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PART ONE: THE HONORABLE BROTHER



 










CHAPTER 1




 



In Will’s honest opinion, the day was far too hot to be wearing pants. He was outside, clad in two-thirds of a full suit, arms and legs covered from wrist to ankle under the sweltering ninety-degree sun. Pit stains were back in fashion.



“Why do we have to come along again?” asked Rue.



“Because I said so,” said Jess, over the clack of her high heels against the sidewalk.



“That’s not a reason,” said Rue. “LP, back me up on this.”



“My heart wants to, but this is church we’re talking about,” he said. “We’re apparently going. For better or for worse.”



“Exactly,” said Jess. “Sister Ivy extended her invitation to all of us. It would seem strange if I showed up to a place of community and worship by my lonesome.”



She flashed a radiant smile, and Will got the sense that she could show up alone just about anywhere she wanted and get away with it. She looked incredible even in her boring church clothes, the combination of a conservative white blouse and a long, pleated skirt still a visceral delight with her natural blonde beauty as a backdrop.



“Why isn’t Avery here, then?” asked Rue.



“She’s on her way,” said Jess. “She had a late night looking in on one of her clients.”



“She told you that?” asked Will.



“Yeah. Talked to her this morning.”



Will let it drop. He and Avery had been seeing each other often across the past week, continuing to have extremely excellent and extremely confusing sex. Forbidden sex. She’d been busy the past two nights, which was fine, but she’d been vague about the details. He had a suspicion.



“Hey.” Jess stepped closer and touched his hand. “What’s wrong?”



“You’re sure she was out with one of her clients?” he asked.



“That’s what she told me,” said Jess. “Why?”



“Just curious,” he said.



It was hard not to be, knowing what he knew. Avery was still fighting a battle against her pill addiction, though she’d cut back significantly. She was tapering down from the highs she’d reached in the Exclusion Zone, taking fewer and fewer pills each day to give herself a gentle landing when she finally quit completely.



That was how she’d explained it to him. It was a lot harder for Will to trust the process when he was hearing her excuses secondhand from Jess.



“Do we have to stay for the whole thing?” asked Rue.



Jess stared at her blankly. “Yes, Rue. It won’t kill you.”



Rue slowed down and let herself fall behind like she used to back when she was younger and found it far too embarrassing ever to be seen walking alongside her mother.



“It literally might,” she called.



“It literally won’t,” said Will. He let her catch up with him and offered her his arm. “Come on. It’ll be cooler inside the church.”



 



***



 



It wasn’t cooler inside the church, just louder, with the faint musk of humanity that came from having so many people in an enclosed space with no central air. Will hadn’t been to church since back when Halberd had gone through his religious phase when they were still in the Crimson Five, and it had been to a different church way back then.



He’d forgotten about this part, the way everyone exchanged pleasantries and peacocked about in their best clothing. He felt immediately judged by dozens of sets of eyes, which shouldn’t have surprised him.



After all, he was a somewhat infamous villain living in a small city he’d once protected. He might not know these people, but they knew him. Jess and Rue walking to his left and right also added to it, both gorgeous enough to draw heaps of attention on their own.



Jess said hi to a few people, smiling warmly, the pearls of her earrings glinting as she walked under a sunbeam. Will found them a spot to sit, still half dragging Rue along with him.



“Ugh,” she said, dropping down onto the bench. “What a waste of time.”



She stretched against the backrest, arching like a bow and crossing her legs. The dress she was wearing was black and printed with sunflowers, a thin summer thing that Jess had nearly vetoed as being too flirty for church. Rue pulled her arms in as she sank back down into a seated position, the motion creating a brief swell of cleavage.



“You look nice,” said Will.



“I could look nice at home,” said Rue. “But thanks.”



“Why don’t you put your hair into a ponytail more often?” He reached a hand behind her head and gently tapped the poofy end of it. The way her tight curls pulled back had a wild edge to it that suited her well.



“I could,” said Rue. “This isn’t like some weird boy thing where you just want one more thing to tug on, is it?”



He let his fingers shift from brushing to gently pinching and then gave a small but firm pull. Rue exhaled in an interesting way and pushed his shoulder, trying not to smile and failing more than succeeding.



“Now that’s an idea,” said Will. “You should put your hair in a ponytail the next time you stream.”



“Maybe I will,” she said. “But can we not talk about that while we’re at church?”



“Why, you don’t think Jesus would approve?”



She pushed him again. “Don’t be gross.”



He tapped her ponytail again, hand poised as though considering whether to yank it. Rue bit her lower lip, not quite managing to pull off her glare. Will wondered if there was a certain age when pulling a girl’s hair shifted from teasing to, well…
 teasing.



“Can the two of you be cordial with each other for five minutes without me breathing down your necks?” asked Jess.



“We’re grown adults,” said Rue. “And besides, he pulled my hair.”



“She pushed me.” Will smiled and flicked Rue in the shoulder. “Any word from Avery?”



“She texted me to say that she’s on her way,” said Jess. “Are you planning on spending the night at her place again, LP?”



He blinked, almost tripping over the question. There was no suspicion in Jess’s voice that he could hear, but still… Did she wonder at all why they’d been spending so much time together?



“Maybe,” he said.



“What do you guys even do, anyway?” asked Rue.



Slightly more suspicion there, and he gave her as much honesty as he could.



“Drink beer and watch movies, mostly,” he said. “You should join us sometime.”



“Eh,” said Rue, interest deflated.



Jess set a finger to her lips and softly shushed them as Father Darkeye made his way up to the pulpit. He looked young for an old man, his gray hair still relatively thick and uniform, his face healthy behind the obvious wrinkles.



“Peace be with you,” said Father Darkeye.



A rumble of response came from the congregation. Father Darkeye let the silence linger for a moment before beginning his sermon in a deep, God-fearing voice.










CHAPTER 2




 



To Will’s own credit, he really did try to listen respectfully. He found it rather hard to stay tuned in at first, eerily similar to what he remembered of church as a child, lots of emphasis and enthusiasm that was hard to connect to. His mind kept picking for flaws, and not without good reason.



The Second Advent had orchestrated Chauffeur’s early release, all but handing him a position that let him operate as a tool of the Power Realists on the outside. It was an act in line with their beliefs, giving a super who claimed to have accepted Jesus a second chance and a place within their hierarchy.



Will had never seen the appeal of an organized religion that worked supers into divinity, which made him that much more surprised when he found himself being slowly drawn in by the nature of Father Darkeye’s sermon.



“A purposeful life,” said Father Darkeye. “A moral life. An aligned life, where we take joy in serving the Lord through helping our community, our family, and each other. It sounds easy, but none of us get there overnight.”



He smiled and held a palm up. “There is a gap, for many of us, in who we are. A gap between our best and worst selves. Who we are during the day, and who we are at night. God wishes above all else, for us to close that gap and live with purpose.”



Will heard Rue sigh and sink lower into the bench alongside him. She had her phone out and was trying to keep it from Jess’s view, which necessitated her leaning in a manner that let Will see almost straight down her shirt.



There was a gap, alright. Between who he was during the day, and who he was at night. His best self, taking care of Jess and Rue and Avery. His worse self, his urges, the constant temptation.



What would closing that gap and living a “purposeful life” even look like for him? A standard 9-5 instead of nightly outings as Decay? A girlfriend he could court openly without stepping across any illicit boundaries?



A part of him wanted that, but not really. A part of him
 wanted
 to want that.



The church’s door opened, and Will glanced back to see Avery trying to slip into the congregation without attracting too much attention to her lateness with partial success. She walked down the side aisle toward where the rest of them were sitting, but simply waved with one hand and continued by them, in the direction of the bathroom.



“Where is she going?” whispered Rue.



“Shhh…” shushed Jess.



Will frowned as he mulled over the same question. He waited for a few minutes, long enough for someone to use the restroom in a reasonable timeframe, and then slipped by Rue into the aisle.



The church had gendered bathrooms, which left Will with a conundrum as he stood outside the ladies’ room. He could simply knock and get Avery’s attention, but if she was doing something illicit, something possibly involving pills, giving her pre-warning would do her no favors in the long run.



He listened with his ear against the door, feeling super creepy but wanting at least some confirmation that it was just Avery inside, and then pushed into forbidden territory. Avery was at the mirror, adjusting one of her contacts.



“In case you didn’t notice, this is the women’s bathroom, Will,” she said.



“I noticed.” He folded his arms and leaned against the sink. “Is there anything you want to disclose about why you’re arriving so late?”



“What?” she snapped, waving her free hand. “You think I need to sneak away to snort a line of crushed-up Percocet to make it through a sermon? I mean, I’m sure it would make for a more interesting time, but the reality is I just needed to clean one of my contacts.”



“You didn’t answer the question,” said Will. “Come on, Avery. Be honest with me.”



“I’m too tired for this right now,” she said, scowling at him. “Just go, please. Let me use the bathroom in peace.”



He felt a flash of anger at the way she disregarded his concern. There was a knock at the door before it could build to anything. Will winced as Sister Ivy poked her head into the bathroom.



“Is everything alright…?” Ivy’s eyes narrowed into slits behind her glasses. “This is the women’s bathroom. I’m going to have to ask you to leave.”



“It’s fine,” said Avery. “It’s my brother.”



“I was just checking in on her,” he said.



“That doesn’t make it any better,” said Ivy. “I have to insist.”



Will sighed and followed her out. The feeling of being judged from before became a palpable, roiling sense of shame as Sister Ivy led him back into the main room like a student who’d been caught skipping class… in the women’s bathroom. A few people even shook their heads at him, and he could all but hear what they were thinking.



Lockpick. The supervillain. What was he even doing there?



Jess looked concerned and slightly disappointed as he took his seat again. Father Darkeye’s sermon shifted into talking about boundaries and behavior, and each point felt as though it applied to Will’s recent misadventures of vigilantism and sexuality with stinging precision.



Avery did eventually come out and join them. Will endured, and when the sermon finally reached its end, he let out a massive sigh of relief… which soon proved to be premature.



People began socializing again, and Will felt even more like a black sheep than he had when he’d arrived. Jess was smiling and laughing with a small group of people. Rue had spotted her friend Becca in attendance, and the two of them were standing near the door discussing their outfits. Avery was talking with an older couple who seemed to know her from somewhere.



He stood apart from everyone, less out of choice and more because it seemed as if the congregation had chosen to ignore him. Which was fine by him. It only chafed because of how much it reminded him of his first few days in prison, when he hadn’t known anybody, but everybody had
 known
 him. Lockpick, the fallen superhero.



“William.” Father Darkeye seemed to just appear from behind him. “May we talk for a moment?”



The old priest set a hand on his shoulder and gave him a tight smile.



“Of course,” said Will.



He followed Father Darkeye into the church’s back room, where he took a seat across from the other man’s desk. It was, unsurprisingly, hard to keep his mind from jumping to the time he’d broken into the church and rifled through the surrounding space. It was possible that was what this conversation was going to be about.



“I was happy to see you decided to join your mother and sisters in attendance today,” said Father Darkeye. “Your family might not be members of the congregation, but we’re always happy to have you.”



“It’s probably not going to become a regular thing,” said Will.



“That’s a shame.” Father Darkeye gave him that empty smile again, folding his arms atop the desk. “I was hoping you might be of a different mindset after seeing how closely you listened to my words.”



“You can give a good sermon,” said Will, with a shrug. In truth, it had hit too close for him to not listen, not feel a certain amount of shame about his decisions, recent and ancient.



“I wanted to talk to you about the help you’ve been providing us in our approach to handling the prison break,” said the priest. “Your advice has been, to put it bluntly, invaluable, and it comes from a place of compassion. You understand the mindset of the people we’re after.”



“I can’t tell if that’s a compliment,” said Will.



“It is, and it brings me to my point.” Father Darkeye laced his fingers together. “Have you considered getting more involved with the church?”



Will blinked, biting back his first answer, a blasphemous
 hell no
 . “It hasn’t really crossed my mind, to be honest.”



“You’re a young man with a… colorful past, so that’s completely understandable. If you think about what it would entail, you might see that the Second Advent has quite a lot to offer someone like you.”



“I’m sorry, I’ll save you the effort of doing a full pitch. I don’t think it would be a good fit.”



He made to stand up. Father Darkeye held up a hand.



“You’d be able to get involved again, if you wanted,” said Father Darkeye. “In the field, Will. Being a member of the Second Advent entitles you to similar privileges as having a license through the Champion Authority. Through us, you could operate as a hero again.”



Will hesitated, suddenly conflicted. It was hard to turn over the conflict of emotions. He’d never stopped to think much about how he was viewed in the world, as
 Lockpick
 , after his stint at supervillainy with Halberd. He hadn’t thought about it because it was painful, feeling the weight of his own crimes and the world’s judgment.



It was like having the start of his own redemption arc dangled in front of him. To actually operate as a hero again, step back into the shoes of Lockpick to restore his public image. He hated how much he wanted it, the superficial approval of society.



It wasn’t being back in the Crimson Five, but it was as close to a do-over as he was liable to get. He could fight to defend the city again. Fight alongside Jess,
 Relic
 ¸ at a time when she most desperately needed his help.



Brother Lockpick
 . He felt strange turning the title over on his tongue.










CHAPTER 3




 



“Give it some thought,” said Father Darkeye. “That’s all I ask. I think you’d be a good fit for the Second Advent. Truly, I do.”



They returned to the church’s main area. Father Darkeye introduced him to a few prominent members of the congregation, not supers themselves, but upstanding community members. They seemed a lot more willing to be amicable toward him with the leader of their flock standing by his side, treating him like a human.



“Was Lisa feeling under the weather?” asked Father Darkeye.



“I didn’t hear from her,” said an older woman. “Strange. I hope nothing’s the matter.”



“Perhaps I’ll take a walk to her house and check in on her,” said the priest, with a gentle smile.



 Will headed over to meet up with Jess and Rue, who were waiting for him. Rue was on her phone, but Jess saw his expression and frowned a little.



“Is everything alright?” she asked.



“Everything’s fine,” he said. “Father Darkeye just wanted to thank me for all the help I’ve given the heroes.”



“Oh,” said Jess. “Well, that was nice of him.”



He wanted to tell her about the offer, but he felt uneasy about how she might react. He wasn’t even sure how he would ideally want her to react, whether he sought encouragement or to be talked out of it.



He walked with them outside the church, where a large group of people was already heading off to continue the morning with Sunday brunch. Avery caught up with them, and Jess ushered her in close.



“Why don’t we go out to eat, too?” asked Jess. “We could go to that diner near the house, where—”



A shout came from the other side of the building. A man stood in the middle of the church’s parking lot, in the middle of a confrontation with Brother Cartwheel. Will recognized him instantly and grabbed Jess’s shoulder.



“That’s
 Whiplash
 ,” he said. “He’s one of the escapees.”



Brother Cartwheel apparently realized it too, holding his arms out and trying to talk the villain down. Whiplash was tall and muscular with long, scraggly hair, a modern-day barbarian with a matching power. He set a hand on the car he was next to, and it began to jerk back and forth until it eventually flipped into the air.



Brother Cartwheel leapt out of the way with superhuman agility, the vehicle barely missing him as it landed in a crash of glass and metal. Will and the others were already moving, falling into a familiar formation as they sprinted across the asphalt.



“Lockpick, get behind him!” hissed Jess. “Kestrel, be ready to pull people out of the way, but only fly if you have to. Cammie, watch the area. See if he’s alone.”



She even looked like Relic with her impossibly confident posture, as ready to fight in her church clothes as she would have been in costume. Will suspected that the only artifact she had with her from which to draw power was the Cord of Achilles. She could summon the Sacred Scepter if she wanted to, but he knew she wouldn’t take the risk of exposing her identity.



“Whiplash!” he shouted, circling around back. “Mind explaining why you’re harassing innocents on a Sunday morning?”



“He was mixed in with the crowd,” shouted Brother Cartwheel. “I think he was trying to spy on us or plan an attack!”



He tried to grab Whiplash again, but the villain was fast and strong and sent the Second Advent clergyman flying with a spinning throw. Will attacked, throwing a hard punch to the side of the head that he knew the prison-hardened super had the instincts to block or dodge.



There was a crunch as his fist somehow connected with the other man’s skull. Whiplash reacted slowly, growling and lunging at Will. Jess was there before he could make contact, seizing Whiplash and slamming him backward into a parked truck.



Sister Ivy was on the edge of the fray, but her power worked well enough from there. Tendrils of a nearby bush wrapped around Whiplash’s legs, locking him in place for an instant. Brother Cartwheel returned to brawling with the man but was quickly overwhelmed and tossed aside by the sheer force of Whiplash’s erratic throws.



“Watch out!” shouted Will.



He pulled out his pen knife as Whiplash shifted direction and launched himself toward Jess. He didn’t want to use his power in front of her or the church’s congregation, but it was a trade-off he’d make for the sake of keeping her safe.



Avery shot sideways, flying just above the ground to keep her power from being too conspicuous. She slammed into Whiplash’s side, but her petite build made it more of an annoyance than a tackle.



The villain seized her by the leg and let out a snarl as he whipped her downward against the asphalt. Avery shielded her head against the impact, but she still shouted in pain from the rough landing.



The extent of her reaction went beyond just that. Will saw her face contort, and the truck Jess had thrown Whiplash into lifted a couple of inches into the air, held by raw psychic power. It flipped over onto the supervillain, catching him completely off guard and effectively pinning him under the vehicle.



Anyone would have screamed from the pain of being crushed under two tons of metal… anyone, except Whiplash, apparently. His expression took on an oddly blank cast, almost tranquil, and he was totally silent as Jess lifted the truck with one hand while dragging him out with the other.



“I’ve got him,” she called.



“The Drifters are on their way to apprehend him officially,” called Father Darkeye.



Will hurried to Avery’s side. She was still on the ground, knees red and bleeding from her earlier fall, and an ugly bruise already purpling across her shoulder.



“Are you alright?” he asked.



“Fine,” she muttered, pushing his helping hand away.



Sister Ivy wrapped Whiplash up in a cocoon of grass, tree branches, and bush tendrils. Jess hurried over to Avery as soon as she was sure the villain was safely constricted.



“Avery!” she said. “You’re bleeding! Did you hit your head? Do you need me to—”



“Jesus, I’m fine!” she said.



“I saw the truck,” whispered Jess. “Your power. Did you… lose control?”



“Would you stop already?” snapped Avery.



“Stop what?” asked Jess. “I’m worried about you.”



“Well, don’t be. This is what you wanted, isn’t it? I joined in the fight, and I’ll be doing that fairly often now that I’m back in costume.”



“I’m aware of that.” Jess tried to set a hand on her shoulder, but Avery shrugged it away.



“Then quit trying to micromanage my safety and let me breathe. This is what you wanted when you pushed me to start doing the heroine thing again. Live with it. I certainly have to.”



She stomped away from them, shooting a glare over her shoulder that threatened anyone who dared follow.



“She’s been a little moody lately,” said Jess. “I’m worried about her.”



“So am I,” said Will. “She might just need some time to cool down. I’ll head over to her place later and check up on her.”



“Thanks, LP,” said Jess. “It makes me happy to see how close the two of you have gotten.”



He smiled through a wince. “Yeah. We’re definitely close.”










CHAPTER 4




 



It wasn’t until later that evening that Avery finally texted Will and invited him over. He rode his motorcycle across town, torn between concern and a growing sense of excitement as he found a spot in the parking lot and took the elevator up.



Avery was wearing a lot less than she had been at church when she opened the door, a thin, flirty, kimono-style night-robe. Her red hair was slightly damp, her piercings were out, and her legs looked as if they’d just been shaved, which was always a telling detail.



“Hey,” she said, with a smile.



“Hey.” He leaned against her doorframe. “How are you feeling?”



“I didn’t ask you to come over to pick up from where Mom left off,” said Avery. “Can we skip over the part where you act super worried about me and just watch a movie or something?”



She nudged her foot against his shoe, her smile shifting in a dangerous direction. It was always like this when he came over to Avery’s. The question of how durable their relationship was, whether one or both of them would snap to their senses and call the whole thing off always hung over the start of each interaction.



“Let’s start with a movie and see how long we last before we get to the
 or something
 ,” he said, smirking.



“Mmm, I like the sound of that.” She moved aside, and Will stepped into her apartment.



He was genuinely worried about her, and it wasn’t unjustified. The power break she’d suffered during their time in the Exclusion Zone had contained a concerning element of self-harm. If the encounter with Whiplash had gone on a little longer, pushed her closer to the edge, what might have happened?



“I can’t believe Mom decided to drag us to church,” said Avery. “She’s still stuck in the mindset of us all being kids.”



“I don’t know if that’s fair,” said Will. “I think she realizes that we’ve grown up.”



He rubbed his neck, trying not to think of his and Jess’s little camping trip on the way back through the Exclusion Zone. She gotten a taste of how much bigger he’d grown, that was for sure, but Avery’s point still chafed at him. Jess did have a habit of treating him like a child sometimes.



“Father Darkeye certainly knows how to rock a sermon,” said Avery, with a sigh. “I paid particular attention to the stuff he said about respecting boundaries and avoiding temptation.”



“Oh, I bet you did.”



Avery nodded and brought him over a beer. “It honestly did make me feel so bad when I texted you. Not… necessarily in the fun way, either.”



She sat down on the couch, leaving a decent gap between them.



“We can just watch a movie,” he suggested. “Eat dinner. Enjoy each other’s company.”



“We could,” she said, with a nod.



Despite his words, Will was already starting to get hard. It was always like this with Avery, the two of them acting normal and dancing around what they wanted until the need reached a bursting point and they were on each other like horny teenagers.



He cleared his throat. “Father Darkeye asked me if I wanted to join.”



“Join what?”



“The Second Advent,” he said. “As a lay brother, or templar, or whatever.”



“Brother Lockpick?” Avery let out a laugh and shifted sideways, pressing her feet into one of his legs. “Hilarious. You wouldn’t last a week.”



“Do I really strike such an irreverent tone in my daily life?”



“All of the Second Advent clergy are celibate, in case no one told you.” She slid one of her feet into his lap and wiggled her toes. “I’d be surprised if you even made it three days.”



“I made it for two years and then some in prison.”



“Doesn’t count. It’s not as though you had much choice about it. If the temptation isn’t there, abstaining is hardly a virtue.”



Will smiled and grabbed her foot, toying with her toes. “As if you’re any better.”



“Are you sure you want to pick that fight with me, William?” asked Avery. “I’m a woman. We have our ways when it comes to the economy of sex.”



“I’d hardly describe you as
 frugal
 , then.”



“How dare you!” she said, with a smile. “You think you could hold out longer than me?”



“Long enough to wipe that smile off your face.”



“Big words, Brother Lockpick,” said Avery. “Sure you can back them up?”



She shifted herself around, sliding to sit next to him and not so subtly letting her robe drift open. Will could see the edge of a tan line that he desperately wanted to explore more of, but he kept grip of his resolve.



“There’s more to religion than just abstinence,” he said.



“Is that right?”



“Charity work,” he said.



“Selfless stuff,” said Avery. She set her hand on his knee and rubbed her thumb in an interesting circle.



“Food drives.” He leaned closer, aware of the presence of his chest, broad shoulders, his presence as a man.



“Feeding the hungry,” said Avery, tongue briefly licking her upper lip.



“I’m sure I’d find plenty of ways to keep busy.”



He stayed where he was, holding her gaze, enjoying the game far too much.



“Well, I’m sure you would,” said Avery.



She pulled the front of her robe into a more modest position and the reality of what they were doing—about to do—settled over them like a storm cloud. What they were getting up to went far beyond
 fornication
 , as the Church would call it, and into the realm of somewhere even more forbidden.



“Come here,” he said.



He gave her elbow a small tug, and she slid toward him, her eyes alive and burning with that same evil need he knew so well. He kissed her once, quickly, and then again, longer.



“Told you,” she whispered. “Barely made it five minutes.”



“You’re not going to be gloating about it for long.”



“I’m not, am I? Now why would—”



He interrupted her with a kiss and tore her robe open. Avery’s body was warm and steamy underneath, as if she’d just gotten out of the shower, but he knew the heat came from a different source.



He seized her by the thighs and gave her a firm yank, which drew a delightful squeal out of her. She landed on her back, robe wide open like an unwrapped present, Avery’s pale, petite, nude body, a toy for his taking. He was right — she had shaved more than just her legs.



He kissed one of her nipples and let his lips drag over the sexy tan line he’d noticed earlier. Avery drew in a breath as he shifted lower, kisses traveling down her tight little body in a tantalizingly slow march.



“Oh,” she said. “Brother Lockpick. Are you sure you’re allowed to…?”



Her question trailed off as he planted a kiss on her inner thigh, and he smirked at the shudder that ran through her. He just breathed for a minute, occasionally moving his head deep enough between her legs to make her squirm a little, but not immediately making contact.



He let his thumb trace a beautiful indentation made possible by her trim build. Avery threaded the fingers of one hand through his hair. He flicked his eyes up at her and saw she was gripping the arm of the couch with the other hand, fingers digging in as though she was afraid of falling in too deep.



He started kissing again, letting them lead to the edge of her womanhood. Slowly, gently, he started kissing there, too, teasing her lower set of lips with his, going slow and letting her anticipation do as much work as his mouth.



“Oh!” cried Avery, as Will finally got his tongue involved. “Mmm…”



He took his time, letting the pleasure build, seeing the way she tensed and moaned in reaction. He would stop now and then to take off an article of his clothing, which always made her wiggle in annoyance.



When he was completely naked, it was a lot harder to keep the pace of his teasing slow and deliberate, but he put in the effort. Avery let out a quivering exhale and pulled on his head.



Will kissed and sucked and suddenly felt her hips jerk upward. He pinned her thighs to keep her still as he finished eating her out, sensing the way it only seemed to sweeten her pleasure to be manhandled.



“That was…” She sighed and shook her head.  “Wow.”



He slid upward, staring into her sex-dazed eyes for a moment and shifting to push his cock into her face. She opened her mouth and gave it a long suck. Watching her do that, his sister, was like hearing glass shatter, an instant reminder of what made sex with Avery so wonderful in that evil, dangerous way.



“Condom,” whispered Avery.



“I know.”



He’d already pulled one out of his pants and quickly tore it open. Avery put it on for him, adjusting the fit in the same way she’d fixed a tie for him once, delicate and precise. She leaned back and spread her thighs for him.



The moment devolved into a lewd mixture of grinding hips and breathy noises. Will sank his cock into her and nearly bottomed out on the first thrust, warmed up to the situation as she was. Avery let out this little gasp as he pumped into her again, making it sound as though the movement had been aggressive enough to force the air out of her lungs.



He took her for a few minutes straight without stopping or slowing down, indulging in the essence of Avery. It was always like this, as if he was trying to outdo the first time while enjoying it like it might be their last.



He pushed into her with a slow thrust, kissed her deeply, and then started repositioning her. She let out a tired sigh as he pulled her to her feet, followed by a gasp as he bent her over the arm of the couch.



“Do you know how many times I thought of taking you like this?”



“Someone’s got a dirty mind,” she whispered. “Brother Lockpick. Lust is a sin. Lust over your own sister? Well, that’s just—”



She cut off as he thrust back into her, his body slamming against the cushion of her butt as he fucked her from behind. It was a dominance thing, a power thing. He’d admit that much. His hands were firmly on her hips, arms strong and controlling, as he drove into her, chasing each burst of pleasure.



“Just what?” he asked. “What were you saying?”



“Just…” She moaned and tried to collect her voice. “Just…”



Will slapped her ass, and Avery let out a high-pitched gasp. She tried to finish her sentence again, but her voice disappeared inside her, as though an instrument trying to play a note just a bit too high. He cupped one of her breasts, leaning over her as he pumped faster and faster, consumed by the needs of passion.



“Avery!” he growled, feeling himself charging off the cliff.



She gripped his wrist and squeezed, tight but encouraging.



Will hugged her as he came. The pleasure was unreal, a thing that felt more appropriate for a dream or a memory than living, waking life. Avery was incredible. She rubbed his arm, slowly shifting them both to a new position as he came back to reality.



She pulled the condom off and, with incredible aim, chucked it into the wastebasket next to her desk on the other side of the living room. Will kissed the spot between her breasts, and she hugged him to her, holding his face against her petite bosom for several long seconds.



He eventually slid further up along the couch and she rested her head on one of his pecs. She was soft and pliable, sleepy but not asleep. It suddenly reminded him of how she was on pills, that dreamy sense of vulnerability.



Was this Avery’s new drug? Illicit sex in place of opiates? If the feeling was as compelling for her as it was for him, it might just hit that same spot. He slowly ran a hand through her hair, unsure if he was a fan of the conclusion he’d just drawn.



“Is Mom going to mind if you don’t come home tonight?” she whispered.



“Doubt it,” he said. “Might call just to check in.”



She kissed his chest and shifted upright. “Are you going to freak out if I take my nightly pill?”



“Depends on how many you’ve already had today.”



“I’m just taking one in the morning and one before bed,” she said. “The same way a doctor might normally prescribe pain medication. Safe enough.”



“But still habit-forming. Ask any doctor. They try to wean patients off those as soon as possible.”



“Which is what I’m trying to do.” She frowned at him and walked into the kitchen, still naked, to take the pill bottle down from a cabinet.



“Hey.” Will followed after her and enveloped her in his arms. “I know how hard you’re trying. I didn’t mean to needle you. You’ll get there. Always keep in mind how much you want this.”



She closed her eyes and sighed. “It’s not just about what I want. It’s about what I have to do.”










CHAPTER 5




 



FIVE YEARS EARLIER



 



“We may have to ditch the car soon,” said Halberd.



Lockpick nodded and did his best to keep the disappointment out of his expression. They’d been on the run for a week straight after facing off against Shade and Marauder’s henchmen. The news had run a feature on the “supergang-related slayings,” and while no specific details relating to them had been released to the public, Halberd’s paranoia was still at an all-time high.



“Why don’t we just try explaining what happened?” Lockpick suggested, for probably the hundredth time.



“I’m telling you, LP, it won’t go down the way you’re hoping,” said Halberd. “They may have brought it upon themselves by coming after us, but we… well, we retaliated.”



“We could talk to Mom.”



“
 Jess
 can’t help us either,” said Halberd. “Be honest. Would you really want to break her heart like that?”



Lockpick leaned against the car’s door, watching the sunlit street and not enjoying Halberd’s question. “I guess not.”



“Exactly. We’ll get through this. I promise. How about we get some food and come up with a plan on a full stomach? That’s a Burger King up ahead, your favorite.”



It hadn’t been since he was like eight or nine years old, but Lockpick made no objection as Halberd pulled the car into the parking lot. They went inside and ordered and found a booth in the corner of the restaurant.



The burgers were excellent, the fries garbage, and the chicken was so-so. The two of them ate in silence, and Lockpick got the sense that as tired as he was of being on the run, Halberd was just as exhausted by it.



“We’ll get it painted,” said Halberd. “There’s no real risk if we go through some sketchy chop shop. Once they finish, we’ll trade it for a new car, double down on the smokescreen.”



“Double the number of people who can place our faces,” muttered Lockpick.



“It’s unavoidable. We’re not going to make it far on foot, and after the rehab thing and renting that apartment, we’re pretty low on money.”



“I guess. Maybe we could… I don’t know?”



“What?”



Lockpick shrugged. “Make some more money?”



Halberd chuckled and wiped his fingers with a napkin. “We’ll talk about that, too. Assuming you mean what I think you mean.”



“I do,” said Lockpick.



The idea of pulling off a robbery against a faceless bank or some blood diamond jewelry store seemed like something out of a Robin Hood story compared to hacking at Shade with his penknife. He ate another handful of fries, not letting his mind go there.



“Anyway, I got to take a dump,” said Halberd. “Guard my food.”



He pushed up from his chair and headed for the restroom. Lockpick nibbled a bit more on his burger, but he wasn’t all that hungry.



A woman walked into the restaurant, slowing as she approached the line to order. She was watching him and not being subtle about it. Lockpick met her gaze for a moment before realizing she was more of a girl than a woman, not that much older than he was, probably eighteen or nineteen. He felt a familiar rush of teenage awkwardness that forced his eyes back to his food.



He was shocked when she came over, walking slowly as though to give him time to anticipate her approach. She was blonde with flirty pink highlights and somehow reminded him of a younger version of Jess. She had a less curvaceous build and a heavy scattering of freckles, but otherwise, they were of a similar type.



“Mind if I sit?” she asked.



“I’m here with my dad,” he said. His voice cracked a little as he spoke, which was horrifying.



The girl smiled and shot a quick glance behind her. “It won’t take long. You want to hear what I have to say. I promise you that.”



There was a playful edge to her voice that made him want to listen, regardless of what she was saying. He nodded, and she sank down onto the bench across from him.



“I know who you are,
 Lockpick
 ,” she said. “I… Whoa, easy!”



His hand had immediately shot into the pocket of his sweatshirt to grab his penknife without him being conscious of it. He forced his fingers to relax and took a breath.



“How do you know that?” he asked.



“The long hair is kind of a giveaway from the sketches I’ve seen,” she said. “Plus, you just confirmed it. I’m a friend, don’t worry. My name is Liz. Liz Laser.”



She held out a hand, and Lockpick shook it after a moment’s hesitation. It was unbelievably soft and slightly smaller than his, even though she was a little taller than him.



“I’m going to guess that you didn’t just come here for the food,” he said. “What do you want?”



“I want to help you,” she said. “The Champion Authority is looking for Halberd in connection with an incident, but I think I know what’s going on here. If you come with me, I can keep you safe from him, but we have to go right now.”



“Safe…?” Lockpick stared at her. “From Halberd?”



“I can bring you somewhere he won’t be able to ever reach you,” said Liz. “That’s one option. I could also reach out to Relic. I’m a member of Lost Generation. She’s worked with us before, you know.”



“Did you tell anyone?” he asked.



“Tell anyone… what?”



Lockpick hissed through his teeth and looked through one of the restaurant’s windows. “Does anyone else on your team know that you’re here?”



“Don’t worry about that right now,” said Liz. “Look, I know how scary this all must be for you. Here’s what we’re going to do. Take my hand, and we’ll stand up, walk out of here, and get in my car. That’ll be the end of it.”



She held her hand out, smiling gently. Lockpick turned his head slightly on the diagonal, wondering what she saw when she looked at him. It made him feel like a kid again to have her treating him like this. It was embarrassing… but he kind of liked it, in a strange way. Just a kid. Not capable of killing a super or fighting off a gang.



“Looks like you made a friend.” Halberd appeared behind Liz and set a heavy hand on her shoulder. “How nice.”



Liz’s face went white. Lockpick gaped at Halberd, not liking at all what he saw in the older man’s face.



“How about we all go talk outside?” suggested Halberd. “Liz Laser, right? I remember you.”



“I was…” Liz swallowed and slowly stood up as Halberd guided her by the shoulder. “He’s just a kid. I was here for him, not you.”



“Outside,” he said again.



He grabbed what remained of his burger with his free hand and started walking the young heroine to the door. Lockpick followed, stomach heavy with a growing sense of dread.



The building next to the Burger King was a law office that was closed on the weekend with no sightlines to the parking lot in back. Halberd gave Liz a small push once they were alone, the fingers of his hand twitching as they always did when he was about to summon his axe.



“Do you really want to do this in front of your son?” asked Liz, a slight tremble in her voice.



“He’s seen worse,” said Halberd.



“Oh, lovely.” Liz snapped her arm out to the side, fingers splayed wide. “Fine. I might be young, but I’m no pushover.”



“You should just give up now.” Halberd conjured his axe, bits of concrete snapping up from the ground like metal filings drawn by a magnet. “I’ll give you the chance, since you are young and you still haven’t learned yet.”



“Ha. We’ll see if you still have that same tone in a minute or two.”



The taunting ended and the fight began. Halberd hurled himself forward, swinging his axe at full strength in a vicious arc. Liz hopped backward, pushing her palm forward and blasting a pink laser toward Halberd’s chest.



The big man was quick, and he spun out of the way, the laser missing by a margin of inches. He carried the axe swing through, but Liz was just as fast, dodging low and unleashing another laser at point blank range.



Halberd staggered backward, gripping a singed spot on his jacket, face contorted with pain. He wavered on his feet. Lockpick stared in disbelief, feeling like a bystander on the side of a fight that might decide the future of his life.



“Told you,” said Liz. “Next time you should—”



Lockpick tackled her sideways, ramming her into the wall of the building. Her head knocked hard against the brick, and she fell onto him in an unconscious heap. He quickly pulled himself up and stood over her, penknife out, even though he wasn’t sure he’d use it even if she did move.



“Watch her,” said Halberd. “I’ll go get the car.”



“And then what?”



Halberd clapped him on the shoulder. “We put her in the trunk.”










CHAPTER 6




 



Will was half asleep and still naked on the couch with Avery when the vibration of his phone drew his attention. He sat up, gently shifting Avery aside.



“That’s probably Jess,” he said.



“She just can’t help her mothering instincts, can she?” Avery shot him a sleepy smile and rolled onto her stomach, her naked butt jutting upward like a wondrous hill of seduction.



It wasn’t Jess. Will frowned at the unknown number for the span of another ring before answering.



“Hello?” he said.



“Hey, Pick,” said Erik. “You somewhere safe to talk?”



Will furrowed his brow. “Give me a minute.” He covered the receiver and glanced at Avery. “I have to take this.”



“K. Meet me in bed once you’re finished.”



She stretched and strode off to her room. Will waited until the door was closed before dropping back down onto the couch.



“How’d you get my number?” he asked.



“A… mutual friend of ours,” said Erik. “I didn’t think you’d mind too much.”



Mist
 . He couldn’t think of any other Mastodon alumni they both had in common and knew his digits. He sighed, not really wanting to think about their brief fling, or the way she’d betrayed him to Despot.



“Right,” said Will. “What’s up? I get the sense you wouldn’t have gone through the effort if it wasn’t something serious.”



“It’s pretty serious. I need your advice, and I’d strongly prefer to get it in person.”



“Does it have to be tonight?”



“Yeah,” said Erik.



He sighed. “I’ll meet you at Nana’s Nook in half an hour.”



Will gave Avery a quick, somewhat vague explanation. She was already half-asleep and didn’t ask questions. He kissed her, dressed, and headed out to his motorcycle.



The bar was busy enough that he had to wait in line to get in, though the bouncer didn’t stop to so much as glance at his license before waving him in. Erik,
 Algae Double
 , was hard to spot amidst the crowd. More so given the sweatshirt hood he wore to conceal his distinctive head, bald and ever so slightly tinged with green.



“Saved you a seat,” said Erik.



“Thanks.”



“Beer?”



Will shook his head. “I came on my bike. I’m not here for pleasantries, Erik. Get to the point.”



“Sheesh. You’re acting like I pulled you out of a hotel room with some babe or something.”



“An apartment, but otherwise, yeah.”



Erik chuckled and jabbed him in the rib with an elbow. “Making up for lost time, I see. I know how that is.”



He sighed and got a little more serious, glancing around to make sure nobody was within earshot.



“One of my doubles had a run-in with one of the supers called in to handle the prison break,” said Erik.



“You called me here for that?” asked Will. “You can’t be surprised that heroes are going to do their job, can you?”



“That’s not it,” said Erik. “I can see through the eyes of my doubles, Pick. I saw how it went down and… something about it was just off.”



“Off how?”



“It was the blond guy,” said Erik. “Cocky demeanor. Has a power that lets him throw things.”



“Impact,” provided Will.



“Yeah.” Erik pressed two fingers against his beer glass, turning it sideways. “Except… he wasn’t himself.”



“Where are you going with this?”



“He wasn’t talking,” said Erik. “Not a single word. No demanding my surrender. None of those cheesy quips and one-liners the heroes love so much.”



“He’s got a short temper,” said Will. “Maybe you pissed him off?”



“That’s not what it felt like.”



“How did your double run into him, anyway?” he asked. “I’m assuming you don’t have your copies strolling the streets during the day.”



“I’m watching a few of the good guys,” said Erik. “It pays to stay informed. Impact disappeared before this encounter. Was out of my reach for a couple of hours. Comes back and immediately attacks my double, like he knew it was there. Like someone tipped him off.”



“You don’t seriously think I’m tattling to the good guys, do you?”



Erik crossed his arms. “You think I forgot how you told Sheila that I was trying to escape on the day that you got out of prison?”



“Oh, come on,” said Will. “I made a passing comment about it. Cryptkeeper was walking right behind us and he was already long since wise to your ways.”



“Yeah, but still.” Erik smiled and waved a hand. “Anyway, not my point. No, I don’t think you sent Impact after me, Pick. What I’m getting at is that I think… something was wrong with him.”



“What makes you think that?”



“Because he tossed a car on top of my double,” said Erik. “Just some random person’s car. I know heroes color outside of the lines a bit when it comes to collateral damage, but this was a step beyond that in terms of recklessness.”



“What happened to your double?”



“Completely squished. I got maybe a gallon or two of the algae back. Impact intended it to be a killing blow. The silence, plus attempted murder. I’m a bit on edge, and was hoping maybe you might have an idea about what’s going on.”



“I haven’t heard anything,” said Will. “I would tell you if I had. I suppose I could keep my ears open at the next meeting of the super squad for answers. It’ll probably come up, given how chatty Impact is normally.”



“I’d appreciate it if you could pass any answers you get my way.”



“Sure,” said Will. “Man, I should have walked here. I’m suddenly in the mood for a beer.”



“No surprise there. I think a certain someone is still waiting for you to buy her a drink.”



Will frowned until Erik hooked his thumb toward a corner of the bar behind them. He turned around in his stool enough to see Mist sitting alone at a table on the far side of the room, staring at her phone and looking vaguely annoyed.



“She’s about the last person I wanted to see tonight,” he said.



“I thought the two of you were a thing?”



“She basically betrayed me to the Power Realists,” he said. “I spent a pretty shitty afternoon locked in a cell within their base in the Exclusion Zone.”



“Jesus,” said Erik. “I mean… You’re sure it was her?”



“Positive.”



Erik shrugged and took another sip of his beer. Will stewed for a bit, considering whether it made more sense to just leave and head back to Avery’s. He decided that he’d probably regret it if he didn’t confront her, and slowly rose from his stool.



“Hello, Mist,” he said, taking a seat at her empty table.



She winced, looking extremely guilty. “Pick.”



There was a moment of awkward silence that made Will wish he had been drinking after all. Mist’s black-and-blue dyed hair was tied up with a scrunchie, and had the effect of making her face and eyes seem bare and expressive.



“You never texted me,” she said, folding her arms.



“I think modern hookup etiquette goes out the window when a woman betrays you to your worst enemy.”



She frowned, almost looking like she was about to cry. “Look, it’s not like I wanted to! There are some people you just don’t make into enemies, you know?”



He gave her a cold smile. “Oh, I do know. Better than most, that’s for sure.”



“I’m sorry. If I could do it over, I would. I’m certainly not looking to get involved with them in the future, if it makes any difference.”



Did it make a difference? Not really. Not if he couldn’t trust her word. Will felt unsure of why he’d sought out this conversation in the first place. He got up to leave.



“Hey!” said Mist. “Come on. Don’t just end it like that.”



“There’s nothing to end,” he said. “We had sex once. That’s it.”



“Pretty sure it was twice,” she said, with a bit of her usual snark. “Let me make it up to you, at least.”



“And how would you go about that, exactly?”



“I owe you a favor. A big, massive, putting-my-neck-on-the-line-for-you, favor.”



“I don’t need that,” he said.



“Maybe not. But I don’t like feeling so… guilty over fucking up a good thing.”



Will looked back toward Erik, who was chatting with a young woman at the bar. “I would have to trust you for it to make sense for me to call you for help.”



“Then let’s start there. Give me a test run sometime. Let me earn your trust again.”



He could think of a dozen reasons why not, but a similar number in favor of it not being such a bad idea. Yes, she’d betrayed him, but only by telling him what he’d wanted to know. The fact that Despot and the Realists had been waiting for him in the Exclusion Zone should have been his default assumption. He couldn’t blame her entirely for a mistake that was partly due to his own recklessness.



“Let’s start back from square one,” he said. “I’ll text you. Maybe.”



Mist gave him a smile that reminded him a bit of Cammie. “I’m a very textable girl. Maybe I’ll text you something or another back.”



He shook his head, already finding it hard to shake the feeling that she was playing him, somehow, again. She would have to work to get that trust back.



“Goodnight, Mist.”










CHAPTER 7




 



One unexpected benefit of having a motorcycle was that it gave Will an extremely good excuse to rein in his drinking. He headed home instead of straight back to Avery’s, given the late hour when he left the bar; after texting her to explain as much as he could, he climbed into bed stone-cold sober.



It made the experience of waking up the next morning that much more vivid. He had a hard on, which wasn’t unusual. Someone else was in his bed, which given that he was at home, was extremely abnormal. Someone started poking him in the cheek. He turned his face sideways and gently bit down with his teeth on the next pass.



“Ow!” whispered Rue. “Seriously, LP?”



“Why are you trying to wake me up?” he mumbled.



“Because
 you
 woke
 me
 up when you came home last night, and I’ve barely slept since. I thought you were staying over at Avery’s.”



He groaned and wrapped an arm around her, sleepy and in the mood to cuddle. Rue was wearing a variation of her usual pajamas, a baggy t-shirt and boy shorts, and made an excellent teddy bear. Soft and booby.



“I was,” he said. “But then I went out.”



“What is it with you and her, anyway?” asked Rue.



“Hmm?” He pulled her closer, letting one arm drape across her stomach. His elbow was nudging the bottom edge of one of her plump breasts. No bra, which was always nice.



“You’ve been spending sooo much time at her place,” said Rue. “It’s just weird.”



“I’m a weird guy.” He shifted so they were outright spooning and kissed her cheek.



“What are you doing?” said Rue, with a small giggle. “You’re still half asleep.”



“I thought you came to wake me up? Get to it, woman.”



He kissed her again and felt brazen enough in his sleepy state to press his erection into her butt. It was a glorious thing, that butt. The kind of butt that ancient peoples would have sculpted into lifelike stone statues. The kind of butt Picasso would have drawn.



Rue let out a patient sigh, grabbed his sheets, and stripped them off him. “How’s that for waking you up?”



Will groaned and hugged himself against the oppressive cold of the warm summer day. “You’re an evil witch!”



He grabbed Rue and pulled her back onto his bed. She giggled and made a halfhearted attempt at pushing him away, and then they were wrestling, bodies flopping around together in the pretense of finding an advantage.



She cupped his crotch as she reached for his boxers to give him a wedgie. Will flipped her stomach-down and straddled her thighs. He grabbed one elbow as she started wriggling, and then the back of her poofy ponytail.



“I win,” he said. “Give up.”



“Or what?”



She wiggled in a manner that really made him want to explore that
 or what
 . The sound of laughter came from downstairs, and it was just enough to pull them back from their little sexually charged game.



“Mom sent me up to get you,” said Rue. “It’s not going to end well if she catches us like this.”



“So, admit I win, and—”



“Fine, you win,” said Rue. “Now come on. Aunt Izzie’s downstairs, and breakfast is ready.”



Aunt Isabelle, or
 Invisibella,
 was a well-known silver-haired heroine and Jess’s best friend. The two had been close since their teenage years, both attractive female supers who Will assumed had shared a similar experience in coming to grips with the attention of the world.



They’d shared more than just that, as he’d learned in his time with Halberd, though the word share didn’t really fit. Halberd had fucked her, cheated on Jess, and Will had walked in on it. And now, she was back again. Though really,
 he
 was the one back. She’d been around this entire time, carrying the secret of that awful betrayal.



“Are you coming?” asked Rue.



“I need to get dressed,” he said. “Maybe you can get away strutting around in your underwear, but I certainly can’t.”



“You won’t know if you don’t try.”



He climbed out of bed in his boxers, making no attempt to conceal his massive hard-on. He grinned at Rue’s reaction, that perfect mixture of embarrassment and intrigue that made him wish they were still wrestling and no one else was home.



“Really?” he said. “So I should walk downstairs like this?”



He made a show of swinging his junk back and forth as he took a few steps for emphasis.



“Shut up,” said Rue, smiling. “Perv.”



“You’re the one staring.”



“Shut. Up.” She headed out the door, but stopped and poked her head back in. “Hey, can we talk later today about…
 computer stuff
 ?”



“Computer stuff.” He smiled at Rue’s euphemism. “Sure.”



She left, and he got dressed. He could hear Jess and Isabelle laughing as he came downstairs, which only deepened the conflict he was now faced with.



“She was out of control!” said Isabelle, her voice clear and cultured. “Her husband was beside himself! He asked her how many drinks she had, and she answered by holding up fingers.”



Jess grinned and shook her head. “She wasn’t with her husband the entire night. I remember that much.”



“I think everybody there remembers that much!” said Isabelle.



They broke out into giggling and shushing like pre-teen girls, only turning to look at Will as he stepped into the kitchen.



“Good morning,” he said. “Jess. Isabelle.”



Isabelle’s reaction was muted, but he definitely picked up on an undertone of panic in her expression. There was no way Jess knew.



You don’t laugh and rub shoulders with the woman who fucked your supervillain husband behind your back while he was on the run.



“Finally!” said Jess, still in high spirits. “I thought you were going to sleep in all day. Look who’s here. Come say hi!”



She gave him a tight, squeezing hug and then pulled him over to the kitchen counter. Will took a breath, still unsure of what he was going to say, how to navigate the situation.



“It’s… good to see you again, Will,” said Isabelle. “I’m glad to see that you’re back on track after everything that happened.”



Her hair was true silver with that vibrant edge that separated from gray. It hung in a long braid that fell to the small of her back. Isabelle was a little taller than Jess, almost Will’s height, with a fair amount of curve in the hips and bust. She wore a tight, black, long-sleeve top and jeans, a modest outfit for the warm summer weather.



“Yeah,” he said. “So much crazy stuff happened back then. I’m still parsing through the memories of it all.”



His tone was a bit harsher than his words, and he saw Jess and Rue glancing at him in the brief pause that followed.



“I’m only in town for a few weeks to help out with the recapture,” said Isabelle. “The rest of the Crystal Triad is still in Chicago. I hope we can catch up sometime. I might be able to help you out if you need something. Anything I can do.”



She gave him a smile that looked more forced than genuine.



“Yeah, maybe,” he said. “I guess it depends on how the chips fall over the next few days.”



Again, he missed with his tone. Jess set a hand on his shoulder.



“Why don’t I fix you up a plate of breakfast, mister?” she suggested. “You sound like you need something to eat. Izzie, can I get you anything while I’m at it?”



“I was just on my way out,” replied Isabelle. “See you later today for lunch?”



“Absolutely!”



Isabelle waved and headed out the door. Will took a seat next to Rue at the counter. Jess brought him over a plate stacked with home fries, eggs, and bacon, frowning a bit as she set it down.



“You were a bit stiff with her,” said Jess.



“LP’s always a bit stiff in the morning,” said Rue.



Will snorted, but Jess clearly missed the joke. She wiped her hands on her apron and started washing a pan in the sink.



“I know it’s been a while since you’ve seen your aunt, but I really wish you’d make an effort to catch up with her.”



“I don’t really know if that’s going to happen,” he said.



“You used to love Aunt Izzie,” said Rue.



“I think I get it,” said Jess. “It must be a challenge to talk to people from earlier on in your life after everything that happened.”



“Sure, let’s go with that,” he said. “Can we talk about something else?”



He needed more time to think about how to handle the situation. Telling Jess wasn’t necessarily out of the question, but that wasn’t a conversation he was looking forward to. She and Isabelle still seemed so close, and Halberd was gone from their lives. Maybe it was best to leave the past in the past?



“You got home late last night,” said Jess. “I thought you were going to sleep over at Avery’s?”



Will glanced from Jess to Rue. “Are the two of you reading from the same script?”



“You’re just way louder than you think you are when you try to sneak through the house at night,” said Rue.



“I’m not interrogating you, sweetie,” said Jess. “I’m just curious. I thought something might have happened.”



“Nothing happened. What, would it have been better if I’d checked in with you when I got home at two in the morning?”



“You could have, if you’d wanted,” said Jess, with a shrug. “I wouldn’t mind.”



He quirked an eyebrow at that but took it as more of an offhand comment than an invitation for him to raid her bedroom in the middle of the night.



“Anyway, I have to run errands, and then I’m meeting Izzie for lunch,” said Jess. “Do the two of you have any additions for the grocery list?”



“Tofu, extra firm,” said Rue. “Some mini cucumbers to snack on would also be nice.”



“Are you dieting again?” asked Jess.



“No!” snapped Rue. “What? Do I need to?”



“Of course not, honey. You’re perfect just the way you are.”



She kissed Rue on the top of her head.



“That wasn’t an answer,” she muttered.



She glanced at Will, and he gave a small shake of the head. He actually agreed with Jess, though he suspected if he tried to elaborate it would sound more perverted than complimentary.










CHAPTER 8




 



Jess left the house, and the sound of the door shutting instantly heralded the arrival of a new mood. It was Will and Rue in the house, with no plans for the day… beyond
 computer stuff.



“So,” said Rue. “I thought I’d take a shower, and, you know…”



“You want me to join you?”



She giggled. “No, I didn’t mean like last time. I thought I’d clean myself up. Wash my hair, dry my hair, excessively brush my hair. Do my makeup.”



“You’re serious about making some money today, aren’t you?”



“You’re going to be helping,” she said with a mischievous smile. “I had an idea about what we could do to keep the stream interesting.”



“I’m all ears.” Will stood up from his stool and came to stand behind her. He set his hands on the back of her shoulders, slowly running his fingers down her arms, the tips brushing the edges of either breast.



“I’ll tell you after,” she said. “Better if it’s a surprise. You’re free for most of today, right?”



“Avery might need to steal me for probation officer stuff.”



“Avery stole you last night,” she said, a bit pouty. “It’s my turn.”



“If the choice is to do whatever my probation officer asks or go to prison, it’s not as if I have much of an option.”



Rue stood up and turned around, leaning against the counter. “The prison was destroyed during the prison break. Doesn’t that mean you can do whatever you want?”



“Yeah, that’s exactly how the criminal justice system works,” he said, shaking his head.



“I’m just saying… You already committed to hanging out with me today.”



“That’s the plan.”



He set a hand on her waist, feeling himself already getting hard. It was tricky to be around Rue sometimes without thinking about her web stream, or thinking about her naked, or thinking about… various other things.



He kissed her, and she aggressively kissed back. He pressed forward, one hand groping her thigh and toying with the idea of lifting her up onto the counter.



“It’s not weird for us to kiss, is it?” she whispered.



“No,” he said. “Well, yes. When we’re alone, it’s fine.”



“That’s sort of what I thought, too,” said Rue. “Mom would freak, but it’s not like, well, you know.”



“Yeah, I know,” he said. “We’re just fooling around.”



“Not
 fooling around
 , fooling around, though,” said Rue.



“I bet that sounded better in your head.”



“Shut up.” She pushed him in the chest, hiding a smirk. Will tugged her ponytail, delighting in the way it made her briefly bite her lip.



“Go get yourself prettied up,” he said. “You want to aim to get started around one?”



“It’s already eleven-thirty.”



He shrugged, aware that he had no idea how much time it actually took for a woman to get ready for this sort of thing. “Two?”



“Sounds good.”



“It’s a date.” He pulled her in and kissed her again. Rue grinned and tapped his chest, only reluctantly pulling away. She had a spring in her step as she bounded up the stairs to her room.



It was hard not to share in her enthusiasm, but Will made an effort to keep from getting too excited. Fooling around with Rue, but not
 fooling around
 fooling around with Rue. He still wasn’t sure how the streams fit in with the rest of his life, with Avery and Jess.



If either of them found out about what he and Rue were getting up to online, he was done. It made him feel more than a little guilty to think about it like that, especially in terms of what was going on between him and Avery.



The flipside to that was how he and Avery were, in much the same way, having sex behind Rue’s back. As much as he would have loved to be honest with both of them, it wasn’t just his secret to share.



Rue obviously didn’t want anyone, Avery included, knowing about her secret life. Will doubted Avery would want to be similarly open about just how
 close
 the two of them had gotten either, sidestepping boundaries that really had no business being crossed.



Let’s save worrying about the damage for after the bomb goes off.



He spent the early afternoon working out, lifting weights, and giving the heavy bag a solid beatdown. He was dripping with sweat when he was done. Rue had finished her shower, and he took a quick one, changing into a t-shirt and sweatpants as he waited out the last few minutes.



When two o’clock rolled around, Rue didn’t come to get him. He ended up going to her room, knocking on her door, feeling a bit as if he was there to pick her up for an actual date.



“Hey,” she said, smiling as she greeted him. “Good timing.”



“Is this new?” Will eyed her lingerie, a white bra and panty set with stockings and garters. It would have looked angelic if not for how seductive and minimalist the cut was. “I take it this is my surprise?”



“It’s new, but it’s not your surprise,” she said. “Come on in. Lie down on my bed while I get the camera set up.”



“On your bed?” He shook his head. “I’ll be in the shot if I’m hanging out there.”



“Exactly. I sort of… told a few of my fans that I have a boyfriend. They told a few more people, and then someone started copying and pasting it in my chat, and now everybody won’t shut up about it.”



“Hold on a second. You told them that I’m your boyfriend? Are you insane?”



“I didn’t mean for this to happen!” she said, holding out her arms. “I thought you’d go for it after, you know… I mean, you even called it a date earlier.”



“That’s me being playful,” said Will. “This would be me pretending to be your boyfriend in front of hundreds of people.”



“I actually peaked at just over two thousand last time.”



“Oh, well, that’s so much better.”



“Will you just hear me out?” She grabbed his hand and pulled him back as he made for the door. “All you have to do is lie on the bed while I do my usual stream stuff. I’ll position the camera so your head is out of frame.”



“It’s not what I’m doing that’s the issue,” he said. “What if it gets back to Jess somehow?”



“It already would have been a disaster if she found my stream.”



“Except now she’d see both of us in it,” said Will.



“So what? You’ll help, take a cut of the money, but wash your hands of it all if I ever get discovered?”



“I mean…” He shrugged. “Look, I’m just trying to be the voice of reason here. This doesn’t seem like it would end well.”



“I didn’t mean for it to go in this direction,” said Rue. “Now that they think I have a boyfriend, I have to find someone to play the part. You’re the only guy I trust. It’s not as if I could go message some rando on a dating app. Too much risk that they’d do something weird.”



Will rubbed his hand down his face. When she put it like that, it almost seemed logical. There was also the fact that he was taking his cut of the stream. He bore a certain amount of responsibility for problem solving if he wanted to keep that money flowing.



“I want thirty percent,” he said.



“What? I’m already giving you twenty-five, and I’m barely asking you to do anything more.”



“Take it or leave it.”



“I mean… I guess. But only for the streams that you’re actually appearing in.”



“Deal,” he said.



“Yes!” Rue hugged him, her lingerie-clad body pressing snug into his. It was really hard to keep the potential pitfalls of joining her on stream in mind with the sensation of those wonderfully plump breasts tight against his chest.










CHAPTER 9




 



Will stretched out across Rue’s bed, watching the wonderful curve of her buttocks as she bent forward over her desk and set up the stream. He caught a glimpse of the camera’s view as she finished adjusting it. His face was hidden, true enough, but his body and clothing would still give him away if Jess ever stumbled upon the stream.



With that said, he felt as though it was a safe assumption that Jess didn’t spend all that much time on camgirl websites.



“Are you ready?” asked Rue. “Remember, all you have to do is lie there and look at your phone. Don’t move your head or body if you can help it, and don’t say anything unless I ask you a question.”



“I agreed to be your boyfriend body double, not your whipping boy,” said Will.



“I’m just letting you know how this is going to go,” she said. “It’s still my stream, and like I said, I don’t want any surprises. I’m paying you for this.”



“You’re my sister, not my boss.”



Rue sighed. “I’m aware. I appreciate this, Will. I love you.”



“I love you, too. Now let’s make some money.”



The room was silent as she brought the website up and made the final preparations. Will took out his phone and tried to get into the mindset of Rue’s boyfriend. If he
 were
 her boyfriend, he suspected he’d probably be trying to pull her toward the bed instead of focusing on the stream.



If
 , he reminded himself. He was her brother, and this was just them fooling around.



“Hey guys,” said Rue, into the camera. “I’ve got a surprise for you, today. Maybe you can already see it behind me, but I’ll wait for a few more people to arrive before I make the introductions.”



Will tried to stay focused on his phone as he realized a flaw in their plan. They hadn’t discussed what she was going to call him. They obviously couldn’t use his real name, and she couldn’t call him LP or LazerPlayer without introducing contradictions into her story. He’d just have to trust her to come up with something on the fly.



“DougDanger, dude, how are you always first here?” said Rue. “Hey to you, too. Aww, thanks ChuckBuck69. Here, have a little sneak peek.”



Rue leaned her chest toward the webcam, giving the early arrivals a closeup of her cleavage. She then reached behind her to fix the fit of her panties. Will felt himself getting increasingly turned on.



He wondered what a theoretical
 Brother Lockpick
 would think of the situation, if there’d ever be a time in his life when he’d look back on this chapter through the lens of religious morality. It was… hard to imagine.



“What? Someone’s behind me?” Rue’s voice was thick with mock surprise as she looked over her shoulder. “Oh, that’s just D.”



Will furrowed his brow and silently mouthed the syllable while Rue was still looking at him. She winked and tapped a finger on her lips mischievously. D, for Decay.



She’d made a point once to paint their shared secrets as mutually assured destruction if either of them decided to out the other. Obviously, she hadn’t revealed anything by christening him with a single, innocuous letter, but it did seem as though her intention was bleeding through around the edges.



“Who’s D?” said Rue, reading the flurry of questions in the chat. “Whoa, slow down, we’ll get to that in a second. I’m the star here. I think I need a few more compliments on my new outfit.”



She started posing for the webcam, turning in a full circle, lifting her breasts and letting them fall and jiggle within the constraints of her bra. Will was hardly even pretending to look at his phone anymore. He was slightly annoyed by the passive role pretending to be Rue’s boyfriend had cast him into, but it was clearly part of her game.



“Oh, D’s camera shy,” said Rue. “He won’t show his face.”



She paused, smiling as she read some of the comments, and then let out a beautiful laugh.



“Honestly, I don’t know if he’d show that either,” she continued. “No, I’m not going to ask! He’s my, um… I mean of course, I’ve seen it before.”



“Seen what before?” asked Will. He could still talk to Rue, even if his face was offscreen.



“A few of the overeager beavers in my chat wanted you to, well, you know…” She cleared her throat. “Take your
 thing
 out.”



“I doubt that’s the word they used,” said Will. He heard the chime of camcoins, the site’s proxy currency, coming in fast and furious.



“What?” snapped Rue, reading the chat comments again. “No! I mean, of course! I touch it all the time, just…”



“Touch
 what
 all the time, Rue?”



She made a point of ignoring him. “I don’t think he’ll go for it. Yes, he is a lucky guy, MasterBlaster, I agree.”



“Hey!” Will took one of the stuffed animals sitting on Rue’s bed and flicked it at her head. It bounced off her ponytail with a satisfying spin and she whirled around, glaring at him.



“D!” she snapped. “What was that for?”



“Fun, mostly,” he said. “What was the request earlier?”



“It was nothing.” She looked back at the screen, frowning at some of the new comments as they came in. “Okay, fine. A few guys want me to, um… Take
 it
 out for you. I told them it was a bit too much for you, given it’s your first time on stream.”



Will felt a wicked smile taking up residence on his face. “I think it’s a good idea, provided we hit the right donation threshold.”



“You…” Rue gaped at him. “What?”



“You should do it.”



“But…” Rue’s mouth formed a small, confused circle. “I mean…”



“What’s the big deal?” he asked. “We do more than just touching all the time. Hell, last night we did way more than that.”



“Hey!” snapped Rue. “This is my stream. I didn’t give you permission to start divulging details of, um, our love life.”



Will chuckled, enjoying how genuinely flustered she was. Her annoyance helped sell the act, turning the moment into a bit of a lovers’ quarrel.



“Come on, chat,” Will called to the computer. “Looks like she’s the one who needs convincing. She loves money, though. I’m sure she’ll do it for the right price.”



“D!” Rue grabbed the stuffed animal he’d tossed at her before and hurled it back at him. The motion did interesting things to her bouncy, lingerie-clad body. “He’s just teasing me, guys. You don’t have to… Um, was that a typo, DougDanger?”



“What?” asked Will.



“He says he’ll donate $500 in one go if I do what they were asking before.” She looked at him, and then her eyes flicked toward his crotch.



“That’s a lot of money,” he said.



“Yeah.” One of Rue’s hands drifted down to her crotch, and she started touching herself. It seemed like an absent-minded thing, an old habit, just what Rue did when the camera was on her.



“Hey,” he said. “If you’re not comfortable with this, we don’t have to.”



“Who says I’m not comfortable with it?” she snapped. “I’ll do it, assuming DougDanger donates what he promised.”



A chime came from the computer. Rue’s eyes darted to his bulge again. He shifted to give her room to sit down on the bed and patted the spot next to him.



“What?” said Rue, still reading the chat. “I have to get him hard, too?”



“That shouldn’t be much trouble,” Will pointed out. He was already mostly there.



Rue brought her laptop over with her, carefully keeping the angle so Will’s unmasked face was never in view. She bounced slightly as she sat down on the bed, still reading the comments as they came in with a conflicted expression.



“Well?” said Will. “If we’re going to do this, then let’s do it.”



As much as he enjoyed teasing Rue, he was a bit conflicted, too. The streams had felt so different when it had just been her in front of the camera, as though his role had been minor and limited. Now, he was a full partner in crime, just as culpable as she was.



“Don’t do anything weird,” she said, setting a hand on his crotch. “I’m just going to take it out and get you hard.”



He leaned back on his elbows, watching Rue’s embarrassed face as she started to untie the draw cord of his sweatpants. A faint voice in the back of his head shouted to him about how incredibly wrong what they were doing was. He could still stop it — if he didn’t, they’d have to live with the consequences of whatever happened.



“Whoa…” Rue flinched back as she pulled his sweatpants and boxers down and his erection snapped to attention. “It’s… already hard.”



“Not completely,” he said.



She glanced at the laptop, but the approval of her followers was clear enough from the chorus of donation chimes. “Do I just, um… grab it?”



“Yeah,” he said. “Light squeeze.”



She wrapped her fingers around his cock. Will groaned at the sudden burst of pleasure. It turned into a chuckle as he saw Rue’s embarrassed face again, one of the most cutely seductive sights of his entire life.



“Hey!” she said. “I’m just doing what you said.”



“It feels awesome.”



“It does?”



“So good. Keep going.”



She started stroking. “Like this?”



He nodded, hoping she wasn’t too awestruck by giving what was probably her first hand job to keep up the act. “Like you always do.”



“Like I…? Oh! Right.”



She went a little faster, moving with her whole upper body with adorable motions. It was like she was churning butter, but with more finesse and sensuality.



“Oh…” he groaned. “That’s it.”



“Perv,” said Rue, rubbing her thumb over a sticky bead of pre-arousal. “Are you completely hard yet?”



“Keep going, and I’ll let you know.”



The chat comments were going wild. Will could only see a blur of text. What had started as Rue proving she had a boyfriend had abruptly morphed into her first hardcore stream. The guilt he felt over his role in it was blunted by the pleasure of her soft, pumping hands.



“Seriously?” said Rue, staring at the screen. “That’s… I mean, I can’t! That’s just…”



“What is it?”



“DougDanger wants me to…” She bit her lip, still stroking even with her mind elsewhere. “He wants me to suck you off. He says he’ll give us a thousand dollars, but I already told him.”



“Let’s do it,” he said.



She blinked and opened her mouth, but it took a second for the words to come. “You actually think we should… I mean, you’d want that from
 me
 ?”



Will tried to nudge her back into character with a prod of his foot. “Of course, I would. You give me head all the time. It’s not that big of a deal.”



“Don’t be an ass,” said Rue. “I know it’s not a big deal. I just think we should probably save that for another stream.”



There was an edge of authority in her voice that bordered more on bratty than stern. Will felt annoyed, and also really horny.



“Chicken,” he said. “Looks like I’m not the camera-shy one after all.”



“I’m not a chicken!” snapped Rue.



“Do it, then. Come on.”



She glared at him, looking genuinely mad. He was teasing her and figured he’d gone far enough.



“If you’re not comfortable, we can stop here,” he said, tossing her an out.



“Quit saying I’m not comfortable!”



With a spiteful amount of speed, Rue leaned forward and took his cock into her mouth. She did it all at once, skipping any introductory kissing or licking and jumping straight to sucking him off. The contrast of pleasure from her hand to her hot, wet mouth was so intense that Will almost doubled over.



“Jesus,” he muttered. “Oh, fuck!”



A chime came in as DougDanger gave them their reward. Well, the first half, for Will. He watched Rue, clad in her slutty white lingerie, reposition the laptop so the webcam had a closeup of her going to work.



He met her gaze and saw her glare soften as she pulled her mouth back, kissing the tip of his cock. He cupped her cheek, trying to say with his eyes what he currently felt in his heart. The stream and the money were secondary, a distraction almost, from this beautiful young woman. He loved her and he stroked her cheek, hoping she understood that it went deeper than fooling around for strangers.



She kissed the side of his hand, and then she started sucking again and the tenderness traded out for its evil twin, illicit sexual pleasure. Will gripped Rue’s poofy ponytail as she sank her lips lower and started controlling her pace, bobbing her head up and down, taking possession of her head and mouth.



It was just too good. He gripped her head and thrust his hips up as he ejected a massive load into the back of her throat. Rue made a slight gagging noise and tapped his wrist. Will let go, and she pulled her mouth back, a trail of cum hanging down her chin with a dangling string at the end.



“I couldn’t breathe!” she said.



“Sorry,” he muttered. “That just felt… so good.”



She blinked. “Really?”



She wiped some of the mess up with her fingers and tasted it, wrinkling her nose, but still cleaning up the rest.



“You should, um, probably turn the stream off,” he said. He was so blissed out that all he could do was lie back on her bed.



“Now who’s camera shy!” said Rue, with a grin.



He laughed. “You win.”










CHAPTER 10




 



Rue closed her laptop, and a rather awkward silence crept into the moment. Will put his pants back on and stood up from her bed, unsure of what to say, if there even was anything to stay.



“You can hang out in here for a bit,” said Rue. “If you want to.”



“Do you want me to?” he asked.



“Only if you want to.” She shrugged. “I don’t know. It just feels a little weird to do something like that and then just get on with the day.”



He sat down again and put an arm around her shoulders. “I shouldn’t have egged you on like that in the middle of the stream.”



“My followers seemed to like it,” said Rue. “And it’s not as if I hated it.”



She smiled then looked at him expectantly.



“I didn’t hate it either,” he said. “Far from it.”



“We made a
 ton
 of money. I last checked a little before the end, but we easily cleared $1800 dollars.”



“Nice.” He hesitated, considering how to ask what was on his mind gently. “Are you planning on inviting your
 boyfriend
 back on stream?”



She elbowed him in the ribs. “That depends on whether said boyfriend is planning on trying to suffocate me with his thing again the next time it comes near my mouth.”



“You really do struggle with saying that word, don’t you?”



“Girls like me don’t talk like that,” said Rue. “Anyway… thanks.”



“You’re welcome. I had fun.”



“I bet you did,” said Rue. “Perv.”



He reached a finger out and wiped a small speck of dried cum off her cheek. “Let me know when you have my six hundred bucks in hand.”



“I feel like we should go back to your cut being twenty-five percent. I did all the work, after all.”



“Well, how about next time I play with you?”



Rue tried and failed to suppress a smile. “Maybe. I bet my fans would love that.”



“I bet
 you
 would love it.”



“Tch, as if.”



Will met her gaze and set a hand on her thigh. She didn’t look away, but he felt her body tensing and reacting, shifting closer as he started to drag his fingers toward the edge of her flimsy lingerie panties.



“It’s hot in here,” she whispered.



“And getting hotter.”



“No, I mean…” She sniffed the air. “Do you smell that?”



He was about to make a joke about sex smells when he noticed what she was talking about. There was an odd scent in the air, as though something was burning.



He stood up and went to the door and opened it, staring in disbelief at what he saw on the other side.



“Fire!” he shouted. “The house is on fire!”



“What?”



The flames were everywhere, but the smoke was thick enough to make them seem muted and distant. Strangely, it reminded Will of Christmas, the way the lights on the tree would give off such vivid ranges of color and illumination. But this… was no present.



“LP!” cried Rue. “What do we do?”



“Out the window!” He slammed shut the door to her room, already moving. Rue grabbed her laptop and then hesitated, turning to move to her closet to grab clothes.



“There’s no time,” he said. There really wasn’t. Smoke was leaking into her room at a worrying rate. Will pulled open the window and moved aside so Rue could go out first.



“I can’t!” she said. “Not wearing this!”



“I’ll throw some stuff down once you’re out!”



She finally started moving, awkwardly climbing through the window and hanging from the sill for a moment before dropping down. Will tossed her a sweatshirt and a pair of sweatpants and then carefully positioned himself for his own drop.



“The pants didn’t make it,” muttered Rue.



He looked up and saw that they’d gotten caught on the window frame, but there was nothing they could do about it now. The house was going to be a total loss, judging by the intensity of the flames. The first floor was already a hellish inferno, orange and red dancing behind a veil of gray smoke.



“Come on,” he said to Rue. “I’ll… call 911.”



“I’ll call Mom,” said Rue.



The garage was, by some miracle, mostly untouched. Will risked a trip inside to grab his costume and stuff it into a bag as he explained the situation to the emergency dispatch. He grabbed Jess’s artifacts while he was at it, knowing they were probably the most irreplaceable thing within the house.



His greatsword, Tragic Darkness, would have to stay where it was currently hidden within the strut of an old, forgotten ladder. He’d just have to hope he got a chance to recover it, or alternatively, that it was melted to unrecognizability if the fire did overtake the second structure.



“Our house…” said Rue when he came back out. She was crying and staring at the devastation, barefoot and clad only in a baggy sweatshirt which she had to pull down with one hand to cover her lingerie.



“We’re alright,” he said. “That’s all that matters. Did you call Jess?”



“She’s on her way,” said Rue. “Everything’s gone. My stuffed animals… I should have thrown them out the window.”



“There was no time.”



“I’ve had some of them since I was little.”



“We can get new stuffed animals,” he said. “We can’t get a new Rue.”



He put an arm around her. In truth, he was fighting his own despair. It felt as though he wasn’t just watching the house go up in flames, but his entire life. Wherever they went next, it might not be the same. They might not all be together, and there was a chance they’d lose their familiar rhythm and closeness.



He’d lost that once before, back when he’d left with Halberd. The idea of losing it again now after enduring so much was a looming nightmare, a life he had no interest in living.



“Will!” Jess’s shout startled him out of the darkening direction of his thoughts. “Rue!”



She’d parked her car at an angle on the side of the street and ran over to yank them both into a tight hug.



“I’m sorry,” muttered Rue. “I don’t know what happened, if we did something, or…?”



“It wasn’t you,” said Jess. “This isn’t anyone’s fault. Are you both alright?”



“We’re fine,” said Will. “We got out through Rue’s window, but we didn’t have time to grab much.”



“It’s alright,” said Jess.



“I grabbed your costume,” said Will.



“Fuck,” swore Rue. “I should have grabbed mine!”



“It’s alright.” Jess squeezed tighter and then pulled back, looking at them both as though to confirm that they really were unharmed. “Um. Sweetie, were you asleep when it started?”



Jess’s eyes flicked down to Rue’s lingerie panties. Rue awkwardly fidgeted with the bottom of her sweatshirt.



“No, LP and I were…” She trailed off, almost too stunned to remember her own secrets. “I mean, yeah. I was awake but lying in bed.”



“You can sit in my car for now,” said Jess.



The firetrucks had finally showed up, sirens blaring. A few of the firefighters shot obvious leering glances Rue’s way as she hurried to the safety and concealment of Jess’s car. Will ran a hand through his hair, wishing he’d been more attentive, caught the fire early.



“The house is insured,” said Jess. “There’s no way that much damage could ever be repaired, but we’ll have money to rebuild.”



“Eventually,” said Will. “What are we going to do in the meantime? I suppose we could pool our money for a hotel? Avery could take us in for a few nights if we didn’t mind cramming into her place.”



Avery
 . Will took out his phone and called her, listening to the dial tone as he kept talking with Jess.



“Izzie can probably help us,” said Jess. “She has a huge house up in the hills. I’m sure she’d let us stay with her.”



Will got Avery’s voicemail and left a quick message explaining the fire and the fact that they were alright. He was a bit worried she hadn’t picked up, but the pills were a secondary concern at the moment.



“We still have everything that matters.” Jess threaded her fingers through his and squeezed his hand. “We’ll be alright.”



“Yeah,” he said, wanting to believe her.



“Hey.” Jess touched his cheek. “Look at me. We’ll be alright. Our home, our family… it’s more than just walls and a roof.”



She radiated a confidence that Will had forgotten about, that absolute certainty that comes so naturally to parents in protect mode. He nodded slowly. Jess leaned in and kissed him on the cheek, and then after a quick glance to make sure no one else was watching, on the lips.



“What do we do now?” he asked.



“We handle things,” said Jess. “Try calling Avery again.”










CHAPTER 11




 



They spent several hours doing little more than watching the house smolder and answering the firefighters’ questions about whether the house contained any surprises for them. Will did get in touch with Avery eventually, and she hurried over. Her face had been pale when she saw the destruction, but he’d hugged her and calmed her down, careful not to show too much affection in front of Jess and Rue.



“You guys can all stay with me,” she offered.



“Izzie already offered to put us up in her house,” said Jess. “Come on. We’ll get some food and head on over there.”



Will climbed into the front seat of Jess’s car. Avery followed in hers, and Rue rode in the backseat. They stopped at a burger joint, but the events of the day had universally muted their appetites.



The drive into the hills north of Lancaster City was a parade of increasingly extravagant gated communities and mansions. Isabelle’s was especially regal, perched at the very top of a long, sloping road, with a view of not just the city, but several mountains further off in the distance. There was a pool around back and a small apple orchard flush with ripe fruit.



“Here we are,” said Jess. “It’s been a while since I last visited Izzie at home. She’s done so well for herself.”



“She’s a modern woman,” said Rue. “No kids. No husband. She can just do whatever she wants with her money.”



Will suppressed a scowl. He wasn’t looking forward to having to accept help from Isabelle, as much because of what he thought of her as a person as because of how difficult it would be to maintain a veneer of politeness around her.



Jess parked in front of one of Isabelle’s two massive garages, and Avery pulled up next to her. Will stayed in the back of the group as they headed for the front door and Jess rang the bell. Isabelle herself answered, clad in a bikini, hair still wet from a recent swim.



“Oh, I’m so sorry!” she said. “Please, come on in. You can stay for as long as you need to. I can’t imagine how much you’ve all been through today.”



“We’re managing alright,” said Jess. “I’m in contact with the insurance company, and there was nothing left in the house that we can’t replace.”



“If there’s anything more I can do to help, just say the word,” said Isabelle. “I have a powerful law firm that I’ve worked with before that could help you deal with the insurance appraisers if they try to hold out on you.”



“Thanks,” said Jess. “This all means a lot to us, Izzie.”



“Seriously,” said Rue. “Thanks, Aunt Izzie.”



“Thirding that,” said Avery. “You’re awesome.”



There was a pause, and Jess shot an expectant look at Will.



“Thanks, Isabelle,” he said stiffly.



Isabelle smiled and seemed to pass right over his reluctance. “I only have one guest room made up right now. I don’t have my regular cleaning staff coming by, since I’m usually traveling with the rest of the Crystal Triad. It does have two beds, but one of you might have to settle for the couch.”



“That’s totally fine,” said Jess. “We aren’t fussy.”



“Will can come and stay at my place if needed,” suggested Avery.



Jess gave her and Will an odd look. “Your place is… a little small for two grown adults. You’d be bumping into each other a bit too much, I think.”



There was an edge to her tone, but it was hard to tell whether it was genuine suspicion or just lingering concern. Will tried to not read too deeply into it as Isabelle continued welcoming them in.



“I don’t think you’ve seen the place since I last remodeled, have you?” she said. “Let me give you the grand tour.”



It took a few minutes. The place was huge, with a massive foyer, a spotless kitchen, a sprawling dining room too big to be a practical place for a group of people numbering under a dozen to comfortably eat.



There was an outdoor jacuzzi next to the pool, a guest house which, according to Isabelle, was still in the process of being renovated. Four bathrooms were spread out across the premises, and the basement contained both a private gym and a movie theater, from which Isabelle boasted about once hosting an indie movie premier.



There was a lounge with a private bar, an office with a slightly smaller one, and a wine cellar. Will couldn’t help but read between the lines there. Isabelle finally led them up to the single operational guest room, which had two beds and was twice the size of Will’s old bedroom back home.



“I so wish I’d had the foresight to prepare the other rooms,” said Isabelle.



“Nobody plans on having a house burn down,” said Jess, with a smile. “This will be fine for us. Rue and I will take the guest room, and I’m sure Will can make do on one of your many couches?”



She looked at him, and Will slowly nodded.



“There’s one that pulls out down on the lower level, just outside the theater,” said Isabelle. “You’ll have your own bathroom down there, too. I hope it’s tolerable enough, William?”



Her face was a collage of uncertainty. He sighed, annoyed at how hospitable she was being. He really wanted to hate her for her hidden betrayal, but he was tired, and they’d all been through enough for one day.



“That sounds like it’ll do just fine,” he said. “Thanks.”



He split off from the others to survey his new sleeping arrangements. The basement’s main den was large and comfortable, with a thick carpet, the aforementioned pullout couch, a pool table, and a variety of beanbag chairs that looked as though they’d never been used.



It didn’t feel quite like home, but that was nothing new. Will suspected it would be quite some time before any place did again. It made the loss of the day cut that much deeper to stop and consider it, to think about how they’d go about their lives, remembering all the little things forever consumed by that fire.



“Hey, it looks at least as comfortable as your old room,” said Avery. “It’s certainly cleaner.”



Her smile waned as she came downstairs and read his mood. She looked as if she’d come straight from work, clad in a fairly modest tan jacket over a baby blue business casual blouse. She came over and sat down next to him on the couch.



“You okay?” she asked.



“Yeah.” He wiped his nose and said it again with more conviction. “Yeah, I am. It’s throwing me off a bit, I guess. I only just got back. It feels like this is the universe’s way of letting me know that I can never have anything nice.”



“That’s a touch dramatic, don’t you think?” She shifted her legs, setting her socked feet into his lap. “Nobody died. Courtesy of Aunt Izzie, everyone still has a roof overhead. Isn’t that what really matters?”



“How did you come into such wisdom at such a young age?” he said mockingly.



“Hey, I’m older than you!”



Avery brought one of her feet up and tried to drop the heel down to land a playful blow on his crotch. Will grabbed her knee and yanked, sliding her along the couch and stealing a surprised squeal from her lips.



He kissed her, the motion putting him on top of her. Avery set a hand on his chest, holding him back an inch or two.



“We shouldn’t,” she said. “Not here, at least.”



“We can be quick.”



“Speed is irrelevant when we’re at the invisible woman’s house.” Avery slid out from underneath him and fixed her clothes. “She could be here right now, for all we know.”



Will hesitated at that and glanced toward the stairs leading up.



“Good point,” he said.



“There’s also that thing Mom said earlier. About us bumping into each other if you stayed at my place. I think she might know something… or at least suspect.”



“It’s possible, I guess.” He leaned more toward his side of the couch, chewing his lip. “We’ve been careful, though.”



“Then let’s be even more careful,” said Avery. “Just for a few days. Once the three of you are settled in here, it’ll be easier for us to meet up without your comings and goings triggering Mom’s intuition.”



Will snorted at her word choice, and Avery sighed and shook her head.



“You are such a boy,” she muttered.



“Guilty as charged.” He put an arm around her shoulders and gently rubbed the edge of her breast.



Avery’s eyes narrowed, but she was smiling and didn’t stop him.



The door leading to the basement opened and they snapped apart from one another, leaving a bit too much of a gap on the couch between them. Jess didn’t seem to notice or care as she bounded downstairs.



“The Drifters just called an emergency meeting of the Lancaster City area heroes,” she said. “I know it’s been a busy day for all of us, but this sounds serious.”



Will nodded, and he and Avery hurried upstairs.










CHAPTER 12




 



They had to wait on Rue, who was taking a shower. She came downstairs in sweatpants and a tank top, clothing borrowed from Isabelle, judging by the fit. The pantlegs were too long, while the shirt was, paradoxically, too tight.



“You should come along too, Izzie,” said Jess. “Your entire reason for being back in Lancaster City was to help with the recapture, after all.”



“Are you sure?” asked Isabelle. “You might want to run it by the Drifters, first.”



“Trust me, they’ll welcome help from someone with your reputation.” Jess grinned and pulled the other woman along by the wrist.



Rue and Avery were all smiles, just as happy to have her along.



Again, Will was left chafing against his memories of walking in on Isabelle and Halberd. There were two sides to his reaction — anger over the betrayal, but also an insidious doubt in regard to what, specifically, he remembered.



He’d seen her naked in Halberd’s hotel bed. There was no question about that. But maybe… it hadn’t quite been what it had seemed. Well, it had
 definitely
 been what it had seemed, but there’d been some allowance or agreement between Halberd and Jess. Or maybe she’d already come clean to the other woman and they’d long since hashed it out.



One thing was abundantly clear. He needed to talk with Isabelle alone and get her side of the story, if only to feel justified in his own anger.



They took two cars for the sake of fitting everyone comfortably. Will rode with Avery, and he had her drop him off at his motorcycle, which he’d parked on the street not far from their now burned-down house. He followed her to the meetup point, a large park tucked into the northwestern section of town.



Jess, Rue, and Isabelle were already standing with the Drifters and a few members of the Second Advent. Will could tell something was up from their strained expressions, and a quick head count gave him an answer as to what.



“No Impact and Father Darkeye today?” he asked.



Jess exchanged a glance with Miss Mass and Sister Ivy, who seemed to be the new de facto leaders of each of their contingents. The rest of the usual faces were there — Brother Cartwheel stretching his arms in the back of the group, Breathless frowning and fiddling with a flower in her hand, Origami standing with sharp posture.



“They’ve gone missing,” said Miss Mass. “Impact hasn’t contacted anyone for three days. Father Darkeye left the church after yesterday’s service and never came back.”



Will tamped down on his impulse to immediately divulge what he knew. Erik’s tipoff about Impact going rogue was dangerous knowledge, and he doubted he could share it with the heroes without being questioned about where he’d learned it from. Admitting to his association with Erik—
 Algae Double
 —would draw too much attention his way.



“We were discussing with Rue whether she’d be willing to play a role in helping find them before you got here,” Jess said to Will and Avery.



“I already told you,” said Rue. “It’s not that easy. I tried their phones and got nothing, which is kind of weird in itself. The next best thing I could do is search public surveillance cameras, but it’s hardly any better than searching on foot.”



“I know you’ll try your best, honey,” said Jess. She set a hand on her daughter’s shoulder, ignoring the scowl Rue gave her in return.



“Are you sure their disappearances are related?” asked Isabelle.



“It’s our working assumption, but no, we don’t have any hard connecting evidence,” said Miss Mass.



“I can imagine Impact running off to do something that might make people worry for a few days, but Father Darkeye seems like a fairly mellow guy,” said Will.



“As far as we know, you were the last one to speak with him.” Sister Ivy crossed her arms and gave Will an expectant look. “Did he say anything about what he had planned for the rest of the day?”



“He said…” He frowned, trying to remember the specifics. “There was an older woman in the congregation who didn’t show up for his sermon. He was going to go check on her.”



“That sounds like what Ben would usually do,” said Sister Ivy. “It doesn’t make sense why he wouldn’t come back afterward.”



“What about Impact?” asked Will. “Last known location?”



“On patrol,” said Miss Mass. “I’ve already done a scan of his route from overhead, but I suppose it’s worth getting a second set of eyes on.”



“Let’s split up and take a look at the leads we have before the sun sets, then,” said Jess.



Jess, Avery, and Miss Mass set off to investigate Impact’s patrol route, all capable of the quicker travel allowed via their abilities. Rue begrudgingly accepted a role scanning public cameras and sending Breathless, Origami, Isabelle, and Brother Cartwheel off to investigate anything suspicious.



Which left Will with Sister Ivy, who he got the distinct impression was not a fan of his. She walked a few steps ahead of him as they left the park, talking without turning her head.



“It’s a bit far to where Lisa, the woman Father Darkeye went to see, lives,” said Sister Ivy. “We should take the bus.”



“We should take my motorcycle,” suggested Will.



“A… motorcycle?” she said.



“I have a second helmet,” he said. “Trust me.”



She nodded, though it seemed like a reach to call her expression
 trusting.
 She was fairly pretty in a bookish sort of way, well-suited to a nun. Her hair was reddish brown, and had mesmerizing green eyes peeking out from behind thick glasses.



They rode to the woman’s apartment without much conversation. It was a small, first floor condo, the kind of place that screamed affordable housing. Will climbed off his bike, smiling a bit as he saw Sister Ivy’s messy hair as she pulled off the helmet. She knocked at the door, and they waited a minute before trying again with no more success.



“It’s locked,” she said, trying the doorknob. “I suppose we could reach out to the police, see if they’d get a warrant to search the place?”



“Let me try it,” he said, palming his penknife.



“You’re going to break in, aren’t you?”



“Yup. Is that one of those things God wouldn’t approve of?”



Sister Ivy glared at him and turned around. “I don’t think he’d approve of your demeanor, but in this instance, we might be saving lives.”



Will chuckled and slid his knife through the door’s crack, opening it in less than a second. He slowly pulled it open and flicked a light switch. The apartment was as tiny on the inside as it appeared from the outside, a minimalist one bedroom with all the essentials and scant storage space.



“I don’t see anything here,” said Sister Ivy with a frustrated sigh. “She left the house. The door wasn’t forced open… well, it wasn’t when we first got here. This is probably a waste of time.”



He did a slow scan of the apartment. A single pair of shoes was missing from the line of pairs by the door, but there was a faint imprint of dust from a pair of larger boots at one end. The bed was unmade, though that wasn’t much of a clue without knowing the woman. The bathroom was untouched, various pill bottles within the medicine cabinet seeming all to be right in place.



He checked the refrigerator and found it suspiciously empty. Sister Ivy was breathing over his shoulder and started tapping her foot impatiently.



“Seriously?” she said. “What does the fact that she hasn’t gone shopping in a while tell you?”



“Do you think an older woman living in an apartment like this is eating out every night?”



“Maybe. Some places have senior citizen discounts.”



Will shook his head. “I don’t think that fits. Look at what’s left. All the condiments are still in the door.” He opened a cupboard. “Plenty of spices in the cupboard, plenty of flour. This woman did her own cooking.”



“So?” asked Sister Ivy.



He thought about it for a minute and then headed for the door.



“Where are you going?”



“To talk to her neighbors,” he said.



One of them was already waiting outside, an older man with a face wrinkled as much with concern as age.



“Are you here about Lisa?” he asked.



“That’s right,” said Will. “Trying to figure out what happened to her. Is this normal? Does she have family in the area?”



“A daughter, but she lives a few hours away, and Lisa doesn’t have a car,” said the man. “I was home when she left.”



“You saw her leave?” asked Sister Ivy.



“That’s correct. She just walked out. I asked her where she was going and… well, she didn’t even hear me. I thought she was mad at me. We get social once a while if you know what I mean. But it don’t feel right to me now. She would normally have said something.”



Will nodded slowly. “Thanks. That’s helpful. Was she alone when she left?”



“Nah, she had a guy with her. Middle-aged, too young to be with her like that, now I think about it. I thought at the time that it was like that, but thinking back on it now, I may have misread a few things.”



“Did he look like a priest?” asked Sister Ivy.



“Now that you mention it… Yeah. All black. Might have had that white thingy on his neck. Didn’t really get a good look.”



“Is there anything else you can tell us?” asked Will.



“I can try to think, but only saw them for a minute,” said the man. “There was one other person who went to her back door at one point. Only heard the sound of it, didn’t see ‘em. I figured it was her grandson. That’s how he always comes and goes.”



Sister Ivy exchanged contact info in case they needed to follow up, and the man walked back inside. Will closed the door to Lisa’s apartment, a faint smile tugging on the edges of his mouth. Sister Ivy didn’t share his mood.



“I don’t see how any of this gets us any closer to finding him,” she muttered. “He left with this woman… to go where? Beyond that, as far as I can tell, this is completely unrelated to Impact’s disappearance.”



“It’s Hive,” said Will.



She stared at him. “…What?”



“Come on.” He climbed onto his motorcycle and patted the saddle. “I’ll explain when we get back.”










CHAPTER 13




 



The others hadn’t fared much better, and Will found himself with a receptive audience once they were all gathered again in the park. The sun was setting in the distance, and the trees cast long, ominous shadows across the open grass.



“Hive was a prisoner in Mastodon, powerful enough to be permanently sequestered away in solitary,” he explained. “His power, as you might assume, involves possession. He can control large numbers of people, connecting their bodies and senses to his own into a single collective.”



“How are you drawing this conclusion, exactly?” asked Miss Mass.



“The food was missing from Lisa’s fridge,” said Will. “Logically, she’s only going to need to empty the food out of her fridge like that if she’s got people to feed.”



“Oh, come on,” said Breathless. “There could easily be other reasons. Maybe all her food went bad? Maybe she missed church because she had food poisoning and Father Darkeye left with her to bring her to the hospital?”



“Exhibit two,” he said. “The missing phones. Hive steals people like a criminal steals a car. He takes possession of Impact and Father Darkeye, both practically Ferraris in terms of how much value they’d have with their powers. If you steal a Ferrari and see a phone in it, that’s the first thing out the window.”



His analogy drew a couple of curious glances, but that was the point. He was assembling his thesis from experience. He’d been a criminal once, and wasn’t ashamed of the fact that he now knew exactly how they thought.



“It does seem to fit,” said Jess. “I do have to wonder if it’s wise to draw such a large conclusion off such small details.”



Will shrugged. He had one other detail in the form of what Erik had told him that cemented the theory in his mind. The way Erik had described Impact’s attack fit more with the way Hive might respond to a perceived threat than Impact going rogue against a villain he’d essentially lost against previously, with backup.



“Does the Champion Authority have a file on Hive?” asked Isabelle.



“I’ll look into it,” said Miss Mass. “One of the issues we’ve faced so far with the prison break is that many of the files on these villains were stored in Mastodon and lost in the destruction.”



“What was your experience with him directly, Will?” asked Isabelle.



“Extremely minimal,” he admitted. “He was permanently in solitary, and I had the cell next to him during my two-week stint in isolation. I never saw his face. He liked to whistle but wasn’t much of a talker.”



He saw a variety of different reactions from the supers in response to that. Jess looked concerned, and he realized he’d never told her that he’d spent time in solitary. Rue looked as though she had questions for him, and Avery looked faintly impressed.



“I suppose the next step is to track down any information we can on Hive while continuing the search for Impact, Father Darkeye, and this other woman,” said Miss Mass. “It’s going to be a labor-intensive process. I’ll see about getting the mundane authorities involved for the sake of efficiency.”



“Have any heroes or villains with fire-related powers recently gone missing?” asked Rue.



Everyone turned to look at her.



“That’s a really good question,” said Jess. “If so, there’s going to be hell to pay once we get ahold of this guy.”



The meeting drew to a close as they hashed out the last few details. Will walked alongside Avery as they headed back to the parking lot.



“I think I’m going to head home,” she said. “I’m feeling tired.”



“Just tired?”



Avery scowled. “Yes, I’m going to take my singular evening pill. Don’t get your panties in a wad over it.”



He let his shoulder bang playfully into hers. “I will physically twist your panties into a wad if it ends up being more than one.”



She laughed and leaned in, catching herself at the last second before kissing him. “I’ll text you tomorrow?”



“Sure.”



She drove off in her own car, and Will followed Jess and the others back to Isabelle’s on his motorcycle. The day had been long and challenging for all of them, and after a brief discussion of dinner plans, they mostly went their own ways. Will stretched out on his couch-bed, browsing the internet on his phone as it charged.



There was a flicker of movement out of the corner of his eye, and he shot upright. Isabelle had seemingly appeared from thin air next to him, using her power.



“Jesus,” he muttered. “Did you have to do that?”



“No, but I think it made sense to,” she said. “I thought the two of us should talk in private.”



He set his phone down and slowly stood up, taking Isabelle’s full measure. She was beautiful to a degree that might have intimidated another man, but his family was full of beautiful women. He searched her expression for any trace of guilt or remorse, but her face was unreadable.



“I only have one question,” he said. “Does Jess know? Did you ever tell her?”



“Will…” She let out a sigh and glanced away. “It’s not that simple.”



“How is it not that simple?” he asked, only keeping his voice level through effort. “You’re her best friend!”



“You’re still so young,” she said, shaking her head. “You don’t understand. Sometimes… things just happen.”



“Don’t give me that shit. I’m old enough to understand infidelity. Betrayal.”



He clenched his jaw, feeling himself being dragged into the past by old, jagged memories. It wasn’t just the one time he’d caught them in the hotel. There were instances of Halberd flirting openly with her long before that or touching her hand or shoulder. Times they’d split off from the group at Champion Authority gatherings, or times when Isabelle had dropped by the house when only Will and Halberd had been home.



“It wasn’t like that,” she said. “Jess is my best friend, but I was just as close with Halberd. You know how he was, Will. So much of everything, all at once. Handsome and charming… unpredictable.”



She closed her eyes, head sinking forward. Will felt a slow, creeping, unwanted realization. She missed him, possibly even more than Jess did.



“It wasn’t like I made an active choice to start it,” she whispered. “He was good at listening, and he always knew what to say. I was drawn to him. When he made advances on me, and yes, he was the one making advances, I always stopped him… until I didn’t.”



She shrugged, holding her arms out a little as though displaying herself for his judgment.



“If you really knew him, then you should have known how he is,” said Will. “Letting him run wild and do whatever he wanted was a recipe for disaster, regardless of how he made you feel.”



“I didn’t expect you to understand,” she said. “I’m not saying I didn’t know it was wrong. I let him pull me across a terrible boundary. I really did love him. Can you even imagine what it’s like to love someone and have to keep it secret?”



He scowled and shook his head, not liking the direction his own thoughts were trying to head in.



“The secrecy is the problem,” he said. “How could you ever think it would end well? You either knew how wrong what you were doing was from the start, or you were deluding yourself.”



“I didn’t come down here to have you belittle my choices, William,” said Isabelle. “I can’t stop you telling your mother the truth, but I would ask that you save everyone the pain and let the past stay in the past.”



“She deserves to know.”



“How do you think she would react?” Isabelle started playing with the end of her silver braid. “There’s a good chance she would take all the help I’ve offered her and you and Rue and throw it right back in my face. Is that what you want? Telling her won’t change anything beyond torching seventeen years of friendship.”



Will scowled and ran a hand through his hair. In terms of how much Jess was already dealing with at the moment, she did have a point. Honesty might be the simplest path, but it certainly wouldn’t simplify their current living situation.



“I’m not going to tell her,” he said. “But you should. If she’s really your best friend, you owe her that much, even if it’s hard.”



“You still have so much growing up to do.” Isabelle smiled, took a step backward, and disappeared.



He swore under his breath, more irritated by her than ever. She made it sound like an innocent little accident, as though there were no consequences to flaunting the boundaries of love. As though she hadn’t made an active choice to fuck someone clearly off limits.



And Halberd… he was just as much to blame. Though admittedly, cheating on Jess was far from the worst thing Halberd had ever done.










CHAPTER 14




 



FIVE YEARS EARLIER



 



“Let’s do one more layer of duct tape and aluminum and then tie her hands back up.”



Halberd gestured for Lockpick to pass him the scissors. The tape made a thin ripping noise as it unrolled from the spool, somehow ominous when paired with the crinkling of the foil.



“I still don’t understand why we can’t just leave her tied up somewhere and take off,” said Lockpick.



“The rest of the supers on her team are still on our trail,” said Halberd. “If we hold onto her, we’ll have a bargaining chip for when they finally do catch up with us.”



Lockpick was skeptical, and it felt justified. He glanced at the young heroine sitting on the floor of their motel room. Halberd had taped the aluminum foil in thick, crumpled sheets over her hands in the hopes that it might dissuade her from shooting any more lasers from her palms. A strip of duct tape sealed her mouth tightly shut, and another held her legs together at the ankles.



“You’re positive this will stop her from using her power?” asked Lockpick.



“Not even close. But if it doesn’t work, the melted aluminum against her bare skin will at least make it costly.”



Lockpick scowled and peered out the window through a crack in the blinds for what must have been the fiftieth time that day. Halberd came over and set a hand on his shoulder.



“I have to run some errands,” he said. “Watch her for a while, would you? See if you can get her to eat or drink something.”



Lockpick nodded, catching his meaning. Halberd had whipped up what he called a “knockout potion” earlier, out of Liz’s sight. It was a less than sophisticated combination of NyQuil and Percocet that seemed as likely to make her throw up as put her to sleep.



Lockpick had zero intention of even making a half-hearted attempt at convincing her to drink it. The past couple of hours had been some of the most uncomfortable of his life, with the hazy morality of kidnapping a hero mixing with an undercurrent of general embarrassment over being around an attractive teenage girl in front of his train wreck of a father.



“I’ll see what I can do,” he said.



“And LP?” Halberd paused at the door. “Don’t do anything weird to her.”



“I’m not going to do anything weird to her! Why would you even say that?”



“I’m just saying, I know you’re a teenager. I know your hormones are raging. I just want to make sure you understand—”



“Stop!” groaned Lockpick, pressing his palm to his forehead. “Please, just go. Please?”



Halberd laughed and gave him a thumbs up. His expression grew much darker as he turned to face the girl.



“Don’t try anything,” he said to her. “It won’t end well. For me, or for you.”



He was out the door with his next step. Lockpick was thrown off by how strange the silence felt in his absence. It was as though he’d been given room to think, time to consider what they were doing, how far off the path they’d fallen.



“Do you, um, need anything?” he asked the girl.



She made a noise that sounded vaguely like a chuckle through the tape. Lockpick glanced at the door. Halberd wouldn’t be back for a while, at least an hour, in all likelihood.



“If you promise not to scream, I’ll take the tape off,” he said. “Seriously though. If you scream, it won’t end well.”



It was the same threat Halberd had made, but it sounded so different in his own voice. Liz slowly nodded, and she stayed still as he came in close. He took one end of the duct tape and slowly yanked it sideways. She jerked her head to expedite the process.



“Ow,” she muttered. “Mmm. Tape glue is just
 such
 a wonderful taste.”



“Sorry,” said Lockpick.



“If you were really sorry, you’d let me go.”



“That’s probably true,” he said. “Anyway… Are you hungry? Thirsty?”



“Something to drink would be appreciated,” she said.



Lockpick nodded. It was a chance to force Halberd’s tonic on her, but he didn’t consider it for more than a second as he walked over to the room’s sink. He filled a paper cup with water and brought it over, crouching to hold it to her lips for her to sip.



There was an unexpected aspect of compassion to it, as if he was tending to a wounded animal. An extremely pretty wounded animal. He felt as though he could only take passing glances at her face, like he might offend her if he stared for too long, which even he knew was ridiculous.



“Thank you,” said Liz. “Are you alright?”



“Am I alright?” Lockpick gave her a flat smile and shook his head. “I’m pretty sure that’s what I’m supposed to be asking you.”



“I’ve been in worse scrapes than this.” She grinned and arched her back, stretching as though she’d just climbed out of bed. “Honestly, Lockpick, you don’t really seem like you’re here by choice.”



“Do you see anyone keeping me here by force?” he asked. “Is this the part where you try to convince me that I’ve been the
 real prisoner
 all along?”



“Nope,” she said. “I’m just calling it like I see it. I don’t have to mess with your head. My team will come for me.”



“I mean, that’s the plan,” he said. “We’ll wait for them to come and use you as a bargaining chip to buy ourselves some space.”



“They won’t make a deal with you. You were with the Crimson Five. You really think if one of you had been captured by a villain, the rest would have been level-headed and willing to talk terms?”



Lockpick shrugged. “Then they won’t make a deal with us. We’ll figure it out. I’ve also been in worse scrapes than this.”



He looked at her then, forcing himself to endure the pressure of her beauty. She was smiling as though she could tell how much of an effect she had on him. His face felt hot, so maybe she could.



“Well, good for you,” she said.



“Um…” He shrugged, feeling a bit awkward in the silence. He could simply put the tape back on her, but that didn’t feel like much of a solution. “You want to watch TV?”



“Sure. Do I have to watch from the floor, or will I be allowed to park my derrière on the couch?”



He helped her up and tried to ignore the crinkling of the aluminum as he led her to the couch. Turning on the TV with the remote, he sat down next to her, sliding a bit to the left so there was a comfortable amount of room between them.



“This is also the part where you order food,” said Liz. “Pizza or takeout would be nice. Is this your first date, or something?”



“No!” he snapped. “I’ve… been on dozens of dates before.”



Liz laughed and shook her head. “Liar. That’s okay, though. I haven’t been on many, either.”



He wasn’t sure what to make of her. She was probably just playing him, trying to get him to lower his guard so she’d have a better opportunity to escape. The safe thing to do would be to put the tape back on and wait for Halberd to get back.



“I think there’s a Chinese food place down the road that delivers,” he said.










CHAPTER 15




 



Jess called Will upstairs for dinner using the same voice she would have used at home. It was a touchstone, a reminder that even though they’d lost so much, they still had each other, along with the rhythm of their lives.



He made his way into the dining room, which still felt oversized even with four people in attendance. Jess had ordered takeout from an Indian place in town and was busy setting out each dish. Isabelle sat nearby, swirling a glass of wine and looking unaffected by her earlier conversation with Will.



Rue sat a conspicuous distance away from them, staring at her phone and frowning. He sat down near her, and when she ignored him and kept staring at her phone, he bumped her shin under the table.



“Hey,” he said. “How are you holding up?”



“Badly. I’m getting stuck in a loop of thinking of all the stuff that I lost.”



“Think of it this way,” said Will. “You lost everything.
 Everything
 is just one word, so it’s really just one thing.”



“Shut up,” she said. “At least I still have your corny commentary to roll my eyes at.”



“Roll away. I’d rather have you groaning than sulking.”



He touched her hand, and she gave him a whisper of a smile.



“Why don’t you two slide down a bit?” called Jess. “If you sit there, it’s going to be like we’re having two separate dinners.”



“That was the idea,” muttered Rue. “I’m not in a social mood tonight.”



Will did move to join them, giving Rue the space he sensed she needed. It felt strange sitting next to Jess and Isabel, knowing what he knew. Isabelle seemed entirely at ease, as though she at least trusted him to not reveal her secret then and there, if not keep it forever.



“What was his name again?” asked Jess.



“Snaketooth,” said Isabelle. “Remember? Everyone said he was a low-level villain, but he could do that thing with his mouth.”



“The jaw thing.” Jess smiled and poured herself more wine. “This was back before I had the Cord of Achilles. We nearly lost against him.”



“It wasn’t that close.”



“If you hadn’t done that trick with your invisibility, he definitely would have beaten us,” said Jess. “She stood in front of a clothing mannequin and disappeared right as Snaketooth tried to bite down on her. He was so confused when he ended up with a mouth of plastic.”



“I didn’t even mean to do that, you know,” said Isabelle.



They laughed and drank more wine. Will had a single glass, not much in the mood for drinking. The food was excellent, and he ate his fill before excusing himself from the reminiscing. Rue had left the table before him, and he found her downstairs, watching Netflix in the mansion’s miniature cinema.



It was more comfortable than a normal movie theater, with couches and love seats in place of cramped movie chairs. Will sat down behind Rue and draped his arms over her shoulders.



“What are you watching?” he asked.



“Teenage Antfarm.”



“Can I watch with you?” He leaned his face in, kissing her cheek and crowding her a bit.



“I would say yes, probably, if we weren’t staying at Aunt Izzie’s.” Rue gently shifted his arms off her and turned around enough to look at him. “We can’t… you know. Fool around. Not with how her power works.”



He caught himself before admitting that Avery had said something similar. The last thing he wanted was to get caught by Isabelle, to have her win a secret of her own that she could hold over him. But still, it was a little disappointing. The couch Rue was on looked super comfortable, and she’d changed into a pair of fuzzy pink pajamas that were seductively soft to touch.



“That’s going to get in the way of your streaming, too,” he pointed out.



“
 Our
 streaming,” she said. “I’m still trying to think of a way to do it safely. Maybe we can wait until we know for sure she’s out of the house.”



“Maybe,” he said. “Anyway. I’ll leave you to your movie.”



He kissed the top of her head. Rue caught his shirt as he tried to pull away, shifted so she was leaned back and looking up at him, and kissed him on the lips.



“You’re breaking your own rule,” he said.



“Rules were meant to be broken,” she said. “Sometimes, at least.”



He went back upstairs and started nibbling on the leftovers, of which there were still plenty. Jess and Isabelle were nowhere to be seen. Will was ready to assume they’d gone to bed when he made his way into the parlor in the back of the mansion and caught a glimpse of them outside in the hot tub.



They had their backs turned his way, both peering out over the fantastic view Isabelle’s mansion had over the city from its perch in the hills. The sliding glass door was open a crack, and Will couldn’t resist creeping close enough to overhear their conversation.



“It wasn’t a good time for it,” said Jess, with a sigh. “I suppose there’s never really a
 good time
 for your house to burn down, but… things were going so well.”



“They still will be!” said Isabelle. “You can stay here for as long as you need. I really mean it when I say that. Months, years, however long. I want you to share my home. Remember when we used to share everything?”



Jess laughed. “I remember one top in particular that went back and forth between us a dozen times.”



“Your boobs barely even fit into it.”



“That’s why I liked it,” said Jess. “It certainly drew attention.”



They had a bottle of wine out with them, and Jess shifted upward to pour herself another glass. Will caught a glimpse of her from behind. She was in her underwear, not a bikini.



“What I meant was that it felt like everything was starting to fall into place,” said Jess. “Rue had been so focused on her studies, always in her room, at her computer. Avery had really found her stride in life. It’s been years since she’s last been in the hospital.”



“She’s in her own apartment,” said Isabelle. “I doubt you have to worry about this hitting her too hard. So… What about Will?”



Jess cleared her a throat with conspicuous emphasis. “He’s also been doing well. He’s got a lot of energy and… he’s still been adjusting to the differences of being back home with Rue and I.”



“He really cares about you,” said Isabelle.



“Oh, trust me, I know,” said Jess. “I love having him back. I suppose part of my fear is that having to live in a new place might push him to spread his wings and leave the nest faster than he otherwise would have. But I don’t even have a nest anymore. My nest burned down!”



“Okay,” said Isabelle. “I think you’ve had enough wine for tonight, Ms. Melodrama.”



“I’m not being melodramatic!” Jess let out a loud sigh and shifted, splashing the water. “I’m so proud of him already, but he needs more time to take aim in life. He needs guidance, someone to nudge him when he starts sliding off track. Someone to tell him to slow down and behave.”



“I thought you said he was doing well?” said Isabelle. “Is this like a prison thing where he came home with a few bad habits?”



Will scowled at her tone, but he was insanely curious, and a little concerned, about how Jess would answer.



“Yes and no,” she finally said. “He’s a young man. Prone to… distraction. Easily excitable.”



“That’s a bit of a risk factor for a young super.”



“I know,” said Jess, with a sigh. “Especially given his circumstances. He went on a date a week or two ago. I acted like it was no big deal, but I couldn’t stop thinking about how it might have
 gone down
 , if you know what I mean. How easy it might be for him to slip up and make a mistake.”



Isabelle shrugged. “People do make mistakes, sometimes.”



“He can’t afford to,” said Jess, in a quiet voice. “I wish I could help him understand that.”



“I think you’re already doing more than enough,” said Isabelle. “You have two wonderful, well-adjusted daughters, and a son who loves you more than you realize. It’s going to work out, Jessica.”



“I hope you’re right.”



“I’m going to head inside,” said Isabelle.



“I’ll stay out here and sulk for a little while longer.”



“Feel free. But seriously, go easy on the wine.”



Will pressed himself into a blind spot behind one of the couches and waited for Isabelle to walk by. Then, he slipped out through the glass door and went to join Jess.










CHAPTER 16




 



“Enjoying yourself?” he asked.



Startled, Jess spun around to face him. Her face was flushed, though it was hard to tell whether that was just from the water. She brought an arm up to cover her bra, which made the fact that she was in her underwear and not a bikini seem that much lewder.



“Oh!” she said. “You scared me. I thought you were inside.”



“I was downstairs with Rue, but she was giving her full attention to a movie and her phone.”



He bent down and picked up the wine bottle, which was still half full, and took a swig of it. Jess narrowed her eyes, but the effect of it was undercut by her smile.



“Just because you’re 21 now doesn’t mean I’ll let you drink however much you want, mister,” she said.



“I get the sense that you’ve had a fair bit more to drink tonight than me.”



“Accurate, but irrelevant.” She let her arm drop and pulled her hair to one side. It was cute and scraggly from the moisture, a darker shade of blonde than it would have been normally.



“Can I join you?” he asked.



“You don’t have a swimsuit,” said Jess.



He took off his shirt. “Neither do you.”



“It’s different for women than it is for…”



She trailed off as he dropped his pants. His cock was partially hard and obvious in the way the imprint showed through the thin fabric, which even caught him off guard. Why was the idea of climbing into a hot tub with Jess that much of a turn-on?



He lowered himself into the water, sighing at the sensation of the warmth and the bubbles. The wine was nearby, and he took another sip, feeling his heart pounding with growing excitement as he stared at Jess. The memory of her nude breasts came to him, the way they’d fooled around in the Exclusion Zone. It was so wrong, but so deeply burned into his mind.



“Let’s add a hot tub to the list of must-haves for when it’s time to buy, or build, a new house,” he said.



Jess grinned and sank lower into the water. “It may be some time coming. I’m still waiting to hear back from the insurance company. If it weren’t for Izzie, I have no idea where we’d be right now.”



“We could have always rented a hotel,” he said. “Rue and I could help out with the cost.”



“Since when do you and Rue have stable incomes?”



“Just with what we could scrape together, I mean.”



“That’s sweet,” said Jess. “I’m so proud of you. The way you handled the situation might have saved Rue’s life. If it’d just been her at home, who knows what would have happened?”



Will nodded, though he wasn’t sure he agreed. They’d been cooped up in Rue’s room, distracted by each other. They may have been able to put the fire out before it became dangerous if they hadn’t been so busy fooling around.



“We’re all safe,” he said. “I suppose that’s all that matters. It’s not really losing the house, or the ‘stuff’ that I care about. I just want us all to still be together.”



“Oh, Will.” She came closer to him in the water and held his hand. “I feel exactly the same way. It’s been so wonderful having you back.”



“It’s been wonderful being back. Part of me is expecting to lose it all, just waiting for the trigger.”



“It’s going to take more than a burned-down house for you to lose me.”



“More than a burned-down house?” he said, smirking. “How much more, exactly?”



She grinned and splashed a bit of water at him. “Endlessly more.”



“Endless, huh? I might have to test that.”



He stared at her, her hand still cupped within his. There was a bead of either sweat or water from the tub rolling down the swell of her cleavage, demanding his full attention.



Jess shrugged, her expression turning distinctly coy. “A
 small
 test might not be so bad.”



He leaned forward, kissing her cheek. “What about a mid-sized test?”



“Easy, mister.” She gave him a playful push back as he kissed her again, this time on the edge of her mouth. “A mid-sized test would have to be supervised.”



“Chaperoned?” His hand settled on her thigh, gently rubbing.



“Monitored.” She countered, putting her hand gently on his knee. The moment felt electric, but Will didn’t want to press it too far. They’d already been through so much that day already.



“What about a big test?” he asked.



He couldn’t resist taking her hand and repositioning it, setting it right on his crotch and introducing her fingers to his stiff erection. Jess looked like she was trying to keep her smile in check. He wasn’t sure if she was past the surprise and horror that such a move would once have elicited, or just drunk enough to be extra playful.



“I think you should save the big test for the woman you eventually fall in love with,” whispered Jess.



“I love you,” he whispered.



He kissed her again, and his fingers started tracing the edge of her panties. Jess’s response was openly conflicted. She opened her legs a little wider, but also set her hand on his, trapping it in place and keeping him from going any further.



“I know you love me, but not
 like that
 ,” she whispered. “You’ll see that soon enough.”



He wanted to deny it, but honestly wasn’t sure of himself. Maybe she was right. It would make his life a lot simpler if she was, if the way she made him feel, the way he was with Rue and Avery, was all just a phase.



“What if I don’t want to see that?” he asked.



He put an arm around her and openly groped one of her breasts, letting his fingers sink into plump flesh.



“Easy,” she whispered. “You’re so grabby tonight.”



“When am I ever not grabby around you?”



“You’re more affectionate than grabby most of the time, not that the line hasn’t… blurred somewhat.”



His fingers wriggled past her guard, slipping underneath her panties. Jess’s eyes fluttered, and she didn’t stop him. The hand she had on his cock started groping him through his boxers, matching Will’s own advances on reflex.



“Mmm,” she moaned. “Sweetie, you really shouldn’t. Izzie might… be watching.”



“She can’t see what we’re doing under the water.”



“It’s not just about whether anyone can see it,” whispered Jess. “It’s still happening.”



He slid in closer and kissed her neck, pushing a finger inside her. “What’s still happening?”



“Oh!” She shifted with the motion of his hand for an instant and then let out a shaky breath. “Time out. You’re getting away with a little too much.”



Her voice had that snap to it that let him know she meant business. Will pulled his hands back slowly, still staying close to her, but not pushing the moment any further.



“It’s hard,” he said, still staring at her body.



“I know it must be for you.” She patted his chest. “Still, you have to control yourself. Show me the same respect you would show any beautiful woman.”



“You aren’t just
 any
 beautiful woman,” he said. “And I’m not trying to disrespect you. I just… I feel like I need to be close to you.”



Jess pursed her lips. “Let’s be close, then. Hugging and kissing are still fine, Will. I just have to draw the line there.”



“We’ve gone over that line before.”



Jess’s face flushed a bright shade of pink. “That was a one-time thing, and it may have been a mistake on my part.”



“I can respect that.” He drew her closer, hugging and kissing her, taking that ground while the words were still in the air. Jess kissed him back, hesitating after each press of their lips, as if recomposing herself on a loop.



He rubbed her side, kissing her neck, and letting his hand slide upward to fully cup one of her glorious breasts. They felt sculpted, works of art, more for their feminine character than just due to their size.



“Where, exactly, do you think you’re touching?” she whispered.



He stopped, giving her a coy smile, and pulled her by the waist instead. He settled back against the curved seat of the hot tub, pulling her into his lap. “Is this okay?”



“It’s far from
 okay
 , but I suppose it’s a little better. We are in a hot tub. I guess the rules are a little more… fluid.”



Interesting logic,
 he thought.
 Let’s see how fluid.



He shifted her by the hips, feeling the pillowy crush of her butt against his tool.



“We’re just kissing and hugging.” He wrapped his arms around her stomach, chastely kissing her cheek as he rocked her along the length of his cock. “No big deal.”



“You have a rather unique definition of what a hug is.” She turned her head and reached a hand back, trying to look at him while stroking his hair. “William Sorling. You are just too much sometimes. You’re lucky I love you as much as I do.”



“I really am.” He squeezed her tight. “I’ll never take you for granted.”



“I hope you mean it when you say that.” She shifted further around and kissed him. He took it deeper, his tongue slipping into her mouth.



It was too much, and it wasn’t just the fact that he was horny, or that she was beautiful. She seemed so small in his lap, so much less than Relic or the woman who’d raised him, but still so vivid. She was like a treasure, sought after by the masses, too valuable to be possessed and yet his, all the same.



He had to do it. They were past the tipping point this time, and whatever was going to happen was already in motion. Kissing her neck, Will reached under the water’s surface and nudged her panties aside. He shifted her over his cock and pulled down with a fair amount of strength.



Jess sank onto his cock… about half an inch. She didn’t move past that, her body tensing with impossible, superhuman strength, enforcing a boundary that Will would have otherwise vaulted over.



It was like getting a taste, a delicious free sample at the grocery store, a movie trailer ahead of release. He understood completely what she was doing… why she was doing it. He loved her for being like that in some ways, firm and unyielding when it mattered, but…



So unfair.



He made a single attempt at trying to spear his hips up into her, which she effortlessly foiled by rising up on her tiptoes and jabbing a palm into his chest to push him flat. Jess fixed her underwear and turned around, smiling at him.



“I believe I said kissing and hugging only,” she said.



“Your mouth said that. Your body…”



He put a hand on her hip and pulled her to him, surprised when she moved at his urging. She stroked his shoulder and, after readjusting his boxers for him, sank back down into his lap.



“I’m saying it again.” She rocked back and forth with a slow, glorious movement. “Kissing and hugging only.”



He glowered a bit but restrained himself. Whatever. It was a boundary, but clearly a flexible one, and he might be able to work it down over time.



Who thinks like that about their mom?



He muted that particular voice in the back of his head and started kissing Jess, working his lips in a slow line across her shoulder and to her neck. Pushing upward, he started rocking into her thighs, letting his cock grind against her, if not into her.



Almost instantly, his boxers slid back down. Jess attempted to pull them into place for him and ended up getting a handful of his now bare cock. She held it gingerly, fingers fondling even as Will continued to buck into her.



His restraint was fading into the wind. He added his own hand into the mix, trying to pull her panties aside. Jess entangled hers with his, stopping him with gentle firmness, like correcting a child about to knock something off a table.



“You just can’t help yourself, can you?” she whispered.



“When it comes to you, I really can’t.”



He ran his hands over her body, blatantly cupping her breasts before letting them fall through his fingers. Jess exhaled almost in time, as though the pleasure had caught her off guard and simply forced out that shuddering breath.



Will rocked into her, letting his cock slide along her thighs and lane as though he was trying to start a fire underwater. The angle shifted. One more time, one more try. It wasn’t about having sex with Jess,
 really
 trying to fuck her, but was just about the sensation.



Or maybe that was just a convenient lie to tell himself.



He sank his cock into her again, going further and groaning with bliss at the velvety, tight pleasure of it.



“
 William
 ,” whispered Jess, in shaky voice. “You’re asking for it.”



“So are you,” he growled.



“Ah!” Her gasp was beyond high-pitched, a forced, pleasured high note. She didn’t let him keep going, forcefully rocking back and pinning his cock at a new angle underneath and not inside, but she turned on his lap and kissed him.



Her lips and tongue mirrored Will’s own need, that desire to simply keep going like a sled heading down an icy hill. Her hand gripped his cock again, stroking with fast, unapologetic movements.



“Mmm,” she whispered. “You’re going to make a mess in Aunt Izzie’s hot tub.”



The words were so stupidly hot, right then and there. He kissed her and fulfilled the prophecy, blowing his load out in sticky strings that disappeared into the churning, warm water.



Jess sighed, chuckling as she rubbed his chest and traced one of his pecs. “I suppose we’ll have to hope the water filter is burly enough to strain that out.”



“I suppose I should have worn a condom.”



She shook her head, a sudden flush coming to her cheeks. “We… weren’t doing anything that would have needed one. We weren’t doing anything
 at all
 , except enjoying the hot tub.”



She stared at him until he slowly nodded. Hearing her downplay whatever it was they’d just done was discouraging, but necessary for them both. They hadn’t been doing anything. He hadn’t been insanely turned on and desperate to bury his cock inside the woman who’d raised him. There couldn’t be any shame or regret if they simply didn’t admit to it… right?



“You need to control yourself more,” said Jess, stroking his hair. “I understand how
 affectionate
 you can be, but we’re guests for the time being. It’s disrespectful to Aunt Izzie for you to be so… flagrant.”



“What I’m hearing is that once we’re moved into our own place again, further down the line…” He slid a hand up her thigh as he spoke of the transition.



Jess sighed, gave him an exaggerated and slightly drunk kiss on the cheek, and climbed out of the hot tub. “I don’t appreciate you thrusting words into my mouth. Don’t stay in the hot tub too long, alright? I’m heading to bed.”



“Goodnight, Jess.”



“Goodnight, sweetie. I love you.”










CHAPTER 17




 



Will slept surprisingly well. He’d been ready for the traditional pull-out couch experience of lumpy, uneven cushions, but even Isabelle’s secondary sleeping arrangements were first in their class.



He felt slightly odd as he dressed and made his way up from the lower level and into the kitchen. The feeling of being a guest wasn’t one he liked, especially given the indefinite timeframe in which they’d be relying on Isabelle’s hospitality.



Nobody was on the main level as far as he could see. Jess had left a note on the kitchen counter that said
 Out shopping
 , with a tiny, but lovingly drawn heart at the end. He smiled, hoping she wasn’t too conflicted by the memory of their hot tub misadventure the previous night.



A box of expensive donuts had been left by the note for breakfast, each one a masterwork of sweet toppings and adventurous fillings. He nibbled on one with shredded almond and chocolate filling as he stared at his phone.



“Is it just you home, LP?” asked Rue. She came downstairs in the same pink pajamas she’d worn the night before, her hair still messy from sleep in a fuzzy halo around her head.



“Looks like it,” he said. “Though with Isabelle’s power being what it is, it’s hard to tell.”



Rue frowned at that and glanced over her shoulder, as though that might help. She walked over to the donuts and wrinkled her nose as she surveyed her options.



“Aunt Izzie’s got to have something healthier than donuts, right?” she said. “I’m chubby enough without introducing more raw carbs into my diet.”



“You are not chubby,” said Will.



She rolled her eyes and shook her head a little. He stared at her, realizing she was speaking seriously about her own self-image. Rue was definitely curvy, but only in certain parts of her body. All the right parts, really.



“Hey,” he said. “Seriously. Cammie, your body is
 awesome
 . I hope you don’t think that you have to live up to some stick-thin, supermodel beauty standard.”



“That is such a boy thing to say,” she muttered. “I appreciate the sentiment, though.”



“It’s not just a sentiment, it’s the truth.” He came up behind her as she was reaching up into one of the cabinets in search of leaner breakfast offerings. “Your body is banging.”



“Stop it,” she said, smiling a little.



“Are you sure?” He gave her a hug and kissed her cheek. “I could honestly go on and on. Your butt, your boobs…”



“You are such a horny bastard,” she said, laughing.



“Fine. Your
 brilliant eyes
 , the rich color of your skin, your—”



“Seriously,” she said. “Enough. But… thanks. I guess I get a bit self-critical, sometimes.”



“Did something bring this on?” he asked.



She shrugged, pulling open the wrapper of a protein bar. “I had a look at the new
 Top Models
 listing on CamCasters. I’m not even in the top fifty, and all of the women who are just seem so… well, you know. Thin and perfect. Mostly blonde.”



“I see where you’re going with this.” He reached his hand out to ruffle her curly locks. “You’re thinking about dyeing your hair.”



“Oh my God, you are so lame,” she said, snorting.



“Look, I get it, and I think this is a problem I can help with. Those rankings are by engagement, right? It’s not a beauty contest, just the streams listed by views and followers.”



“I mean, yeah, but…”



He took her hand. “Let’s get you into the top fifty.”



She grinned at him but then stopped, glancing over one shoulder. “Um… Are you sure Aunt Izzie left with Mom?”



They went on a walk instead of discussing their secret business within the mansion. They took one of the many bike paths that wound their way through the hilltop district, enjoying the warm, summer weather.



“So,” said Rue. “We’re going to need somewhere new to stream.”



Will leaned closer. “I feel like the mansion could still work, we’d just have to be more careful. Wait until Jess leaves. Set up in the guest room the two of you are sharing, with the door locked.”



“What happens if she comes back unexpectedly?” asked Rue. “It’s not the same as doing it out of my room back home. It’s too risky.”



“Well… the mansion does have four bathrooms,” he suggested.



“How is it going to look if Aunt Izzie or Mom sees the two of us leaving a bathroom together?” she asked. “It would be an incident anyway.”



“Fair enough.” Will looked around and held his hands out. “We could find somewhere secluded in the park?”



“And take the risk of a bunch of weirdos showing up?” Rue made a face. “That sounds like the beginning of a porno.”



He resisted the urge to point out that her stream basically slotted into that same classification, and tried again. “What about renting a motel room?”



“If we have to, I guess it would work,” she said. “It would cut into our earnings, though.”



“We might be looking at this wrong,” said Will. “Maybe the question isn’t where a
 safe
 place would be to stream, but an
 interesting
 one. Somewhere that amplifies the heat of the moment.”



“Such as…?”



“What about one of the cross-town buses?” he suggested. “The ones with hardly anyone on them. We take a seat in back, where no one can see us…”



“Maybe,” said Rue. “I like everything about it except for having to trust the cleanliness of a bus seat.”



“We could use the vibrator,” he said. “You wouldn’t even have to.”



Rue shook her head. “I lost it in the fire.”



“Ah. Right.”



Neither of them said anything for a moment. A young mother walking a dog with two little boys passed by. Rue touched his shoulder and leaned up to whisper in his ear as soon as they were alone again.



“What about…” She gave him a mischievous smile, blushing a little. “The
 library.
 ”



“It would certainly give us a shot at privacy, given how abandoned it usually is,” he said. “You wouldn’t be able to talk to your fans, though, and you’d have to control your voice.”



“That’s the idea,” she said. “That’s kind of what makes it hot. We could make a game out of it, with you teasing me and seeing if you could make me—”



She cut off abruptly as a long line of cyclists overtook them. Will gave her a conspiratorial smile and put an arm around her waist.



“We should have brought the laptop with us,” he said. “We could have done a test run today.”



“I mean, we have to scope the place out first, anyway.” She held out her hand, and he threaded his fingers though hers.



“A scouting mission, then.”



Rue grinned at him. “It’s a date.”



 



***



 



It was a fairly long walk to the library. The park next to it was hosting an event of some sort, and Will made note of a grouping of food trucks parked along the street that might make for a decent place for them to grab lunch.



They slipped inside, both sighing at the first kiss of the library’s intensely air-conditioned environment. An older woman in thick pink glasses gave them a demure smile but said nothing as they headed past the checkout desk.



“What do you think?” whispered Rue. “There are tables and lounge chairs way in the back.”



“A bit too obvious. Let’s find a secluded aisle, somewhere out of the way.”



He set an arm around her waist, surprisingly turned on even though they were just scouting. The library’s main book hall was a veritable maze of aisles, and they found a spot in one of the far corners of the room that had a desk and a window tucked away in between two rows of dusty, obscure tomes.



“Here we go,” she said. “Yeah. I could see this working.”



“Shh…” said Will, in a teasing voice. “We’re in the library.”



She grinned and punched him in the arm. “I doubt my voice would even carry to anyone else from this distance.”



“Oh, I think it could,” he said. “Under the right circumstances, you get pretty loud.”



“Oh? And what circumstances would those be, exactly?”



He looked down the aisle. The library almost felt abandoned in how still and silent it was. Smiling at Rue, he stepped closer to her, letting his presence feed into that odd, flickering tension.



A vibrating noise came from her pocket. Will’s mind jumped to the vibrator for whatever reason, and he felt dumb as she pulled out her cellphone and checked the screen.



“It’s Mom,” she said. “She’s wondering where we are.”



“We could give her some excuse, hang out for a little longer,” he suggested.



Rue frowned and shook her head. In truth, he shared that sentiment. It was never fun to lie to Jess and it always seemed like it caught up with them whenever they did.



“Let’s come back when we get a chance, then,” he said. “Make some money.”



“Definitely.”










CHAPTER 18




 



Will and Rue stopped at one of the food carts to grab burritos for the walk back. Jess’s car was parked in front of one of Isabelle’s garages at a slightly hasty angle. It left Will wondering if something super-related was up, and he quickly got his answer as they made their way inside.



“Aunt Izzie!” said Rue. “I mean…
 Invisibella
 .”



Invisibella’s costume was a skintight black and silver bodysuit. A zipper ran down the chest, which she’d left open just enough to hint at cleavage. Sections of armor were sewn into various places, the knees, elbows, and shoulders. Her mask was reflective silver in a wide V-shape, similar to the spread wings of a bird.



She wasn’t the only one ready for action. Relic came downstairs in full hero attire, the tight black and red of her aesthetic almost making it appear a theme with Invisibella’s. Her hips were snug against the tight skirt, and the diamond window gap in her top gave its usual alluring view of the edges of her breasts.



“What’s going on?” asked Will. “Did something happen?”



“A police officer sent in a reported sighting of Father Darkeye,” said Relic. “He was seen jaywalking on the corner of Arcane Street and Hughes Ave. We’re on our way to check it out.”



“In costume?” he asked.



Invisibella cleared her throat. “Your working theory about Hive was fairly compelling. I thought it would behoove us to take your concerns seriously.”



“In all likelihood, we’ll have confirmation as soon as we make contact,” said Relic. “Rue, any chance you’d be willing to help us narrow down how far he’s wandered in the time since we got the report?”



“I don’t invade people’s privacy for free, remember,” said Rue.



Relic’s expression grew stern. “Saving the life of an ally should be its own reward.”



“A creepy ally who used to rub my shoulders in a weird way when I was little.” Rue sighed and crossed her arms, closing her eyes for a moment. “He’s at the Shaw’s Market. Looks like he has a cart full of groceries.”



“Groceries?” asked Relic.



“Bread, peanut butter, jelly, canned tuna fish, whole bunch of chips, cookies.” Rue turned a hand palm-up. “Do I really need to keep going?”



“Strange,” said Invisibella.



“It is, but in the sense that it’s not that strange,” said Relic. “Father Darkeye helps out with a number of community projects. I could easily see him buying that stuff for a church picnic, or a meal kitchen.”



“I guess that’s good,” said Invisibella. “Though I was looking forward to a fight. We haven’t teamed up in years.”



“Too long, but let’s not rule anything out just yet,” said Relic. “You want to drive?”



“Gladly.”



“Stay safe, you two,” said Relic. “Rue, keep your phone on in case we need an update on his location. LP, watch out for Rue.”



“Got it covered,” he said.



Relic grinned and hurried out the door past them with Invisibella. Will waited until he heard the sound of a car starting and pulling out of the driveway before shooting Rue a glance.



“Webcam,” he said.



“
 Decay
 ,” she replied, smiling. “You know they’re going to assume you’re a part of whatever’s going on if you show up unannounced.”



“I think whatever’s going on might be more than they can handle. I’ll be the bad guy again if it means keeping them safe.”



“Don’t park your motorcycle too close to the scene,” she said. “It’ll give you away.”



“I’m aware.”



He grabbed his costume from downstairs. His greatsword was still back at their old house’s garage, but it would have been too unwieldy for this kind of encounter, regardless. He took his penknife instead, though Rue’s comment had left him wondering, as he had often in the past, if it would be the thing to give him away.



It was a very generic-looking penknife, but he couldn’t rule out the possibility that Relic might eventually recognize it. For today, however, it was a risk he’d simply have to take.



“Stay safe,” said Rue.



“I will.” He put in a wireless earbud and tapped his phone in his pocket. “Remember, if anything changes…”



“I’ll let you know.”



It didn’t take him long to reach the grocery store. He parked his bike behind a nearby building and changed into his costume behind a dumpster. It felt blatant to be in costume during the day, out in the open, but in a way that fed into the excitement of what he was doing.



The chaos was just beginning as he sprinted across the Shaw’s parking lot. He crouched behind a car, not wanting to be obvious, and watched as Father Darkeye attempted to push his cart full of groceries out of the store.



Several employees were filming him on their cellphones, and it was clear enough that the good priest hadn’t deigned to pay for the snack food he’d picked out. Father Darkeye’s body language was stiff and unnatural, and his expression held a distinctly vacant quality. He was being controlled, Will was sure of that now.



Invisibella and Relic arrived on foot, no doubt having parked their car somewhere discrete for reasons similar to his own. Will watched from his hiding spot, still unsure whether he’d need to act even though he’d all but confirmed that Hive was involved.



“Father Darkeye,” said Relic. “Hey. What’s going on? Is there anything we can—”



The priest’s right eye suddenly became a jewel of darkness, like onyx stone with a deep, vital glow spilling out from within its core. A tendril of shadow burst forth, spiraling in a fantastic circle like a ribbon dancing through the air.



Relic and Invisibella weren’t amateurs when it came to encounters with other supers. Invisibella disappeared at the first sign of an attack, while Relic used her cloak to fly twenty feet into the air.



The shadow tendril shot upward, seizing one of Relic’s ankles and slamming her down with what must have been tremendous force. She hit the pavement hard enough to leave an imprint of her body amidst the cracks, but still managed to pull herself back to her feet.



“Now!” shouted Relic.



Invisibella appeared behind Father Darkeye and wrapped an arm around his neck. The priest wasn’t a young man, and even if he had been, slipping out of such an intense chokehold would have been an impressive feat.



A car from the side of the parking lot was suddenly tumbling across the asphalt, bouncing with a hideous crash of broken glass and twisted metal, heading straight toward Invisibella and Father Darkeye. She pushed the priest one way and dove the other, putting herself out of harm’s way and quickly disappearing from sight.



Impact strode forward with heavy, robotic steps, clad in his complete costume and watching them with that same vacant expression. He wasn’t alone — Firecracker and Tusk, two of Will’s fellow Mastodon alumni, stood alongside him, along with Mirror, a superhero from Montreal with a silver costume.



They didn’t speak to one another or address Relic. It was a heavy lineup. Impact had his enhanced throwing power, which was nothing to sniff at with this many cars around. Tusk was a hulking, seven-foot-tall strongman. Firecracker could make small-burst explosions, hence the name, and Mirror, in similarly obvious fashion, could reflect attacks.



“Relic!” Miss Mass’s voice came from overhead. “There’s one behind you, too!”



Will cursed and stood up from his hiding spot, knowing he had no choice now but to get involved. Miss Mass was carrying Breathless by the shoulders, and Breathless was seemingly using her wind breath to propel them through the air faster.



They landed next to Relic, and the three heroines formed a defensive triangle. Will circled around the Hive-controlled supers, keen on fighting from the side that let him keep every potential threat to himself in view.



The brawl got off to a hectic start, everyone quickly pairing off with an opponent on the other side. Firecracker attacked with a tiny explosion that sent Relic dodging backward, and she immediately countered with a sunburst of her own, which knocked both Firecracker and Mirror to the ground.



Breathless tried to knock Impact off his feet with a powerful gust of wind. He stumbled backward, eventually colliding with an empty tour bus, which he sent hurtling toward the supers.



Father Darkeye swung his shadow tendril in a wide circle, clearing the space around him as he searched for Invisibella. Miss Mass took on Tusk, and the two engaged in a genuine knockdown brawl, the immovable object in the queen of density versus the unstoppable force of a strongman super.



Will felt like a snake on the prowl as he moved into the back of the controlled supers, more or less unseen. He seized Mirror by the shoulders and tripped him easily, opting to only cut a single tendon in one of his ankles. He could have done so much more than that, given how easily his cutting sidestepped the nature of Mirror’s reflections, but it seemed unnecessary. Mirror was being controlled, which made him want to set a limit on his attacks.



He sensed movement out of his periphery and dodged sideways. Someone had attacked him from above, and it wasn’t one of the controlled supers. He stared up, feeling a distinct, growing sense of despair as Kestrel glared at him and prepared for a second attack.



“You’re the one who’s been stalking my moth… um, Relic!” she shouted. “I had a feeling you might be involved.”



Ugh
 .



The last thing he wanted was to end up in a fight with Avery. It was even worse than fighting Relic, given that she had the Cord of Achilles and enough durability to let him get creative in how he tripped her up.



Will sprinted around the side of the building, knowing he couldn’t escape Kestrel given how agile she was in the air, but wanting to get away from the core of the brawl. She fell upon him with a practiced drop kick as soon as they were out of sight of the others. He didn’t dodge fast enough, and one of her heels clipped his shoulder and knocked him sideways and down.



“Huh,” said Kestrel. “That was easy. How did you manage to give Relic any trouble if a single hit is all it takes to—”



He leapt to his feet as soon as he heard her touch down, seizing her by one arm and swinging her sideways into the side door of the grocery store. She let out a little gasp that was far too similar to the noises Avery sometimes made during sex. It was confusing, fighting her like this.



“I’m not your enemy!” he growled. “None of this is my doing.”



“As though you’d admit to it, regardless,” said Avery. “Take off the stupid hood, and maybe I’ll hear you out.”



“Not happening.” He made a show of looking past her. “You might want to help your friends before worrying too much about me.”



It was a bluff. Relic and the others were fighting the controlled supers evenly, but Kestrel glanced over her shoulder, regardless. Will sent the lid of a nearby trash can flying toward her shins, hoping a painful low blow might give him an opportunity to escape.



Kestrel spun back around and hissed through her teeth. The trash can lid never made contact with her shins. It stopped in midair, hovering above the ground, and then rose up to chest level, swaying slightly around the edges like a raft in choppy waters.



“Looks like you’ve volunteered to be today’s practice target,” she said through gritted teeth.



She snarled and thrust a hand forward. The trash can lid shot toward Will with enough speed to take his head off. He slashed reflexively, cutting it into two neat halves that bounced across the asphalt with metallic screeches.



“Impressive,” he said in his villain voice. He meant it, too. Avery hadn’t mentioned to him that she’d gained control over this facet of her power.



“Don’t patronize me!” she hissed. She stabbed an arm toward a larger dumpster behind him, and it groaned as it lifted into the air. The effort of the act was clear from her tight expression, the way she wavered on her feet. The dumpster rose six or seven feet into the air before Kestrel gasped and lost control, stumbling backward.



He caught her as she fainted, noticing the trickle of blood running from her nose and the pale cast to her face. The toll using her telekinetic power took out of her was one that her body still couldn’t quite pay.



“Easy,” he whispered.



Kestrel’s eyes snapped open, and she punched him hard in the face. Will grunted and let go of her, letting her collapse to the ground, kind of wishing he could fight her at full strength, now.



“Look out!” shouted Relic. “He’s going to do it!”



Will’s attention snapped over to the main fight. Firecracker had an arm pointed at an unfortunate fuel truck that had just pulled into the grocer’s parking lot. The heroes had stopped fighting the controlled supers in lieu of clearing the watching crowd out of the way.



Firecracker snapped his finger. A tiny, explosive burst hit the tank of the fuel truck, followed by one large enough to blind Will’s vision and reverberate against his ear drums. The controlled supers were using the chaos as an opportunity to escape, and he wasn’t about to pass it up, either.



“Get back here!” shouted Kestrel. She wasn’t exactly on her feet, but she was moving, gliding toward him in a lunge.



Will tried to outpace her but she grabbed his ankle, holding tight and costing him valuable seconds as the rest of the heroes regrouped.



A nearby sewer cover popped up and open, releasing a torrent of green slime from somewhere unseen. It hit Kestrel in a wave, knocking her down and away from Will and effectively distracting her. He saw Erik’s familiar face pop up and wave an arm at him and didn’t see a point in waiting around.










CHAPTER 19




 



“Good timing,” said Will as they walked down one of the dry lanes of Lancaster City’s sewers.



“I’d say so,” said Erik. “You were about ten seconds away from being in Champion Authority custody.”



“Maybe. Why were you there, anyway?”



“This is one of my doubles, Pick, not the real me.”



“You know what I mean,” he said. “Why was your double here, then?”



“I’ve been keeping an eye on Impact.” Erik shrugged. “I wanted to make sure I could handle him if he tried to give a repeat performance of the other night.”



“I have some info about that if you’re interested. It looks like it’s Hive behind all of this.”



“That fits with what I’ve found out.” Erik folded his arms. “The base of operations for Impact and the other supers he was with came down from an old radar station outside of the city, up on Candletop Mountain.”



“Really?” Will ran a hand over his chin. “That’s critical info. What are they doing up there?”



“Nothing as far as I can tell. They squashed the double I sent to investigate, but what I saw before that happened was… strange.”



“What do you mean strange?”



“Like, doing
 absolutely nothing
 strange. Hundreds of people just sitting on the floor in rows, getting up every now and then to eat or handle the call of nature. That would fit with Hive, no?”



“Yeah… If he was trying to raise an army.” Will scowled and ran a hand through his hair. “Think you could send another double up there to investigate?”



“Not a chance,” said Erik. “I see no reason to get involved here.”



“What do you mean, no reason?” snapped Will. “You just told me he has hundreds of people at his command, enough to do whatever he wants. He could attack the city tomorrow morning and stand a pretty good chance of taking it over, if not at least getting a ton of people killed.”



“You’re the former hero, Pick,” said Erik. “That’s your shit.”



Erik patted him on the shoulder, gestured to the ladder they’d stopped by, and turned to go.



“You’re just going to walk away?” called Will. “He attacked you once. If he does make a move on the city, do you really think he won’t move on you again?”



“If he does, I’ll deal with it then.” Erik’s voice was distorted by the echo. “I’m not risking my ass by taking on someone like that.”



Will kicked the bottom rung of the ladder. He shouldn’t have been surprised. Erik’s reasoning was perfectly valid, and the more he considered it, the more he wondered why he was so ready to get involved in the first place.



With Kestrel back in the mix, he now had at least two heroines he would never be able to fight directly, people he simply couldn’t justify hurting. Why did he continue to put himself in situations where that was a risk?



Because letting someone else hurt them is just as much of a risk.



He made his way up to his motorcycle, quickly changed out of his costume, and headed off.



 



***



 



“Whoa, Avery did
 that
 to you?” asked Rue.



“Kestrel,” he said. “And… yes.”



He’d called her shortly after noticing in one of his handlebar mirrors that he had a rather obvious black eye. Too obvious for him not to do something about it if he wanted to preserve his cover.



“I thought you had a super healing ability that you’d been keeping secret,” said Rue.



“It’s only for cuts and broken stuff,” he said. “It doesn’t work on bruises.”



“Alright, well, you’re going to need some makeup. I can walk you through how to put it on. Shouldn’t be too hard.”



It took him nearly an hour, and that wasn’t including the time he spent picking out the right shade to match his skin from the drug store. He kept putting it on too thick, according to Rue, which made the black eye more obvious, rather than less.



When he finally got it right, he headed out of the drug store’s bathroom only to find that it was raining outside. The ride back to Isabelle’s mansion was an uncomfortable mixture of soaked clothing and shielding his careful makeup job.



Jess and Isabelle were sitting in the lounge, which he had to walk right by to get anywhere else from the mansion’s entrance. He kept his gaze down and tried to step quietly, to no avail.



“William,” called Jess. “What had you out riding your motorcycle in the rain?”



“Met up with a friend,” he said, casually.



“Which friend?” She came closer, smiling, not overtly suspicious. She’d changed into sweatpants and a t-shirt, more borrowed clothing from Isabelle, in all likelihood.



“You don’t know them,” he said, with a sigh. “Does it matter?”



He knew it wasn’t fair to be annoyed with Jess, but it was a hard emotion to tamp down on. The fight had left him frustrated, the way he was always misunderstood, never given a chance to explain, assumed to be nefarious and never taken at his word.



“Hey,” said Jess. “Where’s this tone coming from? I’m not trying to pry, I was just curious.”



“He’s allowed to have his secrets, Jess,” said Isabelle. “At his age, can you really blame him for wanting to keep certain aspects of his life separate from his mother?”



Jess pursed her lips and shot a look at her friend. “No, but I would hope that Will knows that he can tell me anything.”



“I do,” he said, forcing a smile. “And I’ll tell you all about my boring meetup with an old friend. But I really want to get changed out of these wet clothes, first.”



“Of course, sweetie,” said Jess. “Isabelle has some old men’s clothing that she took out for you to wear if you’d like. I think a few of Halberd’s shirts even ended up in the mix.”



He nodded, wondering if she would eventually pick up on the implication there. The clothes had already been set out on the pullout couch, a reasonably comfortable outfit in approximately his size. Will started taking his wet stuff off, tired and more than a little grumpy.



“You should be mindful about your own secrets before pressing other people about theirs,” said a feminine voice.



He turned around in time to see Isabelle resolve into existence from invisibility. He narrowed his eyes, feeling the way her gaze roved across his bare chest and, more importantly, his tattoos.



“Is that a threat?” he asked.



It was stupid to press her now, but her tone had an irritating smugness to it. It was quite possible that she knew he was Decay, that she’d followed him through the sewer and back to his motorcycle. It was also possible that she’d overheard him talking with Rue, or Avery, even. He wasn’t exactly lacking in potential blackmail material. What did she know?



Isabelle strode toward with long, languid steps. She pressed a finger into his chest, touching his tattoos, tracing the P in POWER REALISTS, still smirking as though she’d won.



“Does Jess know about these?” she asked. “You’ve only been out of prison for what, a month? Makes me wonder how much you’ve disclosed to her about your past.”



He blinked, biting back on his first response, which was to admit that Jess did in fact know. If she thought she had leverage over him, he might not have to worry about her sneaking around with her power and trying to get more. Maybe this was exactly what he needed?



“She doesn’t know,” he said.



“You have your secrets, and I have mine,” said Isabelle. “I think a truce might be in order, don’t you?”



He gave her a small nod, trying to play up the fear in his expression. “Fair enough. I won’t tell her about you and Halberd.”



“Good.” Isabelle let out a breath. “I’m sorry to have to do this, Will. I just… I can’t lose Jess. Do you know what it’s like to have a secret like that? One that would only cause pain, and to have someone hold it over you?”



“Not really,” he lied.



In truth, he’d already decided against telling Jess about Isabelle and Halberd directly, at least until their family was back on their feet. It really was a volatile thing and thrusting that volatility into Jess’s face would only make life harder for everyone.



“Well,” said Isabelle. “I suppose I’ll let you finish changing.”



“How charitable of you.”



She started up the stairs but paused midway. “Oh, and Will?”



“What?”



She smiled at him. “Come to my room later tonight, after everyone else has gone to bed.”



He stared at her, and then at the space where she’d been as she did her little disappearing trick again. An invitation like that could only mean one thing… but how could it possibly mean
 that
 here? She was either messing with him or luring him into some kind of trap, and neither outcome boded well.










CHAPTER 20




 



Will found Jess sitting in the lounge with Rue, the two of them watching a new update on the wider situation of the ongoing chaos in the city. The ticker banner across the bottom dramatically announced that over three dozen had gone missing in the past week, with Impact and Father Darkeye serving as the recognizable faces driving major concern.



“I think this is more evidence that Hive is behind all of this, not that anyone was doubting you, Will.” Jess curled up on a love seat, folding her legs underneath her.



“It seems like he’s expanding out to mundane innocents,” said Will. “That’s going to complicate the situation when we try to take him down.”



“I was wondering about that,” said Rue, who sat in a reclining chair with her feet up. “Is there any way you could give me a sketch of what this Hive guy looks like? If I could catch him on camera while he’s away from his possessed henchmen, I could serve you guys up an easy fight.”



“That’s part of the problem,” said Will. “I never saw his face. I was in the cell next to him while I was in solitary, but I only heard him, never saw him.”



“What did he sound like?” asked Jess.



“He whistled a lot,” said Will.



“Well, that makes things a fair bit more complicated.” Jess sighed and shifted a throw pillow under one arm.



He did have a plan, but not one he could go into right then. There were more ways to identify a supervillain, especially one with a power like Hive’s, than just getting a look at their face.



The doorbell rang. Will turned around, one hand feeling a sudden itch to reach for his penknife.



“That would be the pizza,” said Jess. “Izzie and I both agreed that cooking felt like too much effort.”



“I’ll get it,” said Will.



“Thanks, LP. The money is on the counter.”



He grabbed the money and opened the door only to find Avery rather than the expected delivery. She smiled and kissed him on the cheek as she stepped in, her fingers brushing and lingering on his for an affectionate second.



“Hey,” she said. “Room for one more tonight?”



“Absolutely.” Will pulled her hand up in the air and guided her as though they were dancing. “Were you too lonely all alone at your apartment?”



“Sort of.” A frown flickered across Avery’s expression. “I had this weird feeling after the fight. Like someone was watching me head home.”



“That’s a little concerning,” he said. It could have been Hive. It could have also been Erik, given how careful the multi-bodied super had grown about covering his bases.



“There’s pizza on the way,” called Jess. “Come on in. Izzie’s resting up in her room, but we might be able to lure her down here for a family movie and pizza night.”



Her phrasing prickled Will a bit. He didn’t love thinking of Isabelle as part of the family, even if he’d also called her Aunt Izzie once upon a time. Family members didn’t sleep with each other’s husbands behind their back.



“Sounds good,” said Avery. “I’m exhausted. I just want to stretch on the couch and pass out.”



She kicked off a pair of slippers, revealing a cute set of bare feet underneath. She wore a white and red summer gown, the kind with skinny shoulder straps and insubstantially thin fabric.



“You must have looked like a phoenix flying here in that,” he said. “How do you even get it to stay down in midair?”



“Lots of practice,” said Avery, nudging him. “You have to be mindful of the direction of the wind.”



The pizzas showed up an instant later. Will paid and brought them into the lounge. Isabelle had come downstairs after all, which left him taking a spot on the couch next to Avery, who was already stretched out under a blanket.



“One with everything, and one with cheese and a bunch of weird vegetarian-sounding stuff,” said Will.



“Pass the second one this way,” said Rue.



“And then over this way,” said Jess. “I’m in a low-grease mood tonight.”



Will grabbed a slice of the pizza and let himself relax as they ate. Jess put on a movie, a comedy with a heavy romance subplot and a surprising number of nude scenes. It made for a peaceful night, one that left him grateful but also annoyed at how comfortable Isabel’s mansion was.



“You can stretch out next to me if you want,” whispered Avery.



“I want,” he said playfully.



The movie was loud enough that, if they were quiet, they could talk without anyone else hearing. The TV provided the only illumination, aside from a light in the hallway off to the side. Nobody could really see what they were doing, either.



He squished in behind her, feeling the press of her delightfully soft body. It was divine to have a woman he loved so close to him, and even better for that woman to be Avery. He felt himself getting hard as he considered how much he could get away with.



“Comfy?” she whispered.



“Beyond comfy,” he whispered. He rocked his hips forward and kissed her neck.



“Mmm,” she moaned. “Careful, LP. We’re not alone.”



“Nobody’s going to notice.” He shifted the blanket so it was covering them both and traced the point of one of her nipples through her dress with a single finger. “I think Rue’s already asleep.”



“But Mom isn’t,” whispered Avery. “And Aunt Izzie…”



“What’s that?” said Isabelle. “Did you say something, Avery?”



“Shh…” Will kissed her neck, lips dragging upward across her earlobe.



“I, um…” Avery hesitated, clearly distracted. “What did you do to get the money for this posh place, anyway?”



“I took a sponsorship with Stainaway,” said Isabelle. “They were keen on tying the whole invisibility thing to their bleach line. Remember when I used to have that logo running up the leg of my costume?”



“I remember,” said Will. He ran a hand up Avery’s leg, letting it slip underneath her skirt. “I bet that helped the mess come right out.”



“I suppose,” said Isabelle. “Anyway, I invested most of the money, and it eventually amounted to this.”



“Sounds like you made off like a bandit,” said Will.



He cupped one of Avery’s breasts and pushed against her more aggressively, letting his erection prod into her thighs.



“LP!” she hissed. “Try to be… subtle about it, at least.”



“Subtle,” he said, pulling her panties down under the blanket. “Gotcha.”



“What are you doing?” she hissed. “You don’t have a condom!”



“I’ll be careful,” he whispered.



The movie changed to a quiet scene just as he was finishing his sentence, which made his voice seem loud in the moment.



“What are the two of you arguing about?” asked Jess. She glanced over her shoulder, but they were further back than where she was sitting, hidden within the darkness.



“LP keeps fidgeting,” said Avery, in a shockingly convincing voice. “I told him it’s fine for us to share the couch but only if he doesn’t move so much.”



“Avery’s just bad at sharing the couch.” He slid his sweatpants down, letting his cock snap loose and brush against her thighs. “I’m a big guy. It’s a tight squeeze.”



“I can handle the squeeze,” she purred. “Just not without a real
 blanket
 .”



“I can get you both a different one if you need it,” said Isabelle. “The A/C does make it pretty cold at night.”



Will eased his cock forward into Avery’s womanhood, surprised by how wet she already was. The sensation was unbelievable, doubled or tripled by being in the open, dancing around the risk of being caught. Avery made this tiny squeaking noise even though he was barely an inch in.



“We’re good,” she finally whispered. “I think… LP is going to warm me up.”



“Aw,” said Jess. “I bet the real reason you came over tonight is to get your daily dose of cuddling from your brother. I’m so glad the two of you are still close like that.”



The movie switched to an action scene, cutting off the conversation. Avery reached back and seized his arm, digging in her fingernails.



“Three thrusts, and that’s it!” she whispered. “Then you pull out.”



“Three thrusts,” he said, obligingly.



He kissed her neck as he let his cock sink deeper with agonizing slowness. It was absolute torture to go slow, but given the limit they’d agreed upon, he was going to take as much time as possible. She was so tight and hot, and the sensation from the contact throbbed through every inch of his body.



He gently tweaked one of her nipples, feeling a secondhand thrill at the way it made her squirm. Pushing his hips forward a little more, he went as deep as he could from that angle. Avery wiggled her hips from side to side and reached a hand back to rub his leg.



“That’s… one,” she whispered.



“It’s not one until I pull back,” he said.



“Watch it,” she said in a breathy voice.



“You watch it. We had a deal.”



Avery slapped her hand against him, playful but chastising. She tried to shift her head back to kiss him but couldn’t quite get there. He kissed her neck instead, taking a small liberty as he jiggled his cock around a bit without sliding back completely.



The movie was nearing its end. As much as he would have enjoyed edging Avery until she was begging for him to take her relentlessly for as long as he wanted, it simply wasn’t an option. It wasn’t safe, either, even if she was on birth control.



She
 was
 on birth control… right?



Will groaned with pleasure as he slowly dragged his cock back, getting the full worth of his stroke and letting the tip tickle the petals of her entrance at just short of a full withdrawal. Avery took several breaths as though she’d just come up from a deep dive.



“That’s one,” he whispered into her ear.



He waited, caressing her body, but not pushing forward again. The movie suddenly shifted to a funny moment, and Jess and Isabelle burst out laughing.



“You’re so tight,” he whispered into her ear. “If you weren’t so wet, I don’t know if I’d even be able to fit this back in.”



“I have my thighs mostly squeezed together,” she whispered. “It’s not like I can just prop one up on the back of the couch.”



He groped the inside of her leg and gently lifted it up a few inches. “There we go. Fuck… It barely made a difference.”



Avery seemed to arch her back a degree further with each millimeter he packed into her. He buried his tool into her as though he was easing down the plunger of a coffee press, slow and steamy.



“Two,” whispered Avery.



She was rocking her hips, creating more movement than Will would have tried to get away with, which made him hesitate before correcting her again. He set a hand on her waist and started pumping into her with small movements, a dirty little micro-fuck underneath the blanket in someone else’s house.



“Fuck, LP!” moaned Avery. “We should… go downstairs.”



“Mom would probably notice if we both tried to sneak off,” he said.



Mom
 . He hardly ever called Jess that these days, but it was certainly what she felt at that moment. A concerned mother who would ruin their fun, if not their lives, if she caught them.



“Hurry up, then!” she hissed. “Do three already.”



She was undulating faster, the motion blatant enough to be obvious under the blanket. Will matched her rhythm, and during another pause amidst the explosions and music of the movie, the sound of their bodies tapping together was faintly audible.



“You want it bad,” he growled. “Say it.”



“You bastard!” she whispered. “Yes, whatever. I want it
 bad.
 ”



Will risked a quick glance to make sure that Jess and Isabelle were focused on the movie and proceeded to give her what she’d asked for. It was risky. It was far more than just three quick pumps. It was him and Avery, brother and sister, too horny to care about right and wrong.



She drew inward as she came, letting out a barely perceptible squeal and pulling the blanket over her face. Insanely cute, insanely hot. Will kissed her cheek and squeezed one of her tits as he flaunted her earlier limit, pumping faster and faster until suddenly he knew that he
 had
 to pull out.



He managed it, but not without making a significant mess. Avery’s thighs collected most of it, the rest spilling onto her dress and a fair portion dripping to leave a suspicious stain on the couch. She peeked out from under the blanket, breathing heavily, blushing hard.



The sensation was unreal, a soft cocoon of pleasure and warmth and satisfaction. Avery was more than just his partner in pleasure, however. He hugged her, feeling so completely and utterly glad that he had her in his life.



“You broke the rule, you jerk,” she whispered.



“I know.”



“You’re lucky I love you as much as I do.”



“I know.”









PART TWO: PAST AND PRESENT



 










CHAPTER 21




 



Will woke up, which meant that he’d fallen asleep. He was still on the couch in the lounge, but the movie was long since over. He vaguely recalled Avery deciding to head back to her own place after it had finished, saying something about missing her own bed.



He wondered if it was really about that, or if their little sex-under-the-blanket session had left her feeling confused about what they were doing. There was also the far less dramatic, though equally concerning explanation of her having simply forgotten to bring her evening Percocet with her and flown off to beat her oncoming withdrawal symptoms.



He made sure he was decent and started tiptoeing through the house. He’d only made it a few steps before someone cleared their throat behind him. Turning around, Will saw Isabelle materialize from thin air.



“Looks like I have good timing,” she said. “I thought I’d need to wake you up, but you seem ready to go.”



Her silver hair was down, and between that and her flowing white nightgown, she looked like a ghost in the moonlight. There was an aspect of truth to that. She was a ghost from his past, from Halberd’s past, a person in her own right, but also an echo of past mistakes.



“Ready to go where, exactly?” he asked.



“Up to my room,” she said, smirking.



She beckoned to him with a single finger as she strode by. Will felt his body reacting without his consent, cock jumping to conclusions and growing hard. What other reason could she have to invite him to her bedroom other than, well, the
 best
 reason?



But that seemed the wrong assumption to jump to, regardless of which way he looked at the situation. She was Halberd’s old flame. She’d known him as an awkward teenager. Romantic feelings were probably the last emotion she harbored for him.



Then again, Jess had once been Halberd’s wife, had raised him from early childhood, and things between them had certainly evolved since then. He couldn’t rule anything out. The question of what he
 hoped
 she had in mind for them was one that he felt uneasy trying to answer.



He followed her example as she tiptoed past the guest room, where Jess and Rue were sleeping soundly, down the hall to the master bedroom. The only illumination inside came from a small lamp by her bed, which gave the space a decidedly intimate feel from the start.



“Close the door,” said Isabelle.



He shut it slowly and folded his arms, watching her. “What’s this about?”



“Straight to the point,” said Isabelle. “Hal was always the same way. You remind me of him, sometimes.”



“That’s not as much of a compliment as you seem to think it is,” said Will.



“Sorry.” Isabelle shook her head. “I didn’t bring you up her to joust with you, William. I figured you’d guessed that much.”



“Yeah, I did.”



“This might be a mistake, but… it feels like one I have to make.” She walked closer to him, drawing to a stop a foot or two away. “Jess can never know about this.”



“Another secret for the pile?” Will’s heart was pounding out of his chest. “Now I’m really curious about what you had in mind.”



“I think it’s better for me to show, rather than tell.”



She flashed a coy smile and then turned around, walking toward her closet. It was massive, nearly the size of Will’s old room, and she disappeared into a shadowed section of it and returned with something in her hands.



“I wanted to give this to you,” said Isabelle. “It was… his.”



Will sucked in a slow breath, the air feeling like bits of glass raking his insides. Isabelle held a hefty axe made from pale bits of amethyst. Halberd’s work, undoubtedly, but even for him, it was a masterpiece. The edge was blunted, as though he’d conjured it with decoration in mind, which explained what Isabelle was doing with it.



“He gave you an axe,” he said.



“To remember him by.” Isabelle gave a small, sad shrug. “That’s what he said. He added that it might be the last time I’d ever see him, and it was.”



“I don’t understand.”



Isabelle shook her head. “I can’t keep it, just like I couldn’t keep him. It isn’t
 mine
 , William. I want you to have it. More than that, I want you to give it your mother, if you can. You obviously would have to find a way to explain where it came from without mentioning me, but I think she’d really appreciate having something like this. To remember the better side of the man.”



“The better side of him?” Will shook his head. “Who the hell do you think he was, exactly?”



“The man I loved, unfortunately,” whispered Isabelle. “I didn’t bring you up here to argue. Take it if you want it. I’ll probably simply bury it or toss it into the ocean if you don’t. It’s time for me to move on.”



He gritted his teeth and snatched the axe from her hands, a little surprised by the weight of it. Isabelle didn’t say anything as he headed for the door. He looked at the axe again, feeling a lump forming in his throat.



Back down in the basement, Will pulled the trash can in the corner of the room up to the couch. He sat down, pulled out his penknife, and started cutting the axe up, dropping little bits of amethyst into the garbage, bit by bit. His power made it feel like carving butter, but he would never have wasted so much butter, on principle.



“Halberd,” he muttered. “You bastard.”



 



***



 



FIVE YEARS EARLIER



 



“You know, having someone feed me individual bites of eggrolls wasn’t that far off from my idea of heaven when I was a little girl,” said Liz.



She made a show of stretching out on the couch like a lounging sultan. Lockpick poked her in the cheek as he brought the eggroll in close to her mouth for another bite. She playfully snapped her teeth at his hand, and they both smiled and side-eyed each other.



“There are certainly worse ways to spend a Saturday afternoon,” he said.



“Yeah, don’t remind me.” She tugged at the bindings around her wrists again, but otherwise didn’t push the issue of her captivity. “Last bite?”



He pushed it up to her mouth. Liz took it in a single mouthful, her lips briefly closing on the tip of his finger. It was awkward in that
 puberty
 awkward sort of way that left him wondering if she’d done it on purpose, if it meant more than it did.



“That should probably be my last one,” she said, glancing away. “My mom always told me I’d get fat if I ate too many.”



“Your mom?”



“On my old mentor team, before I joined Lost Generation.”



“Ah.” Lockpick didn’t really want the topic moving in that direction. “Well, you ate five of them, so I suppose we’ll see if that prophecy ends up panning out.”



Liz laughed and gently kicked his shoulder with one foot. He was sitting on the ground in front of the couch, back pressed up against it, as he hadn’t known exactly how to approach squeezing in next to her.



“Fried rice?” he offered.



“Sure.” She sighed and wriggled back to a somewhat upright position. “It was hard to leave my old team. I never really left, in some ways. They’re still my family, still worrying after me.”



Lockpick kept his eyes on the carton of fried rice rather than risk meeting her gaze and letting his own expression betray him. “I get it.”



“I think you probably do,” she said, with a small sigh. “They were so worried about me when I joined Lost Generation. They thought I was too brazen and sure of myself. That I’d do something stupid, take too many risks, get myself into trouble.”



“I mean… were they wrong?”



“So, you admit that I am in trouble, then?” she asked. There was a note of tension in her voice, one that felt like an intruder. They’d been getting along together, having fun… hadn’t they?



“Halberd’s chaotic, but he’s not evil,” said Lockpick. “He’s not going to hurt you. He just wants to get your team off our back.”



“He’s hurt other people before, though, hasn’t he?”



Lockpick didn’t answer. He used one of the plastic forks to scoop up some fried rice but lost a few grains as he started to transfer it toward Liz’s mouth.



“Think you’re going to need a spoon for that, chief.”



“Probably. There’s one in the bag.”



He stood up and turned to grab the bag from the table on the other side of the room. He’d taken two steps and was about to lean forward when a searing pain cut through his shoulder with enough force to drop him to his knees. He clutched a wound that seemed both burnt and bloody and looked back at Liz.



She was on her feet, wrist bindings loose, aluminum foil peeled back to unleash her powers. Strangely, Lockpick thought of Relic again as he looked at her, how scary she could sometimes be against opponents in a fight. They most definitely both had that in common.



“Sorry,” said Liz. “I thought you were really sweet, but… I’m a hero, and you’re a villain. This is just how it goes.”



She brought her hand up, considering, and then let it fall and headed straight to the door. It burst open as she was reaching for the handle with enough force to knock her back and onto her butt.



Halberd entered the hotel room, face cold with fury. He seized Liz Laser by the neck, lifting her into the air with both hands, and slammed her into the wall, her head knocking sideways with enough force to make her body go limp.



“Don’t!” shouted Lockpick. “She’s just scared.”



He jumped to his feet and tried to pull Halberd’s hands back. The older man did let go… for long enough to strike out. Lockpick didn’t feel the blow as much as he came to after it, suddenly stretched out across the floor on top of a flattened carton of chow mein.



“I told you to watch her!” snarled Halberd. “I told you to… Look, I’m sorry that just happened. But I need you to think with your head, not your dick. If she gets away, there won’t ever be a happy ending for either of us. Life in prison, LP… if we’re
 lucky
 .”



“We can’t just keep her locked up in this motel room forever,” said Lockpick. He wiped blood from his mouth, almost gasping in pain as his palm touched a deep split in his lip.



“We’ll deal with it tomorrow,” said Halberd.



“Deal with it?”



“Deal with her.” Halberd picked the unconscious girl up, set her down on the couch, and started binding her hands again.










CHAPTER 22




 



Will woke to the sound of soft footsteps approaching his bed. Once upon a time, that would have been enough to have him slapping a hand toward his penknife, a telltale sign of the heroes having caught up with him and Halberd.



These days, it mostly just meant that somebody was looking to play a prank on him, or possibly cuddle.



“LP,” whispered Jess. “It’s almost nine. Time to wake up.”



She came closer to the pullout couch and gently shook his shoulder. He kept his breathing even, wondering what she’d do if he forced her to try a little harder.



“Come on,” she said, voice patient and joyful. “Time to start the day. I have an idea about what might be fun for us to do together.”



He felt her weight shift onto the bed as she sat down next to him and gave his shoulders another shake. “I can tell you’re awake. You have a light snore when you’re actually sleeping.”



He didn’t fall for it or break pace with his breathing. Jess started pulling the blankets back and then seemed to think better of it, sliding under them next to him instead.



“I bet this will wake you up,” she whispered against his neck. “LP. Come join us in the world of the living.”



One of her hands roved over his chest, and she let her nose nuzzle his cheek. She certainly knew how to exploit his weakness. Will turned toward her, his lips brushing hers once, and then a second time as they shared a tender, sleepy kiss.



“Hey,” she whispered.



“Hey.”



He kissed her again, running his hand along her body. She was already dressed for the day, tight jeans and a black tunic style top that had horizontal slits running up one side. He threaded his fingers into them and kissed her more deeply.



“Dare I guess what kind of dream I pulled you out of?” she asked, propping her head up with her hand and elbow.



“Guess away,” he said. “I’ll give you a prize if you come close.”



He kissed her neck and let one of his hands slide toward her breasts. Jess let out a satisfied sigh but stopped his encroaching touch before he could actually grope her.



“Come on!” She kissed him on the forehead. “No time to waste. We’re going to the carnival today.”



She rolled off the couch, stealing his blanket in the process. Will sighed and spared a single glance at the pretty obvious erection he was sporting before reaching for some clothes.



“Why the carnival?” he asked.



“Because it’s in town, and it’s been forever since we last went,” said Jess. “I already called Avery to invite her. She’s going to meet us there.”



“Avery agreed to go to the carnival?” he said skeptically.



“She seemed keener on the idea after I told her that you had already agreed to go,” said Jess.



She gave him an oddly suspicious smile. Will grinned back at her and pulled a t-shirt on.



“I am a pretty popular guy,” he said. “Can I have one more kiss good morning?”



“You’re pushing it, mister.” Jess grinned and walked over with her hands behind her back. “Just one more.”



She leaned forward and kissed him on the lips. Will grabbed her as she tried to pull away, pulling her into a hug from where he was sitting and briefly running his hands over her jeans-covered butt. It was incredible how the denim combined with soft flesh to create such an incredible sensation against his palm.



“I hope you know enough to keep your hands to yourself when we’re in public,” she said, in a stern voice.



“I’ll save all my fondling for when we get back home.”



Jess sighed and ran a hand through his hair, trying to smooth out a bad case of bedhead. “What am I ever going to do with you?”



She hugged him, and he hugged her back.



“You should come wake me up in the morning more often,” he suggested.



“Okay.”



“Breakfast?”



“Already on the table.”



They went up together. Rue was waiting for them while eating her own food, clad in a pair of tight shorts and a white V-neck top that showed off a wonderful amount of cleavage and a thin sliver of her taut stomach.



“Good morning,” he said to her. “Excited for the carnival?”



“I’m only here so I don’t get fined,” she said, looking pouty.



“It’s going to be fun,” said Jess. “Did Izzie already leave?”



“She said she had to run an errand before meeting up with us,” said Rue.



“Then let’s get moving.”



Will took a bagel with eggs and bacon to go as they all piled into Jess’s Prius. The carnival was set up not far from the library he and Rue had scoped out the previous day. Jess spotted Isabelle’s car and found a parking spot next to her.



“You weren’t waiting long, were you?” asked Jess.



Isabelle shook her head. “Just looking over some of the reports that have come in about the missing people and the Hive situation. To be honest, taking today off feels a bit like dereliction of duty.”



“The Drifters and the Second Advent are keeping a close eye on the city,” said Jess. “We deserve to have a little bit of fun now and then, especially given the week we’ve had.”



“I can’t argue with you there,” said Isabelle. “I suppose the world isn’t going to fall to pieces simply because we were enjoying ourselves for an afternoon.”



“Famous last words,” said Will.



Jess shot him an exaggerated glare, and he grinned and held his hands up in surrender.



“Well, here comes Avery,” said Rue.



She hooked a thumb skyward as a shape materialized into the silhouette of a person overhead. Avery had on a skirt, sandals, a white tank top, and a big pair of sunglasses, an outfit which necessitated she fly with her legs at a certain angle to avoid flashing the world.



“Could you be a little more discrete?” snapped Jess, grabbing her by the arm as she landed.



“Relax, nobody saw me,” said Avery. “I can’t win with you, can I? If I’d taken my car, you would have started up on me about buying a new one again.”



“For good reason,” said Jess. “But I suppose that’s fair. I’m not here to chastise, I’m here to have fun. Come on, let’s get inside!”



“William,” said Avery, letting her fingers brush his as she came to walk beside him.



“Avery.” He grinned at her, thinking back to the night before. There were plenty of discrete, out of the way rides at this carnival, from what he remembered. He wondered if he could convince her to join him on one.



“The two of you are acting weird,” said Rue, who was walking right behind them.



“No, we’re not,” said Avery and Will at the same time.



Rue narrowed her eyes at them, and her gaze landed on Will with surprising weight. He still wasn’t sure how to address the situation between them, the way the secrets he kept with each sometimes chafed together at times like this.



The carnival had no entrance fee, but every ride and game had a price measured in tickets, which were sold for a premium at the booths at the front. The air was thick with the smell of cotton candy, fried dough, and something slightly more chemical, like spilled hydraulic fluid.



Will moved to stand next to Rue and nudged her in the ribs as they got in line to buy their tickets.



“Buy mine for me?” he whispered.



“What? Why?”



“Because you still owe me money,” he said.



“Rue owes you money?” asked Avery, butting her head in.



“Um, yeah,” said Rue. “He helped me out with a… thing.”



“A thing.” Avery nodded, smiling sagely. “How specific and informative.”



“I don’t mind paying for everyone if there’s an issue,” said Isabelle.



“What?” snapped Rue. “No! I can pay for him. I do owe him, after all.”



Rue grabbed Will’s hand and pulled him forward as the people in line in front of them finished paying. She bought them each a hundred tickets, which wasn’t as much as it might have sounded, given each ride costing upwards of ten.



“Here you go,” said the ticket vendor. “The Love Canal is on the park’s western side, in case you two were wondering.”



“He’s my brother!” Rue made a noise and stomped off with her tickets.



Behind them, Avery started laughing. Will bit back on the urge to go after her. Rue was like a boomerang when she reached this point with her temper in public — dangerous to interact with, but quick on the retrieve.



“I’m surprised that it’s not more crowded today,” said Jess as she and the others finished getting their tickets.



“There’s a lot of activity, just not all that many adults,” said Will. It was true enough. The park was full of teenagers and wild groups of younger kids, who seemed emboldened by their lack of supervision.



He watched as a group of teenage boys eyed his group, or rather, the women in his group, as they passed by. One of them did a double take on Jess, perhaps marking her resemblance to Relic, or perhaps just discovering the appeal of older women.



“I’m going on some rides,” said Rue. “Anyone want to come with?”



“Maybe after,” said Will.



“I think Isabelle and I are going to…” Jess trailed off as a young boy in the midst of bawling his eyes out bumped into her. “Hey! What’s wrong? Here, can I help you find somebody?”



The little boy almost immediately grabbed onto her leg, endearing and also a fairly advanced survival strategy, though he probably didn’t know it. Jess smiled and rubbed his shoulder, alternating between soothing him with shushing noises and trying to get info about who he was with.



“I’m going to help him,” she said simply.



“We’re not about to stand in your way, supermom,” said Avery. “Want to meet up by the carnival games once you’ve saved the stray?”



“It should only take a minute,” said Jess.



She rubbed the little boy’s hair, and Will got the distinct sense that she’d still be smiling and happy even if it took her ten hours.










CHAPTER 23




 



With Rue off enjoying the rides and Jess saving the day, Will and Avery had the perfect opportunity to slip off on their own. Isabelle was still around, but she veered in Jess’s direction once it became clear that she’d be the odd one out in any other pairing.



He and Avery walked close to each other, but not too close. Will was aware in the back of his head that, despite how intimate they’d become, they didn’t really do stuff like this much.



“It’s kind of like our first date,” said Avery, echoing his thoughts.



“Our first date was running from mutants in the Exclusion Zone,” he said, letting his shoulder brush hers.



“Oh, I stand corrected,” she said, smirking. “It was everything a woman could ask for.”



“I see a beer garden up ahead.” He held out a hand, though not before checking over his shoulder to make sure Jess and Rue weren’t around. “Let’s go have date number two.”



It was fairly posh as far as carnival beer gardens went, with a concierge who checked their IDs and seated them at a table. The drink menu was full of faintly ridiculous sounding options, and after some playful back and forth, they settled on one called the
 Jester’s Special
 .



“Here you are,” said the server as she set a massive plastic cup filled with some kind of alcoholic slushy concoction down in front of them. “Two straws or one?”



“Two,” answered Avery. “Thank you.”



“Did you know what we were going to be getting when you suggested this?” Will asked.



Her eyes had a spark in them that practically gave him his answer. “I had a small suspicion. The real boozy drinks are always at the bottom of the menu.”



“Alright, well, don’t drink too much,” he said.



“I have my own straw,” she said, grinning. “I’ll drink as much as I damn well please.”



She started at it. Will gave her a mocking scowl and stabbed his own straw in. It quickly turned into a race to down as much as they each could, a competitive romantic moment that he sensed he’d cherish forever.



Five minutes later, they both sported a heavy buzz and a heavier case of brain freeze. Avery pulled her chair in closer to his and leaned her head against his shoulder as she groaned in pain.



“Poisoned…” she muttered. “I’ve been poisoned.”



“Drama queen.”



“I’m going to die from the poison, LP,” she muttered.



“Ah, of course.”



“Kill me now. Put me out of my pain.”



He flicked her earlobe with a fingertip. Her lips were blue from all the food coloring in the slushy. Will wanted to kiss her, but he judged it to be too risky with Jess and the others roaming around.



“Come on,” he said. “Let’s move around and warm ourselves up.”



“I’m going to have to retire from being a hero again,” muttered Avery. “I’ll apply for whatever benefits heroes poisoned by intense brain freeze receive.”



“It’s a commendation for being overdramatic.”



Her words brought him back to the day before, as much as he really wasn’t interested in going there. He’d fought her in costume, Decay versus Kestrel, during the melee outside the grocery store. It hadn’t been his focus at the time, but he’d seen her use her full power, not just flying, but also telekinesis.



“How has it been going lately?” he asked. “Being a heroine again, I mean?”



Avery took a second before answering. “Good. Better than it used to be. I feel… empowered.”



“Is that supposed to be wordplay, or…?”



“Seriously. I feel as though I’m getting to the point where I can really start kicking butt again. I had a standoff with that guy who has been harassing Mom yesterday. Delay, or whatever his name is.”



“I think it’s Decay,” said Will.



“I kicked his butt,” said Avery. “Wish you could have seen it. I had him begging for mercy by the end of it.”



“Oh, I bet you did. So he’s in custody now?”



“Well, no, but I’m sure he’s going to think twice before thinking he can take me on.”



Will put an arm around her, smiling. “I don’t doubt it.”



They made it back to the central area of the carnival, near where they’d split off from everyone else before. Will spotted Rue right as she saw them. He let his arm drop from around Avery’s side, but not quickly enough to escape her watchful eyes.



“Hey,” said Rue. “Did the two of you go on a ride, or something?”



“We got a drink.” Avery shrugged and glanced away. “Where are Mom and Isabelle?”



“That’s what I’m trying to figure out,” said Rue, a little too quickly.



She frowned and walked ahead of them. Will exchanged a concerned look with Avery as they followed after her.



“She saw us,” said Avery quietly. “I think she’s a little weirded out.”



“I think she’s a little jealous,” whispered Will.



“Why would she be jealous?”



He hesitated, knowing he couldn’t really explain it without betraying Rue’s confidence. “We’ve gotten a lot closer since I’ve been back. I think she just likes being my go-to sister.”



“Well,
 go
 to her, then,” said Avery. “I’m not going to crumple into a heap without you by my side.”



“You asked me to kill you five minutes ago because you had brain freeze.”



“Don’t minimize my suffering,” said Avery. “Or Rue’s.”



She pushed him forward, and he jogged a few steps until he was walking even with his younger sister. “Hey.”



“Hey,” she said, unenthused.



“What ride did you go on before?”



“Does it matter?”



“I bet it was the unicorn carousel,” said Will.



Rue let out an annoyed sigh, but he could sense the smile underneath it. “Are you going to mock me for liking unicorns, now?”



“No, of course not. I think it’s cute.”



He slowed to a stop as he saw Jess at one of the games up ahead of them. It was the bottle throw, and she was chatting with the carnie running it, who was smiling as though he’d found the perfect mark to pull into his undoubtedly rigged contest.



“So, I just throw the bottle, and if I knock down all of the bottles, I can pick any prize?” asked Jess.



“That’s exactly it, ma’am,” said the man. “Simple and easy. Just give it your best try. Most women do an underhand throw. Makes it easier for them to—”



Jess’s arm blurred, and a tremendous crack came from the bottles as they ricocheted outward like shrapnel from the impact point. The carnie flinched and stumbled into the prize wall, gaping in surprise at the now empty space where the bottles had once been stacked.



“Uh…” He shook his head. “Looks like you got them all.”



“Looks like I did,” said Jess.



“I think the giant stuffed unicorn in back would make for a nice prize,” said Will, squeezing Rue’s hand.










CHAPTER 24




 



Will walked alongside Avery and Rue, the latter of whose face was completely obscured by the head of the massive stuffed unicorn she now carried. Jess and Isabelle followed just behind them as they headed through the carnival in search of their next activity, a happy super-family enjoying a day off.



“There’s the Love Canal,” said Jess. “I always had a soft spot for that ride, but I had to drag Hal by the elbow to get him to go on it with me. I mean that literally. Remember the time the three of us came here together, Izzie?”



“That was… a long time ago,” said Isabelle.



“It was the time he made a game of trying to throw bits of cotton candy into our cleavage,” said Jess.



Isabelle cleared her throat. “Oh, I remember.”



Will bristled and couldn’t help but wonder if anyone else felt the weight of the silence that followed. He felt Avery nudge him and shifted back to the moment. She was eyeing the line for the Love Canal, but it wouldn’t be a simple matter of them just announcing that they wanted to go on it as a duo.



“I kind of want to see what it’s like,” he said. “I’ve never been on it before.”



“Because you’ve never had a real girlfriend,” said Rue.



He cleared his throat. “Yeah, thanks for pointing that out, Rue. Does anyone want to join me for a nice, platonic ride through the Love Canal?”



Avery grinned and opened her mouth to answer.



“Whatever, sure,” said Rue, half a second quicker. “I’ll go on the stupid ride with you.”



“Uh…” Will scratched his neck.



“If you think the ride’s so stupid, why do you even want to go on it?” said Avery.



“Because it’s a ride,” said Rue, with a shrug. “They only let on people in pairs, anyway, so someone has to go with LP.”



“Well, since I actually think it looks campy and fun, why don’t I partner up with him and save you the trouble?” suggested Avery. “They won’t let you take your stuffed animal on, anyway.”



“I mean, I’m sure Mom or Isabelle would be willing to hold it for me,” said Rue. “Not that it matters. Will should pick who he wants to ride with.”



“Fair enough,” said Avery.



Not even close to fair
 , thought Will. He faked like he had to tie his shoe to give himself a second to think. They both seemed confident about who he would pick, which was reasonable given how close he’d grown to them each in terms of intimacy and secrets.



It didn’t matter if he picked Rue or Avery. Whoever he didn’t pick was going to take it personally, and he really wasn’t in the mood to hurt either of them.



His phone vibrated, and he pulled it out of his pocket, brandishing it like a weapon. “Why don’t you guys go on ahead? I just got a text.”



“Is it serious?” asked Jess.



He was about to lie and say that it was, and then he saw who it was from, and didn’t need to.



“Yeah,” he said.



Where are you right now?
 – Mist



 



***



 



Will put some distance between himself and the others before dropping down onto a bench and tapping out a quick reply.



I’m at the carnival. Why?



He waited, and it was only a few seconds before her reply.



I’m nearby. Get in line for the Ferris wheel.



She hadn’t answered his question, which was as annoying as it was intriguing. He saw Jess, Avery, and Rue still waiting around for him near the Love Canal. He waved a hand at them, urging them onward, and pretended as though he was in the middle of a phone call.



The Ferris wheel was one of the carnival’s more popular rides, and the line to get on was long enough to make him second guess his decision. It moved quickly, however, and he lucked out by getting a cab to himself when they stopped to let the next group on. He had a feeling he wouldn’t be alone for that long, and it proved accurate.



There was a poof and rush of air as the Ferris wheel began moving, and the seat across from him was suddenly occupied. Mist had a small smile on her face and gave him a tiny wave with just her fingers.



“Hey Pick,” she said.



She was dressed casually, tight black yoga pants along with a tan sweatshirt. Her black and blue hair was just long enough to tuck into the neckline, though the wind still played with a few stubborn locks that refused to lie straight.



“What’s this about?” he asked.



“Does it have to be
 about
 something?” she asked. “Maybe I just like Ferris wheels.”



She looked out over the sprawling mixture of rides, booths, and tents as they rose higher into the air.



“I would have figured you’d be more of a roller coaster girl,” said Will.



“Is there some kind of subtle implication there?” She smirked and lifted her feet, kicking off her sandals and setting them in his lap. He didn’t push them away, but he didn’t appreciate the gesture as he once might have, either, still wary of her motives.



“Not really all that subtle,” said Will. “I’ve seen how you ride.”



She ignored the comment. “Is that your family you’re with?”



“That’s them.” He eyed Jess and the others, who’d opted to play another game rather than cramming into the Love Canal. He thought Rue and Avery were looking in his direction, but it was hard to tell at a distance.



“Your sisters are cute,” said Mist. “I bet they absolutely hate me, don’t they?”



“You didn’t come here to make small talk about my sisters, Mist,” said Will. “What do you want?”



“Straight to the point,” she muttered. “I appreciate that, even if it makes my heart hurt. I sort of… need a favor.”



“You’re the one that’s supposed to owe me, Mist. Not the other way around.”



“I know.” She pulled her legs back, letting her knees disappear up into her sweatshirt. “Look, I wouldn’t have reached out if it wasn’t serious. I think someone has been watching me.”



“Watching you?”



“Following me, stalking me, take your pick of verbs,” said Mist. “I was hoping that you’d know what the deal was. If it’s just one of the heroes in town, I can probably ignore it, but I just have this prickling feeling in my intuition that tells me it’s not.”



Will sighed and rubbed a hand along his chin. “It’s not one of the heroes. They’ve all been busy with one of the escapees. Have you ever heard of Hive?”



Mist shook her head. “From the men’s side, I’m assuming?”



“Yeah. He can possess people with his power. He’s taken a few supers in the area already, a couple of villains, along with Impact and Father Darkeye.”



“Do you think he’s trying to add me to his collection?”



“Pretty safe assumption.”



Mist hissed through her teeth. “Well, the heroes have a plan to deal with him, right?”



“They’re working on one,” he said.



“You don’t sound overly optimistic.”



He folded his arms and leaned back against the Ferris wheel’s seat. “I think they might be underestimating him, to be honest.”



Mist scowled and fidgeted within her sweatshirt. “Look, all I really care about is getting this guy off my back. You don’t owe me anything, Pick… but is there any way you can help me?”



“How?” He exhaled and shook his head. “Moreover, why would you ask me that after how you betrayed me? Why not go ask Despot for help?”



His anger slipped into his voice around the edges, but there was no avoiding that.



“I don’t want to involve myself with the Realists again,” said Mist. “I learned my lesson the first time. It’s why I came to you.”



He still wasn’t sure if he could trust her, if he
 wanted
 to trust her, but she seemed genuinely afraid. Will folded his arms and looked down at Jess and the others again, wondering what they would advise him to do.



“I’ll keep you in the loop as the situation unfolds,” he said. “I don’t plan on waiting around for Hive to become too much of a threat.”



Mist nodded slowly. “If you want backup when you move on him, let me know.”



Will snorted. “You’d be willing to join in if it came to a fight?”



She shrugged. “Maybe. I still need to put together a costume, but I can hold my own in a scrap.”



Will nodded, holding her gaze for a second or two. Mist disappeared from view, reappearing on his lap in the same moment. She kissed him, and he surprised himself by kissing her back aggressively.



The make out ended as quickly as it began, with Mist
 poofing
 back into her own seat with a grin on her face. “I think the ride’s just about over. Want to go for a walk somewhere?”



“I’ve got people waiting for me,” he said.



“Your family, you mean?” Mist made a pouty face. “Fair enough. I don’t think I’m ready for those introductions just yet.”



Neither am I
 , he almost said. Explaining to Jess and Rue and Avery that he was
 friends
 with a young, attractive supervillain would go over like a lit cigarette in a fuel refinery.



“Watch out for yourself,” he said. “Maybe get a different hotel room for the night if you think there’s someone watching yours.”



“Way ahead of you,” she said. “Text me.”










CHAPTER 25




 



“I see you made a new friend,” said Avery. “I also see that you invited her to join you on the Ferris wheel.”



Her tone was more curious than jealous, but Will still felt like he needed to be careful in how he answered. Mist had disappeared before the Ferris wheel had dropped him off at ground level, and he’d been hoping he’d be able to avoid this conversation.



“That was Misty,” said Rue, in a sulky voice. “I recognize the tacky blue hair from the photos the two of them took at the mall. You didn’t mention that you’d invited your girlfriend, LP.”



“First of all, she’s not my girlfriend,” he said. “Second, she just happened to be nearby and wanted to chat.”



“You don’t have to explain yourself, Will,” said Jess. “As long as you’re making good decisions, we support you.”



The way Rue and, to a lesser extent, Avery, were both looking at him made him wonder about that. They decided to leave the carnival as a group, and he noticed how those two kept a deliberate distance from him as they walked outside to the parking lot.



He was mindful enough to understand where they were coming from. It wasn’t so much about whether they were irritated or jealous, but rather the fact they couldn’t express it openly, regardless.



There was a foreboding aspect to the situation that made Will wonder how long it would be before his tangled web of secrets began fraying around the edges. Something had to give eventually, whether it was his hidden relationship with Avery, or his illicit streams with Rue.



“I’m going to head home,” said Avery with a yawn. “I’m tired.”



“Fly safe,” said Jess.



Avery nodded and waved to them as she headed off toward a more discrete takeoff point. He would have loved the freedom to say goodbye to her in his own way, but it simply wasn’t possible in front of Jess and the others. He climbed into the Prius, mind still awhirl with thoughts.



 



***



 



Isabelle had arrived back ahead of them and had the TV on in the lounge, volume blaring, as a newscaster covered the unfolding situation with Hive. The ticker at the bottom scrolled across the screen on repeat, announcing that the missing person toll was now over five hundred.



“This is bad,” said Jess. “I’m calling the Drifters. We need to move on Hive sooner rather than later.”



“How, exactly?” asked Isabelle. “We don’t know where this guy is. We don’t have anywhere to move on, even supposing we could catch him alone.”



“I have a few ideas about that,” Will said. “One thing I remember about Hive from my time in prison is that he has a background with military installations and aircraft.”



It was total bullshit, of course, but he couldn’t come out and admit that he was acting on info offered up by another escaped prisoner. He just needed to give them a reason to look in the direction of the radar station and let the more blatant evidence draw them in.



“There’s the old radar station north of town,” said Jess.



“That’s got to be it,” said Will. “Rue?”



Rue frowned with concentration and closed her eyes. “I… don’t think there are any cameras inside, but there is one at a weather station about a quarter mile away. It looks as though the lights are on and… there’s definitely movement inside.”



“That’s enough for me,” said Jess. “Don’t get comfortable. We’ll meet with the Drifters and move on this tonight before people in the city start to panic.”



Glancing at the TV, Will wondered if perhaps they were already past that point. One of the newscasters was in the middle of interviewing a family packing overnight bags into their car and preparing to flee the city. Within the camera’s view behind them was another couple in the middle of a similar evacuation.



“What do you think he’s planning?” asked Rue. “Looking at this, I can’t help but think that he might be laying the groundwork to take over the city or something.”



“Unlikely,” said Will. “His motivations are probably more personal than grand and generic.”



“How would you know?” Rue scowled at him, and then seemed to realize who she was talking to. “Oh. I suppose you would know.”



That chafed a bit. He knew it shouldn’t, but it did. “Yeah.”



“I just mean—”



“I know what you meant, and you’re not wrong,” he said. “It’s why I’m probably going to have to be the one to take this guy down.”



Rue nodded, and a tiny smile played across her lips. There wasn’t a trace of doubt in her eyes, which was refreshing. She understood the full extent of his strength better than anyone and took his words at face value, like a declaration of fact.



That felt good. Really good.



“You’ve got a weird smile on your face,” she said.



“No, I don’t,” he said, smiling. “Shut up.”



Rue cackled and kissed him on the cheek.



 



***



 



The meeting of the super squad, or what remained of it, was held at a dingy diner in the northeast side of town. Aside from Will, Jess, Rue, and Isabelle, the only attendees were Miss Mass and Sister Ivy.



“This is everyone?” asked Jess. “What happened to Breathless? Origami?”



Miss Mass shook her head, barely looking up from the table. “Gone. I’m still working to uncover what I can. They went out to run errands in normal clothing and never came back to the team house.”



“They must have been taken by Hive,” said Will. “He’s really starting to build up numbers.”



He would have held a similar worry regarding Avery, who was skipping the meeting, if not for the fact that she’d texted him back a minute ago claiming to be too tired to make the meeting. Too tired or too
 high
 ; both were still preferable alternatives to her being possessed by Hive.



“We have an idea about where he might be,” said Jess. “Will tells me that Hive was a bit of an airplane aficionado, and Rue managed to catch signs of movement in the old radar station.”



“Interesting,” said Sister Ivy. “I worry what might happen if we attempt a straightforward fight. Hive has a small army of supers under his control at this point.”



“With a decent number of them being good guys,” said Miss Mass. “We need to know what we’re dealing with, first.”



“I’ll go in,” said Will.



Every super within the diner turned to stare at him as though he’d just announced that he was going skydiving with no parachute. Jess’s face, in particular, was riddled with concern.



“I don’t know if that would be the best idea,” she said.



“You’re not a licensed super,” said Miss Mass. “This violates a dozen different Champion Authority guidelines. With that said, we are otherwise lacking for good ideas.”



“I can get inside with my power regardless of how tight he has the place locked up,” said Will. “I’m not going to start a fight. I’ll just look around, figure out what we’re dealing with, and come back. Simple.”



It was simple, and it was also a lie. If he could get a shot at Hive while inside, he was going to take it. But telling them that would only get his plan vetoed in the name of recklessness.



“It sounds reckless,” said Miss Mass, astute as always. “But it might be our best shot. Our
 only
 shot. There’s no way we could take on Hive directly without finding a way around fighting the supers he’s controlling.”



“I’m not letting you go in alone,” said Jess. “It’s out of the question.”



“I’ll go with him,” said Isabelle.



“I work better solo,” he said.



“No, you don’t,” countered Jess. “I think it’s a good idea. Isabelle’s power will keep her from getting in the way and also give you a fallback option.”



“Her being able to turn invisible isn’t going to help me if her footsteps get us caught,” said Will.



“That’s not what she means.” Isabelle sat a hand down on top of his and used her power, turning not just her own hand but both of theirs, invisible. “I can pull someone else into my invisibility field if they’re close enough. If you do end up in a sticky spot, I can make you disappear, as long as you don’t mind cozying up with me.”



Will sighed, knowing that he could make a million different arguments without breaking through Jess’s insistence. “Fine. But we should move tonight.”



“Why tonight?” asked Miss Mass.



“Because we might not all still be ourselves tomorrow.”










CHAPTER 26




 



With the meeting adjourned, Will and the others went back to Isabelle’s. He threw on a hooded sweatshirt and dark jeans before joining the others in the mansion’s entryway. Isabelle was already in her costume, silver hair tied back into a ponytail, face professional and serious.



“I’m going to be on standby for the entire night,” said Jess. “If anything goes wrong, I will fly out and be there in ten minutes.”



“Nothing will go wrong,” said Will. “We’ll be in and out in under an hour, hopefully with information on how to bring this guy down.”



“Keep your phone turned on,” said Rue. “I want to be able to keep Mom updated about what’s happening.”



“I will.” He gave both Rue and Jess a tight smile and headed for the door. “I’ll be back in a few hours.”



Jess hurried to his side and kissed him on the cheek. “Stay safe, LP. I love you.”



“I love you, too.”



He walked alongside Invisibella into the garage, not really knowing what to say to the heroine. The silence grew until they’d closed the door leading back to the house.



“I know you aren’t my biggest fan,” said Invisibella. “If… you have any concerns about your personal biases getting in the way of you accomplishing this mission, I’d like to know about it now.”



“I’m a professional,” said Will. “Well, I
 was
 a professional. I’m not going to let my emotions get in the way of saving lives.”



“Good. I didn’t think you would.”



“Let’s get one thing straight, though,” said Will. “This was my idea. I call the shots.”



Invisibella was already shaking her head as she stepped forward, getting in his face. “You don’t have your CA license, and even if you did, I still have almost two decades more hero experience than you.”



“We’re not heading in there as heroes tonight. I was locked up in the same prison as this guy. I might not know his specific motivations, but I know how he thinks and what kind of person he must have been to end up in Mastodon.”



Invisibella took a breath. “I trust the depth of your knowledge, Will. I can’t promise that I won’t draw the line if you try anything crazy, but as far as the infiltration goes, I’ll follow your lead.”



It was probably the best he was going to get out of her.



“Good,” he said. “Now get on.”



He patted the back of his motorcycle, expecting her to protest further. Instead, Invisibella somewhat awkwardly pulled on her helmet over her ponytail and climbed on behind him.



“I haven’t ridden on a motorcycle since…”



“Since Halberd?” he asked.



She didn’t answer, and for some reason, he found it funny. Laughing, he revved the engine once.



“Hang on tight,” he said. “He was a much safer rider than I am.”



The garage’s door slid upward as they took off into the night. Invisibella clung tightly to him, which made the curves of her body easily perceptible through her black leather jumpsuit.



The road leading to the old radar station took them further out from the hills, up a winding mountain road with few turnoffs and excellent view out over the city. The night air was surprisingly chilly as they ascended, and Will felt a shudder run through Invisibella in a manner that made him acutely aware of her.



He parked his motorcycle half a mile out from the old radar station itself, hidden against a clump of trees. They jogged the last stretch and used the forest for cover as the building came within view.



“It looks abandoned,” whispered Invisibella.



“It might be. According to Cammie, there was activity inside earlier.”



He trusted Erik’s info, though part of him wished it was bunk. The radar station had that ominous look to it, the sort of place kids told ghost stories about, and adults were keen on having knocked down.



“How do you want to go about this?” asked Invisibella.



“We’ll circle around in the trees,” he said. “Cross the open ground right around there.”



He pointed to a spot not far from what appeared to be a side entrance in the fence surrounding the facility.



“At your lead, then,” said Invisibella.



He nodded, appreciating the fact that she wasn’t giving him much trouble. They had to move slowly through the trees to avoid making much noise, but it wasn’t far. Will slipped out of cover first, hurrying to the fence and using his penknife to snip the lock.



They held still for a minute, technically out in the open, but tight enough against the fence to be hard for anyone watching from inside to spot. Will was listening, trying to get as much of a sense of what might be waiting for them inside as he could, to no avail.



Signaling to Invisibella, he pushed forward into the overgrown grass on the other side of the fence. There were no obvious windows on the wall of the station they were facing, but there was a small door that would get them inside just fine.



He cut the lock and opened it as quietly as he could. The hallway on the other side was shadowed, lit by a single flickering light bulb that left long stretches of darkness on either side of its limited reach.



“Turn me invisible?” he whispered.



Invisibella shook her head. “It’s more of a… stationary power with two people.”



Will nodded, unsure of whether it would even be necessary, given what he was currently seeing. The radar station appeared to be empty, which didn’t jive with what Rue had told him earlier but wasn’t necessarily a bad thing. There could still be clues about Hive’s whereabouts even if he wasn’t around to be taken out directly.



Will started down the hall, feeling doubly conspicuous once Invisibella faded from view. He crept forward silently, always listening for anything that might be a threat. He tensed as something brushed his shoulder — Invisibella’s hand, hard to tell without seeing it.



“Blood,” she whispered.



He nodded, seeing what she meant as he turned his gaze to the floor. Faint streaks of blood ran along the tile, thin and directional, as though a body with a cut had been dragged down the length.



He kept going, eyes scanning the room ahead, body primed for a fight. The hallway led to an open chamber with large windows that let in enough moonlight to illuminate most of the space.



Will frowned at a row of silhouettes along one side of the room, each standing so still that he first assumed them to be mannequins. One of them turned, not looking Will’s way, and slowly began to walk toward the center of the room.



There was a small fenced-in area in the center with a wriggling shape within it. It was hard for him to make sense of what he was seeing. His mind kept jumping to a baby in a playpen, but that clearly didn’t fit with their dark, minimalistic surroundings.



“Oh, God,” whispered Invisibella.



The person who’d moved from the row of silent figures, no doubt under Hive’s control, stepped over the short fence of the playpen and lowered themselves down on the other side. The wriggling shape began crawling across the floor, moving with the grace of a beached walrus. It was no larger than a toddler, and immediately after Will came to that realization, everything else clicked into place.



“It’s an abomination,” he whispered. “He’s… feeding it.”



There was a wet, crunching noise as the tiny abomination began to feed. Its meal, the poor controlled victim that Hive had volunteered to be live meat, didn’t cry out or fight back. They just lay in place, not moving, not resisting, as the monster continued to take bites of flesh. It looked like a misshapen starfish, legs and arms stiff and more suited to water than land.



“I didn’t realize we had guests,” called a voice from the metal walkway running across the massive room’s upper level. “Please, come forward. Get a better look if you care to.”



The voice was light, cordial almost, with a distinct British accent. Will recognized it instantly, though they’d barely spoken directly to one another in solitary.



“That’s you, isn’t it, Hive?” he shouted. “You sure picked a hell of a venue for a reunion.”



“Ah.” A deep laugh came from above them. “Lockpick. I was expecting to run into you again, eventually, though this is playing out far ahead of my timetable. Are you enjoying the show?”



The baby abomination had already finished with most of the upper torso of its victim. Will could only hope that the poor soul had died quickly, by some miracle.



“What is this?” shouted Invisibella. “You’re… feeding it?”



“He’s not just feeding it,” said Will. “He’s
 raising
 it. That’s what this is all about, isn’t it? You think you can control an abomination with your power.”



“You make it sound so simple,” called Hive. “Almost trivial. A part of me appreciates that.”



“Those are people!” shouted Invisibella. “You monster!”



“Am I truly the monster here?” called Hive. “You should think on what’s occurring here, love. Think of all the lives that could be saved if it were possible to simply command an abomination, rather than having to exterminate each and every one.”



 “You’re not about saving lives,” said Will. “Don’t pretend like that’s your objective.”



“You don’t know anything about me,” said Hive. “I suppose you’ll never know, either. Unfortunately, I have more than enough male specimens, Lockpick, so I won’t be needing you. Your companion, however,… she is of breeding age, yes?”



Will sensed movement out of the corner of his eyes. He pushed Invisibella sideways and dodged low, barely getting out of the way of a tackle from Tusk as the possessed villain flung himself forward.



He regained his feet, penknife at the ready. Invisibella faded into the background, finding safety, if not a better angle. Tusk was lumbering toward Will, and another villain who was too far into the shadows for him to identify was circling around to flank him from behind.



He felt a strong aversion to hurting someone while they were under Hive’s control, but he was pretty sure Tusk’s power let him heal. He wasn’t about to inflict a killing blow, regardless, just something that would disable the man and let him and Invisibella wrestle their way out of the situation.



He dodged a punch that dragged a wake through the air behind it and then slashed at one of Tusk’s legs. His penknife cut a neat tract through tendons, muscle, and bone, and the strongman dropped like a marionette off its strings.



The air in front of Will’s eyes exploded with heat and color. Firecracker, he guessed, blinding him with his explosion power. He blinked and saw the row of people lined up to be fed to the abomination were now in motion, apparently useful as cannon fodder on top of being convenient meals.



“This way!” hissed Invisibella. An invisible hand dragged Will back in the direction from which they’d come. He followed, resisting the urge baked into him by his time in prison to hold his ground and show no weakness against Hive.



They sprinted outside with a decent number of controlled henchmen in active chase. Will didn’t stop running until they were fairly deep in the trees, and even then, he could hear their pursuers in the distance.



“Lie down!” said Invisibella. She gestured to a fallen log that had created a small, natural hollow.



It wasn’t nearly enough to hide them, but he sensed what she had in mind.



He spread out on his back. Invisibella straddled him and pushed her chest flat into his, mimicking a lover’s embrace as she used her invisibility to conceal them both. Footsteps pounded down all around them, rustling leaves and snapping branches as Hive’s henchmen began their search.



Time seemed to stretch out, each second, each breath, lingering for what felt like hours. Will’s heart pounded in his chest, and Invisibella was so tight against him that he felt like he could hear and feel hers, too.



Eventually, the possessed searchers withdrew from the trees. Will made to get up, but Invisibella pushed him back down.



“We should stay like this for a while longer,” she whispered. “Half an hour if you can handle it.”



“I can handle it,” he said.



He felt her shift around a little, her body rubbing along the length of his, and wondered if that was actually true.










CHAPTER 27




 



Will tried his hardest to stay calm, taking slow and even breaths as he pretended that a gorgeous heroine in a sexy leather costume wasn’t currently straddling the front of his body. It made it so much worse that it was Invisibella, of all people.



He would have taken anyone else in her place, a random stranger, Jess or one of his sisters, even another man. Well, okay, not another man, but any other woman. The fact that he could feel his steady, incremental reaction to her body, a gradual march toward full blown arousal, annoyed him to no end.



“It’s no big deal,” whispered Invisibella. “I’ve done this with other heroes before. They’ve all, well, you know. They got hard.”



“I’m not getting hard,” he said, through gritted teeth.



“Of course you aren’t.” She gave her thighs a small, flexing squeeze, emphasizing the obvious contact between them and his stiffening member.



It was true enough. He wasn’t getting hard; he was
 already
 hard. He was more annoyed with himself than with her. It felt like a small extra betrayal of Jess, and moreover, like a tiny exculpation of Halberd. If Invisibella could get him hard, could he really blame his father for ending up in a similar situation and doing what came naturally?



Absolutely. He could and he would. Will gritted his teeth, feeling himself reach the limit of his endurance. He pushed Invisibella off him and stood up, more willing to take a fight against Hive than his own masculine urges.



“Hey!” said Invisibella. “We aren’t in the clear yet.”



“They’re leaving,” he said. “Apparently, Hive isn’t interested in defending a secret base that’s known to the heroes.”



He watched the slow, far too uniform march of controlled men and women out of the facility from where they were hidden in the trees. Taking out his phone, Will shot a quick text to Rue.



Watch the cameras around the radar station. Baddies on the move.



“You’d really rather risk a fight with a powerful supervillain than be pressed up against me for a few more minutes?” asked Invisibella.



“You sound offended,” he said. “Still nursing the pain of being rejected by the quarterback in high school?”



“That’s uncalled for,” said Invisibella. “I would watch your tone unless you want me to have a talk with your mother.”



Will snorted and shook his head. “Yeah, go right ahead. I’ll have a talk with her right after, and we’ll see who comes out looking better.”



Invisibella narrowed her eyes. “We had a deal. If you tell her about Halberd and me, you’re forcing my hand.”



“She already knows about my tattoos,” said Will. “I was playing you when I acted as though they mattered. God, you’re just…”



“I’m what?” snapped Invisibella. “A stupid bimbo your father fucked around with when he was drunk and horny? You can go ahead and say it, Will. I know that’s what you’re thinking.”



“You have no idea what I’m thinking.” He took a step forward, almost trembling from his anger. “I care about Jess, and you betrayed her. The only reason I haven’t told her is because I know how much it would hurt her. It’s not about you, and it’s not about him. It’s all her.”



She stared at him, perhaps comparing his reasoning against her own, or perhaps just tired and ready for the night to be over.



“Your mom is lucky to have you,” she finally said.



She surprised him, leaning forward to quickly kiss him on the cheek. Will would have pushed her away if he’d seen it coming, but once it’d happened, he felt his cheek burning slightly, reacting to the lingering presence left in the wake of her soft lips.



“Come on,” he said. “We have to get back as soon as we can. I’m going to be speeding down this mountain, so you better hang on tight.”



“Yes, sir.”



 



***



 



Jess and Rue were already informed about the situation by Rue’s power when Will and Isabelle arrived back. He immediately picked up on the awkward tension in the way Rue acted toward Isabelle and realized, belatedly, that she’d heard their entire conversation through his phone. She knew about the affair, too, and it was eating away at her much like it had him.



“It doesn’t seem as though there’s much else we can do tonight,” said Jess. “I need to report this to one of the Champion Authority admins. If Hive can actually possess an abomination… We’re dealing with a situation that’s going to take more manpower than I think we currently have at our disposal.”



“He’s feeding people to that monster,” said Will. “People are literally dying for every day we wait.”



“Your mother is right,” said Isabelle. “We’ll risk more lives if we rush in without thinking. We very nearly got ourselves killed tonight. For now, it makes sense to wait for backup and let Rue keep an eye on the movements of Hive with her power… Rue?”



Rue was staring at Isabelle and clearly not listening to the conversation. “Um… sure, right. I’ll keep at it.”



“Let’s head to bed for tonight,” said Jess. “We can’t be effective if we aren’t well rested.”



Nobody objected, and over the next few minutes, the house quieted down for the night. Will gave Jess a long hug, trying to force away the horrid memories of what he’d seen with the abomination in the station.



“It’s been a hard couple of days,” she said, softly. “We’re going to figure this out.”



“I know,” he said.



“I’m so glad to have you back with us, LP,” said Jess. “I feel like I’ve been saying that on a loop for the past few weeks.”



“I just assumed there was an echo in here.”



“You’re hilarious. Sleep tight. I love you.”



“I love you, too.”



She kissed him on both cheeks. Will would have stolen a real kiss from her, but he could hear either Isabelle or Rue walking their way. He eventually made it down to his pullout bed in the basement and stripped down to his boxers, readying himself for bed.



He wasn’t surprised when he heard the basement door open and soft footsteps creeping down the stairs toward him. Rue was in her favorite nighttime outfit, panties and an oversized t-shirt. She walked over and sat down on the bed next to him, bouncing slightly in all the most interesting ways as she settled into place.



“Was that why you were so weird around Aunt Izzie?” she whispered.



He nodded. “I would have told you, but… honestly, I just wasn’t sure what to do.”



“How could she?” Rue balled her hands into fists. “How could Halberd? They were all so close. I just don’t understand, and now we’re stuck here, accepting her help?”



Will put an arm around her shoulders. “Life is complicated.”



“Don’t give me that shit.”



“It’s all I have.” He sighed and pulled her into a side hug. “I wanted to tell Jess, but I don’t want to put her in the position of having to hear it now. It would just be too much.”



“It’s like lying to her each day we don’t tell her,” whispered Rue.



“Lying to her, or sparing her? Does she really need to be upset
 right now
 over what Halberd did years ago?”



“Maybe not, but still… It’s just so messed up. Boundaries exist for a reason. Just because you have chemistry with someone doesn’t mean you can just go and run off with them.”



He let his hand slide up to her shoulder, gently comforting her. “It’s not always that simple.”










CHAPTER 28




 



FIVE YEARS EARLIER



 



Lockpick was silent as he followed Halberd out to the car. Liz stood in between them, hands bound far tighter than they’d been originally. Halberd had put a tape gag over her mouth again, running it the full length around her head to leave it sticking to the hair at the back in a manner that would probably be painful to remove.



“Open the trunk, LP,” said Halberd, tossing him the keys.



Lockpick saw Liz’s eyes get wider. She gave her head a small shake, silently pleading with him.



“Let’s just put her in the backseat,” he suggested.



“Why? So she can open one of the doors when we’re on the freeway and make a scene?” Halberd grabbed Lockpick’s shoulder, fingers digging in. “I know. I don’t like this either. But we’ve gone too far already to get sloppy now. Open the trunk.”



He put the key in, pulled the trunk open, and looked away from Liz. He heard the sound of a struggle as Halberd forced her in and felt so goddamn ashamed of himself that he had to tune out for a couple of seconds, dissociate from reality.



He was in the front seat when the world became comprehensible again. The car’s interior had the somber ambiance of a funeral, with a heavy splash of guilt, as if they were on the way to a funeral of someone they’d killed. Liz started kicking against the inside of the trunk. Halberd turned up the music.



“Maybe we should go to Canada,” said Halberd.



Thump. Thump.



“Toronto, or Montreal, if we could stomach all the Frenchies.”



Thump. Thump.



“Great food. Interesting night life. Could be a new start for us.”



Silence.



They were heading west instead of north, but it made little difference, given the spurious nature of their short, mid, and long-term plans. Halberd kept the car on the interstate for long stretches, only getting off to refuel and relying for food more on the vending machines at rest stops than on more populated venues.



“I got to take a dump,” he said, after pulling into one. “Hey. Chin up, kiddo. It’s going to work out.”



He gave Lockpick a playful punch on the shoulder and climbed out of the car. He left the keys in the ignition this time around. Lockpick had already settled on what he was going to do… what he
 had
 to do, for the sake of his own conscience.



He waited until Halberd was within the building and out of sight and then went and unlocked the trunk. Liz rolled over, bangs messy across her forehead, eyes wide with fear as she saw the penknife in his hand.



He cut the bonds holding her wrists, carefully cut the tape across her mouth, and put the keys in her hand. Without saying a word, he went and sat down on the edge of the sidewalk. He was just tired, too tired to keep dealing with the shitty feeling in his chest.



Liz climbed into the car and reversed out of the parking spot in a rush. She glanced at him, hesitating instead of speeding straight toward the exit leading back to the highway.



“Lockpick,” she said. “Will. You… could come with me. If you wanted to.”



He shook his head.



“Look, just because I attacked you to escape doesn’t mean I don’t, you know…” She shrugged, looking awkward and young for her age. “I don’t want to stop knowing you yet. It doesn’t feel like you belong here, with him.”



“Yeah, well, where else would I be?” he asked bitterly. “Hurry up and drive. He’s going to be out soon.”



“He doesn’t deserve you,” said Liz. “You enable him. I know you’re not stupid. If you come with me, right now, it might mean a happy ending for you both.”



Lockpick snorted and shook his head.



“A
 happier
 ending,” corrected Liz. “Look, there’s no time. It’s up to you. I know it might seem impossible to leave him after everything you’ve gotten up to, but it’s your life.”



She looked away. The car rolled forward a few feet. Lockpick stood up, a war raging in his chest. Somehow, the thought of watching her drive off while knowing that he could have gone with her was more painful than the alternative.



He got into the car, and Liz sped off just as Halberd was running out of the rest stop. Lockpick watched his father giving chase for a couple of comically useless seconds before coming to a stop and slumping down to sit on the curb.



“Hey.” Liz reached over and touched his hand. “You made the right choice.”



 



***



 



They drove through the day and into the night. Liz told him they were going to her old mentor team’s house, and that her mom would help them figure it out.



“Do you have any money?” she asked as they neared another highway exit.



“Not on me,” said Lockpick. “I could still get us a motel for the night.”



“You mean break into one?” She smirked at him and shook her head. “That’s not how things work on the hero side, Lockpick.”



“It’s a victimless crime. Besides, I’m not really seeing many other options for us.”



“I see one.”



She drove for a while longer, pulling into another rest stop and parking the car in the section for overnighting trucks. Her smile took on a devious quality as she took off her seatbelt and wriggled into the car’s backseat over the center console.



“We sleep in here,” she said.



Lockpick snorted. “It’s not going to be comfortable.”



“We’ll take turns stretching back,” she said. “It’s pretty spacious back here, you know.”



“It’s my car,” he said. “I’m aware of how much room there is.”



Liz laughed and slowly crossed her legs, making eye contact with him through the rear-view mirror. “You sure about that?”



“Positive.”



“So what you’re saying is you don’t want to come join me in the backseat, Lockpick? I’m telling you… it’s
 pretty spacious
 .”



“I…” He felt a sudden flush come to his cheeks. It was altogether too hard to keep looking at Liz, even through the buffer of the mirror. She really did look so much like Jess, but also like a girl his age. She
 was
 a girl his age, within a few years of him… in the backseat of his car.



He climbed over the seats in the same way she had except with more haste and far less grace. Liz laughed and stared at him, and for once, for a few hours, Lockpick got to feel like the teenager he was.










CHAPTER 29




 



Will woke up late the next morning and made his way through the mansion’s ambient silence with slow steps. Jess was in the lounge, curled up on the couch near a plate of various types of bagels and a matching variety of spreads to top them with.



“Morning,” he said.



“Good morning, sweetie,” said Jess. “Off to a late start, aren’t you?”



“Apparently. I guess I was a little more tired than I’d realized after yesterday.”



Jess nodded, but she didn’t seem to want to engage on that topic. Will could understand why. They were on the backfoot against Hive, bleeding allies and unable to mount a strong counter. It didn’t exactly make for upbeat breakfast conversation.



“What’s Cammie up to this morning?” he asked.



“Class,” said Jess. “She’s been missing a few too many of her in-person lectures for my liking, so I insisted she go today.”



“I bet she loved having you prod her on that.”



Jess sighed and sipped her coffee. “I’m surprised the argument we had didn’t wake you up. You should have seen how rude she was to Isabelle when she offered to give her a ride into town.”



Will nodded and tried not to let anything show on his face. He really hoped that Rue didn’t decide to confront Isabelle and start issuing ultimatums. As much as he hated having to sit on the secret of the affair, the last thing they needed was another helping of drama while in the middle of a cold war against a supervillain.



“Do you have plans for today?” he asked. “I’ve got no good ideas for what to do with myself.”



“As a matter of fact, I was going to ask you to come house hunting with me.” She grinned and pulled her robe tighter around the front of her body. “It’s not the most exciting thing in the world, but we could grab lunch, make a day out of it.”



“House hunting?” He shook his head. “Right now?”



“Why not? Until the Champion Authority gets back to me about sending in some reinforcements, we can’t exactly do much in terms of challenging Hive. I see no reason for us to put our lives on hold over a single supervillain.”



“You have a point,” he said. “I guess I’m just surprised that the insurance company came through so quickly.”



“They’re working with the bank to preapprove us for a modest-sized loan so we can start looking immediately,” said Jess. “It might take us a while to find a good place, given how competitive the market is right now. The sooner we start looking, the better.”



There was an edge of weariness in her voice that Will couldn’t resist exploring. “Isabelle has been fairly insistent that we can stay here as long as we need to. Am I missing something?”



“No, it’s just…” Jess shrugged, one finger rubbing the lip of her mug. “She’s been so accommodating. It’s always been the case, even back in the days of the Crimson Five. Whenever Hal and I needed something, she was quick to make herself available. It feels wrong to take advantage of her kindness beyond what’s necessary.”



He chose his words extremely carefully as he replied. “I don’t think you taking advantage of her kindness will ever be an issue for her. You two have… a lot of history.”



“Maybe, but still…” Jess shrugged. “I like the feeling of having a house. A house for
 us
 , you and me, and Rue, and Avery, when she deigns to grace us with her presence.”



She held her hand out and Will set his inside it, smiling and feeling how warm and soft her skin was against his.



“Then let’s go house hunting,” he said. “Who knows? Maybe we’ll find something really nice.”



 



***



 



He gave Jess a few minutes to get ready, which was code for just over half an hour. She came downstairs in jeans and a thin white smock top that was just sheer enough to imply the hint of her body’s outline underneath.



“All set?” she asked.



“Yeah.”



They took the Prius into town, weaving through various streets until they found the address of the first house Jess wanted them to take a look at. It seemed as if a showing had just drawn to a conclusion, as a car pulled out of the driveway just as Jess was looking to pull in.



“I had a list of potential warning signs to look for while buying a house,” she said, searching through her purse. “Shoot. I printed it out, but I might have left it at Izzie’s. You go on in so they don’t think we’ve blown off the appointment. I’ll just look it up again on my phone.”



“Sure,” he said.



He eyed the place as he made his way up the pristine entryway. It looked expensive, certainly nicer in terms of general size and location than their old home. The door opened before he’d knocked, and an attractive young woman with curly brown hair greeted him with a wide smile.



“Oh!” she said. “Good timing. I’m assuming you’re my eleven o’clock, mister…?”



“Sorling,” he said, shaking her hand. “And your assumption would be correct, missus…?”



“Miss Ellis, but you can call me Anna.” She turned sideways and welcomed him in with a flourish of her arm. “Please, come right on in. This house has been on the market for a while now, so its previous occupants have all moved out. Feel free to delve into whatever catches your eye.”



She was still smiling and holding his gaze. He couldn’t resist.



“
 Whatever
 catches my eye?” he asked.



“Anything inside the house is fair game, Mr. Sorling,” she said, with emphasis. “Just don’t try to haggle down the price.”



“I am going to haggle you senseless.”



Anna laughed and slapped his shoulder. “Well, you’re certainly going to be more fun than my last showing. I just spent half an hour explaining to a middle-aged couple that yes, the central air can be set to a specific temperature, and no, the house would not be inherently
 too cold
 for them to live in.”



“Did you offer to turn the heat up?”



“Of course,” she said. “I think they were just trying to work me up.”



“As opposed to working you down?”



“Is that what you had in mind, Mr. Sorling?” she asked, smirking at him.



He was about to answer when the front door opened again and Jess walked in. Anna took half a step away from him, clearing her throat and looking more than a little flustered.



“Oh!” said Anna. “You should have told me you were waiting on your wife. Mrs. Sorling, I take it?”



“I, um…” Jess bit her lip, shaking the agent’s hand. “I mean, I’m Jessica Sorling, but—”



“Found the list?” Will interrupted and quickly kissed her on the cheek and took her hand into his, unable to resist teasing her.



“Hold on a second, mister,” she said. “There’s a small misunderstanding here.”



“She’s still nervous when it comes to house hunting,” said Will, putting an arm around her.



He could feel her glower shifting into something more amused as Anna reacted to them together. It was an easy enough mistake to make. The age gap between wasn’t all that pronounced at a glance, given how much younger Jess looked than her age, and his own slightly prison-worn appearance.



“Anna was just giving me the rundown on the air conditioning,” he said.



“Right,” said Jess, giving him a subtle glare. “I was just going to say that it felt a little chilly in here.”



Will and Anna both chuckled. He watched Jess’s eyes narrow again and wondered if perhaps he’d prodded her a bit too far.










CHAPTER 30




 



The viewing was remarkably straightforward, and, in Will’s opinion, deliriously boring. Anna told them the price within the first few minutes, and he knew instinctively upon hearing it that it was out of their range.



“And here we have the master bedroom,” said Anna. “It is still furnished. I like to make sure that prospective buyers get a good sense of how it might feel to actually live within a space.”



Jess walked over to the bed and sat down, smiling and looking as though she was having the time of her life. “Look at the view, LP.”



“Pretty,” he said, looking at her.



Anna stepped back out into the hallway. “Why don’t I give the two of you a few minutes to visualize your life together here?”



She closed the door most of the way, leaving it open just a crack, like any responsible real estate agent likely would. Jess shot a pouty glare at him as soon as they were alone.



“That wasn’t funny,” she said.



“What wasn’t funny, darling wife?”



She crossed her arms and looked as if she was trying not to smile. “She didn’t really believe us. She was just being polite.”



“I have no idea what you’re talking about,” he said. “Come on. We’re supposed to be visualizing our life here together.”



Jess sighed and shook her head. “I suppose it would be nice to have this much room, with you and Rue growing up so fast. We could pick rooms so we were a little more spread out and not bumping into each other so much.”



“I think this room would be perfect for us,” he whispered, kissing her cheek. “Rue could take the one downstairs, and we wouldn’t even have to share a bathroom.”



“You just can’t stop, can you?” she said with a patient sigh. “Even setting aside how incredibly inappropriate that would be, I think we’d run into major issues the second you met a girl your own age to get serious about.”



“Who says that’s what I want?”



“Believe it or not, I have a fairly good idea of what boys want,
 William
 .” She shifted his hand away as he started stroking her thigh. “You forget that I’ve been fending them off for almost my entire life.”



“You don’t have to fend me off,” he said. “It would sort of defeat the point of us being married.”



He started kissing her neck and gripped her thigh again, digging his fingers in a little more aggressively. Jess let out a sexy noise somewhere in between a sigh and a moan.



“You are going to be too much to handle for whatever sweet girl you eventually end up with,” she whispered.



“Are you implying that I’m too much for you to handle?”



She pressed a hand to his chest. “I can certainly handle you, mister. Watch yourself. Don’t think you can get away with whatever you want.”



Will smirked at her. He bounced up and down a few times on the bed.



“We’ll certainly have to get a quieter mattress,” he said. “Too much creaking from the springs would just be unseemly.”



“Stop it!” said Jess, laughing. “You’re going to give the real estate agent strange ideas about what’s going on in here.”



“She’s going to get strange ideas if the bed
 doesn’t
 start creaking.” He bounced even harder. “Do you really want her thinking we’re a couple of sexless weirdos?”



“Enough!” said Jess, laughing so hard she almost couldn’t speak. “You are way over the line.”



She grabbed him by the shoulders and pinned him flat to the bed, shifting to straddle him. The bed was still moving, bouncing them up and down for a few glorious seconds as they came to a stop. Her butt felt fantastic on his crotch, and if not for her pinning his arms by the wrist, he wouldn’t have been able to resist sneaking a grope.



“If you keep it up, I’m going to use my powers on you,” she said, feigning sternness.



“Don’t threaten me with a good time.”



She shot him an exaggerated scowl and got up in his face. Will kissed her, and the moment took on an electric intensity, bodies pressed together, the bed soft and suggestive beneath them.



He rolled her sideways, testing her threat about using her powers. She didn’t stop him, and he felt her tongue teasing into his as he kissed her more passionately.



“Mmm… Sweetie, this game has gone a little too far.”



“What do you mean?” he whispered into her ear. “I haven’t even scored a point yet.”



He slid a hand into her jeans, but they were so tight that she didn’t have to stop him for it to be a wasted effort. He started at the button, but Jess shifted to make it harder for him, though she was still planting soft kisses on his neck.



“Can you at least wait until we get home?” she whispered.



“We’re pretending that this is our new home.”



“We can only
 pretend
 so far, mister.”



He took her hand and set it on his crotch. She started caressing him, and he groaned as his cock stiffened even more under her glorious touch.



“I let you get away with far… too… much,” she said, unzipping his jeans.



“I have the best wife,” he said.



She glared at him but was smiling underneath it. After shooting a quick glance at the door, Jess shifted down the bed slightly, running her hands over his boxers as she carefully worked his erection out.



She started stroking him, letting out a loving sigh, cheeks flushed with a mixture of embarrassment or arousal. She kept glancing at the door, as did Will. They really were playing a dangerous game.



“Feel good?” she whispered.



“Incredible,” he said.



“Are you close?”



He shrugged. “I could be, if…”



“If?”



He cupped her cheek and let his thumb brush her lips.



“Mmm, sweetie,” she whispered. “You are an evil little brat.”



“Oh, you don’t know the half of it.”



“We are going to have a serious discussion about this when we get home,” she said. “About boundaries, about what’s appropriate, and potentially… a punishment.”



She trailed off, her head sinking lower and lower, lips parting, tongue extending, and then…



Bliss. Total, complete bliss. Every little step and flirtation that it had taken to get Jess to this level of friskiness had been worth it. Will stifled a groan as he watched her licking his cock with long movements of her tongue, as if she was eating a popsicle on a hot day, trying to finish it in a hurry.



“You need more discipline in your life,” she whispered. “I need to start being stricter with you.”



She kissed the side of his cock. Will entangled his fingers into her hair and tried to shift her to suck directly, but Jess was in no mood to be handled.



“You have so much to learn about how to treat a woman,” she said.



“So teach me.”



She took the hand he’d grabbed her hair with and gently shifted it down to the bed. “I do, when I can, but you’re clearly not the most attentive student.”



“Detention, then,” he said, smirking. “Private lessons in your office after school, when everyone else has…”



He completely lost the ending of his sentence as she began sucking him off in earnest. The pleasure was overwhelming, and it was a lesson in its own right. It felt unbelievably good, dangerously good. He wondered if she realized just how easily she could have him singing her tune, obeying her every word, just by dangling certain rewards over his head.



Will watched Jess’s head bobbing up and down, each pass feeling twice as good as the one before, the pleasure veering off into exponential levels. He felt himself grasping at the fantasy he’d teased her with before. Would it be so bad to live in a house like this with her, sharing a bed, playing at being husband and wife? To have that with Jess, his mother… could it ever be more than just a dream?



He felt his cock at the back of her throat, tongue spinning, lips slurping. He grabbed her head and groaned, pumping a massive load of cum deep into her mouth. Jess made a slightly peevish noise and shifted his hand back, but she didn’t stop sucking until his release was over and done.



“Mr. and Mrs. Sorling?” called Anna, from further down the hall. “If the two of you are finished, I’d love to continue with the showing?”



Hearing the real estate agent’s voice was an unwanted reality check, and not just for Will. He saw Jess wipe a hand across her mouth and close her eyes, dealing with emotions that he knew ran deeper than what he could see on the surface. He slid closer to her and kissed her on the cheek.



“I love you,” he said. “Mrs. Sorling.”



“Mr. Sorling.” She gave him a small smile. “I love you, too. Even if you drive me a little crazy, sometimes.”



“It’s one of my skills.”










CHAPTER 31




 



They finished the viewing and looked at two other houses, finally calling it a day and heading to find somewhere to eat lunch. Will suggested a sub shop that he knew Jess loved, and they sat outside, eating across from each other, application sheets for each house laid out across the center of the table.



“Unfortunately, it looks like every place we looked at today is out of our price range,” said Jess, with a sigh. “I didn’t realize the housing market had gotten this wild. The loan the insurance company approved us for would still leave us short by a huge amount.”



“We’ll figure something out,” he said, setting his hand on hers.



“I know,” she said. “Izzie seems more than happy to have us for the time being. I just don’t want us to downgrade from where we were. It would honestly break my heart. We already lost so much in that fire.”



“We still have everything that really matters.”



“I think so, too.”



Will’s phone vibrated, and he pulled himself out of the moment for a second to check the message. It was from just about the last person he’d been expecting to hear from… Mist.



Someone attacked me. Can you meet asap?



He sighed, wondering if he had the patience to deal with her issues. Jess noticed his shift in mood and touched his hand.



“What is it?” she asked.



“Just… a friend of mine,” he said.



Where are you
 , he texted back.



“A friend,” said Jess. “Of course.”



I’m at the mall
 , texted Mist.
 Hurry if you can.



“Hey, I hate to cut our house-hunting date short, but is there any way you can give me a ride to the mall?” he asked.



“That’s no trouble at all,” said Jess. “Also, I’m not sure I would call today a
 date
 , William. We just… had some quality time together.”



“Well, I’ll have to keep in mind that I get way more action from you during
 quality time
 than on dates.”



“Watch it, mister, or you won’t be getting more of either.”



They finished their food on the way. Will had been expecting Jess to simply drop him off out front, but she found a parking spot.



“I can wait here for you if you want,” she said.



“Sure. This shouldn’t take longer than five minutes, and if it does, I’ll make it up to you.”



“I’ll hold you to that,” she said, smiling.



He found Mist down by the outdoor section of the food court, sitting at a table along the edge. She had a sweatshirt on with the hood up, which gave off sufficient anonymity that he might have missed her had she not waved as he was passing by.



“Pick,” she said, revealing her face. “Thanks for coming.”



He dropped down into the table across from her. “What happened?”



“Early this morning, a group of men tried to grab me,” she said. “I don’t have any evidence, but I think they were under Hive’s control. Something about the way they moved… how little they spoke.”



“He’s been specifically targeting supers,” said Will. “With a… focus on women.”



Her frown deepened, but she didn’t ask for further elaboration, which was a relief. He still was struggling with the abomination he’d seen at the radar station and how Hive’s comment about Isabelle being of
 breeding age
 .



“When are the heroes going to take him down?” asked Mist.



“You’ve got it backwards. He’s all but taken down the heroes. It’s basically just Relic, Kestrel, Invisibella, and Miss Mass left.”



“When are you going to take him down, then?” she asked.



He snorted at that, appreciating the fact that, from her tone, she clearly believed he could do it. Aside from Rue, who’d never seen him at his most dangerous, there were precious few people in his life who held him in that assessment.



“How close did these men actually come to grabbing you?” he asked.



“With my power, I don’t think I was in any real trouble,” said Mist. “I don’t think they’re going to give up yet, though.”



“So if they come after you again, think you can turn the tables on them? Use your power to fade away, and then follow them to see where they go back to?”



He knew they’d have ditched the radar station after his foray into their base with Invisibella. Taking on Hive would mean starting the hunt from step one.



“I suppose there’s no harm in trying,” said Mist, with a shrug.



“Good,” he said. “If you can get me that much, I can figure out the…”



He trailed off as he noticed someone coming toward them out of the corner of his eye. Not just someone. Jess.



“Hey,” she called. “Sorry to interrupt, but your wallet fell out of your pocket in the car. I figured you’d probably need it. Is this your
 friend
 ?”



He brought one hand to his face, furiously trying to think through the dangers of the situation. It was entirely possible that Jess would recognize Mist as a supervillain, given the general nature of her work as Relic, but it didn’t seem as though she had yet.



“Um…” Mist seemed to have come to the same realization and stared at Jess like a deer in the headlights. “Hi.”



“I’m Jessica, Will’s mother,” said Jess. “Pleasure to meet you.”



“M…Mist,” said Mist.



“
 …ty
 ,” Will quickly added. “Misty.”



“I’ll admit, I was looking for an excuse to come and see you in person,” said Jess. “Will is so secretive with certain aspects of his life.”



“Jess…” said Will, suddenly and inexplicably embarrassed.



“I noticed that, too,” said Mist. “I was starting to worry he wanted to keep me secret from his family, or something.”



It was absolutely what Will had wanted to do, for a variety of justifiable reasons.



“I just hadn’t found a good chance to introduce you to them yet,” he said, through clenched teeth. “They can be a little intimidating.”



“Don’t listen to him, I’m perfectly harmless,” said Jess. “So are his sisters. I think you’d get along fine with them.”



“We were just finishing up, right Misty?” said Will.



“See?” said Mist, getting back into her usual attitude. “He’s already trying to sweep me under the rug. Aren’t you at least supposed to buy a woman gifts when you treat her like your secret mistress?”



“You are being a little rude, Will,” said Jess. “You’re more than welcome to come over for dinner if you’d like, Misty.”



“We’re staying at Isabelle’s,” said Will. “We’d have to check with her, first.”



“I’m sure she’d be fine with it,” said Jess.



Mist grinned and seemed keen on the idea for a couple of seconds before coming back down to reality. It would be dinner in a house of heroes, and far too much of a risk for her to take on a whim.



“I’m actually meeting another friend of mine in a little bit,” said Mist. “Rain check?”



“Absolutely,” said Jess. “Though I suspect I might have to nag Will into scheduling the date.”



“Sounds fantastic,” said Will, standing up. “Alright. So, keep that
 thing
 we talked about in mind.”



“I will.”



Mist stood up and stepped toward him with open arms. He hugged her, feeling a little strange in the knowledge that Jess was right there, watching him. Mist waved and headed into the mall, and he walked with Jess back to her car.



“She seems really sweet,” said Jess.



“I’m not sure that’s the word I would use to describe her.”



“She’s right about how it seems as if you’re trying to keep her secret.” Jess climbed into the car and pulled on her seatbelt. “Care to explain to me why you insist being so…
 affectionate
 toward me when that young woman would clearly be happy to have you?”



“No, I wouldn’t care to explain that.” He sighed and sank down into his seat. “Look, there’s nothing like that between me and her.”



“Have the two of you had sex yet?”



“Mom! I mean…
 Jess.
 ”



Jess laughed and swatted his shoulder. “You’re way too easy. I do want an answer, though. I care about you being safe.”



“Once,” he said. “We were… mostly safe.”



“William Carol Sorling, you’d better have used a condom.”



“Look, there’s no point in talking about this,” he said. “We had sex one time, and that was it.”



“That isn’t really how it works.”



“It is when the girl you’re hooking up with betrays you.”



“Oh…” Jess made a sympathetic noise and rubbed his shoulder. “Sweetie, I’m so sorry. I had no idea. Why didn’t you tell me that before I started being nice to her?”



“It’s not something you just drop in casual conversation,” he said. “It’s okay, though. It’s in the past, we’re still friends.”



“In that case, I’m officially retracting my invitation to have her over for dinner. Unless that’s what you want?”



“I’m starting to realize that I have no idea what I want,” he said, with a sigh. “Maybe I will have her over for dinner, someday? But not now.”



Jess took out her phone, quickly scanning a text message while they were waiting at the intersection outside the mall’s entrance. “We’re swinging by the college to pick up Rue. What’s her stance on your
 friend
 Misty?”



“She’s not a fan,” said Will.



“Good.”










CHAPTER 32




 



Lancaster Community College’s campus was fairly modest, much like the city from which it took its name. The main academic center had a plain concrete exterior, and it was surrounded by various other buildings of jarring styles that almost seemed to have been captured by school’s gravity rather than planned in advance.



The college was, in many ways, an extension of the local high schools, with lots of programs for seniors to get early college credits, lots of overlap between staff and events. Groups of students across a wide spectrum of ages milled about outside the school, listening to music, riding skateboards, enjoying the summer.



“Did she say where she’d be?” asked Will as Jess pulled in to the drop-off area.



“She likes to study in the quad. Do you mind running in and grabbing her?”



“Not at all. Be right back.”



He leaned over and kissed Jess on the cheek. A tiny smile danced across her lips, as though she was wondering if he might use the opportunity to seek more than just that. After the run-in with Mist, he decided he’d rocked the boat enough for one day.



The college was surprisingly busy with summer classes, and Will had to navigate a small crowd of people to enter the main hallway. He felt an odd draw toward the school, especially as he passed by a group of cute girls his age. It wasn’t so much that he felt compelled to grind out a college education, but rather he was intrigued by the idea of a version of him that might fit in with a place like this.



The quad wasn’t far within the main building. A large door revealed the greenery of the courtyard, which had a number of students milling around, Rue among them. She was walking toward another door leading into the building… with a group of boys following after her.



Even before Will was within range to hear their catcalls, he had a good idea of the situation. Rue was in her denim cutoffs and a flirty top, more than hot enough to attract a certain amount of unwanted attention from men. Her face was blank, but she was walking quickly, not interested in engaging with their energy.



One of them made a joke that Will didn’t need to hear to be infuriated by it. Another looped around in front of her, holding his hands up in mock passivity, trying to steer her back toward hanging out with their cocky little group. A tall guy in a baseball cap crept up behind her and slapped her ass.



Will realized that he’d thrown a punch a second or two after the fact. The guy in the baseball cap lay in a heap in front of him, blood gushing from a busted nose. One of the other guys let out a shout and tried to swing at him with a comically telegraphed right hook. Will stepped out of the way and punched him hard in the jaw.



“LP!” shouted Rue. “Come on!”



She grabbed him and pulled him away from the situation. The rest of the group was too busy looking after their fallen comrades to give chase, which was probably for the best. Will didn’t want to think about how much damage he would have ended up doing if the situation had devolved into an all-out brawl.



“Assholes,” he muttered. “Do they harass you like that often?”



“Whenever they see me,” said Rue. “I just ignore it most of the time, but lately they’ve been getting bolder. I can’t believe that stupid bastard slapped my ass. Thanks, by the way.”



“Yeah, anytime,” he said. “Just do me a favor and don’t tell Jess about… this.”



Jess was waiting just down the hall for them, arms crossed, eyes narrowed. Will didn’t really need to draw any major conclusions to guess that she’d seen the scuffle.



“Are you alright, Rue?” she asked.



“I’m fine, Mom,” she said. “LP was my knight in shining armor.”



“LP is on
 probation
 ,” said Jess sternly. “What were you thinking? There were a dozen different ways you could have handled that situation without punching people in the face.”



“Did you see how the first guy touched Rue?” he asked. “That was sexual assault.”



“The correct way to address something like that, on a college campus, is to report it, not to respond with violence.”



Will shared a glance with Rue, who shared his skepticism.



“I wanted to make sure they got a taste of what will happen if they ever try to harass her like that again,” he said.



“Okay. That’s enough.” Jess sighed and shook her head. “I think your probation officer needs to hear about this.”



He didn’t protest much as she drove to Avery’s apartment. Secretly, he was kind of glad to have a chance to spend some alone time with her, even if it was technically in an official capacity. Avery met them at the car, and Jess explained the situation to her.



“LP!” said Avery, setting her hands on her hips. “You punched someone?”



“Two guys, actually,” said Rue.



“It wasn’t entirely without good reason, but still.” Jess shifted her arm along the car’s open window. “Can you give him a serious talking to about the potential consequences?”



“Absolutely,” said Avery. “He’s been a bad boy. I’ll make sure to teach him his lesson.”



He climbed out of the car and watched Jess and Rue drive off before turning to Avery, who wasn’t smiling.



“Alright,” she said. “Upstairs. Let’s figure out an appropriate punishment.”



“Punishment, huh?” Will pulled in close behind her and planted a kiss on her neck. “I like the sound of that.”



“Well, you shouldn’t.” She slapped his hand away from her breast and started walking. “I’m dead serious. I’m your probation officer, and it pisses me off to hear that you’ve been fighting.”



“Yeah, and I’m really sorry, but—”



“It
 really
 pisses me off.” Her expression was cold as she turned around to look at him. “This is my career, Will. If you’d been grabbed by the campus authorities, guess whose ass would be on the line for your behavior?”



“So, what? I should have just let those guys run wild with harassing Cammie?”



“Yes, clearly your only two options were to let them grope her or start throwing punches,” she muttered. “I honestly don’t understand why your reaction was that extreme.”



“She’s my sister. I would have reacted the same way for you, too.”



“Well, yeah, but you and I have…” Avery blinked, and her mouth twitched slightly as she looked at him. “Oh my God. You and Rue… you’ve been fooling around with her, haven’t you?”



He was so surprised by the question that he didn’t notice when she stopped walking and bumped right into her. Avery was watching him, reading his expression, and he knew it was already too late for anything but the truth.



“Sort of,” he muttered. “Avery… please, just listen to me for a second.”



She started laughing and pressed the button for the elevator as they came to stand in front of it. “I fucking knew it! God, that’s so weird.”



“You’re… not mad?”



“More relieved than mad,” said Avery. “A little concerned, too. You didn’t like take advantage of her while she was sleeping, or drug her, or something, right?”



“Of course not! Why would you even ask that?” Will brought a hand to his forehead, hating the fact that they were having this discussion inside an elevator. “Also, what do you mean, you’re relieved?”



“Hard to explain.” Avery tapped a finger against her lips. “I suppose it takes a weight off my shoulders to know that it’s not just me. Rue is just as messed up and slutty as I am.”



He stopped himself just short of mentioning that he and Rue had never gone all the way, and that the entire basis of them fooling around centered on pretending for her stream. He’d given up too much of Rue’s secret already. She was going to kill him if Avery brought up the fact that she knew even just some of what they’d been up to.



“Please don’t tell Jess,” he said, with a defeated sigh.



“I’m not trying to ruin your life, little brother,” said Avery. “Let’s just hope you’re mature enough to keep this from blowing up in your face. Rue isn’t like me. I get the sense that she might react badly if she knew that the two of us were, well,
 you know.
 ”



“I haven’t told her anything yet.”



“Good. Well, maybe not
 good
 . In my experience, these kinds of secrets do end up hurting people eventually, but at least we still have some breathing room. You’d better stay on her good side.”



He nodded, feeling a little overwhelmed by how much Avery had just uncovered. The fact that she was taking it in stride did little to reduce how much more complicated her newfound knowledge would make his life.



Would she start getting suspicious whenever he and Rue were alone together? Could he really count on her continuing to be alright with him fooling with both, or would jealousy eventually rear its ugly head in some form or another?



Avery unlocked her apartment and led him inside. She kicked her shoes off and then seemed to have a thought, stopping and gesturing to the entry mat by the door.



“Why don’t you start by going and knocking the dirt out of that, and then vacuuming it to really get it clean?” she said.



Will slipped behind her, putting an arm around her waist. “I’m sure there’ll be time for you to properly punish me after, right?”



“Nice try, but no.” She spun out of his embrace and held up a finger. “I hope you don’t think that I’m going to set aside my duty as your probation officer for the sake of bodily pleasure.”



“You just gave me a pointless chore to do. How does that relate in any way to the terms of my probation?”



Avery narrowed her eyes and didn’t say a word. It was cuter than it was intimidating, but he sensed her backbone behind it. She was in charge, and they both knew it. She could submit a report to the parole board that would put him under house arrest, or even back in prison if she were so inclined.



“Fine,” he said, with a sigh.



“Once you’re finished with the entry mat, you can move on to cleaning my bathroom,” said Avery. “Do a good job, and maybe that will be the last chore I have for you today.”



“I don’t like this power dynamic.”



“I
 adore
 this power dynamic.”










CHAPTER 33




 



Will handled his slave duties with as much speed and efficiency as he could muster. It took a lot longer than he’d first expected to get the entry mat clean, as Avery had no doubt left it untouched since first moving in.



Cleaning Avery’s bathroom was relatively straightforward, but he still took his time. It gave him an opportunity to spy a bit, one that he justified with his concern for the state of her health. They hadn’t talked much about her pills and whether she was sticking to her limited dosage plan, and he had no qualms about surveying the contents of her medicine cabinet.



He found a pill tray inside with letters on it corresponding to each day of the week. There were exactly two pills in each of the full compartments, the rest being empty until she refilled it. He acknowledged that it was possible she was still taking more out of a separate stash, but seeing the orderly setup made him want to believe in her.



The bathroom itself was mostly clean, but where it was dirty, it was
 seriously
 dirty. A part of Will’s soul shriveled up as he pulled a clump of hair out of the shower drain and lobbed it into the toilet.



“You are incredibly lucky that you live alone,” he called to Avery. “If you had roommates, they would string you up by the ankles.”



“Sounds kinky,” called Avery. “How close are you to being done?”



He wiped down the counter. “I’m finishing up now.”



“Good. I want you to clean out my fridge next.”



Will growled but obeyed. Avery was the type of woman who tended to put nearly empty containers back into the fridge to be endlessly forgotten, which left him with a few surprises and a fair amount of stuff to throw away. It wasn’t a hard job, and he finished in less than half an hour.



“Done,” he said.



“Good,” said Avery. “Laundry time. You’re going to have to separate out stuff by tag. Not everything thrives in hot water.”



Will massaged his temples, deciding a change of strategy was in order. Avery was reading a book in her bed, and he sat down next to her and began tugging on her t-shirt.



“What do you think you’re doing?” she snapped.



“Looking for the tag,” he said. “Is it down here?”



He pulled her shirt up, exposing her navel. Avery squealed and tried to force the shirt back down, glaring at him over a smile.



“You have work to get done,” she said. “Business before pleasure.”



“I think you misunderstand.” He slid a finger into the waistband of her leggings and slowly traced the edge. “I’m hard at work right now.”



She gave his hand a small slap and pushed her other hand against his chest. “You are goofing off right now. Avery, your sister, may have found that funny, but Avery, your probation officer, doesn’t.”



“What about this Avery?” He set his hands firmly on her hips and let his crotch grind against her butt. “I want her opinion.”



“Mom was right to drop you off with me,” she said, whirling about. “You’ve gotten entirely too full of yourself recently. You can’t just do whatever you want all the time and think you’ll get away with it, Will. There are limits, appropriate times and places, responsibilities that go beyond what’s written down on paper.”



He put his arm around her and cupped her ass, fingers groping, taking the measure of each soft, petite buttock. “You’re absolutely right. I’ve been incredibly naughty.”



She jabbed a finger into one of his pecs, glaring at him with obvious effort. “I am seriously going to beat you up if you don’t knock it off!”



Will slid away from her and held his arms out to the sides, still smirking despite his minor retreat. “I don’t think you could take me in a fight.”



“Excuse me?”



He leaned forward again, getting in her face. “You heard me.”



Avery snapped a finger, and several pillows lifted from her bed and hurtled toward Will. He dodged two of them and caught the third, using it to lightly club her in the shoulder.



“I win,” he said.



“You are just…” She balled her hands into fists, her expression reminding him of the way she’d get sometimes when she grew angry during their childhood. “Give me that!”



She seized the pillow and tried to yank it out of his hand. Will drew it back, overpowering her easily with his strength. She grabbed him by the wrist. Will set a hand on her waist, but Avery shifted forward, her body banging against his before pulling back.



She jumped on him, wrapping her legs around his waist and snarling playfully as he teetered from the extra weight. They fell onto her bed together, each of them bouncing on the springy mattress before returning to their spur of the moment wrestling match.



Avery wasn’t above using her power to fling pillows at him and entangle Will in the sheets. Will wasn’t above openly groping her for the sake of distraction and keeping her flustered. He flipped her over onto her stomach and grabbed her hips, listening to her laugh as she tried to buck backwards against him.



“I felt that!” she said. “That’s a rule violation.”



“What’s this then?” He grabbed her leggings and yanked downward, taking her panties with them. Avery let out a high-pitched gasp and spun around, tugging at his shirt in a way that brought it up over his face, blinding him.



They fell upon each other again in a tangle of limbs and exposed flesh. Will didn’t care about wrestling her anymore, or whatever chore she might have in mind. He took his jeans off, and then his t-shirt, pushing Avery back as she continued to wrestle with him.



“I’m going to pin you and then put you back to work,” she said.



“You’re all talk,” he said.



“You cocky bastard!”



Avery tried to get him in a surprisingly aggressive chokehold, and he used the opportunity to flip her down onto the bed and strip her shirt off. She was just in her bra now, no pants, no underwear, though she still had her socks on, which was absurdly cute. He was just in his boxers and really felt as though… it was time to put a condom on.



Avery kept a small stash in the drawer next to her bed. Will pulled one out and tore it open.



“You’re not going to pin me, so I really don’t see why you’re putting that on,” she muttered.



“You’re saying if I pin you, I get to fuck you?”



“I didn’t say that!” she snapped. “I just… supposing you
 did
 pin me, I wouldn’t be able to stop you. I’d probably just, you know… let it happen.”



It was hard to understand Avery sometimes, but this wasn’t one of those times. She was blushing and staring at his cock while alluding to some kind of wrestling rape fantasy.



“Well, I’m going to pin you, Avery,” he said. “And then I’m going to do whatever I want.”



She made a little whimpering noise and bit her lower lip. “I… guess we’ll see if you can back those words up.”



She shifted onto her knees and held her arms out in a fair imitation of a wrestling defense pose. Will was absurdly turned on by their little game, and he lunged at her with real aggression.



Despite his pronounced weight advantage, Avery put up a surprisingly good fight. She shifted and rolled, crossing her thighs and shifting her hips to guard against his probing cock, all while making incredibly hot noises. Her breathing was hot and bothered, and she’d occasionally make these sounds that strode the line between lustful and offended.



Will started stealing kisses whenever he could, finding spots all over her body that demanded his attention. He finally scored on her lips, and the sheer passion Avery kissed him back with made him think their game was about to dissolve into frantic sex, but she kneed him in the hip and rolled again, still indulging her little fantasy.



He was a fair bit bigger than her, however, and eventually, his size advantage won out over her feistiness. He pinned her arms and watched her play up her struggle to escape, a tiny, budding smile on her lips, cheeks flushed with arousal.



“Pinned,” he whispered into his ear.



“I have… three seconds to get loose!”



“One.” Will slid his cock forward, letting it nestle into her thighs, but not quite entering her.



“Two…” He pressed it against her womanhood, a battering ram knocking at the gates.



Avery’s eyes fluttered, and she struggled against him even more, openly smiling now, and tensing in weirdly erotic ways.



“Three!” He thrust forward hard, sinking his cock as deep as it would go and pressing his chest down to dominantly pin her to the bed.



Avery tipped her head back in ecstasy, and her breath came out in an absurdly horny gasp.



“Oh God, Will!” she cried. “Oh… Oh!”



“I pinned you,” he growled. “Feel that?”



He pumped into her again. Avery whimpered, biting her lower lip and looking blissed out and in the moment.



“I feel it,” she whispered. “Mmm…”



“Whatever I want,” he whispered into her ear. “Turns out my probation officer is a total freak.”



“I’m not!” she cried dramatically. “Only… because you pinned me!”



Will rolled her over and grabbed one of her arms by the elbow. He wanted to give Avery the full experience of being dominated by him. He sank his cock back into her and slapped her ass as he got back up to speed.



“Oh fuck!” she cried. “LP!”



“That’s it,” he said. “Roll your hips back into me, little miss wrestler.”



She did without hesitation, letting out tiny little squeaks of pleasure as their bodies clapped together.



“You’re
 making
 me,” she whispered. “I’m… a good girl.”



“You’re a good little slut.”



He slapped her ass again and Avery twitched and dug her fingers deep into the mattress, her body tensing with the same rigid finality as a frozen computer. He let out a cocky chuckle and kept thrusting into her. She slapped a hand back against his leg halfheartedly, annoyed by how far things had gone, but too blissed out to stop it now.



Will had plenty of stamina left and he kept going, working Avery back up to a second orgasm with a few more dirty words. He drove into her like a man possessed, the bed creaking with insanely lewd noises underneath him, until he finally reached his own limit.



He pressed down on her as he blew his load, letting the bliss flow over him. A primal part of him wished that he’d done it without a condom, even though his logical mind knew all the reasons why that would have been a terrible idea.



“Wow…” muttered Avery. “I, um… I only let you get away with that because you pinned me.”



“Oh, of course,” said Will. “Better brush up on those wrestling skills.”



“I’m going to!” she snapped. “Don’t think it’ll be so easy for you next time.”










CHAPTER 34




 



Will cuddled with Avery, content and nude and a little sweaty, for nearly an hour before either of them began to stir. Avery found her panties and pulled them back on, heading into the living room to peer out through her window.



“What are you doing?” he called.



“Nothing.”



He got up, finding a few articles of his own clothing, and went to join her. She was beside the window rather than in front of it, as if concerned about being seen.



“Expecting someone?” he asked.



Avery tensed and spun around. “Oh! I didn’t hear your footsteps. No, I just… I’ve been getting this weird feeling for the past few days.”



“What about it?”



“It’s nothing,” she said. “I always get a little paranoid whenever I use my power for telekinesis instead of just flying. I think it’s part of the mental toll it takes on me. Just glad I’m not hearing any voices this time around.”



She smiled, and Will couldn’t tell if she’d meant that as a joke or not. He remembered what Mist had said about someone following her, but bringing it up with Avery would only raise questions and feed into her paranoia, regardless of whether it was a valid concern.



“You should probably dial back how much you’re using your power,” he said. “Also, given that there are more than a few villains still on the loose, make sure you always lock your door.”



“You’re as bad as Mom,” said Avery. “Obviously, I’m locking my door. Windows, too. Really, though. I think I’m just overreacting. I need to take a few rest days once we’ve settled things with this Hive guy.”



“I think that’s a good idea,” he said, pulling her into a hug. “I worry about you.”



“Worry about yourself.” Avery took the hand he’d punched Rue’s harassers with earlier and kissed the scraped knuckles. “Seriously, LP. Quit getting in stupid fights if you value your freedom.”



“I do, and I will,” he said.



 



***



 



Avery dropped him off at Isabelle’s late that afternoon, just before dinner. Will didn’t risk giving her a goodbye kiss in case anybody was watching from the mansion’s interior. He headed inside and was immediately greeted by the delicious smell of garlic and ginger wafting in from the kitchen.



“The man of the hour,” called Jess. “How did it go with your
 probation officer
 ? Did you learn your lesson?”



“Oh, most definitely.” He hugged Jess from behind and kissed her on the cheek. “What’s all this?”



“Ginger beef stir-fry,” said Jess.



“Which is my favorite,” he pointed out.



Jess nodded slowly, still stirring the food cooking in the pan as she eyed him over her shoulder. “I spoke with Rue some more about the guys who were giving her trouble. You were rash in acting how you did, but all things considered… you did save the day.”



“You know, it would have been convenient if you’d realized all of this before dropping me off to do chores at Avery’s place.”



“I’m not saying what you did was appropriate, mister,” said Jess. “The issue is not with whether those boys deserved to get punched, it’s with you and whether you personally should be punching.”



“I see. So you’re making my favorite food for dinner because…?”



“Rue thinks you’re a hero and insisted on it,” said Jess.



“I don’t just
 think
 he’s
 a
 hero,” said Rue, who’d come into the kitchen through the other door. “I think he’s
 my
 hero.”



She hurried over and glommed onto Will’s side, hugging him even as he started walking into the lounge. The only thing keeping him from hugging her back was the fact that he hadn’t seen Isabelle yet, and not seeing her was always potentially the same as being observed by her.



“Glad to see that my efforts in protecting your dignity as a woman haven’t gone unappreciated,” he said.



“Not in the slightest.” She grinned and leaned closer. “Ask me about your reward later.”



He took her hand and led her into the lounge, where they both sat down on the couch.



“Hey,” he said. “I need to tell you something.”



“What?” Rue frowned. “I don’t like that face.”



He watched the kitchen, waiting until he’d seen Isabelle join Jess and start helping her with the cooking before feeling safe enough to say it out loud.



“Avery… might suspect something with us,” he whispered.



“Suspect something? You mean… the stream? Jesus, LP, what did you tell her?”



“She doesn’t know about the stream,” he said, quickly. “She assumed some stuff from the way I came to your defense.”



“How could she assume anything from that?” asked Rue. “You’re my brother. You would have punched those guys regardless.”



“True, but Avery is weirdly perceptive like that.”



“Or maybe she’s just projecting,” said Rue. “I’ve seen the way she looks at you. And talks about you. And touches you, sometimes.”



Will winced, wondering how much he could reveal of the truth behind Rue’s suspicions. He felt as though he was in the midst of a balancing act, weighing Avery’s right to secrecy against Rue’s right to know the truth, and vice versa. And then over again with Jess, with Mist standing somewhere in the background.



“Avery and I… have also gotten pretty close,” he admitted.



“Oh,” said Rue. “You mean… Wait, what do you mean? Do I even want to know what you mean?”



He shrugged. “You know what? If you want to know, ask her.”



“How is that fair?”



“Would you expect me to start blabbing if she asked me about your stream?”



“Obviously not, but that’s different.” Rue blinked. “Wait, is it different? Is Avery camming, too?”



Will made the motion of zipping his lips shut. Rue sighed, grabbing a pillow from the couch to lob into his face. What was it with his sisters and using pillows as projectiles?



“Anyway,” he said. “I just thought I should let you know. The ball is in your court if you want to talk to her about it. I’m not making any executive decisions about revealing anyone’s secrets.”



“Fair enough. Maybe I should talk to her. Avery’s not really the judgmental type. I suppose it wouldn’t be so bad to have that conversation.”



“I think she’d be receptive.”



Rue slid closer to him. “Hey. Guess what?”



“What?”



“I found Isabelle’s old N64 in the closet of the guest room upstairs.”



Will felt a smile creeping onto his face. “Any games with it?”



“Mostly boring stuff, but I did see Mario Kart in the mix.”



“Two controllers?”



“Four controllers,” said Rue, smirking.



“Let’s go!”



They brought it down, and spent a solid ten minutes attempting to connect to the massive flatscreen with little success. The passage of time had left behind the old console’s input cords, leaving no way to actually do anything with it. Rue looked crestfallen and sat on the couch with a heavy sigh.



“It’s no big deal,” said Will. “There’s probably some adapter we can get that’ll make it work.”



“It’s not that,” she muttered. “It’s just… ugh. Like everything is its own little reminder of all the stuff we lost. I go to get dressed in the morning and remember that all of my clothes got incinerated. Go to put on makeup and remember that, oh yeah, that’s all gone, too. It just really, really sucks.”



“I know.” He put an arm around her shoulder. “The place Jess and I went to look at today was pretty nice.”



“I don’t want pretty nice. I want our old house back.”



He let one of his fingers play with a stray lock of her hair, wishing there were something he could say to make it better. There wasn’t, and he knew that, but as Rue sighed and leaned her head against him, he wondered if just being there with her was the next best thing.



Jess called them in for dinner a few minutes later. The food was fantastic, stir-fry with sticky white rice and little eggrolls that Isabelle had bought frozen and cooked in an oil fryer.



“What did Avery have you doing, anyway?” asked Jess.



“Slave labor,” he said. “It was a grueling affair.”



“Good,” said Jess, with a smile. “That makes me feel slightly better about rewarding you so much with your favorite food.”



“I don’t think you did anything wrong, Will,” said Isabelle. “You were sticking up for your sister.”



“Izzie!” hissed Jess. “Don’t encourage him.”



Isabelle laughed and poured herself more wine. “You can only do so much to keep a boy his age out of trouble. Be grateful that he’s getting into it for the right reasons.”



“Glad I have at least one person on my side,” he said, flashing a reluctant smile at Isabelle.



“We’re all on your side,” said Jess. “We just have slightly different opinions about what that means.”
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The food was delicious, and Will was left feeling more rewarded than punished as the night rolled toward its conclusion. Rue went to bed early, tired from a busy day of classes and mild sexual harassment. Jess and Isabelle lounged outside in the jacuzzi, and Will left them to their discussion, feeling like joining them would make him into the obvious third wheel.



As it happened, he had other places to be. His phone vibrated just after nine, and he turned on the screen to read a text from Erik.



Drinks at Nana’s Nook tonight?



Will frowned at his phone as he tapped out a response.
 Did something happen? New info on Hive?



A few seconds passed before the response came in.
 Sort of. Got something you might find interesting.



Meet you there in a bit.



He chuckled and only stopped to consider the logistics of heading out for the night as he slipped his phone back into his pocket. Jess would no doubt take issue with him heading to the bar after his scrap earlier, as much out of her desire to enforce a minimum level of punishment as due to her general distaste for such things. Nana’s Nook wasn’t near enough to Isabelle’s for him to simply walk the route, either.



He settled for wheeling his motorcycle out of Isabelle’s garage. The engine wouldn’t attract as much attention if he wheeled it down the road before starting it up. He’d only be able to have a single drink unless he parked it in town and hailed a cab to get back, which was always an option.



“Going somewhere?” Isabelle’s voice nearly made him drop the handlebars as he neared the end of the driveway with his bike. She walked down the steps of the porch, still dripping wet and bikini clad from the jacuzzi, silver hair ethereal and wispy across her shoulders.



“Yeah,” he said. “Meeting up with a friend.”



“Did you let Jess know?” she asked.



The question, at least coming from her, prickled his anger. “Did you?”



Isabelle gave him a sad smile, looking suddenly cold in her bikini, under the midsummer sun. “I’m not here to impose myself on you as an authority figure, Will. Secrets might start small, but they always end up catching up with you.”



Her words primed his paranoia, even though he was innocent in the moment. Had she figured him out? A better question, perhaps, was which secret she was even implying that she knew?



“Enjoy your night,” said Isabelle. “I never saw you.”



She walked back inside, leaving him alone to consider her point. Maybe secrecy did come too naturally to him, but the time to cast off the veil was not on a night when one of his villain friends had information for him.



He wheeled his bike down the hill before starting it up and climbing on. Out of an abundance of caution, Will had stuffed his costume into one of the bike’s saddle bags. Having it with him served the dual purpose of giving him the option to become Decay, while foiling potential snooping from Jess or Isabelle while he was out.



Nana’s Nook was across town from the hilltop district. Will made the drive in twenty minutes, finding a spot to park his bike on the street. He approached the stairs leading down into the tavern, expecting it to be much busier than it apparently was. Aside from Erik, there were only two other people — Nana, the owner, and someone sitting in the corner with their hood up.



“About time,” called Erik. “Did you take your time with your makeup?”



“No, I was painting my nails,” said Will. He settled into the seat next to Erik. “Can I get a beer, Nana?”



She nodded and wordlessly began pouring him one. Will wasn’t planning on doing more than just sipping, but there was a layer to Erik’s vibe that made him think he was going to need it.



“This Hive thing is starting to get a little old,” said Erik. “I wouldn’t be snitching on a guy like this if it wasn’t for the nature of the situation.”



“You’re talking to me, not the CA,” said Will.



Erik drummed his fingers on the bar, looking from Will to his mostly empty beer mug. “Notice how empty it is here tonight? Half the people who’d usually be in attendance have already been taken by nutjob. The other half are too scared, too
 smart
 , to risk coming out.”



Will leaned closer and lowered his voice. “That’s no fun at all. Come on, Erik. Point me in the right direction, and let’s take this guy out.”



He smiled a little, wondering if all it had taken was a slow night at Erik’s favorite bar to motivate him into treating the threat of Hive seriously.



“High Bend Hospital,” said Erik. “He’s taken it over.”



“What?” Will frowned and glanced up at the tiny flatscreen TV Nana had set up in the corner against the ceiling. The local news was on, and there were no flashing tickers or emergency announcements heralding a hostage situation.



“My girlfriend is diabetic,” said Erik. “I help her get her insulin from High Bend Hospital in an… off-prescription sense. They have plenty, they never miss it. The thing is, as of yesterday, it seems like the place has opened its doors to a few members of the usual suspects.”



“Some of the former Mastodon alumni, now controlled by Hive?”



Erik nodded. “There’s no way it’s a coincidence. Some of them manage to blend in well enough under the cover of scrubs and hospital masks, but Tusk was there. There is no doctor who looks like that.”



“This is exactly what I need,” he said. “High Bend isn’t far from here. We could swing by tonight and check it out.”



“
 We
 , he says,” mocked Erik. “We’ve talked about this, Pick. I don’t have the same appetite for justice that you do.”



“You wouldn’t have called me if that was true,” said Will. “Come on. Just give me one of your doubles to watch my back. That would be more than enough.”



“Not happening. But good luck.”



Will made a noise and downed the rest of his beer. Sneaking into a hospital at night wouldn’t normally be all that much of a challenge, but the addition of Hive and a scattering of supers would certainly make it interesting.



He headed straight there, opting to leave his motorcycle in the parking lot of a building down the street. The risk of a fight was high, and a fight meant using his power, so he pulled on his costume and made sure his penknife was at the ready.



A few nurses milled around the hospital’s lobby, enough to make sneaking by them a challenge. Will opted to circle around to one of the building’s inaccessible side doors, making short work of the lock and slipping past into the brightly illuminated hallway that lay beyond.



The faint beeping of a heart monitor sounded from a nearby room, and the air held a sour, chemical scent. He felt incredibly obvious in his costume, but there was no getting around it now. He checked each corner, dodging a blank-faced doctor with Hive’s touch all over him.



Will made it to the elevator before stopping to critically unwrap the info that Erik had given him. He was inside a fairly large building. What did Hive even want with a hospital, anyway? There were descriptions of which specialties resided on each level, and Will scanned it, wondering if anything might jump out at him.



Something did.



He pressed the button for the fourth floor, the hospital’s maternity ward.
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The elevator door opened, and Will was greeted by two heavyset men in masks and scrubs. Their heads lolled forward as though they’d been sleeping on their feet, but their gazes immediately snapped up to him as he stepped out into the hallway.



“Gentlemen,” said Will. “I’d appreciate it if you’d get the fuck out of my way.”



Both men attacked with a shocking amount of symmetry, each throwing a right hook with muscle movements that made the punches seem like choreography. Will dodged one blow, but the other caught him at a strange angle across the neck that sent him stumbling back into the elevator, coughing hard.



He slammed his finger into the
 close door
 button, and the two possessed henchmen seemed to short circuit for a second, unsure of whether to let him go or give chase. Will opened the door again as soon as he caught his breath, hurling himself out and going on the offensive.



He punched one of them in the face and shouldered the second into the wall. As easy as it would have been to whip out his penknife and cut some tendons, he knew that his opponents were not fighting by choice. Hive was his enemy, and the more possessed innocents he could subdue without inflicting major injury, the better it would be for everyone involved.



He tripped the last henchman standing and winced as the man’s head hit the tile hard enough to bounce twice before going still. Concussions were bad business, and he wondered if perhaps he should reconsider what qualified as a serious injury.



After confirming that both men weren’t getting back up, Will started down the hallway. He didn’t have to go far — the sound of heavy breathing paired with a calm, encouraging male voice brought him to the door of a delivery room.



He stared at the scene that awaited him, trying to make sense of it. A woman lay sweaty and exhausted in bed, fresh out of labor, but from the look of her face, possessed and unaware. Hive wore a doctor’s coat and held the woman’s newborn in his hands, his expression decidedly one of disappointment.



Impact, Tusk, and Firecracker were all there, as well, standing like painted mannequins with stiff shoulders and blank expressions. Will was struck by the ridiculousness of the moment as he listened to Hive gently shushing the baby, which was working itself up to cry.



“I wasn’t expecting company,” said Hive. “At least not so soon, that is. Decay, isn’t it?”



“What is this supposed to be?” asked Will gruffly. “Are you stealing babies now?”



“I’m looking for a replacement,” said Hive. “My last one absconded from duty. It is… rather difficult to control abominations. But that’s where everything lies. Power, yes, but salvation as well… along with the self-realization of an entire race.”



“Put the child down,” said Will.



Hive laughed, gave a small shrug of his shoulders, and lobbed the newborn in Will’s direction. It was so cruel and unexpected that he almost just stood there, only moving to desperately dive and catch it at the last possible second. His penknife clattered to the ground, and the baby screamed at the top of its lungs as Will fumbled it into his arms, trying to support its head.



“Are you out of your mind?” he shouted.



“Of course not,” said Hive. “That’s just a normal baby, not even a super. Useless to me. I assumed that because this woman had an ongoing sexual affair with a super, I might get lucky, but the husband’s seed is strong in this case.”



Hive waved a hand, and both Impact and Tusk started moving toward Will.



“I’m saving the world,” said Hive. “Do you understand how many people will be saved by laying the groundwork for this research?”



Impact and Tusk both attacked Will, throwing punches that would have been much, much easier to dodge had he not been cradling and shielding a baby. He took a glancing blow and felt a decent cut open up on his forehead. There was nothing in the hallway, nowhere to put the child down. Impact slammed a kick into one of Will’s knees, and he hissed in pain through his teeth.



“I had a wife once,” said Hive, casually sitting down in one of the visitor’s chairs. “A wife, and a child. Briefly, mind you. Tragedy finds us all, regardless of how effectively our hopes and dreams convince us that it won’t.”



Will juked a blow from Tusk that might well have otherwise shattered his skull. He tried to kick the hulking super back, but the weight difference between them was extreme enough to reverse the result. He staggered a few feet down the hall, finally spotting a hospital gurney on which to set the screaming child down.



“This isn’t the right way to go about this,” called Will.



“This is the
 only
 way to go about it,” said Hive. “I need to understand the anomalies,
 abominations
 , as you call them. Breeding one is messy but straightforward business.”



Impact seized a side table and hurled it at Will with the full strength of his power. Will snatched his penknife back up from the floor and cut it in two just before it took his head off, sending each half of the knife skittering past him down the hallway.



He heard footsteps behind him and swore under his breath. A quick glance over his shoulder revealed Breathless standing with stiff, controlled posture, preparing to use her power to blow him straight into the path of Tusk and Impact’s attacks.



Not just him. If he let her get that breath out, the baby was going flying as well. Will hurled himself backward, slamming into Breathless and falling to the floor in a tangle of limbs. She didn’t cry out or react to the landing, instead just battering him with her fists and opening her mouth wide to suck in air.



“No, you don’t!” Will clamped a hand down over her lips. He felt a blow rain down on the back of his head hard enough to make reality wink out of focus for a passing instant.



A high-pitched scream came from the delivery room, and it was followed shortly after by the previously possessed mother. Will, still in the midst of a struggle on the floor with Breathless, watched her grab her baby and sprint down the hall out of the edge of his vision.



“I’m not a monster,” called Hive. “I don’t need her or her child. Useless to me. But as it happens, I don’t need you either.”



His relief, as he watched the woman and her child disappearing into the elevator, was extremely short lived. Breathless bit his finger and exhaled as soon as his hand flinched back. Will rushed up as though he’d been thrust into a wind tunnel, slamming into the ceiling and then falling back to the floor with matching force.



“Hold him,” said Hive. “He could be useful.”



Tusk’s massive hands seized Will’s arms and stretched them out to either side, pulling him upright. He watched as Hive slowly strode toward him, serious but confident in his control of the situation. Hive held his hand out and wiggled his fingers, mouth tightening into a line as he mastered his concentration.



“This appears to be a slightly unpleasant sensation to those unfortunate enough to be on the receiving end of it,” said Hive. “My apologies in advance.”



Unexpectedly, Will found that he could see Hive’s power manifesting. A faint, wriggling cord that was altogether too reminiscent of a snake slithered outward from the back of Hive’s head, right around the meeting point between spine and brainstem.



It was ghostly and bluish, and if Will widened his eyes, it disappeared for him like the depth in an optical illusion. He gritted his teeth as he saw the end of the possession cord slithering toward his own head, readying itself for the possession of a new target.



Becoming one of Hive’s controlled henchmen wasn’t on his to-do list for the evening. He sucked in a quick breath and slammed his head backward into Tusk’s chest. The hulking super staggered, and the grip of one of his hands loosened slightly.



“Hold him!” snapped Hive.



Will twisted free, snatching his penknife back up and slashing at one of Tusk’s ankles. He was merciful, but not to the point of delivering himself to his enemy. Impact came at him next, throwing a punch that missed his head and ricocheted off the wall behind him. Further down the hall echoed the noise of pounding footsteps — more henchmen incoming.



An earsplitting bang sounded as a chunk of wall exploded just behind Will’s head. Was that Firecracker attacking from behind the others? Breathless hissed through her teeth, summoning a wind that slammed Will sideways into a line of chairs. He flipped one at Tusk, who was shambling toward him on one knee, still strong, if not mobile.



Impact started throwing shit at him, anything within reach, with no real discernment or logic. It wasn’t really like fighting Impact would have been under normal circumstances, which made sense as Will considered it. Hive was controlling the man directly, pulling the strings of his movements without the decades of experience the hero doubtlessly had under his belt.



Will spun toward Hive and kicked him in the nuts. All at once, every controlled super present let out a winded squeak and collapsed to the floor with a surprising amount of symmetry. It was an opening, likely the only one he was going to get.



He sprinted into the nearest hospital room and threw himself out the window… four floors up.









PART THREE: COLLATERAL DAMAGE
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Every landing from on high is unique in its own way, like a snowflake made from shattered ankles and blown knees. Will couldn’t see the ground as he fell, which was every bit as dangerous as it sounded. Landings were all about timing, and he was gauging it off a barebones hunch.



His teeth clicked as he hit the concrete, which was followed immediately by… a gap in his consciousness. He was on his back in the dark, with something sharp, probably a shard of glass, stabbing him in the ass. The sensation in his legs shifted from a weary, lactic acid tightness to a faint burning, to near unbearable pain.



He wanted to scream, but it would only give away his position and get him killed. Surviving was all that mattered, but goddammit… it wasn’t going to be easy. Will took a breath and let it out through tightly gritted teeth.



He rolled over, and a spike of intense pain greeted the movement, stunning him and jarring his reality. His cheek was pressed against the bare ground… cold concrete. Felt kind of nice, actually.



Both of his legs were broken, and in ways that would make putting them back together with his mending a lengthy and excruciatingly unpleasant process. He started dragging himself, sensing the shadow of a large truck nearby.



There was room for him underneath it, though not much. He felt his hands sliding over the mess of an old oil slick and had to dig his fingernails in for extra purchase, but he managed it, pulling his legs after him at the expense of another stab of agony.



Heavy footsteps announced the arrival of the search party. It was strange hearing them walk as a group, each person’s steps overlapping in near perfect sync. Will held his breath and waited, as resigned to the situation as he could be. It felt as though he’d bet his life on a dice roll.



Hive’s henchmen walked a slow circuit around the entire hospital parking lot. They searched efficiently but not thoroughly, and he sensed their attention and efforts shifting to the surrounding properties after just a few minutes.



He let out a groan and tried to think. Thinking took effort, almost more than he had at the moment. Mending his legs immediately was out of the question. The truck was fine to hide under for a few minutes, but hours?



Calling someone for help seemed his best bet. His first instinct was to call Rue, but without a license or a car, what could she do? Calling Jess was out of the question, even if it represented the option with the best odds of survival. Same for Avery, though he wondered if she might react slightly better to discovering that he was Decay.



He paused as he scrolled through his not all that long list of contacts, getting an idea. He needed someone who’d been in his shoes before.



“Pick?” answered Mist. “What’s up?”



He heard a sound nearby and hurried to cover the phone’s overbright display. A rat scurried by, the source.



“Hey,” he whispered. “I need to call in that favor.”



 



***



 



She didn’t show up immediately, but that was probably for the best. Hive’s henchmen did a second scan of the parking lot on their way back to the building. Will had been sure they’d spotted him at one point when someone crouched low with a flashlight, but nothing had come of it.



He was listening for a car, but that wasn’t how Mist arrived. A sudden shift in the shadow in his peripheral vision alerted him to the fact that she’d just appeared next to the truck he was hiding under. She normally made a noise when she did her misting thing, and he wondered if she had the ability to suppress the sound.



“Pick?” she whispered.



“Down here,” he said. “I’m going to need help walking.”



He’d done a small amount of basic mending while waiting for Mist to arrive. His bones were more or less in place, but still brittle at the break points.



“We’re not walking,” she whispered, dropping flat to her stomach. “Put your arm around me.”



“Uh…” he said, hesitating. “Are you sure about this? Extending your power? You’ve done this before, right?”



“A few times,” said Mist, with what looked like a shrug. “We don’t have a choice. They were watching from the window. They saw me, they’re seeing us now.”



Her face wasn’t far from his, and he locked eyes with her. Truth be told, he didn’t trust her, not in the way he needed to for something like this. It was a larger question of trust — relying on her now, like this, was letting her in. She might not betray him again here and now, but she had in the past… she could, in the future.



He inched forward, narrowing his eyes, seeing the way she reacted. There was a countering coyness in her eyes, as though she was starting to enjoy this aspect of their complicated relationship.



He kissed her and put his arm around her shoulder. Mist kissed him back and lifted one hand to drape over his.



The sensation was so much weirder than anything Will could have imagined. They did her mist thing together, and for a fleeting instant amid the transfer, together was exactly what they were. It was a bonding more intense than sex, and only less euphoric due to how quickly it came and went.



“Whoa…” he muttered. He was in the back seat of an SUV, with Mist straddling his lap.



“Yeah,” she said. “It’s always that fun. I’m taking you to my place, Pick. Can you put on a seatbelt?”



“I’ll manage.”



She drove fast, bouncing him around enough to give the question of a seatbelt new relevance. Mist’s place was a hotel, a new one from the last time he’d slept over at her place. She brought him upstairs with a series of mist teleportation, car to elevator, elevator to room.



They poofed into existence atop her bed, with Mist pressed erotically against him. It would have been perfect… if he didn’t still have two mostly broken legs.



“After,” he said. “I need to make sure I can still walk in the morning.”



“Jesus,” whispered Mist, taking in the full extent of the damage. “Yeah, of course. Are you sure you’re alright?”



“I will be.”



He leaned his head back and slowly exhaled, reaching down to feel for the lingering damage.



“Thanks, by the way,” he added.



“I’m glad I could help,” she said. “You didn’t have to call in your favor on this, you know. I would have helped you out of my general fondness for you.”



“I appreciate that.”



Mist hugged her arms across her chest, frowning thoughtfully. “What was he up to, anyway? This Hive guy is an unpredictable lunatic, but I would still like to know why he’s after me.”



Will shook his head. “You don’t want to know. I’ll tell you if you insist, but… you really don’t want to know. Just make sure he never catches you.”
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Will spent the next couple of hours carefully shoring up the bones in his legs with his mending power. Mist gave him space and silence to work, taking a bath, and then sticking to her side of the bed when she got back.



She didn’t ask any more questions, not about Hive and not about him. It was kind of refreshing to not have to explain, justify, or obfuscate. Mist wasn’t like Jess or Rue, or even Avery. She had a more flexible nature in terms of right and wrong, along with more personal experience of the appeal of reckless decisions.



He tried to call Jess, knowing she would start worrying if he wasn’t back in a reasonable timeframe. As it happened, his phone was dead. There was no avoiding the trouble he’d be in tomorrow after disappearing so suddenly, not unless he felt like walking all the way back to his motorcycle and riding straight home, which he didn’t.



“Pick,” whispered Mist. “You awake?”



She sat up in bed. Will could see her silhouette in the otherwise near darkness of the hotel room. She took her crop top off and let it gently fall to the ground next to the bed. He could see the tip of one of her nipples perfectly outlined in shadow, vague and erotic.



He shifted closer to her, testing his legs a little, which were still raw from all the mending. They were brimming with tiny aches and pains, but those would fade by morning. He ran his hand along the side of Mist’s bare abdomen, facing her in the dark.



He still didn’t trust her completely. Maybe he never would again, or maybe they’d build a new kind of trust over time. It didn’t matter, not then, in a cushy hotel bed, in the dark of a summer night. She was beautiful, and she would let him do whatever he wanted.



They kissed, fumbling with each other’s clothing until they were both completely naked. Will was incredibly aroused, and each brush of her bare skin against his sent a jolt of hot excitement and need bursting through him.



She pressed something against his chest that made a small crinkling noise. A condom, still in the wrapper. He tore it open without breaking pace, appreciating that she had protection on hand this time around, all the more after seeing Hive’s horrible agenda.



It wasn’t the time to think about that. Mist sank low as he fiddled with the condom, trying to sense which way it wanted to roll. He felt her lips slide over the tip of his cock and was altogether on the fence about whether he ever wanted to give up the heaven that was her mouth.



Will let out a low sigh and ran his hand through her hair. She was putting in work, making little noises of effort as her head bobbed back and forth. He wanted to hear more of her noises, the sounds she made when she was truly in the moment.



He pushed her down on the bed and kissed one of her nipples, pulling the condom onto his slick erection. Mist curled her body toward him, shifting to better lock it into place against his. They both gasped as he sank his length into her tight womanhood, sharing that instant of erotic perfection.



“Pick…” whispered Mist.



Hearing her call him that, during sex of all times, stirred him up something wicked. She knew him through rumors of who he’d been in prison — the worst side of him, the darkest days. She moaned his name again, and he grunted and pinned one of her legs up over his shoulder, thrusting faster and harder.



“Pick… Pick… Oh fuck!”



“That’s right, Mist,” he growled. “You remember this.”



She let out a whimper. Will pressed down on her, fucking her hard enough to test the limits of the hotel bed. It was surprisingly sturdy, probably bolted down to the floor just for such aggressive exertions.



Mist wrapped her legs around him as she came. Will wasn’t done, not even close. He pulled her toward the center of the bed by her thighs, seeing only the barest details of pale nudeness in the pitch-dark room.



He played with her, cupping her breasts, groping her buttocks, and slowly pumped into her. It was easy to focus on his own pleasure with her, to be a little selfish with how he used her body.



They were too much alike for him to have any illusions about true romance or love. He would take her tonight in whatever ways he wanted and wake up knowing there was no guarantee of a next time.



She rocked her hips, matching his thrusts even as he went faster and faster. He hit a speed that was all about him, each contact of their bodies a hard slap of horny flesh. All at once, Will was blissed out, lost within his own release and squeezing himself down against Mist.



“You love it,” she whispered. “Having your own little villainess to wrestle around in bed with.”



“Maybe,” he said.



“I only let you have me like this, Pick,” she whispered. “I’m Mist… when I want to be.”



“That’s really deep.” He pressed his mouth against her stomach and blew a massive raspberry.



Mist let out an exaggerated scream and broke into a giggling fit, slapping him in the shoulder.



 



***



 



Will woke up alone in Mist’s hotel room the next morning. He felt wonky, as though he’d gone to bed at the wrong time and woken up at the wrong time, which he supposed was close enough to the truth.



As much as he would have enjoyed waiting around for Mist to get back from wherever she’d run off to for a quick round of morning sex, he knew he had to get home. Well, get to
 Isabelle’s
 , the closest thing to a home his family now had. Navigating the housing market to find a new home was going to be a battle of epic proportions in itself.



He doubled back to where he’d left his motorcycle the previous night, changed out of the parts of his costume he still had on, and rode into the hills. It was almost ten, far too late in the morning for him to plausibly sneak back inside without detection.



Jess was waiting by the door leading to the lounge, still in her night clothes, a baggy t-shirt and tight leggings. The frown on her face told him everything he needed to know about how much trouble he was in.



“Would you care to explain just where you were last night?” she asked stiffly.



“Out,” he said. “I was with a friend and lost track of time.”



“Without returning any calls or texts, for whatever reason?”



“My phone died,” he said. “Look, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to worry you.”



Jess’s expression didn’t soften any, which surprised him. She was normally quick to forgive, especially when someone was admitting their wrongdoing.



“You were with Avery, weren’t you?” she asked in a soft voice.



“What? No, I—”



“She wasn’t picking up her phone either,” said Jess. “I know how much time the two of you have been spending together recently behind my back. Will you at least tell me the truth?”



He stared at her, caught off guard by being confronted by this now, when he actually hadn’t been at Avery’s. What did she know? How much did she know?



“Hold on a second,” he said. “I wasn’t with Avery last night. Really, I wasn’t.”



“I’m not an idiot, LP,” said Jess, with a sigh. “I know what’s been going on. I wasn’t born yesterday. It’s so obvious… I don’t understand how I didn’t see it earlier.”



“Jess…” He winced, feeling so unprepared for this particular conversation. “We… It’s not like we planned for any of this to happen.”



“I know that,” she said. “I get it, Will, more than I think you realize. You forget how long I was together with your father, how much I put up with.”



“We weren’t trying to hurt anyone else,” said Will.



“No one ever is. Will you… at least give me the details? Is it just the drinking and the pills? I knew Avery was using her medication off label, but how much of it have you gotten into?”



“Uh…” He blinked, realizing he’d miscalculated. “What?”



Jess held her hand out and opened it, revealing a small baggie with a single white pill inside. It was the one he’d taken from Avery’s apartment when he’d first discovered her habit. He’d remembered losing track of it at some point, and no doubt Jess had found it and read into what him having it in his possession implied.



“Let me in, Will,” she said, touching his hand. “I know you must have developed some of these habits in the time before. It’s not as though you’ve been given a chance, really, to break free from the source of your addiction. I didn’t want to pry when you first came home, but I suspected it, with all the sneaking around, the late nights.”



He stared at her, strangely offended by the conclusion she’d drawn. She thought he was an addict. It did fit his behavior from a certain perspective, but it felt like an insult to have her assume so much about his motivations.



Two things came into view as he prepared to deny it. He’d already said too much, revealed that yes, he and Avery did have a secret that would hurt Jess to uncover. On top of that, this might be the perfect alibi, in its own way. Jess had connected his unpredictable schedule and occasionally erratic behavior to drug usage, which was better than having her tie it to Decay.



“It started in prison,” he said. “There were drugs inside, smuggled contraband, and… way too many empty hours.”



“Oh, Will.” Jess stepped forward and pulled him into a hug. “It’s okay. I’m glad you’re finally talking about this.”



“It’s been hard since I’ve been back.”



“I’m sure it has,” she said, still hugging him. “As soon as things calm down a little, we’ll get you into treatment.”



“Treatment?” He hesitated, touching her waist. “I mean, I think I just start cutting back. I’ve only dabbled on a few occasions. I’m not an addict.”



“Of course you aren’t, sweetie,” said Jess. “But just for my peace of mind, I think you should approach this with all the help you can get. We can start with just a weekly program, something to keep you accountable.”



He kept his expression as blank as he could as he nodded, wondering how much trouble he’d just made for himself down the line.



“Also, can you confirm for me that Avery is still alive and breathing?”



“I honestly wasn’t at her place last night,” Will admitted. “I told you, I was, um…”



“Ah,” said Jess. “Misty, then?”



Fuck. He felt as though he’d bungled the interrogation in more than just one way. He saw a patient sort of disappointment showing through Jess’s expression and had to endure it like a powerful wind.



“Yeah,” he said. “We were safe.”



“Safe as in…?”



“Condoms,” he said, feeling his face heat up. “We only had sex. No drugs.”



Jess’s eye twitched at the corner. “Oh. Right. Well, that’s good.”



Her tone of voice made it sound anything but good. Will sighed and tried not to think about how much esteem he’d just lost in her eyes over the past five minutes.










CHAPTER 39




 



Will didn’t get much downtime that morning. Jess continued peppering him with various questions related to his alcohol and drug usage, which he answered as carefully as he could. Within an hour, he’d painted a picture for her of a young man who was in the danger zone, but not in the grips of an active addiction, which he hoped would still give him some wiggle room to have fun.



He was munching on the remnants of breakfast, a bagel and thick slices of bacon, when the doorbell rang. Jess rose and went to answer it.



“That would be Miss Mass,” she said with a sigh. “There was another incident involving Hive last night. I wanted to organize a meeting with both the Drifters and the Second Advent, but there’s hardly anyone left of either group to meet with.”



“We can’t let this go on for much longer without attacking Hive directly,” said Will.



Miss Mass came inside and took a seat at the table, nodding to Will. Jess called Isabelle and Rue down from upstairs and made another unsuccessful attempt at getting hold of Avery.



“This is everyone?” asked Miss Mass.



“Just about,” said Jess. “I think Avery may just be… sleeping in. I plan on heading to check up on her as soon as we’re finished here.”



“That would be prudent,” said Miss Mass. “This villain has taken a toll on our numbers, not to mention the mundane innocents he’s captured from within the city. There was even an attack on a hospital last night, which in my opinion, is just unfathomably cruel.”



“A hospital?” Jess frowned. “Why would Hive have any interest in attacking a hospital?”



“Not just Hive,” said Miss Mass. “The new report I watched reported that the villain Decay was there with him. I wonder if it may have been a play against someone powerful. The mayor’s mother was there receiving treatment overnight.”



Will chose his words carefully, not wanting to reveal too much about what he knew. “Where were they within the hospital? Maybe that could tell us something.”



“The fourth floor,” said Miss Mass. “That’s… obstetrics, the maternity ward.”



“It fits with what Will and Isabelle reported from the encounter at the hangar,” said Jess. “I don’t understand this bastard’s fixation with newborns, but it’s in line with his past behavior.”



“Oh God…” Miss Mass started shaking her head, one hand tightening to dig her fingernails into her palm. “There’s… something I know that’s relevant. It’s not my secret to share, so I have to trust all of you to be discrete.”



“Of course,” said Jess.



Miss Mass sighed and shook her head. “Impact and Breathless were…
 close
 to one another. They weren’t a couple, exactly, but they did have a sexual relationship. Breathless came to me a little over a week ago to ask for my advice about missing her period.”



“You think she might have been pregnant?” asked Isabelle.



“I told her it was too early to tell when she asked me, which it was, but that they still needed to take precautions,” said Miss Mass. “The speed at which abominations can grow within the womb is unpredictable. They’re nearly always premature when they are born.”



“How in the world did that end up happening?” asked Jess. “Impact and Breathless are both grown adults, aware of the risks.”



“The same way it happens for normal people,” said Miss Mass. “They were horny and made stupid mistakes, I would assume.”



“Even if Hive doesn’t realize that she’s pregnant, the abomination poses a risk on its own,” said Will. “This is a bad situation all around.”



“It seems like he’s trying to control an abomination with his power,” said Rue. “I don’t understand what the point of that would even be. He’s already got so many supers under his control.”



“He’s a villain,” said Miss Mass. “He simply wants more. They always do.”



“Yeah, it’s not that simple,” said Will. “Villains are still human. There’s no evil gene inside them enticing them into creating chaos.”



“Why doesn’t it surprise me to hear you expressing empathy for the madman trying to take over our city?” asked Miss Mass.



“The same reason why it doesn’t surprise me that you’re incapable of it,” he countered.



 



***



 



FIVE YEARS EARLIER



 



Lockpick stared at Liz as she wriggled back into the front seat in her underwear. He didn’t feel like he’d thought he’d feel after losing his virginity. He was very much the same person, it was more that the rest of the world looked different, as if he’d taken off a set of blinders he hadn’t realized he’d been wearing.



“Well?” asked Liz as she found the missing sock she’d been searching for and rejoined him in back. “Are you glad you came with me yet?”



He chuckled. “Is that your idea of innuendo?”



She grinned and stretched her foot out to pull on her sock. “I was wondering if you’d pick up on it or not. I… take it that was your first time?”



He shrugged, almost wanting to claim otherwise, but finding it hard to be anything but honest with her. “Yeah, it was.”



“Oof,” said Liz, with a sigh. “I hope you aren’t going to judge me too harshly for corrupting you.”



“The corruption was mutual,” said Lockpick.



They hung around a while longer before settling back into the front of the car. Liz climbed into the driver’s seat, smiling as she turned the key.



“Get some rest,” she said. “You look exhausted.”



“Thanks,” he said. “Wake me up when it’s my turn.”



He went to sleep feeling satisfied. As far as he could tell, a few hours had passed by when he woke up. The car’s blinker was what roused him. Liz was off the highway, taking a turn.



“Getting gas?” he muttered.



She shook her head, and it was only then that he took in her expression, the heaviness and uncertainty in her eyes.



“I’m… bringing us back,” she said. “To my team.”



Lockpick reached of the door handle on reflex, only hesitating as Liz frantically hurried to explain.



“Just listen!” she said. “Please, Lockpick. Will. If you trust me at all, just hear me out.”



“There’s nothing to hear,” he said. “I took a chance helping you because I knew you were in a bad spot, not so you could betray me to your friends.”



“I’m not betraying you. Would you just stop and think for a minute? You’re still a teenager, not even eighteen yet. You went along with Halberd because he’s your father, but it’s not as though you really had a say in what was going on. You’re not responsible for his crimes.”



“No,” said Lockpick. “I’m responsible for my own crimes. I’ve…”



He didn’t say it. He couldn’t say it. But he’d killed someone. A villain, sure, but still a body in his wake, blood on his hands.



“My team will understand,” said Liz. “They’re only going to care about the fact that you saved me. I know how much you’ve already risked in trusting me… can you just trust me a little bit further?”



She took one hand off the steering wheel and touched his leg. Again, he was struck by how much she reminded him of Jess, even in this small gesture. Thinking of his family, Jess and Rue and Avery, made him wonder if this might be a safe way back to them, and that decided it for him.



They met up with the rest of Liz’s team inside a parking garage. They were waiting outside their car, all in plain clothes. A stocky man with a shaggy beard stood smoking a cigarette apart from the two others, a young woman with curly brown hair and a short bald guy.



The young woman immediately ran to Liz and pulled her into a tight hug as she climbed out of the car. Lockpick stayed a good way back from their reunion, feeling the attention of the other two. He found himself wishing he’d asked Liz what their powers were.



“Is this him?” asked the woman.



“Yeah,” said Liz. “That’s Lockpick. He helped me escape. Halberd was getting desperate, and—”



“Get his hands,” said the guy with the beard.



“On it.” The bald man started circling around behind.



“Hold on!” said Liz. “I wouldn’t be here right now if not for him. He’s one of the good guys!”



“There are at least three murders connected to this kid,” said the guy with the beard. “It doesn’t make much difference whether he did the killing or Halberd. He’s complicit.”



Lockpick glanced toward the car. Liz had left the keys in it. If he could move fast enough, get inside, maybe…



He went for it, jumping toward the open door. The bald guy was on him in an instant, sending forth a water blast that struck Lockpick, flinging him off balance with enough force to sting his skin.



He still managed to get his penknife out… the penknife Halberd had given him. He slashed through the air, but he was still blinking water out of his eyes and couldn’t aim. The shaggy guy leapt into the fray, doing his best werewolf impression, minus the howling. Some kind of strength or agility power, Lockpick guessed.



He slashed the air in front of the bald guy again, watching him grimace in concentration as he tried to aim another blast of water. Lockpick kicked him hard in the stomach before he could bring his attack to fruition, and the bald guy crumpled harmlessly to the ground.



“Stop!” cried Liz.



Lockpick spun to face her, but she hadn’t been talking to him. The curly-haired woman set her hand on the frame of the car, her eyes glowing lightning white. An instant later, an arc of electricity shot from the edge of the car’s headlight directly into Lockpick’s shoulder blades.



He gasped and crumpled to the ground, muscles still twitching. The shaggy bearded guy was on him in an instant, putting him in a submission hold and stripping away his penknife.



“See?” he called to the others. “Look at how quickly this little psycho pulled that knife out.”










CHAPTER 40




 



There wasn’t much left to discuss once Miss Mass, Jess, and Isabelle had finished going over the attack on the hospital. Rue agreed to help keep an eye out for Hive, though she’d admitted she’d been doing that when she could for a couple of days. It was more of a matter of him doing something obvious, rather than her searching the field of view of every security camera.



“I’m concerned about Avery,” said Jess after Miss Mass had left. “She’s still not answering my calls.”



“It’s not unlike her to go silent every once in a while, but it is a little worrying,” said Will. “I’ll come along, if you don’t mind.”



She gave a tired but patient smile. “I would love your company, LP. We’ll take my car.”



Jess had to change first. Will would have loved to take a shower and clean himself up for the day, but there didn’t seem to be time for it. He met Jess in the garage by her car but didn’t immediately climb in.



“Are you upset with me?” he asked.



It was a hard question to simply throw out there, but he had to do it. Jess still had that horribly disappointed look on her face. He may have dodged having her work out a couple of his secrets, but the lie he’d used to buy himself that space was emotionally expensive.



“I’m not upset with you,” she said with a sigh. “How could I be, LP? I consider myself lucky to even have you back in the first place, which is why I’m so worried!”



“Hey.” He stepped forward, pulling her into a hug. She was shorter than him, not by a ton, but enough to catch him off guard every now and then. Jess was just a woman, superpowered, authoritative, but still human, still vulnerable.



“I just… don’t want to see you making impulsive decisions,” she said, sighing as she rubbed a hand on his chest. “You know so much better than that. Will, I can see how much you’ve matured from everything you’ve been through. Why would you set all of that on the sidelines for drugs and drinking and… sex?”



He didn’t have to lie to answer that one, not really. “I just… slip up every now and then. I need help. From you, most of all. Help staying on track.”



He kissed her on the lips. Jess didn’t kiss back immediately, but when she finally did, it was full of passion, full of the conflicting emotions she was no doubt struggling with. Will pushed forward, briefly pressing his body against hers and pinning her against the car.



Jess let out an amused sigh. “Just what kind of help do you think you’re asking for, mister?”



He grinned, seeing her teasing expression. “Whatever kind of help you’re offering.”



“Well, we’ll have to see just what that might be.” She turned around in his arms and bumped her butt against his crotch to gain a bit of room to open the car door. “Good behavior, keeping respectable hours, helping out with chores, even here at Isabelle’s… If you take steps toward pulling your act together, I can be
 generous
 with my help.”



“I like the sound of that word.” He gave her one last squeeze, grinding her soft body against his and delighting in the breathy noise she made in response.



“Then you should start behaving,” she said. “I’m generous to the good boys and rather stingy to the bad ones.”



They both climbed into the car and set out to Avery’s. He appreciated the nature of Jess’s concern for him a lot more as he struggled with some of his own concerns over what might have resulted in Avery’s radio silence. She’d seemingly cut back on the pills, but a single wild night, a temporary lapse in consistency… there was no telling what might have happened.



They headed straight up to her apartment once they reached the building. Jess walked ahead of Will, taking heavy steps down the hallway. She had a key to Avery’s place and quickly unlocked the door, pushing it open.



“Oh, God…” muttered Will.



The place was a mess, with obvious signs of a struggle strewn all over. One of the windows was broken, and there was a large, person-shaped dent in one of the walls. The couch cushions were scattered across the floor, along with various pieces of clothing.



“Hive,” said Jess. “It could only have been Hive! He must have come for her. Avery… she’s a young woman, it fits the pattern.”



“Fuck,” said Will. “She mentioned thinking someone was watching her the other day. I asked her about it and she brushed my concern off, saying that she tends to get paranoid when she uses her power.”



“Has she been using anything else recently?” asked Jess. “Drugs? Alcohol?”



“No, I mean… not really. She’s cut back a lot.”



“But she has been using her power so much more broadly recently,” said Jess, with a sigh. “There’s also a chance that this might be… an episode. I don’t know how much you remember from when she was in her early teens, LP, but Avery has had her struggles with mental health.”



“She’s been fine recently,” he said.



Even as he articulated the sentiment, he questioned it. Fine? She’d run off to the Exclusion Zone to score pills, and then gone into withdrawals and attacked herself with her own power. Before that, she’d had a complete meltdown over a paranoid fantasy of him and her ex-girlfriend. Oh, and she’d also been fucking her brother, not that he was complaining.



“I need to look for her,” said Jess.



“I’ll come with you.”



She shook her head. “Sorry, but I’ll be in costume. We’ll have to search separately.”



“Then I’ll stay here,” he said. “See if there are any clues we might have missed.”



Jess left the key to Avery’s apartment with him and drove off to get her costume. Will sighed and gave the living room another quick survey. He needed to go after Avery, which in all likelihood, meant going after Hive. If his little hospital adventure had taught him anything, it was that sometimes, there was only so much he could do alone.



Will took out his phone and dialed Erik’s number.










CHAPTER 41




 



“No,” said Erik.



Will paced across Avery’s living room, a few bits of glass crunching underfoot. “You didn’t even let me finish asking my question.”



“I got to the part where you were talking about making an enemy of the city’s new most powerful supervillain and hit the eject button.”



“Didn’t he make a move on you already through Impact?”



“Yeah, and it scared me shitless,” said Erik. “I’m good, Pick. You run along and do the hero thing. That’s not my play.”



“Come on!”



“Nope.”



“Seriously, come on!” snapped Will. “I’m not asking for an army. Give me a couple of doubles.”



“No.”



“Just one, then. They don’t even have to fight! Advice and another set of eyes would be more than enough.”



“Not happening.”



Will let out an annoyed breath and hung up on him. Erik, Algae Double, had been a longshot, but it still prickled him to be unable to secure the help of someone he considered to be a friend. He dialed a more promising number and tried not to think too hard about what he considered Mist to be after the previous night.



“Hey,” she answered. “I was just thinking about you.”



“I need your help,” he said. “Hive attacked my sister’s apartment. She’s missing.”



“Fuck.”



“Yeah. Did you ever put together that costume you mentioned?”



Mist chuckled on the end of the line. “Funny you should mention that…”



He met her at her hotel, walking from Avery’s, which wasn’t that far away. He knocked and waited for Mist to answer, and his jaw dropped open when she finally did.



“Whoa,” he said.



She wore her costume, which was, well, rather
 adventurous
 , by both superhero and supervillain standards. She wore a gray, partially sheer robe over… not much else, though he could see a hint of a bra and a slip underneath. Her face was hidden by a matching veil that hung from the robe’s hood. It fit her well thematically, and gave off a sexy, ghostly aesthetic.



“Do you like it?” She turned around, showing off the outline of her hips and butt through the insubstantial fabric. “It’s definitely more of a summer outfit than a four seasons deal. I got it from a cosplay store online.”



“Great minds think alike,” he said. “But are you entirely sure that store sold cosplay stuff and not lingerie?”



“Aw, thank you!” said Mist. “I tried it without underwear, but my nipples were
 super
 obvious underneath. I wonder if that might help me in a fight?”



“We’ll do a test run later. One on one. Mist vs. Decay.”



“Mmm, I like the sound of that.”



He cleared his throat. “I still have to get my costume from the mansion. I figured we’d take your car.”



“How are we going to track down Hive?” she asked.



“We’ll have help,” he said. “Rue will serve as our eyes and ears.”



“Who is Rue?”



“My sister,” said Will. “It might be better if we save the introductions for another time. First and foremost, we—”



A heavy knock came at the door of Mist’s hotel room. The two of them glanced at each other, silent and tense.



“Were you expecting more company?” he whispered.



She shook her head. Will crept toward the door with silent footsteps, pausing with his hand on the handle. Mist got into place next to him and signaled for a three count. He threw the door wide.



“Hi,” said Erik.



“Hello!” said a slightly chubbier, slightly shorter version of Erik, with enthusiasm.



“Ha,” said Will, grinning and leaning against the door frame. “I see you changed your mind.”



“In a… manner of speaking,” said Erik. “Meet Charlie.”



“Hello,” said the shorter double. “My name’s Charlie, and I’m supposed to help you.”



“Uh, nice to meet you, Charlie,” said Will. He shook the strange-looking double’s hand and winced under the weight of a crushing grip.



“Sorry,” muttered Charlie.



“I’ve been experimenting with making small changes to my doubles in order to increase their fitness and abilities. Charlie is… one of those experiments.”



“Am I being helpful?” asked Charlie.



“Yes, Charlie, you’re being incredibly helpful,” said Erik, patting his head. “And you’re going to keep being helpful for Pick and Mist, alright?”



“You’re giving me your
 reject
 double?” groaned Will.



Charlie’s mouth fell open, and a sound eerily similar to a foghorn sounded as he began to weep openly. Mist glared at Will and punched him in the shoulder.



“Don’t be mean!” said Mist. “I’m sure Charlie is… capable.”



“He said… He said… He… He… He…” Charlie got stuck on the syllable a few more times before returning to his regularly scheduled sobbing.



“Don’t underestimate him,” said Erik. “He’s a bit single-minded, but trust me, he hits hard. I know it might
 seem
 like I’m pawning him off on you because I don’t know what else to do with him, but that’s totally not the case.”



“Totally,” said Will, unamused.



“Have fun, kids,” said Erik. “Make sure nobody dies, alright Mist? Nice costume, by the way.”



“Thanks, Erik,” said Mist.



Will, Mist, and Charlie set off in her car. Mist insisted on driving, and Charlie’s lack of familiarity with being a passenger meant that Will needed to be in the back with him to ensure that he didn’t take off or open the door.



“We’re going fast,” said Charlie. “I like it.”



“Yeah?” said Will. “I have a motorcycle. You should see how fast that goes.”



“I don’t like you, mean guy,” said Charlie.



Mist cackled with laughter from the front seat. Will tried a few more times to get Charlie to open up to him, but he seemed fairly distrustful after the reject comment, which was fair.



“I’ll only be a second,” said Will as they arrived back at the mansion. “I’m grabbing my costume and hopefully, Rue. Stay in the car, and don’t do anything suspicious.”



“Why?” asked Mist. “Is there something I should be worried about here?”



“This is, um… Invisibella’s house.”



Mist stared at him in abject shock. “You’re joking?”



He shook his head, shut the door, and hurried into the mansion. Rushing around would almost certainly draw Invisibella’s attention, so he tried to act casual as he collected his costume from his bike’s saddlebag and went searching for Rue.



He found her lying on one of the couches in her underwear at an implausible angle, feet lifted high, head dangling at a diagonal, almost upside-down angle.



“What are you doing right now?” he asked.



“Online stuff,” she muttered. “Why? Did something happen?”



“Avery’s missing, and it looks like Hive attacked her apartment,” he said quickly. “I need your help.”



“What?” Rue rolled backward off the couch, briefly flashing her bra to him as her shirt rolled up. “Oh, God. Alright, let me just throw pants on, and I’ll meet you at your bike.”



“I’m with friends right now.” He winced, trying to bridge the topic gently. “One of them is a clone of someone I was locked up with. The other is Misty.”



“Oh.” Rue quirked her mouth sideways and set her hands on her hips. “Hmm. I could always just help from here, I guess.”



“It’s up to you, Rue. The only thing I care about right now is helping Avery, and I’m not being picky about where that help comes from.”



“I’m not a child, LP,” said Rue. “I can be polite to the creepy girl you’re boning. Even if she has weird hair, and crazy eyes, and probably will cheat on you eventually and—”



“
 Thank you
 , Rue,” he said, through a clenched jaw. “How about you go throw some pants on and meet us outside?”



She nodded and headed for the stairs. Will hurried back outside, only to discover another complication lying in wait. Invisibella was outside, heading toward Mist’s SUV with a frown on her face.



“Hey,” he called, hurrying to catch up with her. “Have you heard anything from Jess?”



“Heard what?” asked Isabelle. “Also, whose car is that?”



“Avery’s gone missing,” said Will.



He explained the situation while gently steering Isabelle away from Charlie and Mist in the SUV. It worked, more or less, though only just. Rue came outside right as Isabelle was heading back in to change into her costume.



“Good timing,” he said. “Come on. You can either sit up front with Mist, or in back with Charlie.”



“I thought her name was Misty?” said Rue. “Also, um… who is Charlie?”










CHAPTER 42




 



“It’s nice to meet you, Rue,” said Mist. “Pick has told me literally nothing about you.”



“Is that right?” asked Rue dryly. She was upfront, which rendered Will in the position that felt a little like being a bystander watching a car crash. “He hasn’t told me much about you, either. The first I heard of you was looking at a photo strip of you sitting on his lap like a party girl.”



“A party girl? That’s so funny. You don’t get out much, do you?”



“Not as much as I’m sure you do,” said Rue. “I’m busy with college and real-world responsibilities. No offense.”



“None taken,” said Mist, slapping a hand up on the turn signal toggle with more force than was necessary. “You’re a super, like Pick, right? I’m guessing you must go to the Super Academy. Are you home on break, or…?”



Rue cleared her throat. “I’m taking classes through their online program. Which is still prestigious in its own right.”



“Of course, it is,” said Mist. “There’s nothing to be ashamed of! I remember back when I was being pushed in that direction. I always figured that the online program was just a shadow of being on campus, so I never bothered to apply. Good to know that you’re satisfied, though.”



“I am!” snapped Rue. “I’m very satisfied with it. I love your hair, by the way. It’s amazing that you manage to pull it off as well as you do. The way you let the roots grow out like that is
 so
 brave.”



“Oh, you’re so sweet,” said Mist. “I love your hair, too! It’s so wild and messy, almost like you don’t even care.”



“Like I don’t even care!” said Rue, laughing way too hard. “Kind of like your costume? That’s why you picked it out, I’m guessing. Smart! You don’t have to worry about it getting stained if it’s something cheap off the internet.”



“The fabric is stain-resistant, so I’m not too worried.”



“Should come in handy for you!”



Will cleared his throat. “How about we listen to some music? What do you like to listen to, Charlie?”



“I like the ABC song, but big brother says I’m only supposed to listen to it with my headphones,” said Charlie.



“Let’s just see what we can find on the radio, then,” he said. “Rue? Notice anything unusual in the wide world of cameras?”



“Not yet,” said Rue, shifting to look at him in the backseat. “I’ve been splitting my focus between watching Mom and hunting for Avery. Relic is currently airborne, scouting a few of the more obvious abandoned warehouses along the edge of the city.”



“Yeah, those places are villain bait,” said Mist.



“Let’s turn our attention elsewhere, then,” he said. “What’s going on in the city that looks out of the ordinary? Hive isn’t rolling alone, obviously. I’m talking about a group of people, closer to a hundred than ten.”



“Um…” Rue’s brow furrowed in concentration. “There is a gathering happening north of town, in the old fields near the highway. I just assumed it was a festival or something, but now that I think about it, I’m not sensing any cameras from the people. No phones.”



“Nobody goes to a festival without their phone,” said Will. “It could be them.”



“It is,” said Rue, nodding. “I just saw Impact from the dashcam of a car passing by. It has to be them.”



“North, then,” said Mist, taking a turn to head in that direction.



“Should I call Mom and tell her?” asked Rue.



It was a good question, and one Will needed to consider carefully. Relic was the definition of a double-edged sword, now more than ever. Even setting aside the usual animosity between her and Decay, there was also the risk that Hive managed to use his possession ability on her, which would all but secure their defeat.



“Wait until we get there, and then five more minutes,” said Will. “If I haven’t beaten Hive by then, it probably means I need help.”



“Are you sure she’ll help you when she does come?” asked Rue.



“No. But if it comes to it… I’m not going to let my secret get in the way of saving Avery.”



“LP,” whispered Rue. “You shouldn’t tell her. You really shouldn’t.”



“If this goes well, I won’t have to.”



Mist drove surprisingly fast, weaving her SUV through highway traffic. They took the exit they needed, and the festival fields were basically the next turn. Hive’s little gathering was clearly visible in the distance. They’d be giving the afternoon commuters quite the show when the fight broke out.



“Is everyone ready?” asked Will. He hurried to put his costume on, nudging Charlie for more space in the cramped backseat.



“I’m good,” said Mist. “I assume I’ll be going in with you?”



“Yeah. You and me. Rue, you’ll be more effective here in the car. Mist will leave the keys so if any of Hive’s supers tries to do anything, you can just drive away.”



“Mist will leave the keys in?” said Mist. “That’s news to Mist.”



“Come on,” he said, giving her a look.



She sighed and slid the keys back into the ignition, face pulling into an exaggerated pout.



“When do I get to go to the bathroom?” asked Charlie.



Will snorted and set a hand on his shoulder. “Can you hold it until the end of the fight?”



“Think so,” said Charlie. “Fights are funny.”



“Can
 you
 fight, Charlie?” asked Will.



He sensed he already knew the answer. Erik could be a jackass sometimes, but he wouldn’t have sent one of his doubles along just to get trounced. Well… probably not.



“I get mad when people hit me and make them stop!” snarled Charlie.



Mist grinned and clapped her hands. “That’s perfect, Charlie! That’s exactly what we want you to do.”



“I want you to stay low against the grass,” said Will. “See that bank in the hill over there? If you lie down against it, you’ll be nearly invisible.”



“Lie down,” said Charlie. “Good boy.”



“Wait for my signal,” said Will. “I’ll whistle, and that means to run toward me and follow my lead.”



“I can’t whistle,” muttered Charlie.



“No, I’ll whistle,” said Will. “You’ll listen, and when you hear it…”



“I can’t whistle.”



“You know what?” Will set a hand on his shoulder. “I’ll wave. A big wave. Like this. That means come help me make the people hitting me stop. Got it?”



“Uh-huh.”



“Mist, let’s go,” said Will. “Stay safe, Cammie.”



“You, too.” Rue gave him a long look. He wanted to kiss her, but it was weird with Mist right there, in an unexpected, unavoidable way. He settled for giving her a quick peck on the cheek before pulling his hood up and slipping out of the car.










CHAPTER 43




 



Will didn’t often wear his costume during daylight hours. Experiencing the brunt of summer’s heat in a black sweatshirt with the hood up gave him similar quick reminders as to why. He ignored the sweat already beading along the back of his neck and stepped toward Mist.



“How far can you teleport someone using your power?” he asked.



“A hundred meters, give or take a few,” she said.



“Could you get me from there…” He pointed out a small thicket of trees near where the festivals usually set up their porta-potties. “To there?”



The center of Hive’s little gathering held a large gathering tent. Most of the people standing around it were mundane, at least judging from how few of them Will could easily recognize, but there were a few supers mixed in. Father Darkeye was among them, standing with dirty clothing and greasy-looking hair. Hive was apparently not overly concerned with maintaining the hygiene of his targets.



“You want me to teleport you into the tent?” asked Mist.



“Could you pull that off?”



“Without seeing what’s inside, it’s going to be pretty fucking dangerous,” she said. “I can sense if I’m about to materialize into an object or not, but it’s not perfect, and it doesn’t extend to you.”



“Is that a yes or a no?” asked Will.



“Hey, this isn’t my show?” Mist held up her hands. “I’m just explaining the risks. The decision is firmly on your shoulders,
 Decay
 .”



She whispered his villain name against his neck. Will tried to contain a smile as he eyed her costume, the loose, wispy fabric looking seductive and sheer under the bright sun.



“Good,” he said, affecting a bit of his villain voice. “I may have to kill Hive. I hope that doesn’t bother you, either.”



“I don’t really do blood,” said Mist. “But that’s okay. I can always avert my eyes and think pleasant thoughts.”



“Excellent.”



“Are you sure that will release everyone he’s possessed?” asked Mist.



“It should. All of the cords connect back to Hive.”



“Um… cords?”



Will shook his head. “Just trust me.”



He set off with Mist, watching as Charlie crept toward his own position with exaggerated, but effective stealth. They reached the trees, the point of no return, and he took out his penknife.



“Ready?” he asked.



“Your word is my command,” said Mist playfully.



She wrapped herself around him from behind, inhaling against one of his shoulders. Will eyed the tent again, trying to reassure himself about how much space would be inside. Enough to guarantee they wouldn’t have any teleportation accidents? Probably. Hopefully.



“Do it,” he said.



There was a tiny
 poof,
 coupled with a sensation not unlike having his ears pop at high altitude. He was in the mist again, which was intimate, though far less erotic than being
 inside
 Mist
 . It was warm and floaty and disorienting, and he struggled to stay aware of what was going on.



Quite suddenly, his feet were touching the ground again. He knew he wasn’t in the tent from the character of the sunlight and the sound of chirping birds. Mist let out a small grunt of effort and stepped back from him.



“Too many people inside,” she muttered. “If I’d tried to rematerialize us and someone stepped into that spot, or even brushed their hand through it, well… as I said, I’m not really a fan of blood.”



“Dammit,” he muttered. “Alright. What if we take the tent down? I might be able to simply cut it open with my penknife if you put us right outside of—”



The tree branches behind them suddenly rustled with ominous intensity. Will spun around, already sensing an attack coming toward him in a blur of movement. There was no time to dodge, but luckily, Mist had fast reflexes.



She grabbed him roughly, and they were instantly mist again. Will felt a nauseous tug around where his stomach would have been, had it not been gaseous, and then they were re-embodied, standing in a new position on the far side of the trees.



“Um,” said Mist. “I think that was
 Kestrel
 .”



Will exhaled through his teeth, watching the spot where they’d just been as Avery lurched out of the trees in full costume. She had the same stiff, robotic gait as the others he’d seen Hive controlling, but it cut him somewhere deep to see her shackled by his control.



“There’s nothing you can do for her,” whispered Mist.



His head knew that, but his heart didn’t. The urge to sprint across the field and simply try to brute force her out of Hive’s possession was almost impossible to ignore. Hive and several other supers were coming out of the tent, drawn forth by the disturbance. One problem solved, at least.



“He’s there!” hissed Mist. “Look! Pick! We can go. We can get him!”



“Do it,” he said. “I’m ready.”



She hugged him from behind, and they crossed the distance in a couple of seconds through her power. Will felt exposed as he appeared amidst the possessed supers, but his target was right there, not just in front of him, but within easy cutting distance, with his back turned.



He pulled his penknife back… and hesitated. There were no cords connecting into Hive’s neck and skull. He almost dismissed that fact, given that nobody seemed capable of seeing them, but the moment suddenly felt wrong all over.



Mist gasped as Kestrel flew through the air and slammed into her, knocking her away from Will. She used her power to escape before she’d even hit the ground, but she wasn’t near enough to him to take him along.



Father Darkeye seized Will’s shoulder with his shadow arm and yanked him sideways, knocking him off balance. He cut through it with his penknife, spinning and ducking under a whistling tent stake that Impact sent sailing toward his head. He turned to face Hive again, except… he knew it wasn’t Hive as the details clicked into place.



“Thank you, Slipskin, for so expertly serving yourself up as bait.” The real Hive slowly strode out of the tent, flanked by Firecracker and a tall female super. “I had a feeling our unannounced visitor was going to be Decay. You really are dead set on killing me, aren’t you?”



“Killing you, stopping you, whatever needs to happen,” said Will. “This ends here.”



“You are correct about that.” Hive’s eye twitched toward a spot back and behind Will. He’d been expecting Hive to try this, and he was ready for that. He spun and slashed with his penknife, cutting through the possession cord the villain had been sneaking toward him.



Hive let out a roar and clutched at his forehead. The other supers under his control flinched in unison, but quickly recovered. Hive let out a throaty snarl and glared at Will.



“You tricky little cunt,” he said. “Well, I have options with how to deal with you. My latest prize should be more than adequate.”



Will took a step back, fighting a growing sense of dread as Kestrel floated forward from amidst the other supers. Her face was blank, eyes glassy and unblinking, but he could still pick up a powerful sense of turmoil from behind that stoic mask.



“Don’t do this,” he muttered. “You have to fight him! You’re strong.”



The issue with trying to appeal to Avery’s will while dressed as Decay was that his message was, from her perspective, coming from an enemy. She brought up her hand and made a choking motion, and Will felt a sudden pinch as he was lifted by the neck into the air.



From behind Hive, within the tent, he could hear someone sobbing. It was odd, the way his focus jumped around as his body fought with the desperate need to draw breath. Kestrel drew nearer to him, coming to stand within just a few feet.



“Let’s see who’s underneath the mask,” said Hive. “It’s so much more fun to pry this secret from a super whose still alive to obsess over what it will cost them.”



Kestrel reached a hand forward, fingers brushing the top of Will’s hood. He fought against the grip of her telekinesis, swinging his leg forward and managing to kick her in the stomach. Kestrel staggered backward a few feet.



Wind rushed overhead, and Will sucked in a breath and looked up in time to see Relic finally joining the fray. She landed between him and Kestrel and… seized Will by the shirt and flung him across the field.



I always knew Avery was the favorite…



“Kestrel!” shouted Relic. “I’m here! Pull back, I’ll get the situation under control, and then you can… Kestrel?”



Will was still pulling himself back to his feet and could only watch what came next. As casually as though he was plucking an apple from a tree branch, Hive brought one of his possession cords up to the back of Relic’s neck and sank it in.



Relic’s eyes bulged wide, and then her expression went slack. The sobbing from within the tent grew louder, though Will had no idea who or what the source was. Did it even matter at this point? With Relic under his control, Hive had already won, and he knew it.



The villain began laughing maniacally. He reached out a hand, drawing Relic in like his preferred dance partner at a fancy ball. Impact and Father Darkeye were approaching Will again, both primed for violence.



He’d always assumed that he’d end up in this position eventually, cornered by the city’s supers, outnumbered and desperate. The way he’d always visualized it, however, had it resulting from his own decisions. He felt a little cheated to be on the receiving end of the heroes’ ire without having recently robbed a bank or destroyed a city block.



He fought as though a wounded animal, slashing at the air in front of Impact and Father Darkeye to keep them at a distance. The world seemed to lurch sideways as an unseen object slammed into his legs and swept them out from underneath him. Kestrel’s telekinesis, maybe?



Impact and Father Darkeye seized him by the shoulders as soon as he went down. One of them made to strip his penknife from his hand, but he’d already hidden it back in his pocket, and they weren’t savvy enough to pat him down.



“Well,” said Hive. “That made for an entertaining afternoon, but unfortunately, I have other business to attend to this evening. I may have to pop a bottle of Champagne. Today has been far more productive than I was expecting.”



“Congratulations,” said Will darkly.



“Oh, chin up, my boy!” Hive grinned wide and gestured to the tent. “Would you care to get a sense of what it takes to save the world? Breaking an egg to make an omelet, and all that? Bring him into the tent.”



Impact and Father Darkeye dragged him forward by the shoulders. He was roughly pushed through the tent flap, and a single glance around the interior was enough to tell him that it was the last place he wanted to be.



Breathless was lying on a cot in a pool of her own blood. Her face was pale, and the empty look in her eyes told Will that she was either dead or very near it. She’d been in labor, no doubt the source of the crying he’d heard before. Her child, if it could truly be called that, lay on the ground, covered in a mixture of dirt and blood.



The baby was tiny and clearly premature, but that was all it had in common with a normal infant. It was covered in an ivory white exoskeleton, and it had a large circle of eyes, more like an insect than a human. It was taking massive breaths that seemed to contort its body on each inhale, deflating on each exhale.



“Marvelous,” whispered Hive. “This will be the specimen which saves us. I’ve waited so long for this. Charlotte… this is for you. This is for you, and for Katie, for all of the brave women and unborn children we’ve lost to this hidden disease.”



Hive let out a shaky sigh and knelt to scoop the monsterish baby up into his arms. It made a hissing noise and swung at him with a tiny, clawed hand, and then rose up into the air.



Intense white energy began swirling around the abomination, too bright to look at without squinting. Will heard a low, thrumming hiss and tried to wriggle free from Impact and Father Darkeye to no avail. It usually took days, sometimes weeks, for newborn abominations to come into their full power, a fact which made this one’s intimidating display that much more ominous.



“Hold it still!” shouted Hive. “Turn its head toward me!”



Slipskin made an attempt at doing just that. Will watched in numb disgust as the shapeshifting super attempted to grab the floating baby only to have his hands burned off. Not the skin on his hands burned off, but completely incinerated, leaving his arms ending in useless nubs.



The distinct poofing noise of Mist’s teleportation sounded from just outside the tent, and she wasn’t alone. Charlie hurled himself forward, flinging Impact and Father Darkeye off Will as though they were inflated balloons.



“You never waved,” said Charlie.



“Don’t worry about it,” said Will. “Go! Get Hive.”



Charlie let out a high-pitched screech and hurled himself at the supervillain, who was trying to loop around them and slip out the other side of the tent. The abomination flashed again and flew up higher, melting a hole through the tent’s canvas and continuing into the air above.



Charlie’s tackle brought Hive down to the ground. Will ignored the man’s protests as he whipped his penknife back out.



“Don’t kill me!” cried Hive. “I was just… please!”



“I don’t have time to kill you,” snapped Will. “Well, I mean… probably I do. But Mist isn’t a fan of blood.”



He seized Hive by the hair, which terrified the man even more, but it wasn’t his neck he was looking to cut. The possession cords extending from the back of his head looked like the wires in an electrical box. He’d already proven that he could cut through them, but he had to take it on faith that breaking the connection would free Hive’s victims from their possession.



His penknife went straight through all of the cords in one pass, not catching, and not slowing down. Numerous gasps, shouts, and a couple of more nauseous noises sounded from all around him. Will made the executive decision to slam Hive’s head down into the ground, ignoring the villain’s earsplittingly loud scream, and then went looking for Relic and Kestrel.










CHAPTER 44




 



Will found Kestrel without much difficulty, though approaching her was a different matter. He was still
 Decay
 , in costume and, in Avery’s mind, a supervillain. He didn’t have a choice but to keep his distance.



Which made it all that much harder to watch Avery shielding her head and face, struggling to reel her power back in as it began to overwhelm her. He remembered her breakdown in the Exclusion Zone, the way she’d begun to self-harm during withdrawals with seemingly no ability to control it.



If anything, her situation was even more volatile this time around. Will gritted his teeth as he saw rocks and branches hissing through the air, pelting into her with no rhyme or reason. Aside from protecting her head, Avery seemed almost removed from the situation, dissociated from a mental horror that had taken on a mind of its own.



He watched from the edge of the trees as Relic tried to approach Kestrel, arms spread wide in reassurance. Rue was with her, standing a few feet behind Relic, face scrunched up with worry. It was just as it had been with him back in the Exclusion Zone — Kestrel didn’t have any inclination toward attacking anyone but herself.



Will was tempted to simply say
 fuck it
 , rip his mask off, and pay the price to be with his family in the moment. Unfortunately, it just wasn’t possible. The chaos hadn’t been snuffed out; it’d simply changed hands.



The abomination was already raging as it floated over the highway and toward the city. The cars below seemed to be entered into a lottery of destruction, some flipping into the air as though they’d been launched by psychic landmines, others erupting into a searing glow and incinerating their screaming occupants.



“Kestrel!” cried Relic. “Please! Try to hear my voice! Try to breathe!”



Avery needed him… but the city needed him more. She wasn’t the only former possessed super struggling with the aftermath of Hive’s mental domination. Most of them were still sitting or lying on the ground. Only Relic, who’d been possessed very briefly, seemed well enough to rush around, and she’d been confronted with the same choice as Will.



“Mist,” he said.



There was a poof of air, and Mist was next to him, arm looped through his. “Time to get out of here?”



“In a manner of speaking,” he said. “I’m going after the abomination.”



“What?” She frowned, shooting a glance in the direction of the demonic newborn. “That’s not on us, though, is it? We took down Hive. Can’t the heroes do the rest?”



“It’s funny that you, of all people, have so much faith in the heroes,” he said.



“I suppose it is.”



“These are most of the heroes in Lancaster City,” he said, gesturing to Father Darkeye, Impact, and the tent which still held Breathless’s body. “Either we do something, or the abomination destroys the city.”



“I mean…” Mist shrugged. “Do we have to? It’s just a city.”



Will shot her the most effective glare he could manage through his mask.



“Right, right,” she sighed. “Saving lives and all that. You’re a sweet guy, Pick.”



Will sent her to bring her car around, judging it to still be the fastest way forward. Charlie was already in the front seat, so he hopped in the back. The lanes leading into the city were shockingly empty compared to the crush of traffic created by people quick minded enough to evacuate at the first sign of trouble.



“Get closer,” said Will, leaning forward through the front seats.



“It’s in the air,” said Mist. “Also, is that its penis or its umbilical cord?”



“Tail,” muttered Charlie.



“Follow it as close as you can,” said Will. “The second it stops moving or touches down, just pull onto the shoulder, and we’ll go after it on foot.”



“This feels like a really bad idea,” said Mist. “I’m wondering if maybe… Oh, God!”



The abomination suddenly shifted left, into and through a building, incinerating a perfect hole with blinding heat. There was a groan from the structure’s compromised supports, followed by an ominous rumble as six stories of concrete and glass, and God knows how many people collapsed into a heap of dust and debris.



“Just… park here,” said Will. His mouth was dry. He felt dizzy as he considered the insane power of the opponent he was about to pick a fight with. How many more buildings would suffer a similar fate if he didn’t stop it, here and now?



“This is insane,” whispered Mist.



“I should have brought my sword,” he replied, opening his penknife.



“I’m going to… fall back a little bit,” said Mist, retreating as the abomination descended to the ground near Will. “Shout if you need me.”



“That was loud,” said Charlie. “Buildings are not supposed to fall down.”



“Nope,” said Will. “You can fall back too, Charlie, if you don’t want to fight.”



“Okay.”



He heard the double’s footsteps retreating and felt exposed standing there, facing off against the most powerful abomination he’d ever seen in person. One of its arms seemed to keep shifting shape, flowing like a liquid for a while before finally solidifying in the shape of a scythe.



Will made the first move, even though every muscle in his body was tense and reluctant. He rushed forward and slashed at the monsterish newborn’s torso, trying to end the fight before it started.



It shot upward like a fly dodging the swatter. Ending it with a single slash would have been too easy, he supposed. The abomination slapped its arm down, extending it into a whiplike attack in the same motion. He dodged, hearing the concrete hiss and blacken from the tendril’s apparent heat.



He seized the opportunity, slashing at the arm instead. This time, his attack landed, and the penknife snipped the appendage off without slowing down. The abomination let out a hideous scream, and its many eyes burned with a terrifying red glow.



“You,”
 rumbled the monster.
 “Yes. The one who cuts. We know of you. We will use you.”



“What the fuck?” Will took a step back. He’d never heard of an abomination talking. He’d never heard of a newborn talking. Strange that his mind held both of the feats on the same level.



“I am eternal,”
 rumbled the monster.
 “I know of the beginning. I eat the middle. I dream of the end. I am Genesis.”



It rose a few feet higher into the air, and more tendrils extended from its body. One of them seized a street mailbox and sent it hurtling toward Will at an unforgiving speed. He slashed with his penknife, doing more to spill various postcards and letters into his face than deflecting it.



Genesis seized a car next and hurled it his way. He really started wishing he’d grabbed his sword before the fight as he dodged out of the way of it. A chunk of the collapsed building, which was on fire now, came hurtling through the air next, too fast for him to get away from.



He slammed his penknife into the debris, punching through it as much as cutting it. His fist felt as if he’d punched a wall afterward, which wasn’t far from the truth, and one of his knuckles required a quick mend to get it back into place.



The abomination came at him directly, attacking with long tendrils like an airborne octopus. Will preferred it up close, even if everything about the monster made him uncomfortable. He slashed off two of its wriggling arms in quick succession and aimed his next attack at its neck.



Genesis moved backward, air whistling as it dodged Will’s strike by a margin of millimeters. He attacked again, leaning into that same savage thrill that had kept him afloat in prison. He made contact, cutting a tiny groove into the side of one of the abomination’s stubbly legs.



Genesis let out a horrible hiss, and a red glow poured forth from the hairline cut. It began healing instantly, and the monster extended its tendrils outward, facing Will with an unnerving finality to its posture.



“This world has run its course
 ,” rumbled Genesis.
 “Is there sadness in death if it’s shared by all?”



The abomination lunged forward, tendrils reaching toward Will’s neck. He snarled in disgust and swatted sideways with his free hand. The flesh on the side of his wrist hissed and burned as it made contact, and he stumbled backward in pain.



Genesis began glowing an ominous, bright white, and it rose into the air, casting shadows across the city like a second sun. Will swore under his breath, suspecting that if he didn’t do something then and there, the city would be destroyed by whatever the little monster had planned.



“Time to get out of here?” asked Mist, appearing next to him.



“Time to go up.” He nodded his head toward Genesis in the air above them. A cloud of debris had begun swirling around the abomination like tiny hornets defending their nest.



“You’re not serious, are you?”



“It’s within one hundred meters,” he said, with a dark smile.



Mist shook her head and started to walk off. Will seized her by the shoulder and pulled her back.



“It’s either attack or die,” said Will. “You won’t make it far enough away in time to escape what it’s probably going to do.”



“This is insane,” muttered Mist. “You’re going to get us both killed.”



“Trust me.” He patted her butt and held his arms out so she could grab onto him for the teleport. He felt her sigh into the back of his shoulder, and then they were both mist.










CHAPTER 45




 



Coming out of Mist’s teleport in midair was, in Will’s opinion, the most disorienting experience of his life. He thought he was upside down at first, but he started falling toward the direction of his feet and realized that Mist had simply put him above the glowing abomination, which he’d briefly mistaken for the sun.



His second impulse, after confirming which direction was down, was to scream his lungs out. He was falling fast, around a hundred meters up and dropping like a stone toward unforgiving concrete. He’d imagined that Mist would stay attached to him, sort of like a parachute or ethereal hang glider, but that was apparently not the case.



He’d gone into the situation with a job to do, however, and still saw the opportunity to get it done. Time seemed to slow to a crawl as he sank into the sphere of debris spinning around the abomination. Bits of glass and chunks of concrete tore into a spot on his neck and the back of one of his calves. He could mend those wounds later. Right now, he was all offense.



Will brought his penknife forward in the most accurate slash he could manage while in the midst of a terrifying freefall. The edge of the blade struck the abomination between neck and shoulder, digging in at a diagonal that ran at a ragged angle through its entire body.



Red light pulsed forth like hot blood, and a hideous ringing noise battered Will’s eardrums with the intensity of a dentist’s drill. Genesis spilt into halves, each spinning opposite ways into the air.



He felt a moment of triumph, sandwiched between moments of terror as he continued to fall and realized he was going to die anyway. His request to Mist had been to bring him up, not catch him on the way down. She either had a dark sense of humor or very literal personality.



“Gotcha!” came a feminine whisper.



Relief surged through him as he felt her arms wrap around his chest. The sensation of disappearing into the air was wondrous to him this time around, second only to the sensation of coalescing back into his body with his feet safely on the ground.



“I… think I did it,” he muttered.



“Um…” Mist coughed awkwardly. “Not quite.”



Will looked up in time to see the halves of Genesis snapping back together like powerful magnets. There was a flash of red light. Pulses of energy burst forth from the abomination’s core, each striking down elsewhere in the city, landing with enough power to make the ground rumble and send long cracks through the concrete.



He’d done what he could, but it hadn’t worked, not in the way he’d wanted it to. He wondered if perhaps he’d just made the situation worse by picking the fight, but it was a fleeting thought as the destruction around them intensified. Mist grabbed him and teleported him back into her car, where Charlie was whimpering and covering his head in the front seat.



He clutched Mist, worried for himself, but worried even more for Avery, Jess, and Rue. Buildings were crumbling on either side of him, with a chorus of car alarms audible on the edge of hearing. Dust rose in thick enough plumes to make the hour seem like twilight as opposed to midafternoon. Chunks of debris pinged off Mist’s SUV like giant pieces of hail.



Genesis let off one last pulse of red energy that struck the city somewhere unseen, and then abruptly disappeared. Will blinked as he stared up at where the abomination had previously been floating, his eyes fighting off an afterimage left from the intensity of the monster’s glow.



“I want to go now,” said Charlie.



“Same,” said Mist. “Fuck. That thing killed a lot of people.”



“Yeah,” muttered Will. He didn’t need to see the bodies to know that the death toll was going to be in the hundreds, if not thousands. Pushing open the SUV’s door, he started walking through the ruined city, dazed to the point of wondering if it all might just be a dream.



A firetruck attempted to navigate the intersection ahead of him, making a try at going around the wreckage of the building before finally pushing through the debris at its thinnest point.



A man ran by shouting for
 Laura
 , face and hands so thickly coated with dust that he looked like a living statue. Someone was crying… someone else was screaming… impossible to tell from what direction as the noise picked up. It was as though the city had been numb from the trauma and was only now feeling the brunt of the damage and pain.



“Shouldn’t we at least be safe now?” asked Mist. “It ran away, didn’t it?”



“It left,” he said. “I’m not sure I’d describe it’s departure as running away. I didn’t kill it. I know that much.”



He winced as he touched a few of his lingering injuries, taking the time to mend the cuts on his neck and leg. His mind felt sluggish, and it was hard to come up with an objective that made sense beyond just standing around and waiting for something to happen.



“I have to find my family,” he said.



“You might want to change out of your costume first,” said Mist.



He nodded. His clothes were still in the back of her SUV. He quickly put them on and shouldered his backpack.



“What are you going to do?” he asked Mist.



She shrugged. “Try to find a way to get my car out of here, I guess. I can drop off Charlie with Erik on the way, assuming he’s alright.”



“After that?”



She shook her head. “I have no idea. I don’t even know if the hotel I’m staying at exists anymore, or if it would be safe for me there. Well, at least I don’t have to worry as much about being recaptured now.”



Will let out a tired chuckle. “Yeah. The heroes are going to have their plates full with the cleanup. The prison break is going to fall to a distant second or third on their list of priorities.”



“Text me when you get a chance.” She kissed him on the cheek and paused as she started to climb into the driver’s seat of her car. “I’m glad you convinced me to help you with this. I think as bad as this was, it would have been worse if you hadn’t done the whole hero thing.”



“I hope so.” He leaned against the car’s window, looking past her. “How you feeling, Charlie?”



“I’m hungry,” he said. “I have to go to the bathroom.”



“Cool. Thanks for the help, big guy. And you too, Mist. Honestly… thank you.”



“If you want to thank me, take me on a nicer date next time,” she said, smiling. “Somewhere I’m not breathing dust and dodging collapsing buildings.”



“Count on it.” He stepped back and patted her car on the roof, watching as she began what would no doubt be an arduous drive out of the ruined section of the city surrounding them.



The faint sound of someone screaming for help was the predominant noise in the distance. It took Will a minute to orient himself on the route which would lead back to Isabelle’s. The city had taken enough damage to leave him second guessing familiar landmarks.



Strange. He’d taken down Hive, chased off the abomination, and yet… it still didn’t feel like a victory.



Closer to a draw, maybe.










CHAPTER 46




 



FIVE YEARS EARLIER



 



In a stunning reversal of roles, Lockpick found himself stoutly locked in the trunk of a vehicle of some sort. He’d been unconscious when they’d put him in, but there was no mistaking the shape of his current prison.



His first few moments of wakefulness had been comfortable, before he’d realized where he was. He almost wished he could undo that knowledge, convince himself that he was just asleep in an uncomfortable bed, return to his otherwise pleasant dream of being on vacation with Relic and Kestrel and Cammie.



He parlayed with his general sense of claustrophobia, reminding himself over and over again that prisoners were generally not left in the trunks of cars indefinitely. Near-term storage — he and Halberd had let Liz out every hour or so even when it hadn’t been necessary.



Remembering that was enough to convince him there was such a thing as cosmic justice. The thought soothed him, as ridiculous as it was. It made sense to frame it as an earned punishment, one he’d had coming for past crimes.



They’d handcuffed his wrists and taken his penknife. He slowly shifted from side to side, trying to feel for anything useful which may have been left in the trunk with him while knowing there wouldn’t be.



The car hit a bump, and it reverberated through every inch of his body. He tried to keep from focusing on how stale the air was becoming within the trunk, how long it might be before he was given an opportunity to stand up, stretch his legs.



His fears were quickly put to rest. Lockpick felt the car roll to a slow stop. A few random noises, ticks and pops, sounded in the silence that followed the engine cutting out, along with a back and forth between muffled voices.



He waited, not knowing what to expect and not having any other options. The trunk swung open, and he could see a few streetlights overhead, bright and surreal, like the lights of UFOs.



“Get up,” growled a gruff voice. “On your feet.”



Lockpick obeyed more from a desire to be out of the trunk than any urge to be a well-mannered captive. He blinked, eyes adjusting to the darkness. It was the middle of the night, which felt strange to him. He’d been in the trunk for long enough to feel disassociated from the passage of time.



“See, princess?” said the shaggy-haired man. “He’s fine. Personally, I thought he’d be about ready to piss his pants, but I guess the kid’s made of tough stuff.”



Lockpick knew who they were now. He’d overheard a bit of their conversation when they’d stopped at a gas station and had plenty of time to connect the various names he’d heard to heroes he was familiar with.



The short, bald guy was Deep End, a hero with water conjuration power. The shaggy-haired, somewhat disheveled bearded one was Midnight, an agility brawler. Livewire was the other woman, capable of turning any electrical object into a lightning bomb.



“What do you want?” he muttered.



Deep End chuckled and wagged a finger in his face. “You ask that like it isn’t obvious. We’re heroes. You’re a villain. We make you go bye-bye.”



“Can you talk to him like an actual person, Deep?” asked Livewire. “Look, kid. We know you’re in over your head. They’ll probably only give you a slap on the wrist. It’s Halberd with the contracts out for him. If you behave, don’t try anything stupid, we might be able to throw you a bone in front of the judge.”



“An actual person,” muttered Deep End. He wiped a hand across his mouth and looked away from the others for a long moment. “See, that’s why you always fuck these captures up.”



Lockpick felt the blow in the same moment he saw it coming. Deep End struck him hard across the temple with an open palm, putting enough force to the blow to send him staggering to one knee. His hands were still cuffed, and he felt his leg scrape painfully as it struck the concrete with nothing to break the impact.



“Stop!” shouted Liz. “Please! He’ll listen, he’ll do whatever we ask.”



“Easy, princess.” Midnight pulled Liz back as she tried to help Lockpick stand back up. “Best you just let this play out for now.”



“Get to the point if you have something to ask him, Deep,” said Livewire. “At least make it quick.”



Deep End seized Lockpick by the front of his shirt and hauled him back to standing. He held the hero’s gaze, feeling no real sense of intimidation. Nothing compared to what he’d felt staring down Shade. An unhinged hero was still a far cry from the villains he’d faced down.



“What’s he going to do when he gets here?” asked Deep End. “I know he’s not going to play this straight. How is he going to fuck us?”



“Up the ass, probably,” muttered Lockpick.



Deep End slammed forward, knocking his elbow into Lockpick’s chin. His teeth snapped together with a hard click, and he tasted blood on his lip. Deep End seized him by the neck, and the next thing Lockpick was aware of was water surging into his mouth, up his nose, keeping him from breathing on all fronts.



He struggled, unable to suppress his body’s natural response to thrash and find a way to suck down fresh air. Liz was screaming, but the sound was faint and far away. Deep End was whispering something, mocking him, probably, or promising relief in exchange for cooperation.



Lockpick coughed as the water assault finally relented. He’d fallen to the ground at some point, which explained why Deep End was painfully hauling him back up by one shoulder. He could feel the handcuffs digging in at the edge, along with his elbow twisting at an unintended angle.



“He’s going to be here soon,” snarled Deep End. “Trust me. You’re going to want the next few minutes to play out smoothly. For your sake, for your dad’s sake. Might not end so pretty.”



He didn’t say anything. As much as Deep End’s water torture trick was effective, and it
 was
 effective, seeing him slowly start to get angry was a hell of a motivation to hold out. He wasn’t sure he could speak to how Halberd would react to this situation, regardless. Lockpick knew him better than anyone else in the world and wouldn’t claim for a second to be able to predict his behavior.



“That’s him,” said Livewire. “He’s on foot, and it looks like he’s unarmed.”



“Good,” said Deep End.



“Keep cool now, boss,” said Midnight. “Remember — he used to be a hero. We can talk this out.”



“Yeah, we’ll see about that,” said Deep End.



Lockpick couldn’t look Halberd in the eye as the tall, broad-shouldered super strode into the illumination of the parking lot’s streetlights. They were in the middle of nowhere, outside of a closed store that appeared to sell power saws, judging from the labeling on the window.



Part of him had been hoping Halberd would have the sense to just… leave him, strange as that was to admit. It was an impulse born as much out of spitting on a bunch of arrogant heroes as it was one created from his own shame and guilt over how he’d ended up captured in the first place.



He’d betrayed Halberd. He had no right to be rescued, if a rescue was even in the cards. The thought that he might be about to watch his father die at the hands of a bunch of supers Lockpick had basically surrendered to made him want to throw up.



“You alright, LP?” called Halberd.



“Alright enough,” he said.



“What happened, Hal?” called Midnight. “The things I’ve heard about what you’ve been up to… Well, I won’t say I don’t believe it. I will say I don’t understand it.”



“I didn’t come here to justify my choices, Night,” said Halberd. “We talked on the phone. Are you going to honor the deal or not?”



Midnight looked toward Deep End, along with all the other members of Lost Generation. The bald super ran a hand across his chin, making a show of thinking the question over.



“We still have a deal.” Deep End reached into his pocket and pulled out a pair of handcuffs. “Turn around, put these on, and we’ll let your boy go.”



“Don’t!” shouted Lockpick. “They’ll never do it.”



“Let him go first,” said Halberd. “He’s just a kid. He’s not going to do anything to hurt you with his power.”



“You can’t expect us to make that sort of compromise to a villain,” said Deep End. “That’s what you are now, Halberd. Make the right decision, and maybe you won’t have to watch him end up as one, too.”



Lockpick strained against the handcuffs. He still couldn’t look at Halberd’s face, or Liz’s, for that matter. He felt a deep sense of fury unlike anything he could remember. It wasn’t all directed at the heroes, either. He was pissed with himself, annoyed with a bunch of decisions he’d made that had seemed so perfectly logical in the moment.



“I wasn’t born yesterday,” said Halberd. “I know a double-cross when I see one.”



“Put on the handcuffs, Hal,” said Midnight.



Halberd let out a long sigh. He reached into his coat, the movement drawing a flinch from all of the heroes present. Pulling his hand out slowly, he unscrewed his flask and took a deep sip.



“How close are you on those cuffs, LP?” asked Halberd.



Lockpick hadn’t even started on getting them off, but that wasn’t the point of the question. Deep End immediately shifted his attention toward Lockpick’s wrists. Halberd was attacking in the same motion, conjuring his axe from minerals in the concrete and slashing at the water-powered super like a dark age warlord.



Livewire leapt toward the car, setting a hand down and no doubt preparing an overload attack using her power. Lockpick threw himself sideways, knocking the small woman down with his shoulder. Liz was screaming, but she didn’t join Deep End and Midnight as they engaged with Halberd.



It was a fight between supers. It was no fight at all. Two against one, both with powers that Halberd would have struggled against individually. Midnight was too fast and flexible for him to land a hit against with his axe, and Deep End was maintaining his distance, slamming him with blasts of water as intense as the stream of a firehose.



Lockpick managed to get back to his feet and tried to fling himself into Livewire a second time. She dodged, but he pivoted, managing to entangle himself with one of her legs as she fell. She shouted to Liz, who now had her back turned to the entire affair. Lockpick hurried to straddle Livewire, pressing down on her with his weight, knowing it would do little to change the outcome.



Midnight slammed a kick into one of Halberd’s knees, which let out a discouraging pop. He staggered back, favoring the other leg, and twirled his axe.



“It’s over, Halberd,” said Deep End. “Looks like we’ll be taking you both to—”



Axes of the length that Halberd preferred to conjure are, by most sane people’s standards, far too large and unwieldy to throw. That didn’t stop him, though from the look on Halberd’s face, he was as surprised as anyone that his attack struck true.



The head of the weapon sank into Deep End’s skull almost perfectly in between the eyes, and the hero’s mouth kept moving wordlessly for a couple of seconds before he twitched and fell backward, very much dead.



Livewire screamed and pushed Lockpick off her. He didn’t try to keep her ensnared, instead rolling toward Deep End’s body and hurriedly getting a hand into the pocket which he’d seen the tip of his penknife poking out from earlier. Midnight was slowly backing away from Halberd, unnerved by the extent of the violence unleashed across the last few seconds.



“You killed him!” screamed Livewire. “You monster! I’ll—”



Halberd conjured a new axe and struck her across the face with the flat of it in the same motion. Continuing forward, he seized her by the hair, pulling until she was kicking on her tiptoes to keep from being lifted off her feet.



“You’ll what?” asked Halberd. “You’ll die, along with him? You didn’t think any of this through. You had no fucking clue who you were dealing with.”



“Please,” said Liz. “We can still… come to terms.”



“He killed Deep,” muttered Midnight. “We can’t just let him…”



Lockpick stepped in behind Midnight, pressing his newly recovered penknife into the small of the hero’s back. “It’s over. Settle down, and nobody else has to die.”



Midnight tensed, and then tried something stupid. Lockpick didn’t think. His penknife slid in, bisecting the hero’s spine with so little effort that he almost thought the man was pretending as he flopped down to the concrete.



“Fuck!” cried Midnight. “My… My legs! What did you do? What the fuck did you do?”



Halberd spun, raising his axe for a second strike. Liz was the nearest remaining hero, and his eyes locked onto her.



“Not her!” cried Lockpick.



“Oh!” said Halberd. “Right. Sorry. Got a little bit bloodthirsty there for a second.”



“It happens.” Lockpick wiped off his penknife. “Car keys?”



“Already got them,” said Halberd. “Are you going to be chill about this, Little Miss Circuit Breaker, or can we call it a day?”



Livewire stared at Halberd, backing away slowly, and then to seemed to realize that backing away put her nearer to Lockpick, who she seemed equally wary of. She gestured toward Liz, who hurried over, hugging her chest.



“This isn’t over!” cried Livewire. “The Champion Authority is going to come after you! I’ll be there when you’re captured, and I’ll take revenge for my team.”



“Is that so?” Halberd lifted his original axe free from Deep End’s face and started walking toward Livewire. “So what you’re saying is that I should just kill you now?”



“Don’t,” said Lockpick. “Come on.”



Livewire’s eyes went wide. She glanced around, looking for something to use her power on, maybe, and then shook her head. “I… I just mean…”



Halberd let his fingers slowly tense and relax along the handle of his axe. He gave Livewire a cold look and then feinted as though rushing in her direction. She flinched and shielded her head, and Halberd burst out laughing.



“Come on, LP,” he said.



Lockpick looked at Liz. It was hard to read anything from her expression, but he could at least recognize the despair in it. He still felt as if he had so much to say to her, and couldn’t help but think that it wasn’t over between them just yet. It hadn’t even really begun.



He climbed into the car next to Halberd, who fiddled with the lights for a few seconds before pulling out of the parking lot.



“Sorry,” he said, in a quiet voice.



“It’s okay,” said Halberd. “I don’t think there was any avoiding that. She was pretty cute, too. Reminds me of your… ah, never mind.”



“It was stupid to run off with her like that,” he said. “I just thought… I don’t know. I guess I knew it was going to end badly, and I wanted to avoid that.”



“Trust me, I get it,” said Halberd. “So you and she were on your own for a few days. Did you, well…
 you know.
 ”



“I’m not answering that,” said Lockpick, cringing.



“I’m just saying,” said Halberd. “If you go fishing in rough waters, you at least want to get your rod wet. Jiggle the tackle around. Feel a few pulls on your line.”



“I’m turning the radio on,” said Lockpick.



Halberd let out a bellowing laugh, and they drove off into the night, victorious and aimless.










CHAPTER 47




 



The aftermath of Genesis’s attack was worse than what Will had expected… and he’d had some gnarly expectations. He stopped to help people on his way through the city where he could, first freeing a woman from a flipped car, then helping a family out of an apartment on the verge of collapse.



It reminded him of his days in the Crimson Five, but not in a good way. The world hadn’t evolved in the time since he’d been a licensed superhero. It felt like realizing that humanity, or at least, what was left of America, was stuck in the mud, waging a war that had fallen into the background but never de-escalated.



There was a fairly good chance that Lancaster City would be condemned. It was near enough to the Exclusion Zone that the city could simply be evacuated and marked as a no-go zone.



The fence might eventually be extended to include it, or perhaps one of the land baron billionaires would swoop in to buy out everyone’s property at bargain prices and convert it into a factory city. The possibilities were both endless and endlessly unappealing.



Will was dirty, with eyes stinging from smoke, when he finally reached the hilltop district. It had been hit just like the rest of the city, Genesis apparently taking the egalitarian approach and trashing neighborhoods regardless of the wealth of their residents.



Isabelle’s house was partially collapsed and on fire. That alone would have gutted Will to see, had it not been for Isabelle herself standing in front of her car outside, waving to him as he approached.



“I’m glad to see you’re alright,” she called. “Your mother was extremely worried about you.”



“I’m fine,” he said. “I was… running a few errands.”



Isabelle nodded, her expression more tired than judgmental. “I should bring you to them. Will, I don’t know how to tell you this but… they’re at the hospital.”



“What?”



Isabelle gave him the saddest of all smiles. “Avery. She wasn’t
 well
 after Hive’s possession.”



“You mean she… what? Did she get hurt?”



“I don’t have the full details,” she said. “Let’s just get you to your family.”



They climbed into her car. The drive through the city was silent, the tense circumstances within the car blunted by the reality of destruction outside of it. He tried to keep his imagination in check as it began to run wild with all the awful scenarios that might be waiting for him at their destination.



Shieldblaster Memorial Medical Center was, by some miracle, relatively untouched. Cars were all but overflowing from the parking lot of the hospital’s larger mundane section, but the wing intended for treating supers was simply busy, rather than packed.



Will guessed that Hive’s other possession victims were probably also receiving treatment. Isabelle dropped him off while she found a place to park, and he sprinted inside, stopping only long enough to figure out what room Avery was in with the help of the woman behind the front desk.



He found her on the fourth floor, which he’d never been up to before. A security guard stopped him at a checkpoint with heavy double doors, getting his information and radioing his superiors before letting him through. It felt a little too similar to Mastodon for his liking.



Jess and Rue were sitting in chairs, both looking as though they’d been waiting in the same place for at least an hour or two. Jess saw him and stood up, waking Rue who’d been sleeping with her head against the other woman’s shoulder.



“Will!” she said, pulling him into a tight hug. “Oh, I was so worried. I tried to call you, but the cell lines aren’t working.”



“I’m alright,” he said.



“Where were you?” asked Jess.



“With a friend,” he said. “It doesn’t matter. Is Avery alright? What happened to her?”



There was a noise from the door they’d been sitting across from. It was thick metal, with a slot for food at the bottom and a reinforced glass window at the top.



“Avery was possessed by Hive during the fight,” said Jess. “So was I, but it didn’t affect me in the same way. I think… it had something to do with the intensity with which Hive made her use her power.”



Will stepped up to the door. He peered through it, but the light was off inside, and he could only see a vague silhouette deeper within the room.



“Was it like when she was younger?” he asked. His throat felt dry, and it had a lump in it that hurt to talk around.



“I’m surprised you remember that,” said Jess. She took a breath and took one of Will’s hands, squeezing it and closing her eyes. “LP… It was worse.”



She sniffed, and he could see that she was either crying or about to cry, not that the distinction mattered.



“She hasn’t agreed to take the medicine they want to give her yet,” said Rue, from behind them. “They want her on Normexital, for controlling her power, but also… some antipsychotics and tranquilizers and… I don’t know, a bunch of other stuff.”



He gritted his teeth and reached for the door handle. “I want to see her.”



“They’re not letting anyone in,” said Jess, touching his shoulder.



“Let me talk to her,” he said. “I can help her. She’ll hear me.”



“Hi.” A doctor stepped forward, reaching to shake Will’s hand. “I’m Doctor Sandberg. I was Avery’s attending physician during her last episode. I know it might seem like being with her right now is what she needs, but… what are you doing?”



Will had his penknife out and was already bringing it toward the door handle. A firm grip on his wrist stopped him from doing what he’d been about to do as one of the security guards intervened.



“LP,” whispered Jess. “Don’t do this.”



“Let me talk to her!” he shouted. “Avery!”



He banged on the glass, feeling so many different emotions at once. It wasn’t fair. Avery didn’t deserve this, her condition or her treatment. He remembered the fear in her voice when she’d spoken about the old treatment regimen they’d had her on, a battery of chemical warfare designed to keep her mind stable and her power sedate.



“Avery!” He banged on the door again and then hissed in frustration, kicking over a trash can next to it.



Jess and Rue were both tugging on him now. He couldn’t just leave her, not like this, all alone and in an awful state.



There was an answering shout from inside the treatment room, followed by a hailstorm of banging noises against the door. She was definitely still using her power. Everything she’d told him about her addiction shifted into new focus, the way she’d stressed that the point of the pills was to keep herself under control. Had he helped her by trusting that assumption, or just left her primed for a breakdown like this?



“Please, LP,” said Rue, in a shaky voice. “It’s too much after everything else.”



Isabelle had finally caught up with them, but she stood a way down the hallway, not intruding on the moment. Jess threaded her fingers through Will’s and led him to sit back down in one of the chairs.



“She’s… going to have to stay here,” she whispered. “For tonight, at least. Once the doctor settles on a treatment, and once it starts working, she’ll be able to come home.”



He wanted to ask
 what home
 . Where were they even supposed to go? But that was so far from his main concern in the moment that there was no point.



“She was taking Percocet,” he said, closing his eyes. “I knew, and I didn’t say anything. She thought it helped her control her power and stay level. I never questioned it because it seemed as though it really did help her.”



“It’s okay, LP,” whispered Jess. “None of this is your fault. I’ll explain that to the doctor. It might be relevant.”



He nodded, releasing her hand to let her get up. Rue’s immediately replaced it. She was in a bad state herself. The day had raked them all emotionally, and Avery wasn’t the only one who needed to recover.



“I should have done more,” she whispered. “I could have been watching her apartment. I could have warned her, if only…”



“No,” said Will. “It’s not your fault, either. We tried our best. Now we have to keep trying our best. Right?”



Rue sniffled and nodded. “Right.”



“Visiting hours are about to end for the evening,” said Jess as she came back over. “The hospital is understaffed, so they don’t extend as late as they normally would.”



“Does this even qualify as a visit?” Will stood and peered through the glass of the door to Avery’s room, cell, whatever it was.



He set his hand on the window, part of him hoping she’d come up to the door and set hers against his. They’d compared the size of their hands once like that, after sex, both of them sweaty and happy and invincible.



He couldn’t see her. She was in the corner of her unlit room, which may as well have been the other side of the world.










CHAPTER 48




 



Will and Rue rode in Jess’s car, while Isabelle followed behind them in hers. He listened and did his best to feign surprise as Jess recounted the events of the afternoon, most of which he’d been there for as Decay.



They returned to Isabelle’s to scavenge the ruined mansion for whatever was still in good shape within. Will’s motorcycle was untouched within the garage, though it was hard to get too excited about it with so much else on his mind.



“Looks like you’ll be joining us as a shopper in the search for a new home,” said Jess.



“We’ll see,” said Isabelle, with a sigh. “I’ll have to get back to my team, first. I might end up living as a nomad for a while.”



Once they’d gathered everything they could, they set out again, their destination set by the dwindling evening sun. They needed somewhere to stay for the night, which was a larger ask than it once had been.



None of the hotels and motels within the city that were left untouched by the destruction had any rooms available. Will followed Jess and Isabelle’s cars as they headed further out, driving for a solid hour north, and then another half hour after discovering a similar situation in the first town they’d stopped at.



Finally, nestled within the tiny valley town of Granston, they found a motel with a vacancy for a medium-sized room with two beds. Will was mildly outraged by what the opportunistic owner charged them, but it was somewhere to sleep, and that was all they needed.



“I paid ahead for the week,” said Jess. “If we’re lucky, we won’t even have to stay that long.”



“Let’s hope we are,” said Will as he surveyed their new home for the time being.



The room was tiny and well-worn, clean, but with a carpet with numerous stains on it. There was a TV that looked like it was a couple decades out of date, a massive CRT with a thick knob to change the channels. He sat down on one of the beds and listened to the springs squeal as it absorbed his weight.



“We’ll have to figure out the bed situation,” muttered Rue. “Four people and two mattresses doesn’t sound like a lot of fun.”



“Three people,” said Isabelle, with a tired smile. “I’m going to head out. I can tell from my lingering adrenaline level that I won’t be getting much sleep tonight, and I really should be getting back to my team.”



“Are you sure?” said Jess. “We can figure something out here if you want to rest for a while.”



“I’m sure.” Isabelle ran a hand through her silver hair, her expression turning serious. “Can I… talk with you for a minute before I go, Jess?”



“Of course.”



“The two of us alone, I mean.”



Jess furrowed her brow and looked at Will and Rue before nodding. Will watched as she and Isabelle stepped outside the motel room into the parking lot. He shared a knowing glance with Rue before hurrying to the window to at least watch if not eavesdrop.



“Do you think she’s going to tell her?” whispered Rue.



“Probably,” he muttered. “On top of everything else that’s gone wrong today, Jess now has to hear about how her best friend and her husband betrayed her.”



“We need to be there for her,” whispered Rue. “God. I’m just… so sick of the world.”



Will put an arm around her, feeling her soft body, wishing he could do more, for her, for Jess and Avery. For everyone. He was only one man, and sometimes that didn’t seem like enough.



They couldn’t hear what was being said, but they didn’t really need to. Jess blinked in surprise and shook her head. Isabelle dropped her gaze, expression thick with guilt, making small motions with her hands as she explained, justified, and apologized.



Their conversation seemed to just… end, with no real closure. Jess folded her arms and turned away from both Isabelle and the watchers at the window. Isabelle waited for a minute before climbing into her car, waiting some more, and then finally drove off.



Jess’s shoulders shook a bit, and she wiped her eyes before finally composing herself and coming back inside. She forced a smile for them that nobody in the room was fooled by, but nobody would ever dare question.



“Aunt Izzie had to… get on the road,” said Jess. “Always so busy, you know?”



“Yeah,” said Rue. “We know.”



“Jess, I found a pizza place that delivers nearby,” said Will. “I’ll order. You don’t have to worry about dinner.”



“Oh,” said Jess, touching her forehead. “I hadn’t even stopped to think about dinner. I was just so… Do you mind if I take a quick shower?”



“Of course not,” said Will. “We’ll be fine out here.”



She tried to flash a convincing smile again before slipping through the door of the bathroom. Will heard Rue sniffle and pulled her into another hug.



“You want me to see if they have any vegetarian pizza options?” he asked.



“I don’t care about the fucking pizza,” she muttered.



“We’re going to be okay,” he said. “We’ll get through this.”



Rue nodded and rested her head on his shoulder. “Promise me something?”



“Anything.”



“Don’t ever leave again,” she whispered. “Promise me for real, and don’t break it like you did last time.”



“I’m not going anywhere. I promise.”



He ordered the pizza. Jess was still in the bathroom when it arrived, and the delivery wasn’t quick. Rue shot him a worried glance as he set the pizza down on the motel’s table.



“You should go check on her,” she said.



“She’s in the shower.”



“You don’t have to go in. Trust me, I think she’d prefer for it to be you.”



She gave him a serious look that left Will wondering how much she knew about his recent relationship with Jess. He trusted her enough to believe in her assessment, so he walked up to the bathroom door with soft steps and gently knocked.



“Jess?” he called. “Are you alright?”



She didn’t answer for long enough for him to start to worry. Will glanced at Rue, and she shrugged and motioned for him to go in. He eased the door open, averting his eyes as much as he could, heart starting to pound as some of the darker outcomes loomed in the distance.



“Oh!” said Jess. She was naked, wet, and ineffectively clutching a towel against her to cover her breasts. “Sorry. The shower was loud, and I just turned it off. I heard something, but I didn’t realize you were knocking.”



“I should have knocked louder,” said Will, unable to tear his eyes away from her. Drops of shower water beaded on the plump flesh of her upper left breast, a constellation of droplets against a background of Jess,
 Relic’s
 nude flesh.



“Well, it’s not… that big of a deal.” Jess tried again to shift the towel into place while simultaneously turning to grab her clothing. The result was a side profile out of a boudoir shoot, a passing flash of a gorgeous, mid-thirties blonde with godly assets who also just happened to be his mother.



“The pizza is here in case you were hungry,” he said.



“Starving.” She gave him a smile, and all at once, it felt as though she was the one watching him, seeing him exposed. “I’ll be right out.”



She started running the towel over her body even before Will had left the bathroom completely, flashing him a nipple for a brief instant, and then a perfect view of the neatly trimmed triangle of hair adorning her crotch.



Jess eventually joined him and Rue in the motel’s main living area. She wore one of Isabelle’s nightgowns, a plain black slip with thin shoulder straps. Her hair was still wet from the shower, legs and feet pale and bare. She looked young, though that wasn’t really the right word for it. It was more a sense of rawness, like all the years had been stripped away.



They called the hospital, and Jess put her phone on speaker so everyone could hear the doctor updating them on Avery’s condition. She was asleep, which was good in her condition, but still hadn’t said anything, which implied that she was still working through her episode.



“She’ll be alright,” said Will. “Avery’s tough. She… knows how much we all love her.”



He winced from the effort of trying to find words that matched what he was feeling without revealing too much.



“I’m so relieved that we at least managed to get her help with everything else that’s going on,” said Rue. “The Champion Authority is going to have a hell of a time figuring out what to do about the prison break after this.”



“Screw the Champion Authority,” said Jess. “They can do whatever they decide to do. My only priority right now is looking after the three of you.”



“Rue and I are fairly self-sufficient,” said Will. “But I can get behind that sentiment. We’ve been through a lot. I think we all just need to take some time for ourselves. To breathe and recover.”



He sighed, wondering what he could have done differently with Avery for the hundredth time.



“Isabelle… told me something,” said Jess. “Just now, before she left. She said that…” She paused, running her thumb across her lips, shoulders tight with tension. “She said that Halberd and her were
 closer
 than they should have been during our marriage.”



Neither Will nor Rue said anything. Will wanted to comfort her, had planned on comforting her, but up until that moment, he hadn’t realized just how hard it was to even know what to say.



“Closer as in the two of them were… having sex.” Jess folded her arms and flashed the saddest smile Will had ever seen. “I’m still processing it.”



“Oh, Mom!” Rue bounced closer to Jess on the bed and pulled her into a hug. “I’m so sorry! That bastard! And Isabelle! What a fucking whore!”



“Language, young lady,” said Jess. “She’s still my friend, and your aunt. We’ll work through this. It might take time, but I’m not going to throw our relationship away just because of a single… betrayal.”



“Jess,” said Will. “I’m so sorry.”



He sat down next to her and Rue and started to pull them both into a hug. He had a sudden thought, remembering a night in Isabelle’s mansion, and a certain request she’d made of him.



“Hold on,” he said. “I’ll be right back.”



He hurried outside to his motorcycle and pulled something out of his saddlebag. He made a show of hiding it behind his back as he came inside again, taking Jess’s hand as he sat down and pulling it into his lap.



“Here.” He pressed his gift into her palm. “For you.”



“Oh, LP,” said Jess, smiling, despite herself. “I don’t need a present just because my husband cheated on me.”



“You get one anyway,” he said. “It’s from me. I made it myself.”



She opened her hand, and her eyes went wide. It was an amethyst 5, the same style 5 they’d once all worn on their costumes, carved from the amethyst axe that Halberd had once gifted his illicit lover. He’d thrown most of it away that night he’d been cutting it up, but it had felt like a shame to waste so much gemstone.



“This is so beautiful,” muttered Jess.



“There’s a hole at the top for a cord or a chain in case you wanted to wear it as a pendant,” he suggested.



“I kind of want one,” said Rue.



“Now is
 so
 not about you,” said Will.



Rue laughed and elbowed him in the ribs. “Whatever. I actually have a list of gifts I’d prefer from you, anyway, so be sure to check it before whittling some jewelry.”



“I’m going to put it on right now,” said Jess, grinning. “Thank you, Will. This was exactly what I needed.”










CHAPTER 49




 



They watched TV for a while once they’d finished eating, decompressing after a truly hellish day. Jess shared the second bed with Rue, but she came over to sit next to Will on his as the hour grew late.



“It wasn’t a complete surprise,” she said quietly.



“I… saw a few signs,” he replied. As much as he would have loved to be completely honest and admit that he’d known, that he’d discovered it almost five years earlier while still causing chaos with Halberd, he felt like she deserved a break.



“It’s strange what that sort of suspicion does to your mind,” muttered Jess. “I thought I was paranoid, and insecure… jealous. Crazy, even. When you are that close with someone, the very idea that they could be keeping such a massive secret is just so hard to accept.”



“Yeah,” he said. “I can imagine.”



“What’s actually crazy is that part of me wishes she’d just kept her mouth shut,” said Jess. “What does it even change now to know that Isabelle and Hal were going behind my back? Why did I need to know that so long after the fact?”



Will shrugged, feeling guilty for how he’d pushed Isabelle in the direction of honesty. Jess’s words held a double meaning for him, and he wondered again if he was doing the right thing by hiding his secret identity from her. Maybe he was. Maybe it was just like this… or maybe not.



“It is closure, of a sort, I suppose,” said Jess. “It really is just us now. Me and you, and Rue, and Avery. I’m not going to waste any more time looking back and wondering what might have been.”



“I think that’s a good attitude to have,” he said.



Neither of them said anything else. Rue’s faint snoring could be heard from the other bed. Jess didn’t leave to join her, instead staying where she was, both of them watching the TV as it played the rerun of some cartoon on low volume.



He fell asleep, or very near to asleep. He didn’t open his eyes when he woke up, instead focusing on the sensation of Jess’s hand, which had started rubbing his shoulder. He thought of the glimpse he’d gotten of her in the dingy motel bathroom, eroticism dripping from her body underneath the towel like heavy sweat.



“Will,” she whispered. “Are you still awake?”



He started to groan out an answer, and her hand immediately stopped. He felt as though he understood her mood. After everything she’d been through today, she wanted to be close to him, but not
 close
 in that confusing way that so often felt like flying too close to the sun.



She’d already confronted one hard truth that evening. For him to wake up and start trying to fuck her… might well bring her to the brink of another.



There was that, and then there was Avery. He’d been having a dream about her, seeing various moments where he could have made a different choice, put them both on a path that would have kept her healthy. It didn’t matter whether he and Avery’s sexual relationship had contributed to her episode. It was the kind of dirty secret that bled into every outcome, too infused with questions and illicit regret to not be a factor.



Jess let out a soft sigh and began rubbing one of his pecs. He felt something cold brush against his shoulder as she drew closer, cuddling against his side. It took him a moment to realize that it was the amethyst 5 he’d given her, still hanging around her neck as a pendant.



One of her fingers started tracing his abs, and he felt his cock stirring to life. He’d taken his jeans off and only had his boxers on. It felt like the right move in retrospect. He wanted to sit up and start kissing Jess, start touching her back, but even as he fell out of his regular breathing pattern, he felt her hesitate.



She was only game if he was asleep. It was kind of selfish, kind of molesty, but exactly the type of thing Jess would do. She didn’t have to confront anything new about herself if she didn’t look him directly in the eyes, see the way he looked at her, and have to examine her own emotions alongside fending off his unrestrained lust.



Avery came to mind again, and he felt so conflicted to be in a comfortable bed, with Jess so close. He and Avery had been, by his reckoning, maybe a week or two of doing… whatever it was they’d been doing from having a serious talk. Would they have tried to be exclusive with one another? Maybe. Probably.



Jess started toying with the waistband of his boxers, treating it like more of an obstacle than it really was with the way her fingers traced and teased along its upper boundary. He tried to keep his breathing even, weathering a storm of emotions underneath.



He wanted to be honest, to admit that he’d been getting serious with Avery, but how would that conversation even go? Moreover, how would it not be a massively cruel thing to do to both women involved?



The last thing Jess needed to hear, at that moment, was how two of her beloved children had started rolling around in the sheets. The last thing Avery needed was to have her deepest, dirtiest secret laid bare in front of her mother.



Jess slid her fingers into and beyond Will’s waistband, and he had to stifle a groan. She was just massaging him. Just being thorough. Just… letting a finger tease through his pubic hair, trace a tiny half circle around the base of his rapidly hardening cock.



His breath caught as she slid her thumb along the side, almost gripping it. Jess immediately pulled her hand back, the motion speaking to her guilt as she began rubbing his pecs again.



“So strong,” she whispered. “On the inside and out.”



She kissed his cheek, nuzzling her body into his. He loved her so much. What had he gone and done for them to end up here? It
 really
 wasn’t right for his predominant impulse to having her this close to be rolling her onto her back and spreading her thighs open for easy access.



Jess’s hand started sliding downward again, and she planted another loving kiss on his cheek. It was about control for her, he realized. She had control over how she touched him, how she loved him, while he was asleep like this. It was different from the control she’d lost over her memories of her relationship with Halberd, but still emotionally relevant.



She let out this wonderful sigh as her hand reached his boxers again. She cupped his erection through his boxers, appreciating it with affectionate fingers that made him immensely proud of his size.



There was a tiny wet spot from how worked up she’d gotten him. Jess rubbed her thumb over it, treating it like the stains he used to end up with on his shirts that she’d always tisk her tongue over. She worked the fly of his boxers open and slowly worked his cock out, clearly still afraid of waking him up.



“I’m so glad to have you back,” she whispered, kissing him just underneath his ear.



Keeping his body still was an unreal challenge as Jess began stroking him with slow, loving movements. Perversely, it made the pleasure that much more intense and erotic. He was going to make a mess in the sheets in short order, and they didn’t exactly have spare bedding materials to swap in at a motel.



It wasn’t her hand that had him going, but
 her
 . She kissed his shoulder and rested her chin on it, and he knew that she was watching him, probably thinking thoughts more in line with her role as a mother than as a lover. It stirred such a strange conflict to realize that, to appreciate that basic fact of their relationship would never change and always be hanging over them.



“What am I doing…?” she whispered. “We both need our sleep.”



He felt a flash of disappointment as her hand pulled back from his tool, followed by a rush of excitement as he felt Jess slipping not out of his bed, but below the sheets. He risked opening his eyes in time to see the shape of her head shifting over his crotch.



She gave his shaft a long lick, and then engulfed the tip within the hot confines of her mouth. The noise the sheet made as she began bobbing her head up and down sounded blatantly erotic. The sensation… was several tiers beyond that.



He couldn’t stop himself from groaning from the pleasure. Jess started sucking faster, one hand stroking his thigh with such love and affection that it almost didn’t match with the lewdness of what her mouth was doing. He loved her so much, and it all fed into the moment, making it impossible for him to hold out for even just a minute, even just thirty seconds.



Will managed to elongate his pleasured moan into more of a sigh as he blew his load. Jess kept sucking, letting out a satisfied sigh as she licked him clean, swallowing every drop. He shut his eyes as she slid back to cuddle next to him and kissed him on the cheek.



“Will?” she whispered.



He made a convincingly sleepy noise and said the first thing that popped into his head. “Mom?”



“I love when you call me that,” she whispered. “Were you dreaming just now?”



“Mmhmm,” he muttered.



“Good dream or bad dream?”



“The best dream,” he whispered. “I love you.”



“I love you, too.”



She kissed him again, this time a soft peck on the lips, and slipped out of his bed to share the other one with Rue. Will shifted his head against his pillow, feeling as though he was floating on a cloud. Tomorrow was another day, and they’d face it together.
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