleeve.



“Why don’t you come on in now?” called Despot.



The door opened. Will stared, feeling a sudden, sinking sense of dread at the super who entered with slow, unnatural steps. Cryptkeeper, the former warden of Mastodon Supermax, still wore his hero costume, complete with his bizarre, mouthless mask.



“I knew it,” muttered Will. “It was an inside job.”



“Of course, it was,” said Despot. “With the assistance of the good warden on the inside, and Chauffeur and his cars on the outside, it was simply a matter of picking the right time. This wasn’t a one-off incident, Pick. Most people within the realm of supers can see the direction the world is moving in. Whether they’ll openly acknowledge it is a different question.”



“What does he have on you?” Will asked Cryptkeeper. “Blackmail? Is he holding someone you care about hostage?”



Cryptkeeper was deadly silent. Which was typical, Will had never heard him speak. He’d seen him kill a man by pressing a hand to his face and sucking the life force out of him. He saw him tie his shoes once. Never heard him talk.



“Everyone has a price,” said Despot. “On that topic, there’s a reason why you came looking for us here in the Exclusion Zone, isn’t there, Pick?”



Will shook his head, scowling as he recognized Despot was managing to draw him into conversation, after all. “I caught wind of the fact that you guys were out here. I have sources.”



Despot laughed. “Oh, we
 both
 have sources. She’s a sweet one, isn’t she?”



Mist
 . Will gripped the beer tight enough to put a small dent in the can as he thought back to their first encounter, how quickly she’d taken to him. He hadn’t questioned it, hadn’t stopped to think of how convenient it was to find a girl, sleep with her, and have her tell him exactly what he wanted to know. Plus, she’d never texted him back.



“I paid her price,” said Despot. “As I said, everyone has one. She’s a rogue, a rebel, but still smart enough to take the money when presented. She did me a small favor. Or maybe not so small, from what I hear. You should be thanking me for pulling the strings.”



“You wasted your money.”



“As it happens, I’m not short on money to waste. The media has been kind enough to give us all the coverage we need. I have people, supers smart enough to see the direction of the wind, sending donations to get into my good graces from all around the world. It’s already in motion, Pick. I know you see it.”



“See what?” asked Will. “Chaos? Sure. There’s no endgame for you.”



“I think there is, even if it’ll take time to get there. There are still places in the world where people are persecuted just for being supers. Remember China, how they went about tracking and eventually trying to imprison and execute their
 super problem?
 Our brothers and sisters all around the world are rightfully afraid of that happening again. All I’m doing is standing up for them, for all of us.”



“You never stop with the self-righteous bullshit, do you? You can dress it up however you want, Despot. You think I don’t remember all the stories you told about the people you killed. The things you did to women and children. What was it you called them? Cattle.”



“Lambs.” Despot nodded and turned one hand palm up. “Is that so wrong? Is every shepherd somehow oppressing the animals they tend to for being stronger, smarter, better equipped to navigate the complexities of the world?”



“Nobody is going to follow you. Not on the scale you’re hoping for. You might have been hot shit in prison, maybe even to leather face over here.” He waved a hand at Cryptkeeper. “But the sane supers will never buy into it. The Champion Authority. The Second Advent. You’ll never be strong enough to take them on.”



“It’s not about being strong enough to take them on. It’s about reaching the point where it’s too inconvenient for them to want a fight in the first place. We’re well on our way to that point already. With you, we’d be one step closer.”



Despot held his hand out, staring at Will through the tint of his sunglasses. Taking that hand would change everything, not just in terms of his current fortunes, but in terms of his future. He would be back among men he’d once called brothers. He’d never lack for money, challenge, or novelty.



He’d be… sliding back. He’d have to leave home again unless he wanted Jess, Rue and Avery to get dragged down with him. He’d well and truly be one of the bad guys, fighting opposite Relic and Kestrel.



It was no choice at all.



“Thanks for the beer, Jacob,” he said. “Now fuck off.”



Despot started laughing. He suddenly surged forward, seizing Will by the neck and punching him in the face three times in quick succession. He shoved hard, knocking him back in his chair, and Will felt his skull bounce off concrete with a sickening thud.



He stayed where he was as he heard Despot leave the cell. Bassbruh and another super came in and forced Will back into his chair, binding his wrists again. They cleared the table, extra chair, and the two beer cans out with them as they left.



Nobody seemed to notice that one of the beer cans was missing a tab.
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It had taken all of Will’s resolve not to kill Despot when he’d swung on him. He knew his odds of escape were far better if he picked his own moment, instead of simply trying to cut everyone down on the way out. It was the same cold calculus that had served him so well in prison, and he supposed it wasn’t surprising that it applied just as neatly to his current circumstances.



The beer can tab might as well have been a jigsaw in his hands, but even that comparison didn’t do it justice. Getting out of his newfound imprisonment was now a simple matter of deciding when and where to cut through the various obstacles which might stand in his way.



As much as Will preferred sophistication to blunt force, when you had the kind of force that he did to work with, it was hard to go wrong with the straightforward option. A quick survey of the room revealed a small, double-reinforced ventilation grate. Will cut it open to perform a closer examination.



The gap was far too small to fit a person through, but the vent itself was a good deal wider. Wide enough for a somewhat broad-shouldered man to wriggle through? It was time to find out. He moved fast, but stayed quiet, remodeling the hole to suit his needs.



He considered how much time he had. Given how his last interaction with Despot had ended, he would expect the leader of the Realists would want to allow him ample time to think on events, or at the bare minimum, sulk over them. He bet he had at least an hour.



There was no point in hiding any of the debris resulting from the work. When whoever had the duty of checking on him next saw that he wasn’t in his cell, they would work out what’d happened reasonably fast regardless of any subterfuge on his part. Will’s goal was to get as far as he could undetected and then run like hell once the game was up.



He pulled the last piece of grate and wall material away, took a calming breath, and started sliding into the tight space. The vent had a thick layer of encrusted dust on all sides, which wasn’t all that pleasant to brush up against, sweaty and shirtless as he was. But it was a small price to pay, the ticket fee of escape.



He went slow, wriggling forward on each inhale, pausing to listen on every breath out. Other grates let him peer outward into rooms elsewhere within the base. The first few he passed were storage closets filled with cleaning equipment, or stacked high with crates and cardboard boxes.



He paused as he reached the next room, blinking in recognition. His backpack lay on a table, right there in front of him. It would be a pain trying to take it down the vent with him, but he wouldn’t stand a chance in the Exclusion Zone without equipment.



He brought the beer tab back to a grip in his thumb and forefinger and used the sharp edge of one side to make four quick, enlarging cuts. It took a bit of yoga to wriggle sideways out of the vent, and he couldn’t stifle a cough from the resulting flutter of dust.



He grabbed his bag and took a moment to catch his breath. A moment too long.



“Hello?” Tinkerbell opened the door and shoved her head through in the style of a person expecting to look and see nothing.



Her eyes went wide when she saw him. Will reacted in the only way that made sense in the moment. He punched her in the stomach.



It felt wrong, and not just because she deserved his anger least out of all the Realists. It drew his attention to the illusion, the way his fist passed through her outer, projected shell to strike the flesh underneath. Tinkerbell crumpled into a winded heap, but she was still conscious, still capable of ruining everything.



“Pick…” she muttered.



His weapons were on the table, too. He grabbed his penknife and flicked it open, pulling Tink back to her feet. He set the edge to her neck with one hand while shouldering on his backpack with his free arm. He grabbed his machete, which he knew he’d need sooner or later, and thought about how the situation had changed.



“You’re a real bastard,” muttered Tink.



“Shh…” Will let the penknife tickle her a little. “You’re going to be a good little magic fairy and get me out of here.”



“There’s no way out. They’ll attack you on sight.”



“Then use your illusions to make sure they don’t see me.”



He had no idea if she could or not, but her silence seemed like an answer. She waved a sparkling hand up in the air like a runway model striking a pose. Will watched as first the blade of the penknife blurred into a messy state of invisibility, followed by his hand, forearm, and the rest of his body.



It wasn’t true invisibility. He was a camouflaged smudge behind her, good enough to escape notice out of the corner of someone’s eye, but liable to be suspicious on closer inspection. He waited a moment, debating whether he was willing to bet his life on such an underwhelming magical effect.



“It’s the best I can do,” whispered Tink.



“It’s a start,” said Will. “I’m going to keep my hand on your arm. If I guide you left or right, don’t fight me, just follow. And from now on, no talking. If anyone speaks to you, smile and say whatever singular word will let you keep walking.”



Tink gave the smallest of nods, and then they were moving. Her illusion magic, though not perfect, at least did something to conceal his visual presence. His footsteps were totally audible. He synced them up with Tink’s, hoping the extra snap to the echo would go unheard and unnoticed.



They went up two flights of stairs and came into a hallway with two empty glass displays on either side. Rounding a corner, Will was surprised to see a miniaturized model of an old, Revolutionary War army fort. They were in an abandoned museum, the historical kind rather than the cool kind, which all things granted, was more tasteful than where he would have expected the Realists to hole up.



The upstairs was one massive, donut-shaped room that contained all the exhibits too large to be evacuated with the people decades earlier. Many of them were defaced, though whether that had been the handiwork of his old gang or previous vagrants was anyone’s guess.



Will’s focus was less on history and more on surviving the next five minutes. He steered Tink as gently as he could, setting her on a path that kept away from the other Realists mingling around the room, running errands, eating or in some cases, training with one another. There were a few new faces, people Will didn’t recognize. Had Despot already started recruiting?



“Hey, Tink!” Glass stepped out from behind a statue of a mounted soldier. “The boss wants you to go feed the fucking prisoner.”



Tinkerbell froze like a deer in the headlights. Will hated being in this position, but he pressed the penknife harder against her neck, making sure she still understood the power dynamic.



“In a minute,” said Tink.



“He said now.” Glass raised his heavily bandaged hand. “God knows I would prefer if that stupid asshole went hungry, but the boss has his own fucking plan.”



He sounds resentful. So much newfound freedom must chafe against the inner workings of this previously static criminal enterprise.



“Alright,” said Tink.



She turned and started walking back toward where they’d came from. Will waited until Glass had joined a group of other men before tapping the penknife and gently turning her back around.



His heart pounded as they finally made it outside. There were several exhibits and memorial displays scattered across the museum’s exterior, along with a surprisingly heavy-duty fence, which answered the question of why the Realists had picked it to use in the first place.



Will looked around with frantic intensity as he walked Tink to the edge of the property. He was close, but he needed to play this last part as carefully as he could. The second he let Tinkerbell go, he was going to have to fucking book it.



“I will never understand you,” she muttered. “You could have been a part of this. What are you expecting you’re going to get out of life as an ex-villain going it alone?”



“Right now?” Will shrugged. “A scenic, mutant-filled hike.”



“He gave you another chance, one you didn’t deserve,” hissed Tink. “I hope you’re haunted by this someday.”



He couldn’t understand the conviction he heard in her voice, but it was secondary to the needs of his escape. He pulled an old shirt out of his bag and tore it into strips. Gently leading Tink down to sit against the bars of the fence, he tied her wrists to it and gagged her with the remaining fabric.



“Sorry, Tink,” he said. “Give me a head start, would you?”



She glared at him with a level of hatred quite unbecoming for those goofy cartoon eyes. Will took his penknife, cut himself a gap in the fence, and took off at a sprint.
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Will didn’t bother to look around for the first ten minutes or so of his escape. Distance was all that mattered, to start off. He was clearly still within the Exclusion Zone, in a smallish town he didn’t recognize.



It felt safe to assume he hadn’t been moved too far from where Despot had first captured him. If he could make it back to his motorcycle… but no. He had no idea which direction they’d taken him in. He needed more information.



Sliding to a stop against an old building, Will tore through his backpack. He found the battery charger Rue had given him, but he couldn’t find his phone. It was possible Despot had taken it on the off chance it might have useful information, but the battery had been dead when he’d last used it, and he had a password lock that would be fairly insurmountable.



It was a major blow. The phone, assuming he could find even a sliver of service, would have solved all his problems, from bringing up a map to show him where he was, to calling for help. He didn’t stay frustrated for long, as he heard the faint, ominous hum of a vehicle with a large engine in the distance.



Heading into the forest was the only move that made sense. It was also fairly suicidal, given it meant exposing himself to numerous varieties of roving mutants, many with pack instincts and a powerful hunger for flesh. Mutant plants, as well. He’d once heard about mutant creeping vines that wrapped around ankles with a vice grip and fertilized their soil with starved corpses.



He hurried up a slope toward the nearest wall of trees. He could see the Hummer giving pursuit in the distance behind him, along with a random collection of other vehicles. There were a couple of dirt bikes and ATVs, which he suspected would still find a way to come after him.



With his machete in hand and swinging at any branch that got in his way, Will took off into the forest. He was caught off guard by how quickly the canopy of branches and leaves overhead choked out the light of the sun. He made sure to orient himself so he was going north and pressed on, pushing his body as hard as it would allow him to go.



The birds and animals reacted to him at first, making noises of warning and treating him like the intruder he was. As concerned as he was that the disturbance might give his position away, he preferred the reaction of regular animals to the less than warm welcome he’d receive from the forest’s mutant denizens.



Will didn’t slow down until he was both on the verge of collapse and reasonably deep into the forest. He listened, tuning out the sounds of the natives and searching for anything resembling an engine, or a human shout. He couldn’t hear anything, but silence could be deceptive.



He sat down on a fallen log and began rifling through his bag for food. The Realists hadn’t touched any of it, which was a small miracle. After quickly stuffing down a granola bar, he took a long sip from his water bottle. Refilling it would be his top priority once he was sure he was away from his pursuers.



He opened another granola bar. A bird flapped overhead, and Will reflexively shielded his food from it by leaning his body forward. As it happened, the bird had not been intending to steal his snack.



“Argh!”



A sharp beak bit into the side of his ear, putting a slice in the cartilage that left him with a distinct dangling sensation. He quickly pressed his hand to the wound and mended it, making a note to double check that it was still level later down the line.



At the moment, he had other things to worry about. Dark eyes stared at him from the branches above. An entire flock of what appeared to be mutant crows was scattered throughout the surrounding trees. He vaguely remembered that flocks of crows were referred to as
 murders
 and found it to be a rather ugly term.



They came at him in a rush of black feathers. The mutant crows were far larger than their normal counterparts, with oversized beaks and, in some cases, extra eyes. Will hacked two down in quick succession with his machete, but there were so many that he could swing for minutes straight and still not get half of them.



He took off, doubting the forest would dissuade them from their pursuit, but lacking any better option. It wasn’t a pretty escape, but Will took solace in the fact that he’d never seen anyone run away from a flock of attacking birds in a dignified manner.



Every ten to thirty seconds, one of them would get confident enough to dive at him, sometimes missing, sometimes getting slashed away by a machete strike, but more often than not landing a vicious peck. Will mended each injury as fast as he could manage, but he was still leaking a fair amount of blood.



He eventually came out into a small clearing with an old bus sitting along one edge. It was slightly rusty, but otherwise in good condition. It still had all of its windows, and that was all Will cared about. He cut the lock on the door and slipped through, kicking away a mutant crow with a wingspan broader than his outstretched arms as he shut it behind him.



It was a tradeoff, safety and shelter at the expense of visibility. If Despot or one of the Realists stumbled across the bus, they would investigate, especially if it were under siege by a bunch of crows for some weird reason.



Still, it was more comfortable than he’d been since leaving Avery’s secret restaurant hideaway, setting aside what looked like mouse poop on most of the seats, along with a suspicious sour smell that he dared not investigate.



He brushed one of cleaner seats off and dropped down into it, sagging under the weight of his exhaustion. The mutants and the Realists were pressing threats, but strangely, Will found himself dreading the monotonous reality of the long hike home most of all. It would be a several day long march with no map of the area, and he’d have to scavenge for food for the better part of it.



He took a look at what he had in his bag again, getting a sense of whether anything else was missing. The pills he’d confiscated from Avery were gone, but that was no real surprise or disappointment. He’d been planning on flushing them anyway.



He hadn’t brought his costume with him, which was good, given how the situation had played out. The last thing he wanted was for Despot to have another card over him in the form of his newly minted secret identity.



Will sighed and leaned his head against a window of the bus. It was late in the afternoon. If he was going to camp elsewhere for the night, he needed to get moving before it got any darker. He was still considering whether it was worth taking the risk to just stay where he was when a mutant crow startled him, tapping on the window he was against with its beak.



A crunch came as another bird on the other side of the bus put a crack in a different window. Leaving would mean fleeing through the
 murder
 of mutant crows, a deeply unpleasant proposition. They had him trapped.



He let out a sigh and set a knee on the back of the seat in front of him. It felt kind of as though he was back in prison, as if he’d simply traded one form of confinement for another. He started thinking about Tinkerbell, her words and philosophy.



It was strangely frustrating to think about whether she’d really meant what she’d said about finding a place to belong within the Realists. Despot was just using her, using everyone who’d buy into his rhetoric and fearmongering. He had to imagine that she’d figure that much out on her own, sooner or later.



He fell asleep without meaning to and woke up without wanting to. It was early in the morning, the sky overhead still purple with a scattering of fading stars. The crows were tapping at the windows again, beaks crunching against glass, but he’d been ignoring that for most of the night.



It was the engines in the distance that had awoken him.
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Will grabbed his bag and hurried to the bus’s door. The mutant crows followed him and met him there, like insects swarming around a bright light. He took hold of the machete and pulled the bus’s sliding door half open, catching the head of the first one as it poked through.



It was a messy affair, but there was no getting around it if he wanted to travel in peace. He hacked through three in quick succession, striking as they tried to slip through the door. The rest took the hint and flew off, hopefully in the direction of the Realists, if he was lucky.



Will stepped over the pile of gore and meat on the bus’s stairs, distantly wondering what was so bad about eating crow, anyway. It seemed like a lot of food to waste given his current supply situation, but the risk of it being irradiated was too dangerous of a gamble.



He set off northward as quickly as possible. The engine noises hadn’t gotten any louder. There was a chance that they still didn’t know exactly where he was yet. The scene with the mutant crows at the bus would tip them off to his presence if they found it, which meant he needed to cover ground, and fast.



The forest was every bit as dense and challenging as it’d been the previous day. He did his best to minimize the trail he was leaving behind him when he could, avoiding the minor disturbances to branches and undergrowth that might give him away.



It was effortful traveling, and it worked. The sound of the engines grew fainter, until he was unsure whether he could still hear it or was just imagining the rumble from the ambient noise at the edge of earshot. He slowed his pace enough to catch his breath. Getting exhausted was dangerous in itself, given the dangers of the Exclusion Zone.



He didn’t hear anything in the distance for the next few hours. The start of the afternoon brought him to the edge of a fast-flowing river that appeared to be fordable. The water would be up to his chest at the center, but that was the deepest point.



Will stripped out of his clothing and stuffed everything he needed to keep dry into his backpack. He dipped a toe in to the river, which was freezing cold, and tried to recall the various warnings he’d heard about water in the Exclusion Zone.



Safe to drink? Safe to swim in? He suspected it would be both, given the north-to-south flow of the river, but he really wished he’d paid more attention to the specifics. He was going across, regardless. Putting a river between himself and his pursuers would make it that much harder for them to give chase.



The real challenge of the first minute of his crossing was simply committing to going deeper into the frigid water. He steeled himself and pushed in until he was waist deep, taking deep breaths and wiggling numb toes.



He took another step. His right foot lost purchase on a smooth rock, and the river pushed him nearly off balance with the current before he could steady his positioning. After taking a moment to catch his breath, he hurried on… only to have it immediately happen again in deeper water.



Will had judged the depth of the river accurately, but the sheer force of the current had been hard to see from the shore. He tried to lean into the pressure, digging his feet into rocks and silt, but it was already too late.



His backpack hit the water and, in his rush to get it back above his head, Will had to let himself float with the river. A rock tore at his leg, spinning him around. He’d chosen a point to cross where the river seemed shallow, but farther down, where he was now, it was far deeper. Dangerously deep.



Drowning wasn’t something he felt like testing himself against. He got the sense that his mending would be entirely useless at doing anything about two lungs filled with water. Will kicked hard enough to get his head back to the surface and saw a riverbank ahead. The river, curved at an angle that put it directly within his reach.



He grabbed desperately at the grass and mud with his free hand, fingers catching what felt like a tree root. It was enough to hold him steady against the river. His muscles felt shockingly tired as he started to pull himself onto his chest and wriggle to safety.



Right as he pushed his bag onto dry land, the tree root he was holding onto suddenly closed around his wrist. He pulled and stared in blank surprise, thinking at first that he must have grabbed a snake and only realizing the truth as another tendril wrapped around one of his ankles.



Mutant creeping vines. Will managed to keep from panicking, but only just. He got his machete out, feeling another vine with an impossible grip strength threading up his right leg.



There were more than just the ones that had first grabbed him, an entire section of trees and forest entwined by them. He hacked outward with his machete, cutting vine after vine, not stopping until he was free enough to pull himself away. Will felt an itchy sensation that he hoped he was imagining, his heart pounding at how close he’d just come to dying.



The vines had been easy to cut with the machete and his power, but if his wrists had been ensnared before he could have gotten it out… then what? The mental image of him being pulled into the vines, held in place and used as rich fertilizer for some mutant vine network was a bit too close to the plot of a psychological horror movie for his liking.



After spending a few minutes getting dressed and reorienting himself, he traveled half as fast with twice as much caution. He didn’t encounter any more vines or mutants of any sort over the next hour, and the trees began to thin out as the afternoon wore on.



It was a blessing and a curse. He could see more of the area around, enough to get a sense of the rolling hills and a town farther in the distance. He could also be
 seen
 from farther away, a fact which went from being a background concern to deeply unfortunate as the rumble of engines greeted him from somewhere to the east.



Picking up speed, he tried to get a sense of the possible avenues an off-road vehicle might come at him from. He spotted what looked like an old road or logging trail running almost parallel with his own path north. The last thing he wanted was to deviate too much from heading in the direction of the civilized world, but he didn’t have any real option.



The rumble of the engine grew louder even as he shifted his course westward. So loud that he had to look back over his shoulder, dreading what he’d see. An off-road truck was speeding across the clearing, heading straight at him. Will could see at least three supers in it, too many to opt into a fight with.



A flash of movement passed by his left and suddenly, the world was upside down. He landed hard with one arm twisted underneath him, tumbling for a moment before coming to a stop with a general idea of what had happened.
 Gallop
 , a member of the Realists with a superspeed power, had gotten ahead and tripped him.



Will got to his feet as quickly as he could, searching for Gallop while simultaneously trying to get out of the path of the truck. He didn’t manage either, and only by spinning at the last second was able to take a hard but glancing hit off the truck’s bumper and hood instead of being rundown and runover.



A fair deal of laughter and insults followed as the vehicle came to a stop. Will rose to his feet, bruised and battered, but still in one piece. Across from him stood Gallop, Bonespur, and Glass, the latter two looking far too pleased to see him.



“We were just about to turn back,” said Glass. “You know, if you’d stayed in the forest for even just five more minutes, you probably would have made it away.”



Will wiped a few drops of blood from a split lip and rolled out his shoulder. “You should have turned back early. I don’t think this is a fight you want to take.”



He pulled out his machete, but he hadn’t even gotten his fingers curled around it properly before Gallop blurred forward, knocking it out of his hand. Gallop’s power had been too flashy to use much back in prison without major consequences, but he’d done a good deal of bragging about how powerful he was. Will had always assumed he was talking himself up. Apparently not.



“Despot wanted us to give you one final chance, but I just don’t see it,” said Glass. “What do you guys think? You want to risk riding back with Pick and seeing what he pulls next? Or should we end it here?”



Bonespur and Gallop both grinned and shook their heads. Will took a slow step back, pulling out his penknife. If he kept it low and hidden, Gallop wouldn’t be able to see it to do his speedster disarming thing again.



“If you want to end it here, then here I am,” he said. “Come on. Let’s go.”



He flashed a cold smile, radiating as much confidence as he could. His odds were far worse here than they’d been with Despot in place of Gallop, but the longer he could keep them from figuring that out, the better. Glass was still maimed from that fight, and he’d gotten Bonespur pretty good, too. Pain was sometimes enough to make men hesitate.



Not this time, however. Glass spit on the grass and thrust an arm in Will’s direction. A decent pile of broken glass had been piled into the back of the truck, and shards varying in size from bits of hail to sharpened axe heads rushed toward him, gleaming with deceptive beauty in the afternoon sun.



Will hit the ground, covering his head and neck. Most of the shards missed, but a few tore into his back and shoulders, leaving shallow cuts and thankfully not burrowing in. He rose to his feet, eyeing Bonespur, who was generating his bone armor. Gallop was nowhere to be seen, which was concerning.



He spun on reflex, slashing with his penknife. Gallop let out a scream as the blade tore a chunk out of his side, leaving a distinctive divot in his abdomen that must have hurt like hell. Glass waved his hand, sending more shards hissing toward Will.



Gallop was still in reach, and a human shield was a human shield. He seized the speedster by the neck and pulled him in front of himself. Glass was merciful enough to send the shards off course. Gallop spasmed, pulling free from Will’s grip in a blur of motion.



Bonespur rushed forward to do his part, stabbing with two bone spears at once. Will snipped off the point of one with his penknife and spun by the other. He tried to keep dodging as he saw Glass readying another projectile attack out of the corner of his eye, Gallop holding his wound and quickly catching his breath.



It was just too much to pay attention to all at once. Will knew he needed to drop one of them quickly, put the odds more in his favor, but it was easier said than done. Bonespur was keeping his distance, and though Will could cut through the other super’s armor, he didn’t have the range of his machete anymore.



Gallop was suddenly moving again. Will felt a blow land on the back of his head, probably a kick from the heft of it. Black spots danced across his vision as he staggered forward, almost going down. Glass laughed and strode forward.



“What’s it gonna be, Pick?” he asked. “You thought about how you want to die yet?”



Gallop’s hand seized a fistful of Will’s hair. He tried to spin around and slash him, but the speedster was careful to stay just out of range. Glass hovered a shard into the air that could have killed a man by accident and pushed it slowly toward Will’s neck.



This was it. He was annoyed with himself for falling into a situation where he could die at the hands of Despot’s idiot lackeys. He took a breath and tried to accept that at the very least, he would bleed fast enough to skip a fair bit of the pain.



The sound of rushing air and a rustling cape stole everyone’s attention as a new figure dropped into the middle of the action. Will felt an immense amount of relief as he stared at Relic, in costume, standing between him and the glass shard which had been cruising toward his jugular.



She didn’t ask questions or offer them a chance to surrender. The Circlet of Ra briefly lit up with power as it channeled a sun burst that struck down on Bonespur, sending him rolling to the ground with half his body immolated.



Gallop blurred, attacking from behind Relic and just to the left. She blocked his punch, seized his arm, and snapped his elbow like a twig. Glass gaped at the sudden reversal of fortune, slowly creeping backward toward the truck.



“You…” said Glass, shaking his head. “You can’t.”



“I can’t what?” asked Relic. “Deal with a group of escaped prisoners? Actions always have consequences.”



She rose upward, the Cloak of Damascus lifting by the shoulders, and then rushed forward. Glass howled and sent a storm of shards flying her way. One of them tore into the clasp of her cloak, dropping her back to the ground. Relic hit the ground rolling and was on him with her next step, punching him hard enough in the chest to fling him across the clearing and into the side of the truck.



Bonespur had, with impressive endurance, risen to his feet. Will grabbed him by the shoulder and flipped him back to the ground. He brought his penknife up, readying the final strike, and then saw Relic,
 Jess
 , watching him, and decided to simply push the villain away instead.



“Are you alright?” she asked. It was almost as though she’d grown bored with the villains, barely even paying them more than passing attention as Gallop helped Bonespur to the truck, where Glass was already at the wheel, rolling forward toward escape.



“I’m fine,” he said. “But we can’t just let these three escape!”



“I don’t plan to.” She gave him a mischievous smile and wink.



He watched as the truck looped around, heading back the way it had come. It was almost through the path onto the logging road in the trees when Relic sent another sunburst down, wrecking the vehicle and scattering its occupants once more.








CHAPTER 45




 



“Wow,” said Will.



“If my cloak hadn’t been damaged, I’d consider bringing them in,” she said, frowning at the damaged artifact in her hands. “Kind of a pity, given how much they likely know. But those three aren’t what I came for.”



She reached out and touched Will’s cheek. It felt so strange to see her like this, in costume, but acting like Jess instead of trying to run him down like a villain.



He put his hand over hers, feeling the glossy material of her black gloves. With her cloak off, her shoulders were bare, and it was hard for Will to look at her without having his eyes drawn to the tight, corset-style chest piece, cleavage bulging and pulling the draw cords taut across the open gap in the center.



“It’s been a while since you’ve seen me fight in costume, hasn’t it?” said Jess. She was smirking, clearly conscious of the lingering looks he couldn’t help but give her.



“Not that long,” he said.



The three villains were all but forgotten, injured and working to pull one another from the burning wreck of their vehicle. Will started walking alongside Relic, taking a path into the trees that would put them out of sight, though he sincerely doubted they’d be in any more danger.



“It feels a bit like you’ve been avoiding me lately,” she said, with a small, awfully vulnerable sigh.



Will almost admitted that he had—of course he had, she was Relic and when he was out as Decay, avoiding her was priority number one. But she wasn’t speaking as Relic and she hadn’t directed the comment to Decay.



“I haven’t been.” He took her hand again, holding it as they found a path through the trees. “Things have just been busy. But you know me. I enjoy spending time with you. Especially when it’s just us.”



He pulled her closer and kissed her softly on the cheek. She made too much of an effort in not reacting, and he could sense her smile, if not see it.



“That might not have been the best way of phrasing it,” she said. “It’s not just the distance and how busy you’ve been. Will… I need you to be honest with me about what happened here.”



So direct. It was what he loved and hated most about Jess, and he supposed about Relic, too. He wanted to give her as much of the truth as he could.



“I’m guessing Rue and Avery already told you most of it,” he said. “I went looking for Avery after she disappeared in the Exclusion Zone. Right after I found her, the building we were in was swarmed by mutants.”



“She explained that much,” said Relic.



“I had to go down the fire escape once they started getting in,” he said. “I’ve basically been fighting for my life ever since.”



It was all true, to a certain degree, though he was painting with a large brush across the last days’ worth of events. Relic looked skeptical, and he already knew he wasn’t going to get off that easily.



“Those men were escaped prisoners,” she said. “I recognized one of them from the mugshots we have on file. You were incarcerated with them.”



“I was,” he admitted.



“Why were they attacking you?” she asked. “Did they have a grudge against you? Is there something else, LP?”



“Look, I’m sorry, Jess,” he said, squeezing her hand. “I don’t have good answers for you. Can we just keep moving for now and talk about this later?”



“I suppose that’s fair,” she said. “We’ll have to walk back, given that my cloak won’t be flying me anywhere until I get it repaired. But as long as we’re cautious, the mutants shouldn’t be too much trouble.”



“If we can get back to where I first found Avery, we can take my motorcycle up the highway.”



Relic blinked. “… You have a motorcycle?”



“A motorcycle, and the perfect excuse to force you to ride on the back of it.”



“Why did you say that like I’m some kind of killjoy? Just because I’m older than you doesn’t mean I don’t like to have fun.”



“No chastising me about going too fast,” he said, pointing a finger at her.



“Of course not. As long as you keep it safe.”



Relic reoriented them in the direction they needed to be traveling, and they set off. She explained how she’d found him, slowly expanding her search from where Avery had been in the building until she caught sight of the prisoners speeding down the logging trail in their truck.



“I had a hunch,” she said, with a sad smile.



“I’m glad you did.”



She watched him for a couple of seconds, her eyes loving but appraising. “I saw you fighting back against them, just before I joined in.”



“You did?” He winced internally, trying to remember how much he’d used his power, whether he’d given anything away.



“You were so strong and decisive. I’d always imagined you growing up to be… I don’t know. Quieter, I guess. Gentler, maybe.”



“Sorry to disappoint you,” he said, smiling.



“I’m not disappointed!” She pulled him closer, briefly hugging his shoulder. “I was just surprised. Surprised and impressed. You fought like a hero. So much so that I can’t but imagine what you’d be like if you ever… got a second chance at it.”



“I doubt it would be quite as heroic as whatever you’re imagining.”



“Maybe,” she said. “Maybe not. I think you might surprise yourself.”



He didn’t say anything more. It was pointless to talk about, given he would never stand a chance at appealing his suspension with the CA. The smart thing to do was to act like it was a sensitive topic for him, which it kind of was, to keep her intuition from hearing anything coy or secretive leaking out in his voice.



“There’s a river up ahead. I think I crossed over it at a different point. It’ll make for a good spot for us to camp tonight.”



Relic nodded, glancing up at what little they could see of the sky through the canopy of tree branches overhead. “I’d hoped to have you back by tonight. I’ll just have to trust that Rue and Avery can keep from worrying too much.”



“We can just explain that we spent an extra night camping when we get back,” said Will. “Remember all the camping trips we used to go on?”



“I remember lots of complaining from Rue about the bugs and the lack of TV and toilets,” said Relic. “We always did have fun, in the end. I miss that time in our lives.”



She spread her cloak out on a flat portion of grass and sat down on her hip, legs folded modestly underneath her skirt. He flashed back to roasting hotdogs and smores over the fire, climbing trees and collecting firewood. The instances when Halberd would have Avery lead Will and Rue on a hike so the adults could have some alone time.



“I’ll set up the tent,” he said. “My bag took a dip in the water earlier. I’m not sure how much dry food I have left, and I didn’t have much to begin with.”



“I’ll see about starting a fire and catching us a fish,” said Relic.



She sounded so sure of herself that Will didn’t bother to voice his skepticism. He set the tent up, wondering a bit how they were going to handle the sleeping arrangement as he eyed the extremely limited interior.



He spent a while after that collecting firewood, which was a fairly simple task given the amount of dry, fallen wood. Relic returned with a fish as he finished his pile, a large river trout that was just about big enough to feed two people. Will shook his head in amazement.



“With no rod, no bait, no lure, you still manage to come back with a fish,” he said.



“I don’t play fair with my sunbursts,” she said. “It’s, um… already slightly cooked. There was a bit of water boiling involved with the catch.”



“Well, if you can sunburst me a fire, I’ll finish it over the flames.”



She snapped her finger, and the pile of wood Will had carefully collected was instantly torched into a roaring campfire. Will quickly fileted the fish, using his power a bit to make the process trivial, and set the meat up on a makeshift spit.



Relic took her circlet off, shaking her beautiful blonde locks out and, at least in Will’s eyes, becoming
 Jess
 again.



She smiled at him when she saw him watching and shook her head. “What?”



“You look good,” he said, with a shrug.



“Aw, thank you.”



He pulled her into a hug, sinking into the sensation of her body in his arms, so deceptively soft, for all the power she wielded. Jess let out a small, satisfied sigh. Will stroked her hair, kissed her on the cheek, and then again on the lips. He watched for the instant afterward, delighting in the way she looked more pleased than annoyed, lips pursed in an attempt at authority.



“If you keep your eyes on me, you’re going to burn our dinner,” she whispered.



“But after dinner, I can stare at you all I want?”



“Not with
 those
 eyes, mister,” she said. She patted him on the butt and slipped away, sitting down on her cloak again.








CHAPTER 46




 



The fish cooked quickly. Will still had one package of instant rice left, though cooking it in the bag next to an uncontrolled flame was a bit of a challenge. It was slightly on the crunchy side, but neither of them complained as they ate.



An odd silence took up residence between them as they finished. Will sensed the tension between them on multiple levels. It wasn’t just from the way he looked at her, from the affection that sometimes boiled over. Secrets, history, boundaries, in some ways his relationship with Jess was so complicated that even he didn’t understand it or put the feeling into words.”



“Will,” she said, turning toward him.



He slid closer and his ran hand up her side, testing the waters for… what? It was just them in the middle of nowhere, outside of rules and time. He was attracted to Jess, but he’d never stopped to think what he’d do in the moment. When it wasn’t just happening, but he had room to make it happen.



He kissed her again, pushing forward with the kind of aggression he remembered from some of his teenage encounters when sex had been a gravitational force, a boulder rolling down a hill. Was sex what he wanted from Jess, really and truthfully, or was it just about being as close as he could be to her, even if it meant crossing a line?



She kissed him back. Her lips moved with his, her mouth opened and sucked with that same glorious, forbidden need. What did she want? Another question with another multifaceted, incomprehensible answer. He kissed her neck, felt her hand press to his chest, fingers gently digging into muscle.



“Easy.” She cleared her throat, giving him a small pat to stop him, if not make space. “I should take a look at your back. I meant to earlier, but we were on the move, and then busy setting up camp.”



Will tensed as he realized what she was asking and what it would mean for him and his tattoos. “I just tore my shirt. There’s no damage, I already checked.”



“You don’t have a view of your own back, LP,” said Jess. “Let me take a look to make sure. I’ll give you a back rub, while I’m at it.”



He shook his head a bit too forcefully, furiously searching for an excuse, anything that might deter her. “I haven’t bathed in over a day.”



“You can wash off in the river,” said Jess. “I’ll even let you use my cloak as a towel.”



“I…” He scowled. “I can’t.”



“I know.” She touched his face and then his chest again, staring at his shirt as though it wasn’t even there. “I already know.”



“…What?”



“I saw your tattoos, Will,” she said.



His heart sank and then rebounded as he saw the acceptance in her expression. “At the community center?”



“Before that. It was one of the first nights you were back, actually. I was thinking about you late at night and just kind of… ended up in your room, somehow. Your sheets had slid down, and you had your shirt off, and…” She shrugged and looked embarrassed. “I didn’t mean to invade your space in such a creepy way, but it happened. I know you were in a gang.”



He had to tell her. There was no getting around it, but moreover, he wanted her to know the full truth. At least in this one secret, he could finally be honest.



“Not just a gang,” he said. “The Power Realists. The same group that Chauffeur was in, along with the guys who were chasing me this afternoon.”



“LP…”



“I don’t believe any of that stuff,” he said. “Not anymore. I quit while I was still in prison, but it’s not the kind of mistake that just fades into the background.”



Jess let out a breath and nodded. “I didn’t think you still did. I wanted to ask to be sure, but… more than that, I guess I just wanted you to let me in.”



“I want that, too!” he said, with a bit too much force. “Jess… It’s so complicated. There is a part of it I miss, but it’s probably not what you’re thinking. They have such a hateful ideology. I know firsthand, better than anyone. You’d think underneath it, given that it was a prison gang, it would just be a bunch of psychopaths and murderers.”



He ran a hand through his hair. “It’s not about that for most of them, though there are those types within the gang. Most of them are just… rejects, outcasts, people looking for somewhere they fit in. It scares me a little that I still want that, even after leaving the gang. The only other time I felt as though I had that was back with Halberd. Unconditional acceptance, for no other reason beyond showing up.”



He stared down at the grass, wondering if he’d made a mistake by confessing so much to Jess. She ran a hand over his shoulders, slipping it down into his shirt to touch one of the tattoos higher up on his back. The fabric was in tatters, and she made a tutting noise and gently helped him take it off. Sliding in close, she gently kissed him on the cheek.



“I accept you unconditionally, Will,” she whispered. “I love you unconditionally, now and always. All of you.”



 Her hand dropped down to rest on his knee, rubbing a bit, sliding a bit higher than it maybe should have. The tension was deliriously thick on the air. Will’s heart pounded in his chest as he stared into her eyes, caught between decisions as her words hit him on a deep level.



“All of me?” he said.



“…Yeah.”



He kissed her again, matching his earlier aggression with more than just his lips this time. He felt as though she’d given him the okay, somehow, to be open with his feelings, if not act on them. It didn’t make the moment any less complicated, any less ambiguous, but he didn’t care. He loved her just as much as she loved him, and he wanted her to know it, even if his methods were wrong.



Pulling her closer, Will let his fingers slide up the front of her costume, gently plucking each cord holding the front of it closed as though testing for weakness. Jess’s hand was still on his thigh, and one of her fingers brushed against his rapidly hardening cock, pulling back as if she’d just touched a hot iron. He gently took her wrist and pulled it over again, letting it settle on his erection where it belonged.



“What’s… got you so worked up, mister?”



“What do you think?”



He kissed her again. Kissing was so much easier than conversation. He could feel Jess’s body tensing and shifting, responding to him as a man whether she was on board with it or not. The heat of the campfire seemed distant in comparison to the blaze of their bodies, the way her touch smoldered against him even through his jeans.



He touched the cords of her costume again and then risked brushing his palm against her breasts across the outside of the leather. She blinked a few times in rapid succession, seeming to slip through the fog of lust.



“Easy,” she said. “That’s not where you should be touching, and you know it.”



She set her hand over his, gently tugging it downward, but leaving it on her side instead of removing it from her body. Will pressed his lips to hers, hornier than he’d ever been in his life. He wasn’t satisfied yet, but it was thrilling how much she was already letting him get away with.



“What about here?” He slid his hand down to her thigh, almost matching where her own hand still lingered on his leg.



“Will,” she whispered. “This isn’t a game.”



He kissed her neck, his lips dragging upward as he spoke in a whisper. “I’m not playing.”



Jess let out a fluttering noise somewhere in between surprise and pleasure. Will tilted her down to the ground, her blonde hair scattering outward across her cloak. Even in her costume, as Relic, she looked like any other woman on her back, body ripe for the plucking.



He slid between her legs, his kisses traveling up the side of her body, until he was kissing her cheek, the corner of her mouth, her lips. Jess kissed him back automatically, but she tensed as their tongues met, the tension and eroticism balanced on the brink.



“Hold on!” she said, pressing her hands to his chest. “LP, what are you doing?”



He ran his hands over her body, eyes drinking in her plump breasts, the ample curves of her hips and ass. “I want you. It’s true. I’m not going to act like it’s not.”



He started grinding into her, emphasizing his point with his
 point
 . Jess ran her hands over his bare chest, biting her lip, almost but not quite shaking her head.



“You’re confused,” she whispered. “You have to slow down and think.”



“I’ll go as slow as you want me to.”



He groped her thighs, rolling the skirt of her costume up to reveal the rather plain pair of white panties she had on underneath. Jess shot him a glare that looked more forced then threatening and then let out a hot little sigh as he let his thumbs trace the edge of the fabric of her underwear.



“Mmm…” She brought her hands down to cover her crotch, but one of them seemed to go off-script, pressing his hand more tightly against the danger zone. “This isn’t what you want. You’re twenty-one. I remember what guys were like at that age.”



“I know what I want,” he said firmly. “Jess. Just for tonight. Nobody would have to know.”



“
 I
 would know,” she whispered. “It’s wrong, Will. Regardless of how you feel. Regardless of how I feel. We’re family.”



He stared into her eyes, his face heating with shame over that last sentence. It was like trying to douse his lust with gasoline, and he saw Jess bite her lip as he confidently leaned in and kissed her again. She could stop him, and he wouldn’t fight her if she did. But he wasn’t going to be talked out of an attraction this strong, this powerful, even if it was taboo.



“You… have… a girlfriend,” she said, in between intense kisses.



“She wasn’t my girlfriend, and she stopped texting me back.”



“Oh.” Jess made a face and ran her hand through his hair. “I’m sorry, sweetie.”



“I don’t think it would have worked out, anyway,” he said, cupping her cheek.



He leaned in to kiss her again. She didn’t stop him, but she pressed a hand to his chest, slowing him down.



“Is that what this is about?” asked Jess. “Are you trying for a rebound, or whatever the term for that is?”



“Absolutely not!” He set his hand next to her head and glared at her comically. “Compared to you, she was… a distraction.”



“Don’t say things like that.”



“Even if they’re true?”



She sighed and set her hand atop his. Will stretched out next to her, still spooning against her from the side, but giving her room to breathe, and hopefully to come around to his way of thinking.



“I love you,” he said. “So much. If you’re not comfortable, then…”



“It’s not an issue of me being comfortable,” she said. “More that I’m being
 too
 comfortable. Does that make sense?”



“No.”



“You are such a brat sometimes,” she said, smiling at him.



“What if we just enjoy being close to each other?” He pulled her nearer to him, trapping his hard cock against her butt, letting his fingers thread into the cords of her costume. “That’s fine, isn’t it?”



“I… suppose that wouldn’t be going too far.”



“And we can still kiss,” he said, letting his lips brush her neck. “Right?”



“I… like kissing you.”



She turned her head around to face him. Will pressed his lips to hers. Her mouth opened slightly, and the intensity of the kiss peaked, tongues teasing and dancing.



“Mmm.” She ran her hand through his hair again. “Will you at least try to behave?”



“This is me trying.”



She pursed her lips. “Well, try harder.”



“If you insist.”



He slid his hand between her thighs, this time making it into her panties. Jess’s eyes bulged for a moment and then fluttered closed. She reached a hand down as though to stop him, hesitated, and eventually let her fingers settle on his elbow as though reserving the option to take control.



She wasn’t shaved, and Will slowly threaded his way through silky curls as his hand marched downward. Jess made a noise as he began to touch her, tightening her grip on his elbow, but still not stopping him.



“You are definitely up to no good, mister,” she whispered. “You… really shouldn’t be touching me there.”



“What about here?” He let a finger trace her folds, feeling her shift and tense in response.



“Oh, God,” she moaned. “Mmm… Not there, either.”



“Here?” He pressed a single finger into her.



She didn’t answer this time, and her face was contorted with pleasure. She looked so incredible, so beautiful and vulnerable and passionate.



He kept kissing her cheek and the side of her mouth, listening to the pitch of her breathing as it mirrored her arousal. Her lips found his and she kissed him back with no reluctance, hot and horny and just as swept up in the moment as he was.



“Will!” she cried. “You… if you keep going, I’m going to…”



“Going to what?” he whispered teasingly, against her ear.



“Ah!”



She suddenly twisted away from him, tightening her legs and curling halfway up into a ball. Her shoulder shook, giving her away, though it wasn’t as though Will needed confirmation. He’d just made her come.



He wanted to take it to the next level, but it almost felt unfair to press himself onto her right there and then. He did take his pants off, but only to put his body more in contact with her as he gently held her from behind, rubbing a hand along her hip as she caught her breath and came to terms with what had just happened.



“That’s better,” she eventually whispered.



“What?”



“You’re controlling yourself.” She rolled over, propping her head up. “That’s what I want most of all. You can’t be running around wild, Will. You have to understand why limits exist.”



“I do.” He untied one of the cords of her costume, staring her in the eyes with a cheeky half smile as he pulled it loose and moved on to the next. “It’s hard, but I’ll try my best.”



“I’ll hold you to that,” she said, narrowing her eyes. “I look out for you. I’m in
 charge
 of you. If I set a limit, then…”



“I know,” he said. “Just tell me when.”



He pulled her costume open. He remembered when he’d first seen her breasts as Decay, in the heat of battle, how scattered his mind had been in the moments afterward. It was no different now. They were perfect in size and form, buoyant and plump and pale, irresistible hidden treasures.



He had to touch them, and he did, cupping with both palms and feeling the texture of her nipples against bare skin. Perfect, simply perfect. He was aware of what his expression must look like simply from seeing Jess’s reaction, that overly flattered, full-lipped smirk.



“Is it the costume?” she asked. “Seeing me all done up and hanging out all over? I told the designer to pull it in around the edges. Well, to push it out, really.”



“I don’t know what it is,” he said. “I want to know. I’ve been trying to figure it out since I got back. Whatever it is that broke in me to make me feel so…”



He squeezed one of her tits and rocked into her, horny and past the point of caring.



“Oh, Will. You are far from broken. It’s perfectly natural. Well, not exactly the most normal and acceptable attraction in the world, but I get it.” She turned to face him, rising up on her side. “I mean… just for tonight… I mean, you’ll never get to sleep like
 this
 .”



She gave him a small, strangely innocent smile, and waved a hand at his crotch.



“Not with you right next to me,” he growled. “Though, I don’t know if that would be a bad thing.”



“Mmm, that would be a very
 bad
 thing.”



He ramped his kisses up again, his lips expressing the anticipation humming through the rest of his body. He kissed one of her nipples and then sucked on it, gripping her thigh with his other hand. With a rough motion, he tugged at her panties, but she folded her legs and let out a slightly peevish noise.



“Behave,” she whispered. “I’m in charge, remember.”



“For tonight.”



He pulled her closer and let his lips tease her neck as he rolled to mount her, still teasing her panties downward. A firm hand pressed into his chest. A firm hand… with
 superstrength
 behind it.



Jess narrowed her eyes a bit, but she was still smiling in that dangerous way. “For tonight and always, I’m in charge, William. But… that doesn’t have to be such an awful thing, does it?”



She let her hand creep downward until her it was resting on his bulge again. Will was so hard that he was almost in pain from the pleasure. How long had this gone on for, this subtle teasing and foreplay? Did she have any idea how far she’d edged him, how badly he needed to simply…



“What do we have here?” whispered Jess. “Did I really do this to you, LP?”



He smirked at her and pulled his boxers down, savoring the way her eyes flickered at the reveal of his manhood. “See for yourself.”



“You… are going to drive some girl crazy.” She touched it with a finger, smearing the sticky pre-arousal at the tip. “Not just with this, but… with all of you.”



“Looks like you get the preview.”



He leaned in, pressing his mouth to hers. Jess grabbed onto his cock as though it was a handle on a crowded bus, steadying herself as the moment got dirty and wild.



Whether she’d intended to be or not, she was entirely open to him. The more he touched her, the more she reacted. He felt her hand moving up and down, slowly stroking and pumping. He needed more.



There was a trick he’d once teased Liz Lazer with, a way of gently stroking the side of her face downward while sliding upward a bit to make a blowjob just sort of… happen, rather than popping the question or begging. He hesitated—no way it would work on Jess.



He tried it anyway, kissing her three times in a row and then making the not-so-subtle shift to put her nearly on eye level with his cock. She quirked her mouth sideways as though she perfectly understood his game and then shot him a look.



“You are, ahem, rather presumptuous, mister,”



“You bring it out of me.” He stroked her hair and was too horny to resist flexing his hips forward. His cock brushed her lips for the briefest instant and it was like the ringing of the first noontime bell. He nearly lost it and came just from that.



“Close your eyes.” Her hand pressed down on his chest, gently rubbing as though she was trying to soothe him to sleep.



Will closed his eyes… and then immediately reopened them as he felt something wet and warm run up the length of his shaft. He stared in utter disbelief at Jess, tongue out, head leaned sideways, slowly licking his cock.



He’d wanted her to do it, but never in a million years expected it. His thought, shamefully, was that Jess was way sluttier than he’d ever realized, but that didn’t fit it all. It was because she loved him just that much. She loved him and was willing to do something so taboo and wrong, committing her mouth and lips and tongue just for the sake of his pleasure.



“Mmm…” She planted a crown of kisses around the tip of his tool, eyes bursting with pride and affection as though she’d simply found a new part of him to love unconditionally. Slowly, she began to take him into her mouth, cheeks pulling inward as she sucked in earnest.



“Jesus…” He ran a hand through her hair, bobbing her head up and down.



She obliged him at first, maybe even more than most of the women he’d been with would have, dropping her head lower until he was surely tickling the back of her throat. At that point, she grabbed his hand, and with gentle but insistent superstrength, pulled it away.



She kept hold of it, threading her fingers loving through his as she focused on her own technique. Will realized, within a second or two, that she needed no guidance whatsoever. His early thought about her being way sluttier than he’d realized rose back to the fore. Not slutty, just practiced… and a little slutty.



“Jess,” he moaned. The pleasure was unreal, more than anything he’d experienced before. His body curved to meet her mouth like the flex of a bow, every muscle tensing and tightening in anticipation of the oncoming torrent of pleasure.



Her eyes flicked up to stare into his, and that moment was all it took to push him over the edge. Seeing her look at him like that, love and authority along with a tinge of annoyance that she’d caught him breaking one of her rules. It was Jess, so right and so wrong at the same time. Too much.



“Hey!” She pulled her mouth off his cock at the worst possible time. “Eyes, mister. I said—”



He bucked as he came, the first spurt going right where the tip had pointed, which was into Jess’s face. A string of sticky come cut diagonally across her cheek and mouth, with a small bead hanging from the tip of her chin. She blinked in shock and then seemed to realize the situation and quickly closed her lips back around his member.



Suddenly being back in the hot, wet confines of her mouth was like sinking into a warm bath… filled with opium, while having someone feed him grapes, to the backdrop of soft jazz music. Jess was patient, and apparently didn’t mind swallowing. She sucked him off as his orgasm ran its course, and then cleaned him up before dealing with the mess on her face.



“It’s polite to warn a woman before, well, you know.” She gave him an overly serious look as she swept come off her cheek with one hand.



“It just felt so good,” he said. “Jess, you’re incredible at that.”



“Well… thank you.” She shrugged, blushing and looking as if she was trying not to smile. “I love you, Will, but I don’t want you to get confused by this.”



“I won’t.”



He reached for her, knowing that if he started kissing her now, he’d be hard again by the time he was ready to go for round two. Jess sat up before he could pull her in, however, retying the cords of her costume.



“One of us should keep watch now that the sun has set,” she said. “I’m more concerned about the mutants than the escapees, but I’ll keep an eye out for both.”



“We still have a few minutes.” He pulled on his boxers and slid behind her, pulling her into a reverse hug and kissing her cheek.



“Remember what I said earlier,” she whispered, nudging him with an elbow. “It was just for tonight, to simplify our… circumstances. Seriously, Will. It’s not healthy for us to be doing things like that with each other.”



She squeezed his hand, and he squeezed back.



“I know,” he said. “I just… It felt so good.”



“Only because it’s so
 bad
 .”



“Is it?” He kissed her again. “Sex for supers is already a hassle, with birth control and condoms and worrying. Even if we are family, maybe… I mean, maybe we could be even more careful with each other? We trust each other, at least.”



“That wasn’t sex!” said Jess, a bit too defensively. “That was just… We fooled around. On a hot summer night, while lost in the middle of nowhere.”



“That’s all it was?”



“No.” Jess made an irritated noise. “Yes and no. I love you, and that was… it was wonderful for me, too. But we can’t! You already agreed. This has to be a one-time thing, for our sake and for Rue and Avery. That’s just how it has to be. Okay?”



She turned around, and he could see the plea in her expression. She wasn’t asking him to pick up dirty laundry or run an errand. This was a serious request, and his answer would either strengthen their relationship or put a crack in it.



“Okay,” he said. “I love you, and I trust you, and the last thing I want is to make you uncomfortable.”



“Thank you,” she whispered. “I mean, just so you know, I was far from… uncomfortable.”



“Oh, I know.” He smirked and kissed her on the side of the mouth.



“You, young man, need to cool your jets.” She slapped him playfully on the shoulder, turning her face to hide an obvious smile.



“I can take first watch, if you want,” he said.



“I’d appreciate that. I’m going to clean up by the river. I think you got a little something in my hair.”



He laughed and kissed her on the cheek. “I’ll aim better next time.”



Jess growled and poked him in the ribs. As she turned to head toward the water, she hesitated, crossing her arms and looking back at him.



“I really am glad to have you back, LP. I guess… I just wish things were like they were before. Not that I don’t enjoy, er,
 appreciate
 you as a grown man.”



“Are you mad at me for what happened tonight?” he asked.



She seemed to think about it for a second. “No. Not really. To be honest, I feel closer to you than ever… but that doesn’t make what happened between us right. It’s an experience that we’ll have to live with and learn from, to hopefully be better people moving forward. Right?”



Her words seemed to echo through his head, familiar from a different context.



“Right,” he said.








CHAPTER 47




 



FIVE YEARS EARLIER



 



Halberd put the car in park and leaned back in his seat, staring down the road at their destination. It was an old auto shop, unassuming and a fair distance outside the city, but it matched the address divulged by the gang member who’d been waiting for them in their apartment.



“Well, this is it,” said Halberd. “Depending on who is inside this place, it could be the final fight.”



“I’m ready,” said Lockpick.



“You’re not coming,” said Halberd. “Get behind the wheel and stay here. You’re the getaway driver for tonight, LP.”



He pulled out his flask, which he’d taken to carrying everywhere with him again, and took a long sip. He made as though to offer it to Lockpick before thinking a moment and deciding a sober getaway driver was a competent getaway driver.



“You can’t do this alone,” said Lockpick. “You need me.”



“I need you safe,” said Halberd. “The odds… might not be all that great for this one.”



“Which is all the more reason why I should be with you!” Lockpick slapped a hand against the dashboard. “I can fight. Hell, I’ve fought some of these guys before.”



“I know.”



“You’ve brought me with you before! When we first faced down Shade and you tried to make a deal with him. I held my own!”



“I know.”



“Then… why?” Lockpick hated how his voice sounded, frustrated and cracking around the edge with emotion.



Halberd steepled his fingers and then let them roll inward, pressing his knuckles together in serious thought. “I did take something away from rehab, LP. Maybe not the intended lesson, but certainly one I needed. Keeping you out of danger takes priority over anything in my life, and I’ve done a piss poor job of it.”



“I can heal myself,” said Lockpick. “I’m capable of taking anyone in a fight.”



“You’re close,” said Halberd. “Someday, I have no doubt that you’ll be one of the strongest supers alive. So, my job as your father is to make sure you stay alive until that day.”



He smiled. Lockpick could tell that he was at least a little drunk, if not buzzed on his pills, but he looked confident and capable, more so than he had in weeks.



“Do you trust me?” asked Halberd.



“Sort of,” muttered Lockpick.



“Then stay out here. Wait for me to come out. If you hear the sound of a fight and I’m not the one who comes out of that door, drive away as fast as you can. Don’t stop driving until you’re sure you’re safe.”



He tussled Lockpick’s hair and climbed out of the car without another word. He wasn’t in costume, but watching him approach the auto shop’s entrance felt like watching a hero. He felt a sneaking suspicion that it was the last time he was going to watch Halberd do anything heroic.



Lockpick switched to the driver’s seat, holding onto the wheel far tighter than he needed. His frustration was like a physical thing, sandpaper itching at his neck, his temples. Halberd was going to need him. He should have gone in, too, and he wanted to go in now.



He tightened his grip on the wheel, not wanting to let his hands rest at his sides. Not wanting to see if they trembled. He wasn’t scared, but the memory of the night when the apartment had been broken into, along with being on the run afterward… it was hard to shake off.



Something resembling a muffled shout came from the auto shop. Lockpick’s first instinct was to look away, try to just be somewhere else mentally to endure the moment, but he couldn’t do it. It was all going to happen whether he looked or not.



Halberd wanted me to stay in the car
 , he told himself.



He grabbed the door handle and started pulling on it.



He had reasons for leaving you behind. You don’t know what’s going on.



He pushed the door open and climbed out of the car. The night air was surprisingly cold. A gunshot came from the auto shop, and Lockpick was moving, sprinting down the street, across the parking lot, up to the door.



His first impulse was to kick it in, but that seemed a bit too theatrical for his skillset. He tried the handle and cut it open when he found it locked. The scene on the other side was complete, unabridged chaos.



Halberd was in the center of it all, jacket half torn open with one sleeve visibly singed, swinging a conjured axe around like a maddened barbarian. Seven men circled around the large, open garage, a few attempting to engage with Halberd using their powers, others patting down a fire creeping up the wall in the corner.



One of the gang members tried to make a shield of ice to block Halberd’s next attack. The axe cut right through it, sinking deep into the chest of the man behind it. Halberd roared as he spun into a backswing, sending a short man with what looked like glowing gemstones in one hand flying into a pile of old tires.



Lockpick stared, unsure of what to do, how to help. It was one thing to come to Halberd’s aid, but the specifics of where he should stand, who he should attack, how to not get domed by that crazy axe in the process… easier said than done.



“Hello.”



A familiar voice, gravelly like a centenarian smoker, came from behind him and to the left. Lockpick spun around, his heart pounding against his ribs as he stared into the dark, insubstantial face of
 Shade
 .



All the fear came back in a rush, the way these men had invaded his home, chased after him, relentless and ruthless and seeming unstoppable. Except… He remembered fighting Shade before, back when Halberd had first tried to make a deal with Marauder’s underling. He remembered cutting Shade, how easy it had been to cause the kind of pain he was being threatened with.



Shade let out a rolling, multifaceted laugh, and held a hand out toward him. “You know how this goes. Be a good little boy and hand over that—”



“GRAAHHHH!” Lockpick’s scream was a wordless, ugly thing. Not exactly something he’d add to his highlight reel, but it captured his mood. He flung himself forward, trying to grab Shade before remembering that the super was incorporeal, impossible to touch.



He slashed with his penknife instead. Shade let out a surprised gasp of pain in response to the first attack… and then, other noises, as Lockpick continued to cut.



He bellowed, crouched down on one knee over Shade, still hacking into him even as the shadow began to dissolve and reveal flesh behind it. It was… messy. Hospital messy. Raw hamburger messy. His arm kept going, but in his gut there was a horrifying lurch, as though he’d been blindfolded to hit the pinata only to take it off and see that he’d killed someone in his eagerness.



And this time, he was pretty sure he’d killed someone.



“LP!” cried Halberd. “Car, car, car!”



They both began running, Halberd dragging Lockpick the first few steps before actually lifting him into the air and carrying him the last stretch. Lockpick was dazed, and he couldn’t figure how to close his penknife. The catch was all wet and sticky and red.



They were driving. Halberd was talking, but the words weren’t reaching him at first. They stopped, which he thought meant that they’d gotten far enough away to be safe. Halberd gingerly took his penknife out of his hand and wiped the blood off with an old napkin.



“That’s why I wanted you to stay behind,” said the older man.



“I… helped,” said Lockpick. “Just like last time.”



“Yeah, well…” Halberd shrugged. “I didn’t show up with the intention of killing anybody last time.”



“I… think I… might have.” He looked at Halberd, unable to comprehend it, let alone say it.



Halberd chuckled, punched him in the shoulder, and pulled out the flask.



“Hey, I got three of them,” he said. “Maybe four. I saw one guy go down, but he had some kind of chameleon power that hid him afterward.”



Lockpick took a sip from the liquor. His hands weren’t shaking anymore, at least.



“What… do we do now?” he asked.



Halberd nodded toward the window. They were in the parking lot of some motel. Of course.



“We hole up for the night. Clean ourselves up. Figure it out tomorrow.” Halberd shrugged. “The police or the Champion Authority might look into the matter if the thugs left don’t do a good job of cleaning up. Maybe I should have left one of them standing. Well, I’ll be sure to… Hey. LP?”



Lockpick blinked, staring out the window as Halberd snapped fingers in front of his face.



“Listen to me,” said Halberd. “Things got out of hand. Things happened. I’m far from the best person to be teaching you this lesson, but sometimes, you have to keep moving. You did something bad. Hurt someone. Killed someone. You gotta live with that, learn from it if you can, and next time… be better.”



“Be better… how?”



“The older you get, the more that’s up to you.” Halberd gently pried the flask from Lockpick’s hands and took a long sip. “That was the message they kept hitting me with in rehab. I think I learned it in my own kind of way, but at least you’re safe.”



He climbed out of the car. Lockpick followed after him, still dazed, but his hands were working again.



“You want me to cut the door on one of the rooms?” he asked.



“No,” said Halberd. “Let’s pay the honest way tonight.”








CHAPTER 48




 



“I’m not getting on the back of that thing,” said Jess.



“Oh, come on!” Will came around to the other side of the motorcycle and patted the seat. “It’s perfectly safe!”



“You don’t have one helmet, let alone two.”



“I did have one helmet, but I’m assuming one of the mutants ran off with it,” said Will. “They were these raccoon hybrid things. Probably thought the strap would be fun to test their thumbs on.”



Jess sighed and folded her arms. “This is an awful idea. What were you thinking when you bought this thing?”



“That motorcycles are awesome.” He came around behind her and extended an arm as though pointing out a scenic vista. “Just imagine. The wind in your hair, the sun on your face. We’ll get home ten times faster and have fun doing it.”



Jess turned around and scowled at him, though it was a touch less than serious. “You’re buying a helmet as soon as we get back.”



“New helmet, check.”



“Do you even have your motorcycle license?”



“I have experience,” he said. “The next best thing.”



“William Carrol Sorling!”



He gave her his most charming smile, kissed her on the cheek, and patted the back of the seat. She sighed but joined him after a few seconds, still letting her chastising reach his ear. All of her normal, motherly concerns were amplified to the tenth degree by what she deemed to be a dangerous behavior.



She continued to be a backseat driver as they first navigated their way out of Wickwater, and Will took too much pleasure in the way she clung to him once they were on the highway and really accelerating. At that point, he felt her relax and got the distinct impression that she was even having fun.



It was a straight shot back to the civilized world, and they reached the fence by late that afternoon. Jess put her circlet back on to present as Relic to the two gate guards, who were clearly stunned to see anyone coming north through the Exclusion Zone.



Will took them through Lancaster City slowly, not wanting any trouble so near to the finish line. He was exhausted by the time they finally reached and came to a stop outside the house. Jess took his hand as he killed the engine and climbed off the bike.



“Look, what happened last night…” She winced and looked down at the ground.



“I know,” he said. “Not a word.”



“Thank you,” she said. “I’m sure we’ll both have clearer heads once we get some rest. We can talk more about it if it’s still troubling you at all after that.”



“It’s not troubling me,” he said.



He saw a flicker of a smile on her face.



“Good,” she said. “I feel close to you, Will.”



They headed inside. Jess called out to Rue as they entered the living room, but it was a blanket-covered lump on the couch that reacted first.



“Mom!” cried Avery. “LP!”



She ran forward, clad only in her underwear and a falling sheet. Avery hugged Jess fiercely, and then all but fell onto Will, kissing him on both cheeks and at least once full on the lips.



“Um,” said Jess. “That’s a very affectionate greeting, Avery. Maybe you should, you know, give Will some space?”



“Does Will want me to give him space?” asked Avery. She raised one leg up along his side, blurring the line between hugging him and humping him somewhat.



“LP!” Rue bounded down the stairs, but instead of glomming onto the group hug, she punched him in the shoulder. “You aren’t supposed to lose your phone, you idiot! How did you expect me to do anything to help you after that?”



“Yeah, right, it’s my fault for losing my phone,” he said, dryly. “If you care so much, buy me a new one.”



“As if,” she said, grinning. “I’m not spending a cent of my money on covering for your mistakes.”



“Since when do you have money?” asked Avery.



“I think I’m going to get some rest,” said Will, gently prying himself free of Avery and Rue and heading toward the stairs. “Dinner?”



“Takeout,” said Jess. “Rue, Avery, I leave you both in charge. I’m taking a bath.”



There were a fair number of questions and worries, but Will weathered it with a smile. He was home.
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