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PART ONE: SIGHTS AND SOUNDS










CHAPTER 1




 



In Will’s experience, there was always a certain ambient texture, a certain level of lingering smell and humidity, that explained the price of a particularly cheap motel. He was spread out on one of the two twin beds, doing his best to ignore the thick cloud of steam and vaporized shampoo wafting out underneath the generous crack along the bathroom door.



Rue took above-average-length showers, which wasn’t a problem in itself. He didn’t care that she was naked behind that door, busy soaping the luscious dark curves of her body and running her hands through the thick curls of her hair. Whatever was taking her so long, be it getting clean or something else, was none of his business.



It was pouring outside, which only made it worse. The humidity from the shower had no outlet, and neither did he. He turned the TV up, trying to immerse himself in a decades-old cartoon show he hadn’t cared for even when he’d been in the target age demographic.



The faint hiss of the shower cut off, and a minute later, Rue emerged in a cloud of steam. Will kept his eyes locked firmly on the screen. He noted that she was wearing two towels, one for her hair and one for her body, and yet somehow, that still didn’t seem like enough.



“Close the door,” he said. “I’m not in the mood to breathe steam.”



“I’m going to, jeez,” said Rue. “I just needed to grab a pair of clean panties.”



He saw her bending over to rifle through her bag out of the corner of his eye. The towel pulled open along the slit, straining the carrying capacity of the fold that held her plump breasts in check.



“Just… hurry up,” he said, very nearly gritting his teeth. “You shouldn’t be parading through here with nothing on.”



Rue let out a mocking chuckle. “Nice Mom impression. I’m very clearly wearing a towel, and besides, it’s not like you haven’t seen me in less.”



There was a wistful edge to her tone that Will both loved and hated. The past few days had been torture, all of his emotions and urges twisted together around the inescapable fact that Avery was still in the hospital, fighting a battle against her own mind.



He got up from the bed, turning his gaze safely sideways as he walked by Rue and into the bathroom to wash his face with cold water. A puddle of shower runoff next to the shower mat immediately soaked into his socks. He swore under his breath and spun around.



“How many times have I told you to dry off before getting out?” he snapped.



“Whoa, relax,” said Rue. “It’s not that big of a deal.”



“I don’t have another pair of clean socks to change into.” He yanked them off his feet, balled each one up, and tossed them at her for added emphasis.



She dodged the first one, holding her towel with one arm as it toyed with the idea of slipping loose. The second brushed her cheek as it went by.



“Gross! You jerk!” Rue yanked the second, smaller towel free from her damp hair and whipped it through the air at him.



He caught it in his hand as it hit his wrist and yanked, but she didn’t let go. The motion drew her to him, and they both went down to the floor in a heap of towels and limbs. Rue swore and immediately started wriggling, which stirred an orphaned impulse within him to pin her down, hold her still. Her body was still hot to the touch from the shower, droplets of water glistening against the nape of her neck.



A wicked smile played across Rue’s lips, and she jutted her chin up at him, shifting her hips upward against him in an interesting way. He wanted to wipe that smile off her face, and he had a few ideas about how to do it, but then he thought of Avery, and everything just felt… wrong.



“Get dressed,” he muttered, pulling himself back up. “Jess is going to be home soon.”



“I was about to get dressed.” She scowled at him and fixed her towel as she stood up. “Why do you have to be so grumpy? We’re all struggling through this together, Will.”



“I know that!” he shouted. “I just… I miss Avery.”



The anger on Rue’s face faded into something more forgiving, more understanding. She walked over, and they both sat down on the bed. He didn’t love her looking at him as though he were a wounded puppy, but it was better than arguing.



“Hey.” She set a hand on his leg. “She’s going to be okay.”



He wanted to believe her, and a part of him did. Neither of them said anything for a moment that stretched on for long enough for his unease to fade and his eyes to settle back on the towel and its valiant battle to restrain her impressive cleavage.



Will leaned in close and kissed her, not really knowing what he wanted from her or why. Rue ran her hands through his hair and made a soft, satisfied noise. They fell sideways onto the bed, sliding in closer, bodies snapping together like horny little magnets.



He pulled the towel loose from her, and the sight that greeted him drove him absolutely wild. Rue’s naked body was unreal, plump breasts nearly too much to handle, with a butt that begged to be handled and pounded from every angle.



She wasn’t quite in the same impulsive, volatile mood that he was. She grabbed the towel, attempting to stretch it back into place to cover her nudity. Will kissed her again and felt her hesitating in the way she kissed back.



“Not funny,” she whispered. “You said it yourself. Mom’s going to be back soon.”



He let his fingers slide along Rue’s thigh, feeling her reaction in the way her body tensed and opened toward him. “We have time.”



“Slow down,” she said, setting her hand atop his before it could slip any further. “You’re all over the place right now, LP.”



He kissed her again and let his rapidly stiffening erection poke against her thigh. He was all over the place, and he knew it. He wanted to be all over her, to go buck wild and think of nothing else but the way various parts of her would jiggle once they were both in motion.



“Seriously, enough!” said Rue, setting a hand to his chest. “What are you even doing?”



“Does it matter?” He resumed kissing her neck. She seemed caught between stopping him and participating, but in her voice she maintained her resolve.



“How about you express yourself with your words, instead of groping?” she suggested. “Fooling around with me isn’t going to make you feel better about Avery.”



“I know that.” He sighed through his teeth and sat up, pulling away from her. Rue moved to sit beside him, not really helping the situation by staying so close and so naked.



“I get it,” she whispered. “It’s obvious why you’re upset, even if you don’t want to talk about it with me.”



He felt like doubling down on his secrecy, mainly because he wasn’t even sure how he felt about anything anymore. It was a pointless urge, and he saw no reason to lash out at her further.



“Well, good then,” he said. “Next time make sure you wipe the floor down with a towel if you get it wet.”



“I will,” said Rue, smirking. “Want to borrow a pair of my socks?”



“My feet are huge compared to yours,” he said. “They’ll never fit me.”



“I don’t mind if you stretch them out a bit. They’ll tighten back up after a wash or two.”



She put her towel back on and pulled a ball of socks out from her bag. A devious smile flickered onto her face as she brought her arm back to fling them into his face, mimicking the way he’d lobbed his own socks at her earlier. He caught them at the last second and flipped her off.



“Thanks,” he said dryly.



“You’re welcome.”










CHAPTER 2




 



Rue returned to the bathroom to change, and Will stretched out on the bed again and did his best to ignore how worked up she’d gotten him. It was a fairly common occurrence, one that often left him aching for a release given that he shared the tiny motel room with both Rue and Jess.



He hadn’t come since the first night, when Jess had touched him while he’d been sleeping. It was partly due to how scarce the opportunities were, given how rarely he was alone with either Jess or Rue or even by himself. It was also partly due to the constant ache in his heart, the hole that Avery had once filled, the despair he felt over everything that’d happened.



He heard the blow dryer start up from beyond the bathroom door and figured he had at least a minute or two. Pulling one of the sheets of the motel bed up over him, he slid a hand down and started taking the measure of his stiff tool.



The door opened within five seconds of him unzipping his pants. Jess came in from the pouring rain, folding up an umbrella that clearly hadn’t done its job from the way water dripped from her scraggly blonde hair.



“A bit early for bed, isn’t it, LP?” she said, with a sigh. Her eyes flicked down to the rather obvious tent over his crotch, but she looked too tired to press the point.



“I felt like an afternoon nap might do me some good,” he said. He tried to pull his fly up slowly enough to avoid the obvious noise of the zipper with mixed success.



“I picked up some chicken wings,” said Jess. “Which was probably a mistake. The delivery pickup window was outside, and there was a line. I know it’s still early for dinner, but I have no urge to go back out into that rain today.”



“Early dinner works for me.” He got up and took her bag from her while she took her shoes off. Jess’s jacket was soaked, and the white blouse she wore underneath was wet enough to reveal the outline of her bra. She scowled as she shook a few water droplets out of her hair and headed for the bathroom.



“Rue’s in there,” he said.



“Of course,” sighed Jess. “Where else would she be?”



She knocked on the door.



Rue answered in a peevish voice. “What do you want now, Will?”



“It’s your mother,” said Jess. “Don’t take all day.”



“I wasn’t planning on it.”



“And be sure to clean up after yourself,” said Jess. “That includes wiping up the floor so it’s not soaking wet.”



“Jesus, I know!” snapped Rue.



Jess closed her eyes and massaged her temples as she walked away from the door. Will went over to her, pulling her into a hug from behind that had him pressed against her in all the right ways.



“I am completely and utterly exhausted,” she muttered.



“What can I do to help?” he asked. “Back massage?”



He kissed her on the cheek. Her skin still felt cold from the rain.



“No,” she sighed.



“Foot massage?”



“Maybe.” She leaned back, letting her butt grind against his crotch for a glorious instant before spinning out of his arms. “But only if you promise to limit it to just my feet. No traveling hands tonight, mister.”



He smiled at her and headed for the food. “Heard anything from the hospital?”



Jess shook her head. “Not today. No news is good news, Will. Try to keep that in mind.”



He nodded, though he wasn’t entirely sure he agreed. Jess took the remote and changed the channel, setting the TV on the local news. They were still covering the aftermath of Hive and Genesis’s attack. A ticker across the bottom of the screen proclaimed that the confirmed death toll had just risen past 600.



“How are the heroes in the city holding up?” he asked.



“Father Darkeye and Miss Mass are doing what they can to help, but the problems the people are facing aren’t really ones they can use their powers to solve. Impact is… still recovering after what happened to Breathless.”



“Blaming himself?”



“She died in part because he got her pregnant,” said Jess. “I doubt anyone could talk him out of feeling guilty.”



Will’s thoughts jumped back to Avery, once more picking at his own choices and decisions. If he’d told Jess about the pills when he’d first found out, or if he’d advised her against returning to her career as a hero… If he’d never begun with the games and the flirting, the sex…



“Done!” announced Rue, as she came out into the main room. “Please tell me we aren’t having wings for dinner again?”



“It’s one of the few places in this tiny town that offers takeout,” said Jess. “Trust me, I would have preferred to cook, but that’s not an option right now.”



Rue sighed and eyed the bag with disdain. They settled down to eat, still watching the somber news report, nobody saying much of anything. Will’s appetite was muted, and he only nibbled out of a desire to be respectful toward Jess and the effort she’d put in wading through the storm to buy the food in the first place.



Jess’s phone rang as they were finishing up, and she wiped barbecue sauce off her fingers with a napkin with a quick movement before answering. “Hello? Yes, this is her. Uh-huh… Immediately as in… alright?”



She stood up and took the call into the bathroom, lowering her voice. Will and Rue exchanged a glance as she closed the door behind her.



“Probably one of the higher-ups at the Champion Authority,” he said.



“How would you know?”



“When does Jess ever answer her cell phone during dinner?” he asked. “It’s work related, for sure.”



Jess reemerged a few minutes later, frowning, arms folded tight across her chest. “That was one of the Board of Directors of the Champion Authority. They want me to report to the
 Lighthouse
 , the eastern Champion Authority HQ in Maine.”



Will exchanged a
 told you so
 glance with Rue, who rolled her eyes.



“I would think they would want you to stay close to home after everything that’s happened,” he said. “Lancaster City doesn’t exactly have many heavy hitters right now. Genesis could still be in the area, along with the Power Realists and the other prison escapees.”



“Not to mention Decay,” said Jess. “I brought up that same point. He was vague about the details, but it seems as though I’m being brought in for review.”



It had been a while since Will had given much thought to the Champion Authority’s review system. Halberd had frequently been brought in for review back in the Crimson Five days, but never Jess, never
 Relic
 , given her reputation and good behavior.



“That’s ridiculous,” said Rue. “They should be sending more heroes in to help contain the situation. You didn’t do anything wrong.”



“I agree, but the decision isn’t mine,” said Jess, with a sigh. “It’s frustrating to have this dumped on my plate right now, but we have to trust the process.”



“I guess,” said Will. “Anyway, Rue and I should be able to manage well enough here on our own.”



“I’ll make sure LP doesn’t do anything stupid,” said Rue.



“Pretty sure you’re the one she’s going to be worried about, Rue.”



She stuck her tongue out at him, and he lobbed a pillow at her.



Jess cleared her throat. “No, you’re both coming with me. I wouldn’t feel right about leaving you both here in a motel room by yourselves with nothing to do for the next few days.”



Will and Rue exchanged a glance at her phrasing, but it was a passing moment of tension as they both came to the same conclusion.



“What about Avery?” asked Will.



“That’s part of why I want all of us to go,” said Jess. “I think it might be in Avery’s best interest to transfer out of the hospital in Lancaster City. There are doctors and specialists at the Lighthouse who have more experience treating supers.”



“Is Avery well enough to travel right now?” asked Rue.



“She’ll have to be.” Jess sighed and ran a hand through her hair. “To be honest, that’s not what I’m most worried about.”



Her gaze flicked toward Will, and he knew exactly what she was thinking. For him, the infamous former supervillain
 Lockpick
 , heading into one of the Champion Authority’s main bases of operation was going to thrust him into a particularly awkward situation. He’d be lucky if it was just awkward, and not outright dangerous.



“We’ll all look out for each other.” He reached out and took both Jess and Rue’s hands.










CHAPTER 3




 



They set out within the hour. A summons from the Champion Authority’s Board of Directors wasn’t something Jess could ignore for long, and even in the pouring rain, none of them were overly sad to say goodbye to the stuffy motel room.



Will had put his motorcycle into storage shortly after the battle with Genesis, partly because of how little riding he’d been doing and partly because it needed some repairs which he couldn’t afford. He rode in the Prius with Jess and Rue as they headed back into Lancaster City proper.



It wasn’t an enjoyable ride. The highway’s southbound lanes leading into the city were completely empty, while the northbound ones were packed to a standstill with people choosing to preemptively evacuate.



He couldn’t fault them for their caution. The city’s modest skyline was missing a few familiar buildings, and tendrils of smoke curled upward from underground fires yet to be extinguished. He felt strange looking at it, as though he’d somehow convinced himself during the battle itself and the immediate aftermath that the damage wasn’t as bad as it truly was.



It was home to him, even if they’d technically lost their house to the fire a few days before the attack. Where would they even go if the city was evacuated? It felt like too big of a question to think about right then, a cloud looming overhead with the promise of thunder and rain.



The area looked like a warzone, a place that didn’t want to host humans anymore. A piece of Will’s heart shattered as they passed by a collapsed apartment building with people outside digging through the rubble or praying for loved ones with tightly clasped hands. A long line of pictures and memorials and assorted sadness was plastered to the fence behind them.



He wanted to say something, but nothing seemed like it would be enough. Jess closed her eyes and took a long breath as they reached the next stop sign, fingers tightening on the wheel.



“Hey,” said Will. “You did everything you could.”



“I know,” she said. “It’s just… I don’t know if it was enough.”



“We’ve been here before,” said Will. “Remember what you and Halberd used to say back in the Crimson Five? You can’t take the losses personally.”



It was one of the few times where evoking Halberd actually seemed to give Jess strength. She nodded slowly and started driving.



“You’re right,” she said. “I suppose it’s just harder for me to compartmentalize it all when the chaos hits so close to home.”



“Just do your best. We’re here to support you.”



It was true, especially for him. He needed to be the family’s rock, in terms of emotions if not defending them in a fight. A part of him felt like it was why he’d come home in the first place, why it felt so right to be living with Jess and Rue, the strong urge to be close to them.



Shieldblaster Medical Center had come through the battle relatively unscathed, but it was still a hospital in the aftermath of a crisis. A small encampment of tents and makeshift shelters had blossomed in the parking lot — people with loved ones in treatment with no home to return to.



The three of them walked closer together than they normally would have on their way inside, as though afraid one of them might disappear on the way across the asphalt. Will found Rue’s hand and held it, feeling her squeeze back hard to let him know it wasn’t just his imagination.



They took the elevator up to the psychiatric ward, and after passing through an uncomfortably thorough security checkpoint, found themselves outside Avery’s heavily fortified room. Doctor Sandberg was talking with another patient, but he turned their way as soon as their conversation ended.



“Ms. Sorling,” he said, with a small bow toward Jess. “Will, Rue. Avery’s awake, if you’d like to see her.”



“We would,” said Jess. “We’re also going to be taking her with us when we depart for the Champion Authority’s Eastern HQ. They have their own hospital there with specialists who I think can help her.”



Doctor Sandberg nodded, though the way he blinked suggested the pronouncement struck a blow to his pride as a physician. “Of course. You’re her mother. If that’s what you judge to be best.”



“Thank you, Doctor Sandberg,” said Jess. She turned and began approaching the door to Avery’s room.



“Ms. Sorling!” said Doctor Sandberg. “I’m curious if you know anything about, well, the city and… the evacuation. We haven’t been told anything by any of the heroes. If there is going to be a forced exodus out of Lancaster City, any heads up you could give the hospital would be hugely appreciated.”



“I’m sorry,” said Jess. “I haven’t heard anything official. Or unofficial, for that matter.”



Doctor Sandberg nodded a few times. “I understand. I’ll get a copy of Avery’s file for you to take along with you for the transfer, along with her current prescriptions.”



He walked off. Jess gently knocked on the door to Avery’s room and opened it a crack.



“Avery?” she called. “Hey. How are you holding up?”



She moved forward, letting Will and Rue crowd into the small space behind her. Avery sat on her bed, staring straight at nothing in particular, clad in a sweatshirt and leggings that Jess had dropped off for her a few days earlier.



“Fine…” said Avery after a significant pause. She was heavily sedated and back on a range of other medications that Will couldn’t remember the names of, and it showed in her face and posture.



“We’re getting you out of here today,” said Rue. “Hungry? We could get food on the way out of town.”



“Sure,” said Avery, with no enthusiasm. Jess and Rue helped her to her feet. She swayed on her legs once she was upright, only then noticing Will, eyes blinking with recognition and nothing more.



It was like staring at a life-size cutout of an actor at the movie theater. Avery was in front of him, but missing most of her depth and vivacity, squished flat under the weight of her prescriptions and the trappings of her fragile mental state.



He felt something itching in his eye and had to turn sideways as a lump caught in his throat. He made himself turn back toward her, made himself approach, not daring to hope that he might catch a glimpse of the real Avery, the healthy Avery.



“Hey,” he said.



“LP,” she whispered.



He couldn’t stop himself from surging forward and pulling her into a tight hug. Her body felt tiny and insubstantial in his arms, and she barely hugged back. The guilt which he’d worked so hard to manage surged to the fore, and seeing her like this made it feel undeniable.



She’d been stable with her Percocet habit. It wasn’t a pretty truth, it might not have been endlessly sustainable, but it had been
 working
 for her. He’d pushed her to cut back, to quit, with good intentions, and all but set her up for this.



“I’ll get better,” whispered Avery. She kissed him on the cheek and rubbed his shoulder with a clumsy hand.



“I know,” said Will, and then again, with more certainty. “I know.”



“We should get on the road,” said Jess, taking Avery’s hand. “We’re heading to the Lighthouse. It’s been years since you’ve last been there, hasn’t it?”



Avery nodded, moving at the pace of a sleepwalker as she followed the rest of them out of the room. Will let himself fall behind the others once they’d gone down the elevator. Rue stayed close to Avery, holding her arm and talking enough for them both. Jess stopped to lean against a pillar in the medical center’s lobby.



“LP,” she said as he passed by. “Can we talk for a minute?”



He glanced at Rue and Avery, who’d just exited out into the parking lot.



“Yeah, sure,” he said. “What’s up?”



She took a breath and hesitated for a moment before speaking. “I need you to tell me everything. I put off having this conversation while Avery was still at the hospital, but you have to come clean. About how much drinking the two of you were doing, all of the drugs you were taking…
 anything else
 that was going on.”



“I’ve told you everything.” He hated lying to Jess, but this wasn’t just his secret.



From the look on her face, she wasn’t buying it. “I’m not an idiot, Will. I know… how much you care about Avery. Caring about her right now means being honest, even if it’s hard.”



Anger surged in his chest, pointless anger, aimless anger. “What does it matter? Isn’t helping her with her recovery what’s important right now?”



“Exactly. I just want to make sure you know what’s going to help her. She’s going to be confused. It’s going to take time for Avery, your
 sister
 , to build herself back up. Do you understand what I’m saying to you?”



“I’m going to help her however I can,” he said. “End of conversation.”



He turned and walked away, as though he could simply outdistance her suspicions. Life, unfortunately, wasn’t that simple.










CHAPTER 4




 



Will tried to keep from sulking too much as he rode in the car with the others but mostly failed. His heart continued to race for long minutes after his confrontation with Jess. He couldn’t help resenting her a little for what he considered to be the sheer hypocrisy of it.



He knew if he’d brought up the various intimate trysts he and Jess had engaged in, she would have dismissed them as a different situation, just
 fooling around
 , as she sometimes described it. There was some truth to that, and he could see the core of her perspective.



Avery was vulnerable in her current state. If anything, Jess was managing her reaction to two of her children having sex remarkably well. He wondered if she would have simply ignored it if not for Avery’s breakdown, and that idea made him uneasy. Would that have been any better, for it to be a dirty secret in the foreground, for them to never speak of it, to pretend it wasn’t happening?



He was sitting in the backseat with Avery, and he reached over to touch her hand. She reacted slowly, moving a finger to rub against his, but otherwise continued to stare blankly out the car’s window. Jess’s concerns were hard enough to process on their own without stopping to consider what Avery herself would want during and after her recovery.



Maybe it was already over between them, and she just hadn’t told him yet? The idea of asking her about where things stood the next time they got a moment alone felt incredibly reactive and selfish. She wasn’t in the place to have to answer that question right now.



Jess drove them first to Avery’s apartment, which had escaped the battle against Genesis without taking much damage. They dropped off the few remaining belongings they’d retained after the housefire, taking only clothes, Jess’s costume, and a few other things they’d need for their trip to the Lighthouse, and then set off.



The first few miles of the drive went at a snail’s pace as they joined the bumper-to-bumper traffic of evacuees fleeing the city. Once they were on the highway, the road slowly opened up, and the mood in the car felt lighter by degrees as the destruction faded into the rearview mirror behind them.



The Champion Authority’s Eastern HQ was about a six-hour drive, just over what they could manage that day unless they drove deep into the night. Jess drove southeast, eventually reaching the coast, and giving them a range of views of the various oceanside towns of New England.



Living directly along the coast was, in some ways, more dangerous than living against the Exclusion Zone’s fence. There were a variety of aquatic abominations running rampant through the world’s oceans, a number of which were capable of corrupting life in a manner similar to the way Meltdown had created a legacy of mutants in the area surrounding his hibernation crater.



Each town had its own distinct, rugged character, some with wooden barricades, others with lookout towers or hulking concrete emergency shelters. The danger posed by literal sea monsters roaming the ocean limited trade to a few well-protected shipping lanes, but the threat wasn’t isolated to the water. Mutant seals and, as ridiculous as it seemed to Will, mutant seagulls posed a major threat to humans.



Few of the people fleeing Lancaster City had opted to travel coastward, which was both a blessing and a curse. Despite being on a critical highway route, there were still several instances in which Jess had to drive around massive sinkholes or abuse the car’s underside across barely traversable sections completely washed out by storms.



They came to a complete stop near sunset, though it was due to an obstacle separate from the road. A flock of mutant ravens was busy picking apart the heavily decayed corpse of a deer in the highway median. The birds suddenly moved as a swarm, diving for Jess’s Prius. One of them struck the windshield hard enough to leave a thin crack in the glass.



“Damn it!” swore Jess. “Would someone please pass me my circlet?”



Will grabbed it from behind the backseat and passed it up to her. Jess put it on, took a breath, and brought a sunburst down on the swarming birds as they regrouped in the sky overhead. It was quick and efficient, a blinding blast of fire, followed by a rain of incinerated birds falling like meaty hailstones.



“Well, that’s one solution,” said Will.



“I’m going to keep this up front in case we encounter anything else,” said Jess, setting her circlet down around the car’s shifter. “The coast isn’t as safe as inland towns and cities.”



“Most places aren’t.” He left it at that instead of expounding on how safe they’d been in Lancaster City, up until recently. It felt too much like rubbing salt in an open wound.



They stopped to have dinner at a fast-food joint, and inevitably, they also had to stop to rest for the night. Jess did her best to find a cheap motel, but the area they were driving through didn’t seem to be the type of place people visited casually. It was pitch black outside when she finally gave up and pulled into the back of an abandoned highway rest stop, defeated by the situation.



“Well, I suppose we could put our bags outside and then fold the seats down,” she suggested. “Two people could sleep in the back of the car, one of us in the tent, one of us in the front seat, I guess?”



“It’s fine,” said Will. “Right?”



He glanced at Rue and Avery.



“Yeah,” said Rue. “It’s fine, Mom. It’s no big deal.”



“We’ll be at the Lighthouse tomorrow, and I’m sure they’ll be able to provide us with a suite,” said Jess, with a sigh. “I’m sorry. I wish we could have taken another day, set out in the morning, but they wanted me back as soon as I could make it.”



“We get it,” said Will. “It’s no big deal.”



Will volunteered himself for the front seat, but Jess insisted he take the tent, being the largest of them. He couldn’t help but wonder if perhaps Jess also sought an opportunity to have a conversation with Avery about him, possibly one with Rue as well. He brushed the feeling off, uncertain of how much of his paranoia was justified.



The tent was more comfortable than it had any real right to be, with the exception of a few mosquitos that found their way within the canopy. He was more tired than he’d realized, and it didn’t take him long to fall asleep.



 



***



 



“Will…”



Avery’s voice pulled him from sleep. He sat up, eyes darting toward the tent’s partially unzipped entrance. He couldn’t see her face, but she was backlit by a halo of moonlight.



“Hey,” he said. “How are you feeling?”



She didn’t answer him, simply beckoning and stepping back for him to follow her out. The car’s windows were dark, with a thin layer of condensation on each one that would make it near impossible for Jess and Rue to see either of them even if they were awake.



He couldn’t stop a grin from spreading across his face as he saw Avery skipping off across the otherwise empty parking lot. She had that spark back in her movements, that slightly wild edge that he’d always found so attractive and dangerous.



He followed after her as quickly as he could, a little surprised at how fast she was moving. She wasn’t skipping, he realized, but flying just over the ground. Odd. Wasn’t she on Normexital to control her power?



“Avery,” he called. “Where are you going?”



She didn’t answer, but continued beckoning to him, urging him to come after her. He almost caught up to her, reaching out with his hand to grab hers. She rose upward, her fingers brushing his for an instant before rising out of reach.



“LP,” she whispered.



He watched her rise into the air, higher and higher, pointlessly high until she was even with the moon in the sky, a feminine silhouette against a ghostly disc of silver.



“Come down,” he called. “Hey? What are you…”



She lifted one arm into the air, and then abruptly began falling as though her power had been turned off with a switch. She didn’t scream or flail as she dropped, but neither fact was enough to keep Will’s heart from skipping several horrified beats.



“No!” he shouted, sprinting toward where she’d land. He wasn’t fast enough. He’d never make it in time. He…



“A field of flowers,”
 came a voice from directly over his shoulder.



He spun around in time to stare into the eyes of Genesis. The abomination was visibly older than it had been the last time he’d seen it, closer to the age of a prepubescent child in its physical form. Will stared into its sunken eyes, unable to breathe, and then came awake.



He sat up in the tent, dripping with sweat. No Avery, no Genesis. Just a dream. Just a nightmare.










CHAPTER 5




 



“Good morning,” said Jess. “How did you sleep?”



Will groaned and made a feeble attempt to shield his eyes from the sun with his sleeping bag. “Poorly. I woke up midway through the night and have been tossing and turning ever since.”



“Oh, that’s no good.” She leaned forward, slipping into the tent far enough to sit down next to his legs. “Listen… I wanted to talk to you about yesterday.”



He sighed and leaned his head back on his camping pillow. “What else is there to say?”



“I may have taken a more accusatory tone than I should have.” She set a hand on his leg, looking abashed. “I apologize if that was the case. It’s hard for me to look at your choices and keep the context of what you’ve been through in mind.”



He brought his head up on one arm. “What does that mean?”



“I know you just got out of prison,” said Jess, rubbing his knee. “I know that you’ve been away for five years. It’s not fair for me to judge you for anything that may or may not have happened in the moment.”



His instinctive reaction was to still deny it, despite her conciliatory tone. But that wasn’t fair, especially not to Jess, who had every right to be concerned about what her children were doing.



“I understand where you’re coming from,” he said. “We both want what’s best for Avery, though. You know… if something had happened between us, I’d be betraying her trust by admitting it to you.”



Jess let out a sigh and gave him an odd smile. “It sounds like you’re stuck between a rock and a hard place.”



He reached up and put his arms around her waist, pulling her until she was stretched out next to him in a sleepy embrace. “An extremely hard place, but it’s not so bad.”



“I love you, Will,” she said. “I just wish you’d make better decisions. I know how boys your age can get when it comes to your energy and impulses. You need to find someone appropriate to serve as an outlet for all of that.”



He kissed her shoulder and squeezed her against him. “Right now, all I care about is looking after you, Avery, and Rue. Everything else comes second to that.”



She nodded slowly, a strange variety of pride bursting forth from her eyes. “It makes me feel all warm inside to hear you say that. But seriously… keep this talk in mind. It’s one thing to want to look after us, but there are still boundaries. Don’t make things too complicated for everyone, alright?”



“I know,” he said. “You’re right.”



It was still morning, and having her so close tempted him in ways that seemingly contradicted everything they’d just talked about. Will let out a low, horny groan and rocked forward against her side, his morning wood prodding her thigh. She rubbed his back patiently and looked like she was trying not to smile as he started kissing her neck.



“You’re worse than your father was,” she said. “Sorry. I just mean—”



“I know what you mean.” He let his hand gently brush the bottom of one of her breasts.



“I’m serious,” she said. “William Carrol Sorling. It needs to stop. Whatever happened between you and Avery. This.” She took the hand he was groping her with and gently kissed the back of his knuckles, holding it afterward like she wasn’t sure what else to do with it.



“Would you believe me if I said I was trying?” he asked.



“I’m not sure I would, mister. If you’re trying, try harder.”



“And if…” He looked away, strangely embarrassed about what he was about to ask. “What if it’s still hard for me even when I’m trying?”



Jess rolled over to face him directly and cupped his cheek. “Then come see me.”



“What?”



“If it’s too much for you, and Misty isn’t available… then come see me. I’ll help you. I’ll talk to you.”



She gave him a slow kiss that fell somewhere between a mother’s peck and a lover’s searching lips. He stared at her, questioning what she’d just said, what she’d meant by it, especially how far she’d let him go.



“I shouldn’t have brought her up,” said Jess quickly. “Sorry. I didn’t even ask if you’d heard from her since the attack.”



“She’s alright,” he said. “She’s a survivor.”



“Good. Now, you’re probably going to take a minute before coming out for breakfast.”



Her eyes darted down to the obvious tent in his sleeping bag.



“I suppose that’s true,” he said. “How about you take a minute with me?”



“Ha. Nice try.” She opened the tent and slipped out.



“I thought you said I should come see you,” he whispered after her.



“If that’s what you heard, you weren’t listening.”



 



Will joined Jess and the others outside the tent a few minutes later. Breakfast was nothing special, granola bars and little cans of coffee that had warmed to an almost convincing temperature within the car’s interior.



“Good morning,” he said to Rue and Avery.



“Morning, LP,” said Rue.



Avery didn’t say anything. Will drew nearer to her as he opened his canned coffee, not giving up on drawing her out just yet.



“How was the car last night?” he asked.



She gave him the barest of shrugs.



Rue was pulling her hair back into a ponytail and answered in her place. “It was a little rough, to be honest. I can feel each individual vertebra in my spine from the way the angles in the folded-down car seat dug into my back.”



“Should only be a one-night thing, given that they’ll have lodgings for us at the Lighthouse.” He turned back to Avery, touching her hand. “We’ll be there soon.”



“Good,” she whispered.



He struck down the tent as he finished eating. Jess gave Avery her pills, and he couldn’t help eyeing the impressive number of them, each a different size and color. It all came back to the pills, fun or sedating, stolen or prescribed.



He realized in that moment how right Jess was. Avery wasn’t just in the midst of a mental health episode. She’d been building to this point, with the drinking, the drug usage, her decisions in general. They’d been symptoms, warning signs, that somebody should have picked up on.



He wasn’t ego-centric enough to blame himself for everything, but he should have noticed it was more than just her drug habit at play.



“There’s no point in wasting time,” announced Jess. “Let’s get back on the road. Be careful about crumbs while you’re eating in the car.”



“You always remind us about that, and we always are,” said Rue.



“Really?” asked Jess, with the hint of a smile. “Do you remember the time I picked you and Becca up from the movie theater and let you share that popcorn in the backseat?”



Rue stiffened. “I… haven’t heard from Becca yet. Not since before the attack.”



“Oh. Sweetie, I’m so sorry.”



“It’s fine,” said Rue. “I’m sure she’s just with her family. I should probably just check her phone’s camera.”



Her eyes took on a passive, vacant quality, but that wasn’t what stole Will’s attention. For an instant, he could see something just behind Rue, almost like the image cast by a projector in a room with too much illumination. He blinked, and it was gone, and he felt a stab of pain in the side of his head that made him wince.



“She’s fine,” said Rue. “Staying with her relatives, like I thought.”



“LP?” said Jess. “You alright?”



“Yeah,” he said. “I’m fine. Just tired, I think.”



They packed up their stuff, climbed into the car, and set off.










CHAPTER 6




 



They traveled through most of the morning without passing by more than a couple of cars. The highway itself was their main obstacle, potholes and patches of mud and more typical problems like figuring out when they needed to take an exit.



The Lighthouse finally came into view early in the afternoon. It was a skyline of one, a conspicuously tall tower that, at a distance, seemed to rise from the ocean itself. It was, in fact, built upon one of the islands in the Bay of Fundy near the old border between the United States and Canada.



“Wow,” said Rue. “It’s taller than I remember. When was the last time we came here, anyway?”



“I’m not sure,” said Jess. “Maybe eight or nine years ago? We had to report in regularly during the early days of the mentor team. I’ve made a few trips out in the time since. Not much has changed.”



“I can’t say I have fond memories of this place,” said Will. “It was always so crowded, especially compared to how empty the surrounding area is. And everyone seemed so busy, despite there being nothing to do.”



“You used to run off with the other super children,” said Jess, smiling at him in the rearview mirror. “I remember more than a few instances of the mischief you and your little friends got into.”



“He always used to ditch me,” said Rue.



“That’s a bit of an exaggeration,” said Will. “I wasn’t ditching you, we just rolled in different crowds.”



“Oh, like that time I ran after you and your friends yelling
 wait for me
 over and over again, and you all laughed and ran faster?”



“Okay, well, that time we ditched you.” He smiled and put an arm around her. Rue gave him an exaggerated pout and shifted sideways, setting her feet in his lap.



The view felt like a mirage as they neared Lamar, the tiny coastal town that acted as the Lighthouse’s mundane sister. It was in rough shape, a collection of rundown buildings, empty lots with overgrown grass, and homeless vagrants. A few women in skimpy outfits who were undoubtedly prostitutes eyed Jess’s car as she slowed down on the way through an intersection.



It seemed inexplicable to Will for such poverty to be in the Champion Authority’s back yard. The Lighthouse was a marvel of architectural engineering, housing the incredible talents of some of the most powerful supers known to mankind. Seeing the hollow faces of a few young girls among the women on the corner, faces which couldn’t have been any older than Rue, made no sense whatsoever.



“They could rejuvenate this town with a tenth of their yearly budget,” said Will.



“They probably could,” said Jess. “I’ve always been critical of this aspect of the Champion Authority. They give more weight to the so-called
 big
 problems. Supervillains and abominations, recruiting supers with promise. They wash their hands of issues involving poverty, or public health, or, God forbid, infrastructure.”



“It used to be nicer, though,” said Rue. “I remember playing here when I was little.”



“Times have gotten hard,” said Jess. “We were privileged in Lancaster, at least before the recent troubles.”



They were quiet as they entered the lane for the several-mile-long tunnel that would take them to Isle Lamar and the Lighthouse itself. The acoustics of the car’s tires shifted to a faint echo as they passed underground, the equally spaced lights overhead creating a strobe effect as they drove by each one.



“I heard that a super built this,” said Rue. “Rockbite, or Rockboar, or something.”



“Rockblood,” said Will. “He’s certainly capable of it. The guy can shift earth like nobody’s business.”



“You’ve met him?” asked Rue.



Will winced. “Yeah. Sort of. Halberd and I… ran into him once.”



He rubbed his elbow, remembering how it had felt to have a rock spire shatter his arm into uselessness. It had dangled in segments, like sausages still connected at the casing.



There was a security checkpoint on the other side of the tunnel, just ahead of the various parking lot options. Will felt a little nervous as they rolled up, but then again, he was with Jess. She held a lot of influence in the world of supers and wasn’t the type of woman who usually had her actions questioned.



There were four mundane security contractors clad in black uniforms with a variety of different weapons, tasers, pistols, and assault rifles, most of it more for show than anything. Standing behind them was a muscular superhero in a costume of purple and yellow that Will didn’t recognize.



“Hi,” said the hero. “What’s your business here today?”



Jess pulled her CA ID out of her shirt and held it up to him. “Current passphrase, elephants over Neptune.”



The guard squinted at her ID and gave a sharp nod. He leaned forward, glancing around at the other faces in the car. His gaze passed over Will once before snapping back to him and narrowing into a line.



“I’ll have you pull over right here, please,” said the hero.



“Is there a problem?” asked Jess.



“Ma’am, I’m going to have you just pull over right here, please.” He stood up, pointing to the detainment area off to the road’s right.



“I guess we should have expected this,” said Will as Jess obeyed the request.



“We haven’t done anything wrong,” said Jess. “You served your time. If they make your past into an issue, I’m holding them accountable. They’ll be looking for new jobs by the end of the week.”



“It’s nothing I’m not used to.” He unbuckled his seatbelt and lifted his hands into view.



“Lockpick,” came the hero’s voice. “I’m going to ask you to step out of the car slowly.”



Jess and Rue talked over one another as they expressed their irritation to the man. Avery was still silent in the front seat, asleep or at least not fully in tune with the situation. Will slowly opened his door and climbed out, smiling as the treatment stirred memories from a wilder time.



“Is something funny?” snapped the hero. He pushed Will forward roughly, making him set his hands on the car.



“Your costume color scheme,” said Will. “Did you get fitted by the intern, or something?”



A hard elbow ground into the space between his shoulder blades. Instigating the man wasn’t wise, he knew that, but it was a hard habit to break after years of being on the other side of the law. If they were going to treat him like a villain anyway, he wasn’t going to censor himself.



The mundane guards patted him down roughly, as though he might be hiding grenades down in the loose pockets of his gym shorts. The hero made a point of rustling his clothing a few times to see if anything fell loose.



“Put the knockout cuffs on him,” he said, nodding to the guards.



“This is ridiculous,” said Will. “You’ve got nothing on me.”



He really, really hoped that it was true. It seemed unlikely that the Champion Authority had uncovered the fact that he was the man behind Decay, the hot new supervillain on the block, but it wasn’t impossible. He assumed they’d have told Jess immediately, but perhaps they saw her familial relation to him as enough reason to keep her out of the loop.



“You’re going to let him go,” said Jess, climbing out of her seat. “He’s going to get back into the car, and my family and I are going to continue on our way.”



“Ma’am, I have orders to detain anyone I encounter related to the Mastodon prison break.”



“You have five seconds to explain to me how a man released
 before
 that incident could have anything to do with that incident.”



“Uh…” The hero glanced at the security guards as though in desperate need of backup. “I’m sorry. I’m just following orders.”



“Of course, I understand that completely.” Jess reached and set a hand on his shoulder, fingers digging in with super strength. “Now, do I need to ask you again, or are you going to let us by?”



The man let out a rather ungainly grunt of pain and quickly nodded his head. Will tried to keep his expression smug despite feeling more than a little emasculated by having his mother come to his defense. He could have easily handled the man and the guards himself, but not without revealing his power, and certainly not without making trouble for his family.



“I’m reporting you!” called the man.



“Go ahead,” said Jess. “I’m sure the Board of Directors will be eager to levy a punishment against
 Relic
 .”



He stared at her blankly, perhaps only then making the relevant connection. They were waved through into the parking garage without any further interference.















CHAPTER 7




FIVE YEARS EARLIER



 



“We’re not going to make it out of here, are we?” asked Lockpick.



Halberd sighed and leaned his head against the back of the car. They were both outside sitting in the sand in what little respite the shadow offered against the dry desert and blazing sun.



“In a reasonable timeframe, you mean?” asked Halberd.



“I mean at all,” said Lockpick. “It was enough of a gamble to begin with to think we could ditch the heroes by driving out into the middle of the desert. Going off road with this car and its balding tires was, well… poorly thought out.”



“We didn’t have many options at the time,” said Halberd. “It’s easy to criticize a plan. Harder to come up with one.”



They’d tried everything to get the car out of the rut it had sunken into. Pushing, slipping bits of cardboard and rocks under the front tires for traction. Halberd had even tried digging them out with one of his axes. They were a hundred miles from the nearest town, with no food and half a bottle of Dr Pepper to split between them.



“We’re going to have to drink our own pee,” said Halberd.



“Just… shut up.”



“No, it’s a thing, trust me,” said Halberd. “You have to make dew.”



“We won’t make do by drinking our own fucking pee. We’ll just be humiliating ourselves before we die of thirst.”



Halberd snorted and then let out a pained sigh. He sank down lower against the wheel he was sitting against and then suddenly straightened.



“Do you see that?” he asked.



“Yeah,” said Lockpick. “It looks like… smoke.”



“The only place there’s fire out in the desert is near people.”



 



***



 



Traveling through the desert with the resources they had was a hellish affair, but they endured. It took them about an hour to reach their apparent destination, and then they eyed what appeared to be a large and rather dangerous gathering of people from a distance of about half a mile, hidden behind the bulk of a dune.



RVs, ATVs, and various other less acronym-prone off-road vehicles littered an old salt plain, along with dozens of tents, but those weren’t what drew Lockpick’s gaze. He could see a few hundred people at least, and about half of them were armed, most just with knives or holstered pistols, but others with full-on assault rifles.



A massive bonfire blazed in the center of the arrangement, and several figures were busy feeding it with shriveled tree branches to build it even larger. Lockpick spotted a super, some guy with a nifty jumping power who was making a show of clearing the flames with deft leaps that brought him a hundred feet or more into the air.



When he started looking, he spotted them everywhere. A muscular guy in full desert camo kept sinking into the sand and emerging in new places as though swimming underwater. A blonde woman with incredibly long hair glowed with a faint golden aura, though he wasn’t entirely clear what her power was. 



“What is this?” he muttered.



“The Sandsnail Gathering,” said Halberd. “Damn. We might want to try the pee thing after all.”



“What? Why?”



“I suppose you could say it’s a yearly gathering of unlicensed supers and wild, off-the-beaten-path types. They all get together to build a huge bonfire in the desert, do drugs, have sex, make art. That kind of thing.”



“That doesn’t sound bad at all, really.”



“Recognize any of the supers down there?” asked Halberd. “Golden Lantern is pretty easy to spot, and if she’s there, so is Double Down.”



“What? You’re saying this is a gathering of villains?”



“Yeah, LP. I’m not sure they’ll take kindly to a pair of former heroes stumbling into their party.”



They spent half an hour discussing without coming to a decision as the sun set over the horizon. The desert was cold at night, but still bone dry. Lockpick was too thirsty to sleep, but even if he’d managed it, his body was telling him that he probably wouldn’t wake up in the morning.



“I’ll go,” said Halberd. “If they don’t attack me on sight and are willing to help, I’ll come back and get you.”



“I’m not waiting behind,” said Lockpick. “Who knows? We might stand a chance together if it does come to a fight.”



Halberd snorted, eyeing the numerous guns and villains. “Right. Well, it’s your choice. I won’t stop you this time.”



They approached the edge of the gathering, making their way down the slope of the dune with their arms held slightly out to the side. A man with an assault rifle noticed them immediately and swept the barrel of his weapon over them for a menacing moment.



Then he held it sideways like a guitar and started pretending to play it while rocking his hips side to side, hopping from foot to foot.



“You guys got your wristbands already?” he called. “If not, you have to go around front.”



“Ah,” said Halberd. “Right.”



He and Lockpick exchanged a glance and started walking around the edge of the gathering.



“Is that a… pool on the back of that truck?” asked Halberd.



“A pool with a water slide,” said Lockpick. “I wonder how it goes under bridges. What’s with that red tent in back? The one with the, um, woman in the bikini?”



“That’s not a woman, that’s a hooker,” said Halberd. “And that’s not a bikini, that’s lingerie.”



Lockpick nodded, walking a little faster to keep up with Halberd, who seemed keen on getting one of those wristbands. They both reached the same realization as they approached the woman sitting in the booth at the entryway and saw the prices on the sign next to her.



“$500 per person?” said Halberd in disbelief. “That seems… high.”



“I’m under eighteen,” said Lockpick. “Is there at least a children’s discount?”



“Hilarious.” The woman was reading a magazine, and she eyed them over the top of it. “A lot of logistical prep goes into a celebration like this. You should have looked up the price in the online invite before coming all the way…”



Her eyes went wide, and without looking away from them, she grabbed a radio on the table next to her and whispered something into it.



“Something tells me that she recognizes us,” said Halberd. “Awesome.”



Lockpick took a step back. “Too late to run?”



“Yeah.”



They held their ground, waiting as a group of men and women hurried toward the front of the gathering. One or two of them had weapons, but the man in the front was unarmed, and dressed in somewhat ridiculous clothing. He wore a straitjacket with unclipped sleeves, with an oversized tie around his neck.



“Halberd,” said the man. “Do you remember me?”



“I feel like I do,” said Halberd. “I feel like I want to. I’ve done a lot of drinking, so the memory isn’t quite what it was. It was
 Smile
 , or
 Grin
 , or something like that, right?”



“Smirk, actually,” said the man. “You chased me and the Blood Circus through three different cities.”



“Right!” said Halberd. “Um, sorry about that. My motivation has shifted a good deal since then. I’m not exactly allied with the Champion Authority these days.”



Smirk narrowed his eyes and wagged one of the overlong sleeves of his straitjacket at them. “So I’ve heard. Nice work taking down Deep End and Midnight. Their team was an annoying clump of superpowered stalkers. You guys need bracelets?”



“Um, yeah, we do,” said Halberd.



Smirk waved a hand, and one of the women standing behind him came forward and buttoned an entry bracelet around each of their wrists.



“I have people waiting back at my tent,” said Smirk. “Let’s talk later when things calm down.”



He waved, heading off down a lane formed by an RV and a truck with massive treaded tires. Halberd and Lockpick exchanged a glance as a group of young men and women in swimwear sprinted by, wet footprints trailing in their wake. A guy with dreadlocks blew out a massive cloud of weed smoke from a tent to their left and broke out into a coughing fit.



“I may have misjudged these people,” said Halberd. “You mind if I, you know… enjoy myself a bit?”



“What do you mean by that, exactly?”



“Oh, you know.” Halberd shrugged. “We’ve been through a lot. The sobriety thing has been interesting.”



“You haven’t been completely sober.”



“Another reason why it shouldn’t matter if I get a bit crunk,” said Halberd. “That’s the right word for it, right? Getting crunk?”



“Um…”



“If you get lost, we’ll meet up by the entrance in the morning,” said Halberd. “Stay safe!”



He took off in a seemingly random direction. Lockpick scowled and crossed his arms, annoyed, but not surprised. His throat was still bone dry, so he set his concern for Halberd aside and started looking for some bottled water.










CHAPTER 8




 



“I can’t believe that asshole treated LP like that,” said Rue. “Please tell me you really do have enough influence to get him fired?”



“He was just some no-name cape on guard duty,” said Will. “Not even worth going through the effort.”



He climbed out of the car, eyeing Jess, who was helping Avery on the other side. In truth, he doubted it would be the only time he’d encounter someone with an attitude or a grudge over the next few days. The Lighthouse would be full of supers who would recognize him, if not some he’d encountered and fought directly.



“I’ll bring it up with one of the directors, but remember, we’re here for Avery,” said Jess. “Getting her to the infirmary takes priority over everything else.”



It felt strange listening to Jess talk about Avery like she wasn’t there, but in a certain sense… she wasn’t. Her face was blank, and her eyes had that dreamy, far-off look. She’d mentioned to him a few times before that using her power too heavily made her hallucinate, mostly voices, but occasionally visuals. What was she seeing right now, he wondered?



They walked through the parking garage, which was surprisingly empty given its size, and took the elevator up to the main lobby. Will held his breath as the doors slid open, fighting the long-engrained impulse to treat heroes in costume like threats to his existence.



The lobby was a wide, circular space at the bottom of an open shaft in the center of the tower that ran all the way up to the top. A group of glass elevators intended more for observation than practical use ran straight up to the top floor. Numerous couches and lounge tables were arrayed around the edge of the space, though few were in use.



He recognized a fair number of the heroes he could see, though luckily, it was from his time with the Crimson Five rather than the chaotic years that had followed. They were just names and costumes to him now, Red Renegade, Sable, Ticking Saint.



He watched their reactions to both him and Jess,
 Lockpick
 and
 Relic
 . For most of them it was an exercise in conflicting emotions, caught between enthusiastically greeting Jess and outright glaring at him. Jess didn’t seem to notice, or maybe she was just ignoring it for his sake.



An older black man wearing a comically thick parka jogged over to them, stopping to catch his breath as he came close. He brushed a hand across his forehead, freezing a few droplets of sweat rather than wiping them away.



“Oof,” he muttered. “I gave up elevators as part of my New Year’s resolution to get into better shape. It was absolute hell getting down here to greet you guys.”



“Good to see you, Ice,” said Jess. “Have you met the rest of my family?”



“I know Kestrel, but think the other two were still kids back when I took my directorship,” said Ice. “This beautiful young lady must be Webcam, and I’ll go out on a limb and guess that this healthy lad is Lockpick. It’s nice to meet you both. Ice Nine, at your service.”



“Ice Nine?” said Rue, blinking. “The same Ice Nine who took on Meltdown with Astroman and Galaxy Maiden?”



“I was just there to freeze him up after they did all the heavy lifting, but yes,” said Ice. “It was a long time ago. I’m not an active hero anymore.”



His eyes flicked to Will, but he seemed more awkward and uncertain than outright hostile.



“Do you mind telling me what the Board of Directors thought was important enough to summon me here in person, Ice?” asked Jess.



“Afraid I can’t do that just yet,” said Ice. “It won’t be the full board in attendance, just GM, Pulse Master, and I, but we’ll get to that once you’re settled in. You mentioned that your daughter was suffering from a condition?”



Avery stiffened slightly, though her expression remained muted.



“Yes,” said Jess, frowning. “I’d like to get her down to the infirmary before anything else.”



“My assistant, Cricket, will escort you down,” said Ice Nine. He gestured to a gangly-looking teenager who bowed to them awkwardly.



“Of course!” he said. “Mrs... er… Ms. Relic, ma’am, if you’d come right this way.”



“We’ll catch up later,” said Ice. “If you run into GM, try to be polite. I know you two have history.”



“Ancient history,” said Jess. “I’m not worried about it.”



Ice waved to them as he took off toward the stairs at a jog. The teenage hero, Cricket, seemed to weight under the sudden attention of Jess,
 Relic
 , and the rest of them.



“Who is GM?” asked Rue.



“GM, Galaxy Maiden, I would assume,” said Will. “You never mentioned that you had history with her. Any chance it’s related to—”



A hero in a black and yellow costume bumped into him with a hard and deliberate shoulder check. He stopped, watching him walk off without apologizing, and felt a strange, unwanted nostalgia for his time back in prison.



“That was rude,” said Rue. “What’s that guy’s problem?”



“Probably me,” said Will. “It’s no big deal.”



“It’s no small deal, either,” said Jess, glaring at the offender. “Let me know if it happens again, and I’ll talk to Ice about it.”



“Um,” said Cricket, voice cracking a bit. “The elevator is right this way, Ms. Relic.”



“Just call me Jess,” she replied.



Cricket chuckled nervously. “Of course, Ms. Jess. If you would follow me?”



They climbed into one of the main glass elevators, and it brought them down into the Lighthouse’s sublevels. The scene wasn’t as impressive as going up through the open shaft would have been, but several floors passed by and gave them a better sense of the scale of the structure. It felt more like a mall than a base of operations.



“We’re almost there, Avery,” whispered Will. “The doctors here should be able to help you.”



He squeezed her hand, ignoring the look that Jess gave him. It felt like Avery was ignoring him in much the same way, but he had to believe that his words were getting through, even if it didn’t seem like it.



“The, um, infirmary is on the second-lowest level,” said Cricket, fighting the increasingly awkward silence. “Only the generator and various storage areas are below it. It’s quiet down there, and there aren’t many people passing through.”



“Good to know,” said Jess.



The doors silently slid open when the elevator finally came to a stop. The infirmary looked like any other hospital, white floors, busy nurses in scrubs, tired doctors in long white coats. Jess set a hand on Avery’s shoulder and gently guided her forward. A woman in glasses with a clipboard stepped forward to greet them, her expression full of empathy.



“Hello,” she said. “I’m Doctor Yuri. It’s been a while, Jess.”



“It has.” Jess smiled and nodded. “This is my daughter, Avery. She’s been… unwell recently. She was possessed by another super and forced to use her power in a way that went beyond what she normally finds comfortable.”



Jess passed Avery’s file from her original hospital to Doctor Yuri, who quickly scanned the first page.



“Power fatigue,” she muttered. “I would agree with that diagnosis, but just looking at her now… it’s possible that there’s also a greater underlying condition.”



“It’s in her file,” said Jess. “She’s had similar episodes in the past.”



Doctor Yuri flipped to the file’s next page. “I think in-patient treatment would be appropriate, given the nature of her case. Are you going to be at the Lighthouse in the interim?”



“I’m here on business with the Board of Directors anyway,” said Jess. “The plan was for us to stay until Avery makes a recovery.”



“Perfect. I’ll get her checked in and review her prescriptions. If you want to talk with her for a few minutes first, make sure she understands what’s going on, I think it would help.”



It felt far too much like saying goodbye for Will’s liking, even though they’d simply be staying in a different part of the building. Rue gave Avery a tight hug and whispered something into her ear. Jess held her hand and reassured her in that soothing way that only she could manage.



“Hey,” said Will. “We’ll get through this, alright? I know firsthand how tough you are.”



“Thanks,” muttered Avery.



He glanced around and decided to risk going for a kiss. She didn’t move her lips much, but he thought he saw the smallest edge of a smile on her mouth afterward. Jess cleared her throat disapprovingly.



“We should let her rest up,” she said.



“She’ll be in one of the central rooms,” said Doctor Yuri. “We mostly use them for supers who have trouble controlling their powers. I’ve seen some cases of power fatigue in which people end up discovering a new facet of their power. It’s not unlikely that she might have an expanded skillset once she recovers.”



“A new facet of her power?” said Will. “Do you mean like a second power, or…?”



Doctor Yuri nodded. “Normally it’s a companion power, or just a stronger version of the original. There are a couple of different theories as to how it’s connected to power fatigue itself, but the general consensus is that the human body naturally holds back when a super has a power that might place a dangerous amount of strain on them.”



Will nodded slowly, his thoughts drawn to his own recent peculiarities. He couldn’t bring it up with a doctor without potentially outing his secrets, but he’d been seeing that strange blue glow around certain supers, like he was seeing a visual representation of their power. He’d been the only one who’d been able to see Hive’s cords, and it had happened again with Rue and her camera sight after that.



“She’ll have everything she needs here,” said Doctor Yuri. “I can guarantee you that. Visiting hours run all the way through until midnight, so feel free to check up on her as often as you want. I only ask that you be mindful of how much rest she’s going to need.”



“Of course,” said Jess.



They said their final goodbyes to Avery and followed Cricket back into the elevator.










CHAPTER 9




 



“She’ll be alright,” said Jess.



“I know,” said Will.



“It might take some time for her to get back on her feet, but Avery is a fighter,” she said.



“I know.” He took Jess’s hand and squeezed it.



Rue pulled closer to Will on his other side, and he put an arm around her waist, ignoring Cricket, who was awkwardly standing next to the elevator’s controls.



“Um…” Cricket cleared his throat. “Director Ice Nine arranged lodgings for you on the tenth floor. It’s one of the suites we prepared for another mentor team that trained here last year. I hope you find it to be suitable.”



He led them forward into an area of the Lighthouse that had the mellow ambience of an upscale apartment building. The doors opened with keycards, and Cricket passed them each one after leading them to where they’d be staying.



It was basically a small two-bedroom apartment, with a living area with a couch, kitchenette, and fridge, and a small desk against one wall. It was practically paradise to them after so many days in their previous motel room, and Rue immediately collapsed into the couch with a satisfied sigh.



“This is perfect,” said Jess. “Thank you, Cricket.”



“Of course,” he said. “I’ll let the three of you get settled in. Director Ice Nine will probably send me to escort you to the boardroom once they’re ready for you, so I’ll see you again in a few minutes.”



He bowed to them again and did an odd back shuffle out of the room. Will exchanged a glance with Rue.



“What’s his power, anyway?” he asked.



“I have literally no idea,” she said, with a shrug. “Maybe jumping or something? Or shrinking down to the size of a cricket?”



“You know, female crickets sometimes eat the males after mating,” said Jess.



“Ew!” said Rue. “Mom! Why would you say something like that?”



“I just thought it was interesting,” said Jess. “I doubt it has anything to do with his power, but it’s something that happens in nature.”



“Fascinating, and gross,” said Will. He walked over to the fridge and opened it to find, unsurprisingly, that it was empty. “We should have asked him what the food situation is like here.”



“There’s a main café on the third floor, I think?” said Jess. “I know there’s also a basic grocery store on one of the shopping levels. It looks like we have a stove and some pans in here if you two want a homecooked meal over whatever they’re serving up for free.”



“I’ll take the café,” said Rue. “No offense.”



“Just because you say no offense doesn’t necessarily negate your implication,” said Jess, crossing her arms. “I think my cooking would hold up against whatever they’re serving here.”



“You can cook for me,” said Will. “We can have a nice, candlelit dinner while Rue eats a tuna sandwich, or plain hamburger, or whatever their meal plan entails.”



He wrapped his arms around her waist and hugged her from behind, hearing Jess let out an amused chuckle. Rue furrowed her brow at them but said nothing, apparently used to Will’s displays of affection.



“I… wouldn’t be opposed to that,” said Jess. “I miss cooking. Strange to admit that, given how much of a chore it could sometimes be, but having to eat out every night during our stay at the motel gave me new appreciation for my own homecooked meals.”



“Give me a shopping list, and I’ll hunt everything down at the grocery store here,” said Will. “Along with a bottle of wine. Possibly two.”



“You know all the right things to say,” said Jess. She grinned and turned around in his embrace, kissing him on the cheek and hugging him. “I don’t mind gathering the ingredients. I’m not sure what they’ll have, so I can’t settle on a meal plan until I’ve surveyed the landscape.”



 “Fair enough. But the wine is essential.”



“I’m still getting used to you being old enough to legally imbibe,” said Jess. “I have to suppress the urge to chastise you every time you mention drinking.”



“I respond far better to positive reinforcement,” he said, letting his hands slide down her back.



“Well, I will have to keep that in mind.” There was a playful gleam in her eyes that Will found to be far too much of a turn on.



“Can the two of you either end your PDA or move it out of my field of vision?” called Rue.



Jess stiffened and pulled back from Will’s arms, despite Rue’s comment obviously being a joke from her tone. He couldn’t help but smile when he saw Jess’s face, a veritable cluster of conflicting emotions.



“We were just being friendly with each other,” she said defensively.



“Is that what the kids are calling it these days?” teased Rue.



“Rue!” said Jess. “That’s not appropriate to joke about.”



“Everything’s appropriate to joke about,” said Rue. “Honestly, if the two of you are going to act so lovey dovey all the time, you should expect to occasionally get called out on it. It’s not like I’m being serious or…”



She’d been looking at her phone while talking to them, and the hand holding it clenched visibly, knuckles white against the edge of the pink case.



“What’s wrong?” asked Will.



“Nothing!” She scowled and tapped away at her phone. “Nothing’s wrong.”



“Alright, if you say so.”



“I’m going to take a shower,” said Jess. “Reduce the amount of competition there will be for the bathroom later tonight.”



She grabbed her bag and slipped into the bathroom. Will waited until he heard the door click shut before heading over to sit down next to Rue on her bed. She didn’t say anything, instead simply turning her phone toward him to let him read the notification email she’d been browsing.



“They suspended you from CamCasters?” he said, frowning. “Why? What did you do?”



“Nothing!” snapped Rue. “And it would be what
 we
 did, if it was something. I haven’t streamed since the day of the fire.”



“Then why did they suspend you?”



“I have no idea! That’s why I’m freaking out!”



She swore under her breath and began tapping on her phone again in a panic.



“It’s probably some kind of glitch or mistake,” he said. “Email the website and ask them what’s going on before getting any more worked up, alright?”



“I’m going to, but what if it’s not?” she muttered. “What if there’s like, some rule I violated without realizing it? I don’t think I even read the rules when I signed up. God, I’m such an idiot!”



“Hey, come on,” he said. “Let’s try to maintain perspective here. Even if we assume they suspended you for a justifiable reason, there are other websites.”



“I’d have to start over again from zero building up my fan base. It’s not like I have any way of contacting them to let them know where I’ll be streaming.”



“I don’t know about that,” said Will. “I bet you could figure one out with your power. At least for the major donors.”



“I suppose I could try.” She gave a tiny shrug and finally set her phone down. “Am I being ridiculous for getting so worked up over this?”



“Maybe a little, but I love your ridiculous side.”



“No, I mean…” She looked away from him. “Does it say something about me that I enjoy it so much? I’m taking off my clothes for a bunch of random internet strangers. And… I want to keep doing it.”



Will put an arm around her. “You did more than just that, Cammie.”



“Jerk. You did it too.”



“I enjoyed it, too,” he said. “I want to keep doing it just as much.”



She smiled reluctantly and prodded him in the chest with a finger. “Well, that means you’re just as bad as I am.”



“Worse.”



She held his gaze for a powerful moment, with the sound of the shower in the background confirming and reconfirming that Jess was occupied in the other room. Will kissed her on the lips, softly at first, and then with more force and rising intention.



Rue let out a sigh of longing and reached for her phone. “I’ve got to get unsuspended. I’m going to email them right now.”



“Email them after,” said Will, kissing her neck.



Rue giggled. “The sooner I email them, the sooner we can start plotting ways to stream here. They must have like, a computer lab somewhere, and if we sneak in there when it’s empty…”



“Risky,” said Will. “I like it.”



“Figures you would.” She stretched on her stomach on the bed, staring into her phone. The curve of her butt was so pronounced and perfect in her tight leggings, soft and sculpted.



He straddled her, letting his crotch press into her ass and running his hands over her back. Rue made a faint moaning noise and wiggled slightly. Will felt himself getting hard and tried to remember how long ago Jess had gotten into the shower, how long she usually took.



Rue ignored him even as he leaned over her more heavily and started rocking into her. He let his breath tickle her neck as he ran a hand along the side of her body, toward her breast, fully expecting her to stop him at any moment.



“I could sit on your lap in the computer lab,” she whispered. “Then you could, I don’t know… play with me, I guess. I bet my fans would get a kick out of that.”



“We could get away with a lot,” he said. “Especially if you wore a skirt.”



Rue let out another soft moan. The hand she wasn’t holding her phone with splayed out flat on the mattress. Will pressed his down on top of it, still rocking into her, openly groping her breast with his other hand.



“A skirt,” he growled into her ear. “And no panties.”



Rue gasped and rolled over underneath him, grabbing his shirt. Will kissed her, sliding in between her thighs, his body moving against hers as the moment accelerated out of control. They were both too horny, too young and stupid, to stop themselves. It was a game of chicken where they both wanted to crash
 hard
 , over and over again, until they were sweaty and sticky and spent.



The shower turned off. It took Will a second to realize what that meant, and a few more to extricate himself from their mutually aroused embrace. Rue left her hand on his thigh, rubbing the edge of his cock through his shorts, and he didn’t have the willpower to remove it. A little bit of touching… could Jess really fault them for that?



She came out wearing just a towel, which was absolute torture for Will to behold, and spared them only a passing glance as she began rifling through her bag for a change of clothes. Rue nuzzled in closer to Will as soon as Jess’s back was turned, and they shared another greedy kiss. Rue’s fingers teased his cock, testing its hardness as though checking to see if a fruit was ripe enough to eat.



There was a knock at the door. Jess ran a comb through her scraggly hair and went to answer it, still in just a towel. Cricket stood on the other side, and Will watched the teenager’s mouth drop open in complete awe.



Welcome to my world, a place of eye candy and frustration.



“Um,” said Cricket. “I was… I’m sorry!”



He shielded his eyes and turned around. Jess laughed and shot an amused glance back at Will and Rue.



“I should be apologizing,” said Jess. “I just got out of the shower. I suppose I should have gotten dressed before greeting anyone at the door.”



“It’s fine!” said Cricket. “I mean… thank you. I mean, um… I’m here to take you to the meeting with the Board of Directors, if you’re ready?”



“Could you give me a minute?”



“Of course, ma’am!”



Jess closed the door and turned around, looking incredibly pleased with herself. “It makes me feel a decade under my age to have a young man react to me like that.”



“I bet if you dropped the towel you’d drop another five,” said Will.



“Shush, mister.”



She hurried to get dressed. As much as Will would have loved to use the time with her back in the bathroom to pick up right where he left off with Rue, they both knew there was no telling when Jess would come out.



“Sorry for the wait,” Jess said to Cricket, reopening the door. “I’m ready.”



“The, um, meeting is for both you and your son,” said Cricket. “They requested to see Relic and Lockpick.”



All eyes turned to Will. He stroked his chin, curious about what the Board of Directors of the Champion Authority would want with him. From Jess’s growing smile, she’d already jumped to the obvious conclusion, the one that he’d never let himself make.



“Your suspension,” she said, grinning and walking over to grab his hand. “Will… They might be considering restoring your hero license!”










CHAPTER 10




 



Will stood next to Jess in the elevator as they rode it up to one of the Lighthouse’s exclusive higher levels. Jess was still smiling, still full of hope for what the meeting might hold. He shared in some of that enthusiasm but wasn’t about to let himself trust it.



It’s just as likely that they’ve discovered you’re Decay.



Was that why his heart was pounding so hard in his chest? It was a challenge to separate the fear from the hope, budding excitement from anticipated disappointment. He looked over at Jess again, and her hand brushed against his.



“Hey,” she said. “You served your time. You deserve this, LP.”



“Life isn’t always about getting what you deserve.”



“Sometimes it is.” She threaded her fingers through his and squeezed. “Sometimes we get lucky.”



The elevator doors swung open. The hallway on the other side was opulent to the point of ostentation, with marble statues of deceased heroes in costume, some displaying their power, others stoic and confident.



Their footsteps echoed as they followed Cricket down the hall, passing by a series of identical rooms and turning around a corner before stopping at a set of heavy wooden doors that looked capable of forestalling a siege. Cricket took a breath, looking almost as nervous as Will felt, and then knocked on the door.



“Come in,” came a deep, feminine voice.



Cricket bowed to Will and Jess and stepped out of their way, apparently not treating the invitation as one extended to him. They entered the boardroom side by side, mother and son, Relic and Lockpick… hero and villain.



It spoke to the confidence and strength of the people sitting around the long, oval table within that they needed no additional guards, despite their importance. Not all the board was in attendance, with the notable absence of Executive Director Astroman, but Will recognized everyone who was there.



Ice Nine sat to the left, fingers steepled on the table in front of him, still wearing his heavy parka and looking like he’d just stepped out of an Alaskan blizzard.



 Galaxy Maiden was in the central seat, a striking woman of perhaps fifty or sixty years with a fit body and streaks of grey running through her black hair.



To her right sat an old, bald man who wore a massive pair of headphones — Pulse Master, if Will guessed correctly, given his reputation for having sonic hearing.



“Relic,” said Galaxy Maiden, nodding. “
 Lockpick
 .”



The tone she spoke his former hero name in told him just about everything he needed to know about how the meeting was, or wasn’t, going to go. He was glad he hadn’t let that budding hope build into anything more.



“Please,” said Ice Nine. “Have a seat. We’re just here to discuss a few things. You can relax.”



“Thank you,” said Jess.



The room was deathly silent as they both slid their chairs out and sat down. Will felt a familiar tension in his jaw and neck, like his body was anticipating a fight, readying itself for impact.



“I wish this could be a social visit,” said Galaxy Maiden. “Truly, I do. It’s been, what? Six, seven years since we last spoke?”



“Seven, I think,” said Jess.



“You were still with Halberd at the time, if I recall.” Galaxy Maiden flashed a curious smile. “That man was something else.”



“It was a long time ago,” said Jess.



“Right. Well, to get straight to the point, we have some questions about the recent spate of villain-related incidents in Lancaster City.”



“Just to be clear, we aren’t questioning your conduct,” said Ice Nine. “We’re just trying to get a better idea of what’s been going on.”



“I understand,” said Jess.



“And we’ll have questions for both of you,” said Ice Nine, nodding to Will.



“I’ll answer,” he said.



“What?” shouted Pulse Master.



Galaxy Maiden sighed and leaned toward the old man. “He said he’ll answer any questions we have for him.”



“Questions we… oh, yes.” Pulse Master cleared his throat. “Carry on, then.”



Galaxy Maiden nodded, folding one arm across her body and perching her elbow against it. “Lockpick. I understand that you were serving time at Mastodon Supermax shortly before the prison was attacked. Did you have any advance notice of the escape?”



“No,” said Will. “I wasn’t the most popular person on the inside, as you can probably imagine.”



“You didn’t hear anything?” asked Galaxy Maiden. “Anything at all?”



“Nothing.”



“Did you assist the escape in anyway?” asked Galaxy Maiden.



“Of course he didn’t!” snapped Jess.



Ice Nine cleared his throat. “Best if you let your son answer. We know already, we just need to hear it from him.”



“No, I had nothing to do with the escape,” said Will. “Is this why you brought me to this meeting? To treat me like an escaped prisoner by association?”



The directors ignored his remark. Galaxy Maiden had a notebook in front of her, and she flipped to a new page.



“In the time following the escape, the Drifters arrived in Lancaster City to lend their aid to the recapture,” she said. “Your daughter, Kestrel, also came out of retirement and received a travel permit to do flyovers of the Exclusion Zone.”



“That’s correct,” said Jess.



“We also have a report from the guards stationed at one of the gates near Lancaster City that both you and your son returned from the Exclusion Zone on motorcycle. Am I to understand that you both were trespassing within those grounds for a period of time?”



“Are you going to write us a ticket if we say yes?” asked Will.



Galaxy Maiden glared at him. Jess nudged him with her leg under the table.



“Due to extenuating circumstances, I was briefly engaged in combat against several escaped prisoners within the Exclusion Zone,” said Jess. “They were members of a gang known as the Power Realists, and they’d taken William hostage. I assume it was to use him as leverage against me.”



Her explanation, though a slight fabrication of the truth, was practically bulletproof. Will could see the gears turning in Galaxy Maiden’s head as she frowned and flipped to a new page in her notebook. For whatever reason, he was getting the sense that she had a grudge against Jess.



“Moving on,” said Galaxy Maiden. “Tell me about the incident with Hive.”



“Another escaped prisoner,” said Jess. “His possession power made it difficult for myself, the Drifters, and the Second Advent to react to him.”



“He’s in the custody of the Second Advent now?” asked Galaxy Maiden.



“I believe that’s correct,” said Jess. “I was occupied in the aftermath of the fight.”



“That aligns with our report from the Drifters,” said Galaxy Maiden. “Curious that nobody seems to know much about the abomination that attacked the city just after that encounter. We’ve yet to confirm who actually engaged with the monster, and what, exactly, forced it away from the city.”



Will tried to keep his face as neutral as possible as he thought back to his duel against Genesis. He remembered the dream he’d had the previous night, and an odd tingling sensation ran up the back of his neck.



For an instant, he could see a blue aura around Galaxy Maiden, a faint, surreal shimmer, like a heat mirage but more defined. Her power involved channeling and capturing starlight, and he realized that the glimmer reminded him of just that — the flicker of a shimmering star.



“Lockpick?” said Galaxy Maiden. “Are you listening?”



He sat upright in his chair. “Sorry, what was the question?”



The directors frowned at one another, and Galaxy Maiden continued. “Tell us about your life on parole. The reports from your parole officer have been spurious and lacking in detail. Have you found a job yet?”



“Not exactly,” he said.



“A simple yes or no will do.”



“Then no, I don’t have a job,” he said.



“Have you begun the process of enrolling in school?”



He shook his head. “It hasn’t been a priority.”



“If you have an interest in remaining a free man, you might want to make it one,” said Galaxy Maiden.



“Excuse me?” said Jess. “That’s a little uncalled for.”



“Jess.” Ice Nine gave her a pleading look, sliding his hand flat across the table.



“On top of your complacency, the other factor which appears to be a glaring oversight is your treatment itself,” said Galaxy Maiden. “This abstinence meditation treatment is a complete farce. I’m sending you down to the infirmary to receive a prescription for Normexital.”



“This seems like something that should be run through my parole officer first, doesn’t it?” asked Will.



“You’ll be receiving a new one shortly.” Galaxy Maiden narrowed her eyes at him. “Don’t think I missed the fact that your sister was previously serving in that capacity.”



“It’s her job, and she takes it seriously,” said Jess, through gritted teeth.



“As for you, Relic, I’m afraid for the time being we’re going to have to appoint a new lead hero for Lancaster City,” said Galaxy Maiden. “Miss Mass seems capable of performing the role in the interim until we find a new permanent candidate.”



Jess stared at the three directors in abject shock. Will set a hand on her knee under the table, still reeling from his own dressing down. Normexital. Unbelievable.



“Do either of you have any questions for us?” asked Galaxy Maiden.



He and Jess shook their heads.



“Do any of my fellow directors wish to ask anything else or comment?”



Ice Nine shook his head. Pulse Master was asleep, faint snoring rumbling out of his nostrils.



“As always, I appreciate your professionalism, Relic,” said Galaxy Maiden. “Shame about the Crimson Five.”










CHAPTER 11




 



“Unbelievable,” muttered Jess. “That woman is a power-crazed witch.”



They’d taken the elevator midway down the tower and stood on one of the balconies overlooking the main lobby. Will was leaning against the railing on his elbows, and he slowly shook his head.



“She has no idea what’s going on in her city,” he muttered. “It feels like she just decided to use this as an excuse to flex her power.”



“It would have been different if Astroman had been here,” said Jess. “He’s kind and understanding. Always reminded me of the grandfather I never had. He would have cut her off as soon as she started up with her power trip.”



“Are you going to be alright?” he asked.



“Of course. Being demoted out of the position of lead hero does mean I’ll have to take a pretty significant pay cut, but it’s not that big of a deal in the grand scheme of things. I could always reach out to another area, see if there are some openings for the role elsewhere, assuming you and Rue and Avery don’t mind making the move.”



He shrugged, slightly reluctant toward the idea. He still had unfinished business in Lancaster City, not to mention a new crop of friends. Erik and Mist, and even Charlie.



“Let’s just get through the next few days,” said Will. “I’m assuming we are still staying here while Avery is in the infirmary?”



“Yeah, until the doctor has a solid idea about her treatment plan,” said Jess. “It’s not much of an inconvenience, given that we don’t have any way to return home yet.”



“The upside of having your house burn down.”



Jess chuckled. “Yeah. Hey… do you still want to eat a homecooked meal tonight?”



“Absolutely.”



“I am going all out, then,” she said, with a smile.



“Don’t forget the wine.”



“Never. Recent events have inspired me to add an extra bottle to the quota. Want to come with for the shopping?”



“Nah, I’ll stay here a while longer,” he said. “I’ll meet up with you later.”



She nodded and kissed him softly on the cheek, lingering with her face close to his. “I love you, Will.”



“I love you, too.”



He was surprised by the different emotions he felt as he watched Jess walk off. He was angry, galled, really, by how Galaxy Maiden had treated them both, but there was disappointment there, too.



He knew it’d been childish to get his hopes up, but a part of him really had wanted everything to simply go back to normal, or at least as close to it as he could get. To become
 Lockpick
 again in costume and name, even if it came with a clouded reputation, appealed to him far more than he liked to admit.



He was sick of running into Relic as Decay, Kestrel as Decay. Looking at his hands, Will stared down at the various heroes interacting in the lobby below.



A teenager in black leather and a playful cowboy hat mask contraption was pulling on a young woman in a purple costume’s cape, reeling her in for a kiss. Two greying older supers with the classic-style eye masks stood along one wall, chatting with one another in hushed tones.



There was an order to it, tradition and prestige and camaraderie, distilled together and harnessed for good. The Champion Authority wasn’t perfect — far from it — but there was a simplicity underlying that way of life that he missed dearly.



“So forlorn were the thinker’s eyes, dare one interrupt the human buffering?”



Will realized that somebody had joined him at the railing, a young man around the same age as him with thick-framed glasses and curly, brown hair. He wore a suit jacket over a t-shirt and jeans, along with a strange watch that had an array of pulsating dots for a face.



“What?” said Will.



“You look like you’re thinking. Want me to leave you alone?”



Will snorted. “No, it’s fine. What’s up? Are you another messenger for the board?”



The man narrowed his eyes, waiting for something. “You don’t remember me, do you?”



Will was used to hearing that question asked with far more derision in the undertone. Villains in prison had popped it to him on the regular, and it’d always meant a fight with some former enemy of the week of the Crimson Five.



There was no anger or resentment in this young man’s voice, however, and he did seem familiar, somehow.



Those glasses… Way, way back.



“Complex,” said Will. “Holy shit.”



Complex chuckled and shook his hand. “It’s been a while, LP. Would it be rude for me to ask how you’ve been?”



“Depends on whether you want to hear about all the people I stabbed in prison,” he said.



“I’ll have you know that I remain a fan of both violence and dark humor,” said Complex. “Over or under fifteen?”



“Over.”



“Twenty?”



Will paused. “Over.”



“Fifty.”



“Under.”



“Well never mind, then,” said Complex. “Here I thought you were some scary supervillain, but you’ve only stabbed, at most, forty-nine people.”



“It’s not the number of the stabs, but the quality of each one,” he said. “How long has it been?”



“Tenish years? I think the last time we hung was at that CA gathering in Toronto. We were a pair of pubescent terrors back then.”



“Remember those twins?” asked Will. “Nina and…”



“Nila. Nina and Nila. We spent the better part of a day trying to put kick-me signs on their backs.”



“Flirting was so much simpler back then,” said Will.



“Didn’t you outright ask one of them to marry you?”



“I’m pretty sure we both asked them to marry us,” said Will. “I can’t remember which one said yes.”



“You should see them now,” said Complex. “They joined up with Color Spray. They have matching costumes and incredible bodies. How are your sisters, by the way?”



“They’re fine,” said Will, narrowing his eyes slightly.



Complex chuckled and held up his hands in mock surrender.



“It was only a question, LP,” he said. “Anyway, I’m on my way upstairs to report to the queen bee. Just wanted to let you know that not everyone here at the Lighthouse is out for your blood.”



He started to turn away and then hesitated, coming back to grab Will’s shoulder.



“Some people are, though,” said Complex. “Seriously. Be careful. Try to avoid walking through the hallways alone when you have the option.”



Will blinked. It was hard to tell when Complex was being serious sometimes, but this felt like one of them.



“Thanks,” he said. “I will.”










CHAPTER 12




 



Will headed back to the suite that had been prepared for his family, taking Complex’s advice to heart as he made his way through the Lighthouse. It was easy to tell when someone recognized him, but much more difficult to get a sense of their level of animosity, along with any inclination toward violence. His sense for that sort of thing had dulled since leaving Mastodon.



The place was empty. He figured Jess was still out shopping. Rue had left a note on the table saying she was heading down to the café on the second level. Lacking anything else to do in the moment, he decided to go check in on her.



The hallway outside the café was far busier than the other sections of the Lighthouse he’d explored. Will was concerned that more people might mean more danger, but the crowd had the opposite effect, letting him blend in and feel inconspicuous.



He spotted Rue as soon as he made his way inside the café. She was sitting at a table with three other girls her age, chatting away, smiling and animated. He considered just leaving her be, letting her make friends and be an independent nineteen-year-old, but she spotted him and waved him over before he could exercise the option.



“Will!” she said, smiling and bursting with energy. “This is my brother. Will, this is Kaci, Surana, and Kyoko.”



“Hi,” said Kaci. She was tall, with dark brown hair and dimples and playful eyes. “So you’re the
 evil villain
 everyone has been talking about. You don’t look so evil.”



There was something decidedly flirtatious about her tone that he wasn’t about to explore in front of Rue. “Former villain. I’m just a regular, boring guy now.”



“I somehow doubt that very much,” said Kaci.



“Um…” Rue shot her a frown. “I’d invite you to join us, but we just ordered our food.”



“It’s fine.” He patted her on the shoulder. “I was just checking in on you. Do you have plans for later tonight?”



“We might steal her to go see a movie,” said Kaci. “You could join us, if you wanted?”



Rue looked hesitant, if not conflicted by the suggestion, which he could understand. He had no interest in glomming on to her party, especially given how rare it was to see her hanging out with new people her own age, other teenage girls with superpowers who understood her perspective.



“Maybe next time,” he said. “I figured I’d check on Avery and then retire back to our rooms. Boring, like I said.”



“Too bad,” said Kaci.



“I’ll see you later tonight?” said Rue. “Possibly tomorrow morning, depending on how late I stay out.”



“Sure,” he said. “Have fun.”



He waved to the table as he walked away, grinning to himself at the way they immediately started whispering to one another once he was out of earshot. The crowd parted for him as he headed back out into the hallway, but he only made it a few steps before slowing down. Someone was following him.



“Hey,” called a female voice. “Lockpick, right?”



He scowled and prepared himself for potential trouble. “Yeah. What do you want?”



“Whoa, easy there, mister muscles.” A short, blonde woman of perhaps thirty-five or forty stepped toward him, sipping from a steaming latte. “My name is Sprinter. I am a shameless recruiter looking to fill an empty slot on my team.
 Color Spray,
 maybe you’ve heard of us? I was wondering if you might help me out a little.”



“Depends on what you’re asking,” he said. He kept walking down the hall, and she fell into step beside him.



“Has your sister ever thought about joining another team before?” asked Sprinter. “She’s exceptionally powerful. I’m sure you know that better than most people. We would love to have Webcam providing support for us and would certainly reward her handsomely for her help.”



Rue, on a team. Strange how the idea twisted at his heartstrings. He wanted to see her succeed, to become the confident, mature woman he so often saw flashes of in her behavior. But at the same time, it would mean letting her go.



“Have you talked to her about this?” he asked Sprinter.



“I got about two sentences into introducing myself, and she held up her hand and said
 I don’t talk to recruiters without appointments
 .”



“You should probably try to make an appointment, then.”



“See, that’s where you come in,” said Sprinter. “She’s obviously not keen on the idea. Could you maybe talk to her, put in a good word for me?”



“She’s her own woman,” said Will. “I’ll mention it to her, but no promises.”



“I would appreciate that. It’s a great opportunity for her. A lot of teams won’t consider heroes that haven’t trained on campus at the Super Academy. This might be the best shot she gets at being part of a serious team, one that she can grow into, build a life around. Isn’t that what you’d want for your sister?”



“I’ll mention it to her,” he said again.



He slipped into the elevator just as the doors were closing. Sprinter stutter-stepped forward as though considering diving through the tiny, closing crack, before ultimately deciding against it. She crossed her arms and stared back in the direction of the café like a hunter trying to get into the mind of their quarry.



Rue,
 Webcam
 , back on a team. It wasn’t just that he didn’t want to lose her. A part of him was actually a little jealous, and as ridiculous as that was, he couldn’t shake it off. He would tell Rue about the offer the soonest chance he got. He’d also push her to seriously consider it, even if it meant losing her, even if it meant watching her live a life that would forever be denied to a former supervillain, a suspended hero.



I can’t look at it like that. This is about Rue, not me.



 



***



 



Will gave into the urge to go and check up on Avery in the infirmary. It was a little risky, given that Galaxy Maiden might have phoned ahead with the details of his newly required Normexital prescription. He had no interest in being forced into chemically neutering his powers, which meant he needed more time to figure out a workaround.



Luckily, none of the doctors or nurses confronted him about it as he scribbled his name down on the check-in sheet. He headed for Avery’s room, hoping for the best, preparing himself for the worst.



He didn’t get either extreme. She was asleep in bed, her face tranquil, with tangles of red hair loose across the pillow. Will stood outside her room, concerned that even just opening the door and heading inside might wake her up and interfere with her fragile recovery.



“We made a few small adjustments to her treatment.” Doctor Yuri came to stand next to him, smiling gently. “The goal is to taper her off the medications which I suspect are contributing to the general mental fog she suffers from and see if we can’t find a more nuanced way to help her control her power.”



“That sounds reasonable enough,” he said.



“She’s already making progress,” said Doctor Yuri. “It is going to be incremental, of course, but the best thing you can do to help her is to just be there for her. When she’s awake, that is. She’s also going to need a lot of rest for her body to adjust to all the changes.”



“Right.”



“You’re a good brother. She’s lucky to have you.”



Doctor Yuri moved on, and Will was left watching Avery from the other side of the glass observation window. He felt a hand touch his shoulder and turned to see Jess, shopping bag in tow, standing behind him.



“Hey LP,” she said. “I thought you might be here.”



“I just wanted to see how she was doing,” he said.



“So did I. She’s asleep?”



“Yeah.”



Jess set her hand against the glass, watching her daughter. “How about we come back tomorrow?”



“I thought I’d stay in the waiting room for a while,” he said, with a shrug. “See if she wakes up. Maybe she’ll want company.”



“It’s already past eight,” said Jess. “I think she’ll be out for the night.”



“Still…”



“What happened to us having dinner together?” asked Jess. “Are you really going to have me buy all of this wine and drink it by myself?”



He chuckled and shook his head. “Fair point. You want to head back upstairs?”



“I should check in with Doctor Yuri,” said Jess.



“You just missed her. I think she went that way.”



“Meet me at the elevator?”



He nodded, relieved her of her heavy shopping bag, and headed out of the infirmary. He didn’t have to walk far down the hall to reach the elevator, but apparently, it was far enough. Someone was walking behind him, and it wasn’t Jess.



He set the bag down and slid it sideways under a discarded wheelchair just in time to avoid spilling the groceries across the floor. A heavy fist slammed into the side of his skull hard enough to bounce his head against the wall.



He reached for his penknife, but of course, he’d left that back with his motorcycle and costume in the storage unit outside Lancaster City. Still blinking stars out of his vision, Will tried to swing at his attacker, a bald man he didn’t recognize.



Another punch from a new direction slammed into his stomach and he crumpled to the floor. Someone spat on him, disgustingly hot saliva marking the side of his neck. He stumbled upright, but the fight was already over, already lost, and his attackers were safe behind the closing elevator doors.



His lip was bleeding, and his head still felt like a drum circle was taking place inside it. He wiped away the spit and started looking for the nearest bathroom to examine the damage and clean himself up.



“Will?” Jess arrived before he could. “What happened? Oh my God!”



“I’m fine,” he said. “I just… bumped into someone. I wasn’t paying attention.”



“Who was it?” she growled. “Where did they go?”



“I don’t know, and it doesn’t matter,” he said. “You’d just be wasting your time if you tried to report it.”



“Who said anything about reporting it?” she asked. “I’m going to strangle the bastard!”



He chuckled and put an arm around her and hit the button for the elevator. “How about we just have dinner instead? I’d prefer a full stomach to pointless revenge.”



Jess hugged him back tight enough to make him wonder if she was drawing from her superstrength.










CHAPTER 13




 



The suite was empty, and Will guessed that Rue was still out having girl time with her friends. He took his shoes off and sighed, letting some of the tension out of his shoulders. Jess slid in to hug him from behind, her large breasts pressing into his back as she kissed him softly on the shoulder.



“I’ll make us dinner,” she said. “Why don’t you take a long shower? I’ll have a glass of wine and tasty food waiting for you when you get out.”



“Thanks, but you don’t have to spoil me,” he said. “I’m not upset over this.”



“Well, I am!” she snapped. “Heroes should be above these kinds of petty grudges.”



“Is it petty?” he asked. “Jess… I’ve fought against a lot of heroes before. I’ve done worse to them than what they just did to me a hundred times over.”



“That was before you served your sentence,” she said. “A lifetime ago, practically.”



“I might have done a lot of changing in those years, but that doesn’t mean they have,” he said. “Really. It’s no big deal.”



He turned around, smoothing a few beautiful strands of blonde hair away from her face. She looked worried but happy at the same time, like she was trying to cherish a moment while simultaneously fearing that it might end too soon.



“Why don’t I go take that shower?” he said. “I’ll get it nice and hot and steamy…”



He kissed her cheek, her lips, and her neck, in that order.



“And then you can come on in and join me,” he finished.



Jess laughed and ran her hands up and down his back. “You just can’t help yourself, can you? You better use your time in the bathroom to calm yourself down.”



“Tonight will be a lot more interesting if I don’t.”



“Comments like that are
 exactly
 why you need to, mister,” she said. “Especially with wine flowing.”



Her tone made him wonder how she actually felt, if maybe she wanted him to try something, but just couldn’t bring herself to admit it. Dangerous thinking, especially with Jess. She was forgiving, but only to a point.



He tried to take her advice as he showered, but it felt counterproductive when all of his sexy fantasies kept leading back to her. As wrong as it was for him to want to touch her, kiss her, and more… something about masturbating in the shower while imagining her moaning on his cock felt even dirtier.



He leaned his head against the wall underneath the shower’s spigot, staring down guiltily at his erection. Why did Jess have to be Relic, first among the sexiest heroines? Why did she have to be so gorgeous and smart and loving and affectionate? Was it really his fault that he felt such strong desire for a woman who, by anyone’s standard, was unbelievably attractive in both body and mind?



Obviously yes, when she was his mother, but he still felt like he kind of had a point.



Will dried off after his shower and pulled on a t-shirt and shorts. Jess was cooking two steaks on the stove, listening to an audiobook on her phone as she shifted the meat across the pan. She’d changed, too, into a plain cotton nightgown, purple with white trim along the edges.



“Feel better?” she asked, muting her phone.



“Much better.”



He was more than a little tempted to slide into place behind her and blatantly grind his erection into her shapely butt, but he felt like playing the night with a little more nuance. He took a seat at one of the chairs by the small dining room table and turned it so he was facing her, his bulge incredibly obvious against the thin fabric of his shorts.



“The wine is open if you want to pour yourself a…” Jess did a double take as she looked his way, clearly trying not to smile as her eyes took the measure of his arousal. “Ahem. If you’d like to pour us both a glass.”



“I would love to.” He stood up, grabbing the bottle and drawing nearer to her, but still keeping enough distance to balance out that electric vibe in the background. “Just say when.”



He drew nearer to her as he poured, not letting his body come into contact with hers, but testing the waters of her personal space. Her breathing sped up a little, as though her body was on a different page than her mind, and Will saw her correct her posture with a subtle, back arching movement.



“Thank you,” said Jess quietly.



“Any time.” He smirked at her and saw her hiding her own smile with a sip of wine.



It took an effort to pull back and give her the room she needed to cook their dinner. Will watched her cook, not saying anything else at first. It wasn’t the first time he and Jess had shared a quasi-date night together, but this time it felt like they were in truly uncharted territory.



“The selection at their grocery store wasn’t awesome,” said Jess.



“Sometimes you just have to eat what’s in front of you.”



“It’s easy for you to say that,” said Jess. “You have the appetite of a young man.”



“You sell yourself short,” he said. “I don’t enjoy just anyone’s cooking.”



“Well, tonight,” said Jess, “you can have as much as you want.”



The tension didn’t ebb even as she finished the food, and they shifted to eating at the table. Will felt as though he was staring at Jess too much, but any time he stopped, he’d notice how much she was staring at him and his eyes would find their way back.



Eventually, the wine helped them to fall back into a pattern resembling their normal, comfortable rapport. Jess was on her second glass, and Will was on his third.



“Today was frustrating,” she said, with a sigh. “I can’t apologize enough for getting your hopes up over what the board wanted from you at that meeting. I may have been… projecting my own desires onto the situation.”



“It doesn’t matter,” he said. “I’ve resigned myself to being the Champion Authority’s dirty little secret.”



“You’re so much more than just that. Maybe it’s selfish, but I still do hold out hope that one day you’ll be back in costume by my side.”



Half a dozen coy, suggestive replies tingled on his lips, but he wasn’t drunk enough to risk implicating himself for his own amusement.



“I might not be in costume, but I’m by your side where it really matters.” He slid his hand across the table and touched hers. “Don’t forget that.”



“How could I ever?” Her eyes sparkled as she played with his fingers.



“Hey, remember Complex?” he asked.



“Complex?”



“Old friend of mine from when I was eleven or twelve,” said Will. “We used to run around the meetups together.”



“The curly-haired kid with glasses?”



“Yeah. He’s here in the Lighthouse. I ran into him today, and we talked for a bit.”



“The two of you were little monsters when you were together,” said Jess. “No offense, but my most vivid memory of him is the time you tried to use one of his gadgets to spy on the girls’ changing room.”



“That was a one-time thing,” said Will. “Well… a few times. One weekend.”



Jess let out a dramatic sigh. “If only I’d had the foresight to recognize such an early warning sign…”



Will shot her an exaggerated glare and gently kicked her foot under the table. She kicked back, but he caught her leg, and for a charged instant, his bare fingers ran across the smooth skin of her thigh. Completely smooth — she’d shaved that day.



“How about we relax on the couch and watch a movie?” he suggested.



Jess looked like she might say no, but when she opened her mouth, all that came out was “I’ll grab a blanket.”



He grabbed the wine.















CHAPTER 14




 



Will’s heart was pounding as he took a seat on the couch. Jess walked over so slowly, her expression unreadable in a way that made him all too aware that she was the woman who’d raised him. She could put a stop to this, if she wanted to.



She sat down next to him, curling her legs underneath her and extending him one side of the blanket. The moment was laced with confusing emotions, strange expectations, and an unspoken erotic promise. They’d watched movies like this before, but it had never felt quite like this, like an actual
 date
 . Not a first date either, but the kind a woman made sure to shave her legs for.



“What are you in the mood to watch?” asked Jess, her voice wavering with each tight syllable.



“Something with lots of action.” He picked one out, barely taking his eyes off her.



Jess let out a slightly nervous laugh. “You are such a boy. All about adrenaline. Explosions and car chases.”



“You can always veto my choice.”



Jess leaned closer to him, pulling her hair over one shoulder. “I think… I’d rather just go with it.”



He nodded. “Good.”



He put his arm around Jess slowly, and she let out a little breathing noise as his thumb began stroking her shoulder. It felt so wonderfully natural, and he supposed that was the core of the problem. It was as easy to kiss Jess as it was to hug her, as easy to touch her as to kiss, and everything beyond that flowed with no regard to any familial boundary.



He slid a hand under the blanket and let his fingers touch her bare thigh. She let out a breathless gasp, looking away and then back toward him, her eyes striding the line between challenging and eager.



He kissed her, feeling like it was only the surface of what he wanted to express. He touched her body, his fingers running up her leg and bumping into the edge of her panties before shifting to gently touch one of her breasts and tracing the outline of her bra.



Jess stopped him as he went to kiss her again, and he felt a surge of crushing disappointment. She cupped his cheek, but she didn’t push him back. Instead, her thumb ran across his lips, gently touching the small cut he’d gotten earlier in the fight.



“Does it hurt?” she whispered.



“No.” He silently cursed himself for not thinking to simply mend the injury while he was in the shower.



“We’ll just work around it.” She pulled forward, gently kissing him on the other side of the mouth with such tenderness, such concern.



He was far too horny to match her soft touch, her gentleness… but she didn’t seem to mind. Will kissed her aggressively on the neck, stretching out sideways with her on the couch. He groped her body with the finesse of a horny teenager, indulging in her tiny noises and reactions. She didn’t sound like Jess — she sounded like a woman ready to get fucked.



They were moving together, going through the preliminary motions that horny bodies fall into on the way to sex. Jess had her legs open, and her hair was splayed out in a lewd halo, golden and sexy. Will got his thumb into the waistband of her panties and started to pull down.



“Whoa there, mister,” she whispered. “Rein it in. That’s… too much.”



He made himself stop, but couldn’t keep in the question. “Why? Jess… What if we just…?”



He wasn’t sure how to end that sentence, really. Just what? Have sex, and then pretend they hadn’t? Have sex, and let the fallout destroy their family? Plunge into an impossible dynamic for the sake of giving in to the ultimate temptation?



“What do you mean, why?” She cupped his cheek, turning his face so his eyes met hers. Her hips were still rocking into him with subtle, unconscious motions. “Will… I’m your mother. I love you too much to let you do
 something
 that I know you’d one day regret.”



“I wouldn’t regret it.”



“You’re barely old enough to drink,” said Jess. “You have no idea what you’ll end up regretting.”



“So what you’re saying is you want me to be sure?”



“How is that what you just heard?” Jess sighed and massaged her temples. “What I’m saying is that you’re still adjusting to being back in the world and being back around women. You’re confusing one type of love for another.”



“What if I’m just feeling multiple types of love?”



“Oh, sweetie.” She wrapped her arms around his neck and drew his head down to her chest. “I’m sorry.”



“I’m not.” He started kissing the upper flesh of one of his breasts.



Jess made a slightly annoyed noise, but was soon back in the flow as his kisses traveled up her neck.



It felt inevitable. He wanted her, and she was giving him far too much slack on the line to
 get
 her. She didn’t stop him this time when he started tugging on her panties, but she didn’t help him, either. The question of how many pumps he’d be able to last once he got his cock inside her was one he really,
 really
 wanted to answer.



“Whoa!” said Jess as he slid the panties down the curve of her butt. “Time out. You need to take a breath and relax.”



She pushed him back and sat up, expression serious and authoritative. “Why didn’t you take my advice before?”



“Your… advice?”



“To, you know…” She made a jerking motion with her hand that was altogether too lewd for this world. “To just
 handle
 that ahead of time.”



“Is that what you want?” He closed the distance for what felt like the millionth time that night. “For me to go into the bathroom and do that, right now?”



Jess bit her lip, her eyes darting down to the obvious tent in his shorts. “Maybe.”



“And what do you think I’d be imagining while I was in there?” he whispered into her ear. “
 Who
 do you think I’d be imagining?”



Her cheeks flushed red, and she looked like she was trying not to smile, fighting a losing battle against a crude but incredibly flattering compliment. She surprised him, standing up from the couch. Will made to rise too, but she pushed him back down to a seated position with surprising, potentially superhuman strength.



“Don’t move,” she said sternly.



“What are you doing?”



“Just lie back and relax,” she said. “You’ll be back in the bathroom, after all, if you try to push your luck this time, mister.”



He was about to try to do just that anyway, but Jess reached behind her back and, with a few quick movements, undid her bra underneath her nightgown. She leaned away from him as she took it off and dropped it to the floor, shaking her bust side to side with delicious jiggles that were obvious through the thin fabric before descending to her knees in front of him.



It was such a power play that Will could only stare at her in shock, his entire body tingling with arousal. Jess stared into his eyes as she pulled his shorts and boxers down, but the second his stiff cock came into view her gaze immediately snapped to it.



“There are rewards for young men who know how to behave and play by the rules,” said Jess.



“The entire point of rules is knowing when to break them.”



Jess pulled back the hand she’d been reaching forward to touch his member with. Will cleared his throat, smiling despite how much her teasing annoyed him.



“But I’ll admit that now doesn’t seem to be one of those times,” he added.



“Good.” Jess ran her hands up his thighs, sliding forward from where she knelt in front of the couch. “Now just relax and let me take care of you.”



She was still holding his gaze as she brought her lips forward and planted a tender kiss on the tip of his cock. Will’s body reacted on its own, hips flexing upward to briefly shove an inch or so of his length into her hot mouth. Jess giggled, wiping away a small string of pre-arousal that hung from her lower lip as they broke contact.



“I have something new in mind for you tonight,” she whispered. “This isn’t our first date, after all.”



She undid one shoulder strap of her nightgown, and the other. Will’s viewing angle wasn’t awesome, but Jess’s nude breasts were an incredible sight from any direction. They were plump and surprisingly firm for a woman in her late thirties, with thick little gumdrop nipples that begged to be sucked on.



He would have tried to pull her up to do just that, but she was the one doing the sucking. Will felt her lips close around his tool and almost blacked out from the sheer pleasure. Jess didn’t stop there, sinking lower to coat the upper three quarters of his tool with her hot lips.



She pulled back, but instead of stopping, she simply shifted to using her chest to pleasure him. She pressed her breasts against either side of his cock, hugging her arms around the front of her bust to squeeze his erection in the middle of the soft flesh of her boobs.



“I’ve only ever done this for one other person,” she whispered.



He really didn’t need to picture her giving Halberd a boob job at that moment, but the image was a passing wisp as Jess picked up speed. The room was silent aside from the faint noise of sliding flesh. She started trying to bob low enough to kiss his cock on each pass, sometimes succeeding, sometimes drawing just short.



It was one of the sluttiest performances a woman had ever put on for him, but from Jess, it wasn’t slutty at all. The word simply didn’t fit — it was too lacking in the love, the affection, the absolute loyalty imbued in the act. Will saw the way she watched him, taking pride in how much pleasure she was giving him, how badly she wanted to make him happy.



“Oh, fuck,” he muttered. “Jess!”



“That’s it,” she whispered. “Don’t hold back. Whenever you’re ready.”



She shifted to sucking again, closing her eyes in concentration as her lips formed a tight seal, tongue dancing against the underside of his shaft. Will set a hand on the back of her head and shamelessly began fucking her face, so lost in the pleasure that he didn’t even think to stop as he shot way over his limit.



He grunted as he came in Jess’s mouth, feverish from the pleasure of his orgasm. She rubbed his leg, and it felt like praise. She didn’t stop sucking until he was entirely spent, and she had a satisfied smile on her face afterward.



“Feel better?” she asked.



“I feel incredible,” he muttered. “If you ever want to win an award for mother of the year, wake me up like that sometime.”



She swatted his shoulder, smiling even as she tried to glare at him. “Why would you go and say something like that? We were having such a sweet moment.”



He shook his head, bemused and curious how she’d made the distinction. “I just can’t get enough of you.”



“You’ve had enough of me.”



She stretched out to cuddle with him. Will kissed her on the cheek, feeling a need to voice what was really in his heart.



“I’m not going to stop,” he whispered. “I want all of you.”



“No,” she said, growing serious. “There has to be a line, LP. It will
 always
 be there, and we’ll always respect it. I need you to understand that or you really will be in the bathroom by yourself. There’s fooling around, and then there’s the big picture.”



“Of course.” He brushed a few strands of hair back from her face, rising up on his elbow. “I love you, and I respect you. If you didn’t want me to, I never would.”



“That’s not what I mean.” Jess took his hand and pulled it to her chest, just over her heart. It beat out a hard rhythm under his palm, all worked up from the little show she’d put on. “I want you to feel how I feel on this. I love you so much, Will. When we end up getting a little
 free
 with each other, it always feels like a mistake afterward, but one born from how much we love each other. But at the same time, I don’t want to love you any less. Do you understand that?”



“Yeah,” he said. “Well... Not really.”



“What I want, more than anything, is for us to be like this safely,” she said. “For us to cuddle, and watch a movie, and even hug and kiss a bit… while still being our best selves. Without needing it to be like this. It would make more sense for both of us. It would make me happy.”



“That’s beautiful,” he whispered. “We should practice like this every day then, so we can work up to that point.”



“You are such a brat,” she said, slapping his side. “I love you.”










CHAPTER 15




 



They went to bed shortly after the movie, not wanting Rue to find them on the couch and draw any unnecessary conclusions. Will was a little concerned that she was still out so late, given how new they were to the Lighthouse, but Jess called her to confirm that she was on her way back.



He was in the early stages of sleep in the small room that had been allotted for him within their lodgings when the door swung open. He heard it click closed a second later and groaned as he tried to wake up enough to figure out what was going on.



Someone — Rue — was climbing under the sheets with him. Had Jess explained to her what the sleeping arrangements were going to be? There were two beds in the other room, but only a single bed, his, in this one.



“Wrong bed,” he muttered.



“Is it?” Rue slid closer to him, her hand gently stroking his bare chest. He could smell vodka on her breath even from a distance.



“You’re drunk,” he said.



“I only had a few shots.” She pressed a finger to his lips, shushing him with a clumsy movement. “Listen, LP. I’ve been thinking. Thinking
 hard
 about this stupid, baseless suspension.”



“Can we talk about this in the…” He trailed off as his eyes adjusted to the darkness in time to pick up the motion of Rue taking her shirt off. Her breasts bounced free, a braless and perfect silhouette, and he decided now was the time to be a good listener.



“We should practice,” said Rue, crawling over to him. “To make up for lost time. So that when I get my account reinstated, we can do the hottest show and I’ll end up in the top ten models, and I’ll make so much money that I can retire at age twenty-two and start a home for all the animals at the humane society that live in those sad cages.”



“You’re really drunk,” he said.



“Come on, LP.” Rue playfully bit his shoulder. “Practice with me. Consider it my way of apologizing for ditching you and leaving you to have a boring night cooped up with Mom.”



It had been anything but boring, but there was no reason to tell her that. He rolled over to face her lying next to him, surprised how close she was, how much warmth she gave off. She kissed him first, a playful, testing touch of the lips that Will responded to with enthusiasm.



Rue pressed herself forward, running her hands over his chest. He matched her movement and confirmed that yes, she in fact wasn’t wearing a bra. His fingers sank into the flesh of her plump breasts as he kissed her again. She put her arms around his neck, and Will rolled on top of her, feeling not the slightest bit of resistance as he pulled open her thighs.



He didn’t care about the
 big picture
 that Jess had talked about, not then and there. Rue had climbed into his bed, taken off her own shirt, and was now on her back for him. He had to do it. He
 was
 doing it. He rocked forward, letting his erection press into her crotch, blocked only by a couple of thin layers of clothing he was already reaching to remove.



A knock came at the door. “LP? Are you still up?”



Rue was surprisingly reactive for the time of night and the amount of liquor she’d presumably drunk. She grabbed her shirt and fell out of Will’s bed just as the light came on, rendering a scene that was fairly suggestive, but not outright pornographic as Jess turned the light on.



Still, Rue wasn’t wearing her shirt, and Will saw Jess’s eye dart from her exposed chest to the tent in the sheets over his crotch, back to Rue’s nudity, and then once more back to his cock.



“What… were the two of you doing?” she asked, hesitating as though she didn’t want to know.



“Nothing!” said Will and Rue, in overlapping voices.



“I thought this was my room,” added Rue as she pulled on her top. “Chill out.”



“That doesn’t explain why you have your shirt off,” said Jess, walking over. “And… is that vodka I smell?”



“I had a couple of shots with my new friends.” Rue shrugged and tried to casually head for the door. “I didn’t want to be weird or anything.”



“Look, I was asleep, and she climbed into my bed and started being a brat,” said Will. “I was just trying to push her away so I could get some sleep.”



Almost sounds plausible. She could believe it… if she wanted to.



Jess stared at them for a painfully quiet moment and then shook her head. “Rue, how about you go find your actual bed? William, I would appreciate it if you didn’t encourage her when she’s obviously drunk.”



“How was I—”



“We’re going to talk about this more tomorrow,” said Jess. “I’m disappointed in you both.”



Ouch. Jess had never been heavy-handed when it came to punishments — she’d never needed to be. There was an aspect of falling out of her good graces that felt like being cast down from heaven.



He slept fitfully, mostly due to how worked up Rue had gotten him. He tried to fix that issue himself, but it was impossible to imagine much other than what would have happened if he and Rue had gotten ten more minutes alone before Jess’s interruption, which circled back to his own guilt. She’d been pretty drunk, and it felt like a lie to tell himself that he would have stopped before going too far.



Will was still going through the motions of sleep when the sun came up. He lay in his bed, wondering if he’d be missed if he simply skipped an entire day in the name of getting more sleep. There was a knock at his door, and Jess slipped in without waiting for an invite.



“Are you awake, Will?” she asked.



“Yeah.”



She walked over slowly, looking surreal and angelic in the soft morning light, and sat down on his bed. A single glance at her expression was enough to tell him that any progress he’d made on his date night with her had been undone by the Rue snafu.



“I already spoke with Rue,” said Jess. “Your
 sister
 . Would you like to guess what she had to say?”



“I’ve no idea what she had to say,” he replied. “Look — she climbed into my bed. I thought she was just being silly. She used to do that sometimes when we were little, remember?”



“She isn’t little anymore, LP, and neither are you.”



“However, she was
 really
 drunk last night.” He held his arms out, giving an exaggerated shrug. “Can we just leave it at that? Nothing happened.”



“Do you think you could still say that if I hadn’t interrupted when I did?” Jess sat down on the bed next to him, setting a hand on one of his legs. “This isn’t just about Rue, Will. I haven’t forgotten about… how many nights you spent over at Avery’s apartment.”



It was like she’d stabbed a dagger into his chest, but he couldn’t even get angry. It was as though he was a vampire, and she was doing her sacred duty, cleansing him with silver. She knew about Avery. She suspected about Rue. She certainly was aware of how sexual he could be, firsthand.



It was over. Unless he wanted to hurt Jess and destroy the already strained ties holding his family together, it
 had
 to be over. He’d already gotten away with enough, gotten away with altogether too much.



“It’s not what you think,” he said.



“What is it, then?”



“I love the three of you!” he said. “Maybe I haven’t always expressed that love in the right way, but that’s what it comes down to.”



“Will…” Jess rubbed his leg. “Look, I don’t mean to question what you’re feeling, but is it possible you’re mixing up love with lust? If you had somebody you were going steady with, somebody appropriate, maybe you’d be better able to control your urges?”



He snorted and resisted the urge to roll his eyes. “Sure. I’ll get right on that. Simply tack
 find a girlfriend
 onto the long list of things I need to accomplish to get control of my life.”



“I don’t think you’d have to try very hard, mister,” said Jess, smiling. “Look. My point is that I want you to remember that we’re all in this together.  We’re a family. If it gets hard for you around Rue, or Avery, remember that you can come talk to me. Maybe I can help.”



He stared at her, a little surprised. Was he imagining the insinuation behind her words?



“You’re saying if it gets hard for me, I can come to you?” he asked. “If I need someone to, well...
 listen
 .”



“Yeah,” said Jess. “I’m a good listener. We’re all in this together.”



Was she, though? He kind of felt as though she wasn’t hearing what he was saying, but at the same time, maybe that was for the best.



Jess ran her hand through his hair and sighed. It was such a tender gesture that it made him feel ashamed of himself, ashamed of what he was putting her through. She viewed his mistakes as her own failings, gaps in the lessons she should have taught him when he was young and impressionable.



“I’ll do my best,” he said.



“That’s all I’m asking,” said Jess.



She rubbed his leg one last time and left the room. He took a few minutes to internalize as much of what Jess had tried to impart to him as he could. He needed to be the one setting boundaries, especially with Rue. With her streaming account suspended, he didn’t see it being too difficult.



 



***



 



“Morning, LP,” said Rue. “How did you sleep?”



Will rubbed his neck, trying and failing to keep his eyes from lingering too long on Rue’s barely dressed lower half. She was wearing a t-shirt and panties, fairly normal sleep attire for her. Fairly dangerous sleep attire for her.



“To be honest, not all that well,” he said, opting to sit down in one of the chairs instead of next to Rue on the couch. “Jess’s guilt trip upset my sleep equilibrium. Where is she, by the way?”



“She went down to the café to see if she could grab us a table for breakfast. Said we should head down to join her as soon as we’re ready. Gives us at least a few minutes alone.”



She came over to him, sneaking on her tiptoes with ironically exaggerated steps, hands clasped behind her back.



“Jess mentioned that she talked to you,” said Will.



“Yeah, she was persistent, but I didn’t admit to anything,” said Rue. “She seems to think that we were like… fooling around, or something. She’s totally clueless about my streaming though, which is a relief. You didn’t say anything about it, did you?”



He stared at her, confused by her priorities. “No, Rue. We didn’t talk about the stream.”



“Good,” said Rue. “I have an
 awesome
 idea for our next show, once I get unsuspended. What if I sit in your lap with a skirt on and we just… see what happens? I bet I could get you hard at least, if not… you know. More than that.”



Will sighed and rested his head on his hand, feeling suddenly very tired.



“What?” snapped Rue. “You don’t think it’s a good idea? Come on, it would be really hot. Here!”



She plopped down in his lap before he could stop her, not that he was sure that he even would have. The noise she made as she leaned back against him was a low, pleasured sigh. Will grabbed onto her hips, caught between holding her still as she began to rock back and forth, and greedily thrusting back into her.



“See?” she whispered. “You’re already getting hard. Let’s run with it and see what happens.”



Think of Jess. Think of what she just talked to you about.



He started kissing Rue’s neck and urged her to move faster, groaning at the sensation of her soft ass. She didn’t understand the game she was playing, or maybe she did and was just too coy to admit that she wanted something tremendously bad and dirty to happen between them.



He pushed her off his lap roughly and stood up. “I’m going down to the café to get breakfast.”



“Hold on,” said Rue. “We aren’t finished practicing.”



“Practicing?” He scoffed and narrowed his eyes on her. “Come on, Rue. Your account is suspended. As far as I’m concerned, our streaming partnership is on hold until you get that figured out.”



She blinked and shook her head. “Where is this coming from? I thought… you sort of, you know. Liked doing this kind of thing.”



“I do,” he said. “That’s the problem.”



“Wait, hold on!” she called. “What does that mean? How is that the problem?”



He headed for the door, ignoring her protests.



“LP!” she shouted. “Come back here!”










CHAPTER 16




 



Will felt oddly conflicted as he headed down to the café in an empty elevator. He knew he was doing the right thing — doing what Jess wanted him to do, needed him to do. His own protest against Rue and her practicing felt like an echo of not just Jess’s hesitancy, but feelings that Avery had also expressed to him.



He felt younger the more he thought about it, though still old enough to acknowledge that by indulging Rue, he would be corrupting her. She was still seeing their relationship through the lens of her streaming, separating the emotions from the pleasure, with the money as an easy justification to keep going.



It felt like a small betrayal of Rue to push her away now after being a willing participant for so long, but he wasn’t sure what else he could do. He didn’t have anyone to talk to about what they were doing, and as understanding as Jess seemed, coming clean to her about Rue’s streaming would destroy the trust between them forever.



For the time being, he needed to behave himself. He wasn’t exactly lacking in problems to distract himself with, between Jess’s issues with the Board of Directors, Avery’s recovery, and half the heroes in the Lighthouse wishing for his downfall.



“I need to focus on helping my family instead of being such a horny bastard,” he muttered.



He flinched as someone cleared their throat behind him. An old woman who he hadn’t noticed when he’d gotten on the elevator was frowning at him disapprovingly. He scowled at her and returned to staring straight ahead.



A small crowd surrounded Jess’s table in the café. She wore her hair in a neat braid, dangling over the shoulder of a flirty black and red blouse that showed off a fair amount of cleavage and made her seem about a decade younger than she was.



She was smiling and speaking, and the crowd suddenly burst into laughter at something she’d said. It was strange to see her like this. Will had always been aware of how popular she was, how popular
 Relic
 was, but it was different experiencing it in person, almost like he was watching someone else.



Her eyes turned his way, and she waved him over. The people around her looked toward him, few of them hiding their disdain. It didn’t bother him, or at least, he’d built up an immunity to glares and rude whispers during his time in prison.



“Hey,” he said to Jess, dropping into a chair beside her. The crowd seemed to disperse instantly, as though being a former supervillain was an infectious disease.



“Good timing,” she said. “I was just about to grab food for the table. Is Rue on her way?”



“I think so,” he said. “Looks like you’ve collected some fans.”



“Recruiters, mostly, along with a few younger admirers,” said Jess. “It’s nice to hear from young women that I inspired them to grow stronger as a hero.”



“You are endlessly inspiring,” he said, leaning a little more toward her.



Jess cleared her throat and gave him a pointed look.



“How were things between you and Rue this morning?” she asked.



“Fine,” he said. “I was half expecting you to make more of an effort to keep us from being alone together after last night.”



“I was considering it, to be honest,” she said, with a sigh. “I’m worried about her almost as much as I am about you. Though I’d rather eat breakfast than get into this topic again, if that’s alright by you?”



“Of course,” he said.



“I’ll grab the food, you hold our table?”



He nodded, and Jess hurried off to grab breakfast from the buffet line. Rue arrived a few minutes later, joining him while he was still alone at the table.



“Why is everyone in this place giving you the evil eye?” she asked.



Will shrugged. “Jealous of my incredible good looks?”



“Seriously, LP.”



He frowned and leaned back in his chair, rubbing his chin. “See the woman with the curly red hair? That’s Trance. Halberd beat up her husband. The guy in the leather jacket with the greasy hair? I believe that’s Penstripe, who attacked Halberd and I with his team a few years ago and got completely outmatched by us. I could go on, there are plenty of others in here with horror stories.”



Rue reached her hand over, her fingers grazing his. “Why didn’t you bring this up with Jess before we came here?”



“There was no avoiding it. It’s not as though we could have ignored a direct summons from the Board of Directors. We had to come here. I’m not running away from the price I have to pay for all the shitty things I’ve done.”



“You’ve changed since then,” said Rue. “I just wish they could see that, too.”



Her hand started to close on his, and then abruptly flinched back as Jess arrived and set a tray of bagels down heavily on the table next to them.



“Breakfast,” said Jess. “What were the two of you talking about?”



“Why half the people in this room are treating LP like he kicked their dog,” said Rue. “What about that guy?”



She gestured left with a pointing motion behind her neck that wasn’t nearly as subtle as she’d probably intended it to be.



“Hustle Down,” said Will, recognizing him. “I robbed a bank in his city, and the mayor blamed him.”



Rue snorted. Jess sighed and looked at them both disapprovingly.



“It isn’t funny,” said Jess. “I’m sure if Will was as mature then as he is now, he would have known better and made better choices.”



“Oh, yeah, totally,” he said.



Despite the generally hostile atmosphere of the café, they still managed to enjoy a nice breakfast together. Will was finishing the last bite of his bagel when he saw Cricket approaching their table from the left side of the room.



“Ah,” said Cricket. “Yes, hi! Mrs. Sorling. I was encouraged by Director Ice Nine to give you and your family a tour of the new Challenge Arena, if you were so inclined.”



“That nonsense has caught on here, as well?” said Jess. “It seems as though half the training most CA supers take on these days is just to move them up those artificial rankings.”



“I’m five years out of the loop,” said Will. “What’s the Challenge Arena?”



“Perhaps it would be more efficient to show, rather than tell?” said Cricket. “Um, if you would be so kind as to follow me?”



They took the elevator down into the Lighthouse’s lower levels. The doors slid open to reveal rows of seating overlooking a massive concrete room that was plain in form, but impressive for its size. The ceiling clearance was easily fifty feet, enough height to give flying supers room to work with in a fight.



“This is the Challenge Arena,” said Cricket. “When two or more supers feel the need to settle the fundamental question of who is the strongest, this is where the action occurs.”



“Impressive,” said Will. He walked to the edge of the seating area, which was raised high enough to give them an overhead view, and ran his fingers across the glass cordoning it off from the arena. “How does this actually hold up during real action?”



“The glass and concrete are both reinforced with a carefully applied nanodiamond lattice and also have substantial self-healing properties,” said Cricket, grinning. “It was made in house by Complex, a young hero with savant-level invention talents. He’s quite incredible, if I do say so myself. I watch him from afar.”



Rue laughed and then immediately clamped her hand over her mouth as they watched Cricket’s face immediately flush with embarrassment.



“Complex seems like a solid guy,” said Will, trying to smooth the moment over. “Is there any way we could see one of these challenge duels in person?”



“Ah, yes!” said Cricket. “It’s why I came looking for you when I did. There’s one about to start in a few minutes if you want to find seats.”



A few other supers arrived to watch alongside them, but the crowd was not a large one, and the vast majority of the seats remained empty. A speaker set into the glass near the ceiling crackled to life, and the impartial voice of an announcer AI spoke to the room.



“A duel is about to begin within the Challenge Arena,” said the AI. “The upcoming match will be between Gecko…”



A few halfhearted cheers came from a small group of people sitting far to Will’s left.



“…and Saul Smooth,” finished the AI.



No cheers, but a young woman began clapping enthusiastically. The bright overhead LEDs illuminating the arena itself flashed in a complicated pattern, building hype as the two supers came out to face each other before battle.



Neither one of them looked overly intimidating, even in their costumes and with their faces set into hard expressions. Saul Smooth wore a tight silver bodysuit, while Gecko, unsurprisingly, had leaned into a jungle green aesthetic.



Each combatant came to stand atop circle markers set a few dozen feet apart. The markers flashed through a colored countdown, red, yellow, and finally green as the AI boomed, “Begin!”



It was… technically a fight. Saul Smooth had a power that seemed to allow him to control the friction of his own body, while Gecko seemed capable of sticking to walls and the ceiling on the far opposite end of the spectrum.



Will could only smile as he watched several minutes of what seemed more like a game of keep away than an actual match of capability and strength. Rue seemed excited by it, though she wasn’t exactly much of a fighter, herself. Jess’s expression was perplexed, with the slightest edge of suppressed amusement.



“Both Saul Smooth and Gecko are fairly highly seeded within the Lighthouse’s challenge duel rankings,” said Cricket. “Many people within the tower have been looking forward to this matchup for a while.”



Will watched as Gecko finally got his hands on Saul, holding the friction-based super tightly around the stomach as the other man attempted to squirm loose while screaming incoherently.



“I saw more coordinated scraps on a daily basis in prison,” said Will.



“You were locked up in a prison for supervillains,” pointed out Rue.



“I know. Just one of those fun little facts.”



“Prison this, prison that,” said Rue, mockingly. “Look at me, I’m LP. Look at this fork. You know, in prison, we only had sporks.”



“Shut up. We didn’t get those either, it was all plastic spoons.”



Rue stuck her tongue out at him. Will pulled the back of her ponytail, and they spent half a minute engaged in a petulant slap fight before Jess sighed and swept her reproachful gaze in their direction.










CHAPTER 17




 



The duel came to an end, and Will followed Jess and Cricket back to the elevator. They didn’t get on right away, instead taking a minute to discuss their plans.



“The Board of Directors wants to meet with me again,” said Jess, with a sigh. “I suppose I’ll be seeing a lot of them through the duration of our stay.”



“I can escort you up if you’d like, ma’am?” offered Cricket.



“That’s alright. I’m sure I can find my way.” Jess folded her arms, looking at Will and Rue. “Have the two of you figured out how to keep yourselves busy for the day?”



The implication in her words was clear enough. Could she leave them alone safely without having to worry about coming back to stumble in on another “wrong bed” mishap? Will exchanged a glance with Rue, who was smiling and entirely unaffected by Jess’s concern.



“I already made plans to meet up with Kaci and Kyoko,” she said. “Looks like you’ll be on your own today, LP.”



They each went their own way. Will felt like simply heading back to his room to sit around and wait for something to happen was entirely too passive for his current mood, though the idea of taking a midday nap did have a certain draw to it.



In the end, he took the elevator down to the level directly below the challenge arena, which was a massive, sprawling gym. There were several workout floors, a pool, a sauna, and hilariously, a number of tanning beds. Appearances mattered when you were saving the world.



He found an open bench press and fell into the rhythm of a slow workout. The vast spectrum of strength meant that some of the weight plates were heavy to the point of silliness, though passing by them to grab the ones suited for his standard human lifting needs was a bit of a reality check.



Working out was a comfort activity for Will. It was what had kept him sane back in Mastodon, and even though the implicit focus was on training his muscles, the deliberate, repetitive nature of it had done just as much to train and sharpen his mind. He’d used his training to calm himself down, to gain buffer room from the chaos of his last days with Halberd, and then again after forsaking the Power Realists.



It should have been just as easy to fall into that same focused state of mind here in the Lighthouse… except it wasn’t. Someone was watching him with predatorial intensity, a tall man with short, spiky dreadlocks and a heavily sculpted chest.



Fuck. Will recognized him. Pulse Punch, one of the members of Savior Seven. He and Halberd had beaten their team in decisive fashion and mocked them while doing it. A grudge like that was a step above what could easily fade into the background.



“Lockpick,” called Pulse.



Will ignored him. Pulse whistled, walking over with long, deliberate strides.



“Hey,” snapped Pulse. “Really? You’re going to try to ignore me? I know you remember me, motherfucker.”



Will set the bar down and wiped sweat from his face. “I have a single short memory of you, Pulse. It didn’t take us long, and if I recall, you didn’t come chasing us after you and your team got your asses kicked.”



A vein bulged along the side of Pulse’s neck. “We had orders not to give pursuit.”



“Good for you. Now if you don’t mind, I’m in the middle of a workout.”



Pulse chuckled and made as though to leave, stopping at the last second as though he’d just had an idea. “You know, the best workout for supers like us is up there. In the arena. How about we have a quick duel for old time’s sake?”



Tempting. So tempting. Pulse Punch was no slouch in a fight and had been the member of his team that had given Will and Halberd the most trouble. Accepting an official challenge duel from him, however, would only stir up dust.



He would become even more of a target for any super within the Lighthouse still out for revenge, not to mention others who would seek him out simply for the novelty of dueling an actual villain. On top of that, Jess would probably disapprove of him getting into what amounted to a superpowered pissing match with someone who actual might want to kill him.



“If you have a score to settle with me, settle it here and now,” said Will. “I’m not dueling you, so if you’re going to throw one of your little pulse punches, you’d best go ahead and take your shot.”



“Coward.” Pulse spat on the ground nearby.



Will stood up, wiping his hands off with one of the sweat towels, and took a step forward, getting in the other man’s face. He was possessed by a deep, cold rage, a killing rage, like an old friend with beer and a bad idea. It had been a while since he’d felt like this, like he wanted to lose control.



Pulse shifted his head with a quick motion, almost a headbutt. He was trying to draw a flinch out of Will, but his trick worked too well. Will buried his fist in the side of the other man’s face. Pulse was built, and though he staggered back slightly from the blow, he stayed upright.



His knuckles shimmered with energy similar to distortion from heat, and the air whistled as he threw a hard hook. Will ducked under it, feeling the air whip as the blow sailed near enough to his head to make his hair flutter.



Pulse’s punch rammed into the wall behind him, leaving a disgustingly large crater in the concrete. Will shifted left, preparing to counter, and then saw the look on the other man’s face.



“Oh… Oh God,” said Pulse. “Fuck! I am so fucked!”



He clutched his forehead, staring at the damage he’d just caused.



“They didn’t use the same diamond concrete or whatever for the walls in here?” he asked.



“I’m going to be kicked off my team for this!” groaned Pulse. “Why didn’t you just… not dodge?”



“Oh, sure, just let your doom punch obliterate my face,” said Will. “Why did you even pick a fight with me in the first place?”



“Because you were asking for it!” snapped Pulse. “I need to get out of here. This never happened.”



“Gentlemen!” Complex suddenly appeared from around the corner, “Dumbasses. Gentle dumbasses. You both realize that there are cameras in here, no?”



He pointed to the nearest corner, where a tiny electronic eye was aimed in their direction. Pulse let out a soul-deadened sigh and sat down on the bench press.



“How long were you watching for?” asked Will.



“Doesn’t matter, since I showed up in time to save the day.” Complex tapped the screen of his watch a few times, furrowing his brow with exaggerated concentration. “Now, I have access to just about every advanced system within the Lighthouse’s backend. I could easily delete the evidence of this little incident, smooth out the video record with some faked footage, and even put in a basic work order for repairs to make this all seem like a happy, harmless little accident.”



“Awesome,” said Will.



“I said I
 could
 do all of that,” said Complex.



Will exchanged a glance with Pulse, feeling an odd mixture of animosity and camaraderie.



“How much?” asked Pulse.



“One hundred each,” said Complex.



“Done.” Pulse rubbed his knuckles and glanced at his handiwork again. “I’ll get the money from my locker.”



Complex nodded to him, and the muscular super hurried off across the gym.



“Can I get an old friend discount?” asked Will. “I don’t exactly have the money on hand.”



He was still owed money by Rue for their last cam show, but he wasn’t sure she had access to it, given her recent suspension. He supposed he could beg her for an advance, but involving her might mean involving Jess, who he was already on thin ice with after the previous night’s errors.



“I’ll give you one better than a discount, LP,” said Complex. “I’m planning a bit of an… expedition for tomorrow. Your skillset would be welcome. Help me out, and we’ll call it even.”



“An expedition?” Will smiled, sensing something mischievous in Complex’s tone.



“Just a friendly little jaunt outside the Lighthouse. We’ll be taking a boat and be out and back the same day.”



Will bit back on his first impulse, which was to agree just for the novelty of it. “Can I give you my answer later tonight?”



“Need to run it by your esteemed mother first?” asked Complex. “I get it. Relic seems like the type of woman who runs a tight household. Sure, whatever you need to do. Meet on the roof at eight with your answer.”



He slapped Will on the back, frowned as his hand came back sweaty, adjusted his glasses, and headed for the gym’s exit.










CHAPTER 18




 



Will made a point to finish his workout before heading back to his family’s rooms to shower and change. Nobody else was there, and he left almost as soon as he’d arrived, taking the elevator down to the infirmary to see Avery.



A familiar face was sitting in the infirmary’s lobby, and she waved him over as he entered.



“Sprinter, right?” he said.



“Correct,” said Sprinter. “Enjoying your stay in the Lighthouse?”



“It’s been eventful. That’s about all I can say about it.”



“I can imagine.” Sprinter stood up and stretched her back. “Not to nag you or anything, but did you manage to put in a word about my team with Webcam? We really would welcome her if she had any interest in joining us, even in just a trial capacity.”



Will winced and shook his head. “It hasn’t really come up yet, but I’ll see if I can talk to her about it later tonight. I should say that she’s more interested in living her life as a teenager than doing the whole hero thing.”



“That’s understandable. I was no different when I was her age. She’s a top-notch prospect, however, so even if she turns down offers for the time being, there’s still a benefit in opening the line of communication early.”



“Yeah, she’s something special.”



“You know, if it wasn’t for your suspension, I’d be actively looking into recruiting you, too,” said Sprinter. “You might not have the flashiest power, but I’ve read about your exploits. Someone with perspective into the villain mind that you have would be a valuable asset on any team.”



“I’m flattered,” said Will. He honestly was, though he suspected the compliment was one part sincere and two parts an attempt to butter him up for convincing Rue.



Sprinter left, and Will continued on through the infirmary. Avery was awake in her room and looking sleepy but lively. She had one hand extended to a young nurse who was painting her nails in flashy colors. She grinned when she saw Will and waved to him with her free arm.



“LP,” she said, in a soft voice. “I was wondering when you’d show up.”



“I figured I’d let you sleep in, but it looks like you had other plans.” He kissed her on the top of the head and took a chair next to her bed. “How are you feeling?”



“Better, but not great,” she said. “It’s still… hazy, but I can at least talk again.”



He was so relieved to hear her voice again, to be able to actually converse with her, but paradoxically, found that he didn’t know what to say. He obviously couldn’t talk about their relationship with the nurse right there, but even if she’d been in the other room, he wasn’t certain whether it would be fair to her to bring up those sorts of heavy emotions.



“Can I get you anything?” he asked. “I could run up to where the rest of us are staying and grab some extra clothes for you? Or head to the café for some non-hospital food?”



“The food here is alright for hospital food,” said Avery. “No offense.”



“None taken,” said the nurse.



“I’m fine, LP.” Avery reached over and took his hand into hers. “I just want to rest up and get all the way back to normal. I’m still a bit scattered right now.



“I know,” said Will. “And I want to help however I can.”



He felt an echo of an earlier time when he’d said those words to her. He’d
 helped
 with her addiction, pushing her to cut back on her pills without understanding the greater context of her power limits and mental health struggle.



He knew it wasn’t that simple, that he couldn’t simply adopt the blame for her current condition, but he still wondered if things may have played out differently if he’d simply stayed out of her business.



“Please don’t blame yourself, LP,” whispered Avery. “What happened to me wasn’t anyone’s fault except Hive’s.”



He nodded. There was no point in discussing it further. He hadn’t gone there to dump his own guilt into Avery’s lap.



“Hey,” he said. “Guess who I ran into?”



“Who?”



“Complex. Remember him?”



Avery started to shake her head and then abruptly stopped and narrowed her eyes. “The goofy kid with glasses that you teamed up with to spy on me and my friends during that one CA conference on the beach?”



“We weren’t trying to spy on anyone,” he said, grinning at the memory of that bit of ancient history. “We were exploring, and we stumbled upon a bunch of naked girls.”



“We were in the middle of changing!” said Avery. “And don’t act like you both just announced your presence right away and apologized. You both hid in the bushes and watched like a pair of horny little twelve-year-old peeping Tom perverts.”



The nurse burst out laughing, and Will couldn’t resist joining in with a chuckle. Even though it had happened years and years ago, he still remembered it vividly, though it was a memory worn and weathered by time.



“Well, I’m sorry,” said Will.



“Thank you,” said Avery.



“I’m sorry that you’re naïve enough to think that if you take your bikini off at a public beach, someone somewhere isn’t going to instantly start watching you.”



Avery swatted his shoulder, smiling fiercely. “You little ass. You’re lucky you’re my brother.”



She reached out to ruffle his hair. Will brought his chair in a little closer, wishing, not for the first time, that they were alone even for just a few minutes of privacy.



“I want to go home,” she said, with a tired sigh. “After this, after I’m better. I just want everything to go back to the way that it was.”



There was a depth to her expression that made him curious what she meant by that, while simultaneously afraid to ask. He just held her hand instead, content to be there by her side, to bear witness to her slow recovery.










CHAPTER 19




 



Will stayed with Avery for a while longer, neither of them talking much, before heading back to the family’s rooms upstairs. He found Rue on the couch as he entered, stretched out with her feet up on one arm, scowling into her phone screen.



“Why do you look like someone just poured sand in your milkshake?” he asked.



“
 Upon further review, we came to the conclusion that your account has violated the terms and conditions of our sign-up agreement
 ,” said Rue. “That’s the response I got to my email asking why the banned me from CamCasters.”



“That’s pretty meaningless.”



“It’s beyond meaningless!” snapped Rue. “It’s insulting! I was making them money, and they won’t even tell me what I did wrong that warranted a suspension! I am going to write them back and tell them exactly how incredibly stupid and unfair and, and…”



“Take a breath,” said Will. “Set the phone down.”



“Don’t talk to me like I’m a child,” said Rue. “What else am I supposed to do?”



“Keep asking questions. If you get angry, they’re not even going to bother to read the emails you’re sending. Try to get an actual human responding to you.”



“We’re past that point,” said Rue, growling at her phone. “I’m going to give them a piece of my mind.”



Will came up behind where she was on the couch and gently plucked the phone from her hands before she could react or stop him. Rue growled in annoyance and jumped to her feet, making a grab for it.



“Don’t be an asshole, LP!” she cried. “Give me my phone back.”



“Not until you calm down,” he said. “If you have a meltdown over getting a generic email response and permanently close off our revenue stream from that website, it kind of affects me too.”



“Give it to me!” Rue tried to reach up and snatch it from him, but he was a fair bit taller than her, and simply holding it out of her reach proved to be an effective strategy.



She tried to jump past him to get at the handset, but he was broader than her too, and set his chest solidly in her path. Her body bounced off his, and he felt her breasts briefly mash against his chest with a rather pleasant sensation.



It reminded him of the way they’d play fight as children, especially as Rue let out a feral snarl and tried again, this time jumping off the arm of the couch for extra height. He turned his back to her and felt her land with her arms around his shoulders as though he’d offered her a piggyback ride.



He was laughing, despite the fact that Rue was veering into genuinely upset territory. They both collapsed onto the couch together, wrestling to pin each other as much as trying to possess the phone. Will got on top of Rue and managed to pin one of her arms. Her free hand was tightly clenched on the wrist of Will’s hand holding her phone.



“I’ll give it back to you if you promise not to reply to that email right now,” he said.



“Fine. I promise.” Rue let her grip falter.



Will set her phone down on the couch beside her.



He was still straddling her, and they both seemed to realize how interesting that fact was at the same time. He felt his cock stirring, and even though he knew it was a terrible idea, only one question seemed relevant.



“Is Jess…”



“She’s still at her meeting,” said Rue.



Will nodded. He leaned forward, noticing the mischievous, challenging smile that blossomed on her face. He could almost hear what she was thinking.



Do it, LP. I bet you’re too scared.



He leaned forward as though to kiss her, watching to see what she’d do. She matched his move, leaning her face closer to his, all but daring him to go wild, roll the dice, see what happened. She’d been so frustrated by that email, too frustrated for it to be over just being locked out of her account.



He kissed her, a soft peck, testing the waters. One of Rue’s legs slid sideways, hinting that it might maybe soon wrap around him. He found her lips again, and they were almost immediately lost in the motions of their bodies, a horny vibe settling on the air like a humid fog that made it hard to see straight.



It still felt a bit like wrestling, aggressive kisses and rough gropes. Rue dug her fingers into his bicep, pinching him like she wanted to cause a little pain. Will grabbed her ponytail and gave it a tiny yank.



“Pulling my hair,” she muttered. “What are you, five?”



He pulled it again, and she sucked in an irritated breath.



“That would make you three,” he countered. “Maybe that’s why you’re throwing a temper tantrum over your account.”



“Jerk.”



“Brat.”



They kissed again, bodies rocking together on the couch as things started to happen. Will tugged her shirt upward with a flick of his hand. Rue wriggled, halfway between helping him take it off and trying to wrestle control back.



Did she want something to happen? Did he? Did it matter, when it seemed like the momentum would make it happen, regardless?



There was a sound at the door, the faint electronic beep from a keycard unlocking the door. Rue’s eyes went wide, and she pushed him hard on the shoulders. Will rolled sideways onto the floor, landing with a heavy thud just as Jess stepped into the room.



“Oh, good,” said Jess. “You’re both here. What was that noise?”



“LP was fooling around,” said Rue. “I had to push him off the couch.”



Jess sighed but seemed to only half-hear Rue’s explanation. “Well, I just got back from another meeting with the Board of Directors. They confirmed that I’m going to receive a… substantial pay cut along with my demotion.”



“Oh, Mom!” Rue rose to her feet, fixing her shirt, which had ridden up to expose her navel. “That sucks.”



She hurried over to Jess’s side. After taking a minute to adjust his shorts, Will joined them.



“Can you appeal their decision?” he asked. “If they’d just look at what actually happened with Hive and the prison break, they’d see that neither was your fault.”



“It’s not that simple,” said Jess. “They need someone within the CA to blame, and I was the ranking hero in the city when everything happened. I carry that responsibility, and honestly… I do wonder if I could have handled both incidents differently.”



Will pulled her into a hug, which Rue immediately glommed onto. He squeezed them both tight, annoyed about how the world seemingly had a grudge against his family over the past few weeks.



“I just want to prepare you both,” said Jess. “This is going to affect us getting a loan for a new house. We might have to settle for a slightly… reduced living situation once we leave the Lighthouse.”



“We’ll figure something out,” he said.



“Maybe LP and I can help with the bills?” suggested Rue.



Jess frowned as they all parted from the hug. “The two of you need to focus on your lives and let me handle taking care of our family. You don’t have jobs, anyway.”



“I think what Rue means is that we’re all in this together.” Will crossed his arms and sighed. “At least Avery is doing well. I just came from the infirmary. She’s talking again.”



“She is?” Jess blinked, a slow smile blossoming onto her face.



“The nurse was painting her nails when I went down,” he said. “She was acting like the old Avery. Even teased me over an old misadventure Complex and I were involved in as kids.”



“The time you and he tried to spy on the girls changing at the beach?” asked Jess.



“That’s not what happened!” he said, face flushing red. “That’s an oversimplification of events.”



“Sure,” said Jess. “I was planning on going down to visit her. Rue, do you want to come with?”



“Definitely,” said Rue. “LP?”



He shook his head. “There’s one other thing I wanted to run past you guys. Complex asked me to join him and some of his friends on some kind of expedition. I’m not really clear on the details, but it sounds like he wants my help.”



“I don’t know,” said Jess. “I’m fine with it, but you’re on thin ice right now in terms of your standing within the Champion Authority, LP.”



“I’m due to meet up with him to give my answer soon, either way,” said Will. “I suppose I can see if there’s any way he can use his influence to make it more of an adventure happening in an official capacity.”



“He is quite influential here in the Lighthouse,” said Jess. “I’m glad that the two of you have rekindled your friendship. I’m fine with whatever you decide.”



She kissed him on the cheek. Will was, for a passing second, tempted to blow off the meetup with Complex and spend the evening with Jess and Rue and Avery, but his curiosity got the better of him.



He said his goodbyes, put on his shoes, and headed toward the elevator.










CHAPTER 20




 



True to its name, the Lighthouse had a bright beacon atop its roof, more than likely intended for flying supers to more easily navigate their landings. Will stared up at it for long enough to leave him blinking away a faint afterimage as he stepped out onto the brightly lit tower rooftop.



The wind gusted through his clothes, and he felt on edge as he looked around for Complex. There was a group of people off to one side, but given Will’s status among most of the heroes, he was hesitant to simply walk up and say hello without first seeing their faces.



“LP?” Complex’s voice confirmed it for him, and he made his way over. “Good timing. We were just about to get into the details. Allow me to introduce Benny Smoke, Glidemaster, and Effect.”



Will nodded to them. Benny Smoke was a heavyset redhead with a thick beard. Glidemaster was a skinny Latino who wore a baggy tracksuit. Effect was a tiny, androgynous-looking young man with a long blond ponytail.



“It’s nice to meet you guys,” he said, shaking each of their hands. “I’m the infamous Lockpick.”



“Oh, we’ve heard of you,” said Benny Smoke. “Who hasn’t? Can’t say I was all that surprised to learn that you and Complex go way back.”



“Don’t worry,” said Effect, in a slightly effeminate voice. “We aren’t the judgmental types.”



“Not in the slightest,” said Complex. “Effect wouldn’t be here if we were.”



Benny Smoke and Glidemaster broke out into laughter.



“Appreciate that,” said Effect. “I’m overwhelmed by your respect.”



“Or lack thereof, but that’s not what we’re here to discuss,” said Complex. “Tell me, LP. How much do you know about the SS Saint Mariana?”



“Never heard of it before.”



“Nobody has.” Complex grinned. “If the ship had succeeded in its mission, its epic quest for glory, well, it would have been a different story.”



He pressed a button on his watch, and a holographic display burst into life above it.



“The year is 1987,” said Complex. “Deepwater submersibles are coming into vogue. Most of them are government-sponsored missions to map the sea floor or find famous lost shipwrecks, such as the mythical Titanic. The SS Saint Mariana began as just such a mission, originally an effort by the government of Portugal to track down a variety of ships lost during the age of discovery.”



A large ship with a submersible hanging from the side appeared on the hologram, floating in the water and traveling in slow circles.



“There were still some oceanic abominations, even back then,” said Will. “That couldn’t have been a safe endeavor.”



“You already see the prize,” said Complex. “Long story short, after a number of incidents involving mutant attacks and little success, Portugal sold the ship to a private party.”



The national flag flying from the ship sank down, and then a new one rose back up with a cartoonish dollar sign in the place of the previous one.



“The buyer was a billionaire by the name of Sheldon Ayers,” said Complex. “He continued to chase after lost ships on a literal treasure hunt until his death. His son inherited the operation, but as it happens, the ship went missing shortly after its original owner passed. The entire mission was hush hush, and its disappearance was never publicized. Most people who did know about it assumed that it sank, and the entire crew was lost along with it.”



The holographic ship dropped beneath the ocean’s surface for a few seconds before reappearing.



“That’s not the case, however,” said Complex. “I have it on good authority that they found their treasure after all, but were attacked by an abomination before they could bring it into port. The ship has been grounded at an awkward angle on the rocks within a hundred miles of the Lighthouse, all by its lonesome ever since, a derelict vessel possibly still brimming with gold coins and ancient artifacts. And I know exactly where it is.”



Complex turned off the hologram and flashed Will a smug smile.



“He’s making it sound like more of an adventure than it’s going to be,” said Benny Smoke. “We’ve been there before. Just couldn’t find a way into the lower level.”



“It’s locked up like an airtight vault,” said Complex. “Even Benny couldn’t make it through those doors with his power.”



“I see,” said Will. “So that’s where I come in. You want me to open this ship up for you.”



“Could you?” asked Effect.



“Yeah,” said Will. “Absolutely.”



“You’re sure?” asked Complex. “It is somewhat of a dangerous trip out there. It’s sealed up with several different locks, a keycard, and a keyhole.”



“Makes no difference to my power,” said Will. “I can get inside, provided that I get a share of the take.”



He was expecting some pushback on that condition, but Complex and the others grinned and all started nodding their heads.



“Absolutely,” said Complex. “It’ll be an even five-way split. We might encounter some… difficulties, so everyone is expected to pitch in if it comes to that. Glidemaster and Benny can scout out the ship without putting themselves in too much danger. Effect is pretty useless, but he’s here, I suppose.”



“Thanks for that,” muttered Effect.



Complex continued speaking without looking the smaller man’s way. “Rounding things out, I’m the Swiss army knife, and you… well, you’re the lockpick.”



“The only issue I see is whether I can commit to doing this without ending up drawing the ire of the Champion Authority’s bureaucracy,” said Will. “My CA license is still suspended.”



“That’s a minor issue, at best,” said Complex. “I’m on the fast track to being on the Board of Directors one day, myself. The Lighthouse is only possible because of my inventions. It’s run by a thorium reactor that I designed myself.”



“Still, we should probably run it by someone, first,” said Will.



Complex snorted and slapped him on the back. “Who would have thought you’d be the one trying to do this by the rules? Trust me, it’ll be fine. If anything happens, I’ll take the fall.”



He took a moment to think about it, and that was all he needed. True, Complex’s plan felt more like a harebrained scheme than a carefully constructed mission, but he didn’t care about whether they succeeded or not. He needed this, craved that specific feeling of having someone within the CA outside his family treating him like an actual human, valuing what he had to offer.



“I’m in,” he said, with a grin.



A roar of approval came from the group, along with numerous slaps on the back. Benny stepped forward, reaching into his jean jacket and holding up a finger.



“Oh!” he said, blinking in mock surprise as his hand reemerged with a flask. “What’s this? Boys, what’s this?”



They passed it around, taking deep enough sips between them to nearly empty the tiny thing by the time it was put away. It was some type of fireball whisky that made Will’s throat burn. Effect started coughing and was mercilessly mocked for his weakness by the others.



“Tomorrow morning,” said Complex, holding up a finger. “We’ve waited long enough. If we don’t snag this ship’s treasure, somebody else is going to get there first. Ten AM sharp. Weather permitting, we’ll meet up here on the roof and then take the boat out.”



Everyone nodded in agreement, and the group splintered off as they called the end of the meeting, Will himself walking alongside Complex on his way back toward the elevator.



“They’re good guys,” said Complex. “Well, except for Effect. And Benny, sometimes. And don’t ever ask Glidemaster about his taste in music if you don’t want a case of bleeding eardrums.”



“Right,” said Will. “So what’s Effect’s power, anyway? I can sort of guess what Benny Smoke and Glidemaster are probably about, but Effect? It’s a bit vague.”



“So is his power.” Complex looped his thumbs together and made a flapping motion in his hands. “He shortened his original name down from Butterfly Effect. For obvious reasons. Teenagers can be mean, and his limp-wristed personality certainly didn’t help his cause.”



“Butterfly Effect?” Will furrowed his brow. “How does that work?”



“You must have heard of it before. The law of unintended consequences. You make one insignificant little choice, and something else important happens because of it.”



They rounded a corner walking a little faster than they should have and nearly ran directly into a group of three women. Will froze as he recognized one of them, a face he’d never thought he’d see again.



How? Why? More importantly… what the fuck do I even say?



He stared at Liz Laser, and she stared back at him. The moment felt endless, twisting and teasing his heart into a graphic clump of memory and sorrow.



“Ladies,” said Complex, with a smarmy bow. He glanced back and forth between Will and Liz.



Will barely noticed, feeling himself falling back into another place, another time.










CHAPTER 21




FIVE YEARS EARLIER



 



Lockpick still hadn’t found anywhere within the Sandsnail Gathering that didn’t feel grimy, or sketchy, or just plain deviant. It was a massive collection of RVs, vans, and tents in the middle of the desert, but describing it as such made it sound so much more benign than it truly was.



 He passed by a man with an unusually long neck selling unusually long rifles out of a standard-bed truck. The van behind it was rocking back and forth, spurious grunts and feminine moans emanating from the closed curtain behind the driver’s seat.



There was a carefully crafted mud pit a little past that, currently occupied by two muddy men who appeared to be wrestling over an equally muddy but far more naked woman. She didn’t appear to be making any attempt to defuse the situation.



Only a fraction of the people at the gathering were actual supers, which surprised Lockpick more than it should have. It wasn’t the fact that regular people were mixed with the villains and unregistered supers, but that they were so eager to be present. It was like a carnival show to them, or more accurately, like a music festival where the main acts joined in with the revelry after their shows.



Halberd, in this case, qualified as a main act, at least given the renown he’d accrued for himself through recent actions. He was in the pool that they noticed on their way in, the one built out of the back of an eighteen-wheeler with massive tires. He had his arms around two women who looked far closer to Lockpick’s age than his father’s, pretty and wet and bikini-clad.



It all felt so pointless to him. Not just pointless, but dangerous. A festival imbued with a sense of invincibility that should have been familiar to him as a teenager, but really just made him want to spit on the ground. The Champion Authority could show up at any time and turn the party into a bloodbath.



He’d been trying to find his way back to their car, but the question of what he would even do when he reached it loomed over him like an unsolvable problem. He was in the middle of the desert, and the only water available came from the benevolence of the gathering’s organizers. Until Halberd finished having his fun and organized a plan for them to set out again, he was stuck there.



He passed by a man wearing a costume made from garishly colored ribbons who was doing a heavily inebriated song and dance for an audience of no one, and cut through a lane in between two tents. As Lockpick came to a stop, he was struck by the distinct impression that someone was following him.



It made sense, but it didn’t make sense. Nobody really knew who he was here, and even if they did, what would they want with him? It was possible that a few of Marauder’s allies might have spotted him amid the crowd. Maybe they wanted to grab him, use him against Halberd?



He slowed to a stop behind a Jeep with massive tires. A group of people were passing just as he slid down to hide, and he hoped his stalker might assume he’d fallen in with them. He watched from underneath the vehicle, tracking a set of ankles and feet as they uncertainly moved toward him.



No hesitation, no holding back — he’d learned that much about fighting in the various scrapes and scraps he and Halberd had survived up to that point. He seized his stalker by the shoulders, slammed her into the Jeep hard enough to knock her head against one of the roof bar supports, and belatedly realized he was staring at Liz Laser.



“What are you doing here?” he snapped. “Are you insane? This—”



She slammed a headbutt into his forehead that, from her reaction, hurt her at least as bad as it hurt him. Lockpick seized her wrist and pulled her arm upward before she could unleash a laser blast in his face. They spun like a married couple drunkenly dancing, trying to overpower one another. He was stronger than her, but not by much, given their respective ages.



A group of villains in leather jackets, faces weighted with piercings, whistled and waved in their direction.



“You need some help with that kitten, kid?” called a man with a wild mohawk. “We could tame her for you if she’s too much for you to handle. Right boys?”



Laughter and jeers came from the group. One of them whipped his penis out and started slapping it with his hand. Lockpick let his hand drop from Liz, and she stopped fighting against him, sensing the same shift of dynamic.



“We’re fine,” he called.



The men were already moving on, but the implication had been clear enough. If they did fight out in the open, there would be no drought of villains eager to take advantage of the situation. Lockpick wiped blood from a cut on his forehead, catching his breath as he stared at her, still overcoming his surprise.



“Why would you follow us?” he hissed. “Are you out of your mind? Do have a fucking death wish or something?”



“Let’s go with
 or something
 ,” said Liz, jutting her chin out. “Where’s Halberd?”



“Hey!” he snarled, grabbing her arm.



“Don’t touch me!” She yanked her hand away and pushed his shoulder, but he didn’t falter.



He took her hand, more gently this time, and pulled her so they were mostly out of sight behind the Jeep.



“Look,” he said, meeting her gaze. “If you want revenge, that’s fine. But following us here to get it is absolutely insane. Nobody would have any qualms about ditching a loose body in the desert.”



Liz scoffed and shook her head. “You think this is about revenge? Believe it or not, the dynamics within our team were as fucked as you and your dad. I hated Deep! He was a misogynistic creep who tried to get in my pants before I even turned 18.”



“Okay?” Lockpick held his arms out. “So why are you here?”



“I’m here for justice,” said Liz. “I’m here because it’s the right thing to do. Not that you’d know much about that.”



“Justice?” He let out an angry laugh. “You and your team came after us! I told you when we first met that the smartest thing for you to do was turn and walk away, and you didn’t, so don’t act like it’s all just you serving the role of a—”



“Hey, hey, hey,” came a voice from behind them. “You two lovebirds look like you could use a pick-me-up. Here, on the house.”



A woman with spiky green hair held out a small tray with two shots on it, each one coincidentally matching the green of her hair.



“We’re in the middle of something right now,” said Lockpick.



“Don’t answer for me!” snapped Liz. She grabbed the shot and downed it in a single sip.



Lockpick grabbed the other one, glaring at her as he drank, unsure why he was even drinking it.



Liz wiped her lips off. Lockpick poked his tongue against one cheek, realizing it was quickly going numb.



“What did we just take?” he asked the green-haired woman.



She cackled and walked off without answering.



 










CHAPTER 22




 



For a moment, Will wanted to say something to Liz. He stared at her, sensing the burgeoning awkwardness between her friends and Complex. Her eyes were cold, angry, but an old anger. How many times had they fought each other over the years? How many times had they fucked?



Their relationship had been the definition of volatile, emotions and violence feeding into an inexplicably lustful teenage romance. A bad idea that had morphed into a worse reality. It had never really
 ended
 between them in the sense of a defined breakup. He’d just gotten caught, been locked up, and had always assumed that she’d moved on.



Had she moved on?



Liz looked away and hurried past Will and Complex, her friends following and whispering to one another in her wake. Complex sighed and made a show of admiring them as they walked off.



“Liz Laser,” he said, whistling. “The Ice Queen. Don’t worry, LP. She’s like that with everyone.”



“I somehow doubt that,” he said.



Complex blinked, mouth falling open at an angle. “No fucking way. The two of you have history? I need the details, ASAP. Recent or ancient?”



“Beyond ancient,” said Will. “I don’t want to talk about it.”



“Fair enough. I’ll ask you again when you’re drunk. She must have been
 wild
 in the sack. Good God, you’re a lucky man.”



“Right,” said Will, resisting the urge to roll his eyes. “Listen, I’ll catch up with you tomorrow. I’m going to head back to my family’s rooms for now.”



“Sure. Remember, ten AM sharp.”



Will nodded and headed for the elevator. Jess was the only one present when he arrived back at their cozy little suite. She was watching TV, and food was already set out at the table, a combination of egg rolls, fried rice, and kung pao chicken that he suspected she’d picked up from one of the Lighthouse’s restaurants.



“Hey,” she said, smiling at him. “How did your meeting go?”



She’d changed into sweatpants and a tiny t-shirt that seemed apt to ride up and show off her stomach and lower back. Will grabbed one of the eggrolls and took a bite.



“Good,” he said, while chewing. “It was fun, actually. Complex seemed to think that the CA wouldn’t have much of a problem with me helping them out, so I agreed to do it.”



“That’s wonderful,” said Jess. “I’m so glad. These are the kinds of friendships you should be trying to develop now that you’re back in the world.”



“Where’s Rue?” he asked.



“Out with her new friends again, same as you,” said Jess, with a smile. “I’m starting to wonder if coming here might have been for the best, after all. It’s like a breath of fresh air for the two of you after so long in Lancaster City, so far away from supers your own age.”



“What about you? Why aren’t you out making friends?”



“I have a family to look after,” said Jess. “Speaking of which, sit down. Have some food. It’s takeout, but better than the stuff we usually get at home.”



“Have you eaten already?”



“Yeah, but I don’t mind sitting with you and keeping you company.”



She joined him at the table, and Will told her more about the details of Complex’s treasure scheme as he ate. It felt comfortable and familiar, a breath of fresh air after the recent chaos of their lives.



“How was Avery doing when you went down to see her?” he asked.



“Well enough to insist that Rue and I get our nails panted.” She grinned and turned her hands around to show him a rainbow of different colors along the tips of her fingers.



Will gently grabbed her hand for closer examination, kissing it several times in the process.



“What a gallant gesture,” she said, still smiling. “You have to get down on one knee, though.”



“If I get down on one knee, I might end up kissing more than just your hand.”



He started to do just that. Jess laughed and pushed him back with one foot. Will grabbed it by the ankle and started kissing her leg through her sweatpants, letting his mouth slowly meander its way up the inside of her leg.



“Oh, you stop that, mister!” she said. “I take back the gallant part.”



“That’s fine. I think I’m less of a gallant knight and more of a plundering bandit.”



“You should save your plundering for your adventure tomorrow,” said Jess. “My treasures are off limits.”



“It wouldn’t be plundering if they weren’t
 off limits
 , now would it?”



She stood up and turned around, clearing his plate for him. Will came up behind her as she was drying her hands off next to the sink and pulled her into an embrace. She tensed at the contact of their bodies, which for some reason made it feel far more illicit.



“I’m serious,” she whispered. “You need to behave yourself.”



“I will,” he said, kissing her neck. “I always do.”



“That is not even close to true.”



“Come on,” he said, rubbing her hip. “It’s just us here tonight. Let’s lie down, watch a movie. Relax together.”



“This is exactly what I’m talking about,” she said, with a sigh. “I can’t even blame Rue for it, or you, at least not completely. I can’t… keep encouraging you like this by letting you get away with being so…”



She trailed off as though unable to find the right word.
 Horny
 , perhaps, or maybe
 lecherous
 . He felt bad, but it wasn’t enough to counteract how much he wanted her… which made him feel even worse.



“If you really want me to stop, I’ll stop,” he whispered.



There was a dangerous pause before she replied, like she was thinking about it, gathering resolve for her answer. Jess cleared her throat, spinning around in his arms, and looked at him seriously.



“I… want you to think,” she whispered. “Not just here, with me. But with everyone you’re close to. Rue. Avery. Actions have consequences.”



There was intensity in her voice, if not anger. Will ran a hand up her body, but he couldn’t quite meet her gaze.



“I do think.” He finally brought his eyes to her. “That’s part of the problem.”



He kissed her, feeling so much love in the way her lips moved back against his. He pressed into her, the entire world shrinking down to that moment. His hand settled on her leg, pulling upward as he pushed backward and nearly set her atop the counter.



She stopped him with a firm hand to the chest. “I’m going to head to bed. I love you, Will.”



“Yeah, I love you, too.”



He stared at her, sensing her needs, and then gave her one final kiss on the cheek. His phone vibrated in his pocket as Jess pulled away from him. Checking the screen, he saw a new text from Rue.



Hey
 .



Hey
 , he texted back.
 Jess said you were out with friends?



I was. Now I’m in the computer lab on the sixth floor.



“Goodnight, Will,” called Jess.



“Goodnight,” he said, as another message came in.



The internet speed is good, and there are webcams here. Want to come check it out?



He gave her his answer.



 










CHAPTER 23




 



The floor the computer lab was on was eerily empty, and from the way the hallway lights were dimmed, Will got the impression that it wasn’t necessarily intended to be frequented late at night. He was debating whether the directions Rue had given him were accurate as he approached the door to the similarly darkened computer lab, lit only by the white glow of the multiple rows of monitors.



“Boo!” came Rue’s voice.



He flinched, almost attacking on reflex, and then steadied himself against the door frame. “Not cool.”



She laughed and looped her arm through his. “You spook too easily, LP. Come on, I already found us the perfect spot.”



Will steadied her as she took a step that wasn’t meant to be. “Have you been drinking?”



“Does it matter?” She rubbed his shoulder. He decided that it didn’t, or at the very least, he didn’t want it to.



“I take it you had fun with your new friends?”



“They spent the entire time moaning about their ex-boyfriends and groaning about their current ones,” said Rue. “I nodded, drank some tequila, and left at the first convenient opportunity.”



She drew out two chairs from a computer desk in the far corner of the lab. The website on the monitor was a camgirl website, though Will noted, a different one from CamCasters.



“You can stream immediately on this website, but you do have to make an account.” Rue turned around, looking sideways, crossing her arms. “I mean,
 we
 have to make an account.”



The corner of Will’s mouth twitched. He stepped closer to her, touched her chin, turned her face toward his, and kissed her.



“So let’s make an account.”



She grinned. “I got stuck on the name. It has to be something that sounds cool, but also something that’s like, meaningful to us, or whatever.”



“Mutually Assured Destruction.”



“What?”



“Mutually Assured Destruction. As a name.”



A slow smile spread across her face. “Clever. I like, but we’re going to have to see if it’ll fit.”



Rue leaned forward to start typing, and Will found a spot behind her. “Oh, I think it’ll fit.”



“You ass!” She bucked backward, knocking him backward with a wonderfully suggestive movement. “…Nope, doesn’t fit. I told you.”



“Why not just use your old one, then?” he asked. “Miss Masquerade, or whatever. Won’t it make it easier for your old fans to find you?”



“Huh. I didn’t think of that.”



“It’s kind of obvious, don’t you think?”



She shot him a mock scowl and started to turn away, but he grabbed her arm, gently pulling her back. He kissed her, and it was just… perfect. So perfect that he almost hated it.



“No sense in wasting time,” she said. “Let’s get started.”



She pulled her old mask out of her pocket and pulled it on. It was only then that Will realized the trap he’d be putting himself into if he tried to join in without a similar means of concealment. He could try to keep his head out of frame again, but it was harder in a situation like this with less control over the camera and the environment.



“I got you this from the lost and found,” said Rue, stuffing a large sweatshirt into his hands. It smelled clean, and Will had no real qualms about wearing it.



“Thanks,” he said.



“Remember to bring your own, next time. Kind of obvious, don’t you think?”



She leaned over to start browsing the website, grinning as Will gave her a small, teasing slap on the butt. Within a minute, she had them logged in with a stream up and running. Will pulled the baggy hood of the sweatshirt forward to cover his face, eyeing the small window that showed them what the camera was seeing. Rue looked incredible, even in the computer lab’s dim lighting, even without much preparation.



But they still had exactly zero viewers, and that seemed like it might be the case for a few minutes.



“I suppose we should just… get comfortable,” said Rue. “My first stream back when I was getting started was pretty slow, if I recall.”



“Right,” said Will. He pulled the chair out from under the computer and sat down on it. Rue started to reach for one of her own, but he got his hands on her hips and plopped her down on his lap.



“Here,” he said. “This will be more interesting.”



“Are you sure you can handle my weight?” she asked, sounding genuinely concerned.



He almost said her name and had to catch himself, remember that they were streaming. “You’re tiny. You can sit on my lap whenever you want.”



“Maybe I will. I still have to see if you’ll be a comfortable chair.”



She started shifting, ostensibly trying to get comfortable, but rocking against Will’s crotch in a way that thrilled his manhood. She had an incredible butt, the kind of back end that would have been enough to make a woman sexy even without her many other curvaceous attributes. Rue was the full package.



“Someone just joined!” said Rue. She grabbed his knee, tensing up.



“Just do whatever you would usually do,” said Will.



“It’s normally not just one person,” she whispered. “Will it be weird if I greet them, or… damnit, they left. Grrrr!”



“We have time,” said Will. “Relax. Rome wasn’t built in a day.”



“This isn’t Rome being built,” said Rue. “It’s more like… after it was sacked. Trying to rebuild it.”



“Just be patient,” he said. “Here.”



He started rubbing her thigh and gently kissing and nuzzling her neck. Rue let out a low breath and wriggled in a manner that felt awesome against his stiffening cock.



“Nobody is watching, LP,” she whispered.



“Do you want me to stop?”



She froze, as though the question was more than just a question, and then started slowly rocking her hips, rubbing herself on him with lewd, wonderfully soft motions. Will slid his hands up her body, slowing, but not stopping as they reached her breasts.



He cupped them both, expecting Rue to squeal or stop him. Instead, she just let out a dreamy little moan and pressed one of her hands over his, still wriggling on his cock.



A chime came from the computer. Rue gasped and sat upright.



“Um, hi!” she called, smiling nervously into the camera at whoever had just joined the stream. “I hope you enjoy the stream!”



Will felt for her. It was the plight of the performer, the awareness that she needed an audience to lift her up, to make her relevant in this context. He could feel how quickly she’d become nervous through the tension in her body and almost wanted to call the whole thing off. Rue wasn’t going to have a fun night if they only managed to get the occasional passerby coming through the stream.



A single line of text came from their newest observer,
 Inigo564
 .



Do something.



“We were about to!” said Rue defensively. “Right, D? This is my bro… um, my
 boyfriend,
 D. I’m Miss Masquerade.”



I know, your username is visible
 , said Inigo564.



The viewer count went up to two. Rue’s hand tightened on Will’s knee, and he decided she needed some help to fall back into the flow of things.



“I’m going to start touching you,” he whispered into her ear.



“Well… that’s why I’m sitting on your lap, isn’t it?” said Rue. “Just go slow.”



He nodded. “I will. You can always tell me if you get uncomfortable.”



“I’m not a prude, D.”



He let out a dark chuckle and let his fingers dig into her thigh. “Then I’m going to push you to the limit.”



She made a hot, shuddering noise, and Will started kissing her neck. He let his fingers slide further up her leg, then he began toying with the button and zipper of her jeans. Rue’s breathing grew faster as he slowly undid them, and she seemed caught between trying to lean back against him and still giving attention to the camera.



Another message came in from Inigo546.
 Where are the two of you?



“We’re in the computer lab,” said Rue. “We’re allowed to be here, don’t worry.”



She arched her back as Will slid his hand into her pants. It would be hard to get them down all the way without lifting her up first, given the way the tight fabric hugged her awesome butt. That didn’t matter, though, as there was plenty accessible to him just through what he could currently reach.



“Anyone is allowed to be here, in the computer lab,” Will said to the camera. “Can you guys watch behind us? We don’t want to get caught.”



“We’re not going to get caught, D,” said Rue.



“As long as you stay quiet we won’t.”



He let his fingers caress the front of Rue’s panties, and she let out a tiny, preemptive little moan. Will eyed the viewer counter, blinking in surprise as he realized it had jumped up to close to thirty at some point.



She’s hot,
 said BlackBowser.
 Look at her rack. I bet she has huge nipples.



She’s new
 , said JuliusCaesarSalad.
 I hope he goes easy on her.



I hope he fucking ruins her
 , said Inigo546.
 Also, I think I love her.



“Mmm,” said Rue, squeezing her buttocks together against Will’s cock. “Don’t you think it’s… a little forward to tell a girl you love her on her first stream?”



There was a donation chime as Inigo564 donated fifteen dollars to the stream. Rue grinned and laughed.



“I think he deserves a little skin for that,” said Will. He pulled her shirt up.



Rue lifted her arms as her bra-clad breasts came into view, shooting a nervous glance at the computer lab’s door.



“Is this going to be alright?” she whispered.



“We’re all the way in the corner. Even if someone does come in, we’ll have time to quickly make ourselves decent.”



I hope they don’t
 , said BlackBowser.
 I hope they get caught.



“Hey, don’t say that!” said Rue.



Lol sorry,
 said BlackBowser.



I’d rather see him fuck her than see them get caught
 , said Inigo564.



Will felt Rue tense as they both read the last message, which sat in the bottom of the chat log for what felt like an eternity before disappearing in the flow of text. He slid his hand into her panties, feeling the silken curls of hair down there as he began caressing the lips of her womanhood. Rue let out a gasp as he eased two fingers in. She was wet and hot, ready for that, ready for more.



A flurry of messages came through in the chat.



What’s he doing?



Is she wet?



Where’s his hand?



Rue rocked her hips to meet the movements of Will’s hand. “Mmm… He’s fingering me, what does it look like he’s doing?”



The viewers in the chat responded excitedly with emojis and messages in all caps. A few more donations came through, but nothing crazy.



“How far have we gone before?” said Rue, reading a question posed by a viewer. “I mean… almost all the way. Does it matter? We’re here to stream, not hold a Q and A.”



Rude,
 said Inigo564.
 Just want to know if she’s a virgin.



“Excuse me?” said Rue, haughtily. “Why does it matter if I’m a… Oh!”



She sucked in a breath as Will started playing with her clit, her face contorting with pleasure.



If she’s not a virgin, then fuck her,
 said BlackBowser.
 If she is… also fuck her.



“The world runs on donations, fellas,” said Will.



Several dings sounded as the next round of tips came in. They were over a hundred dollars, peanuts compared to the streams Rue did for CamCasters, but not bad for a debut on a new website.



“Stand up for a second,” he said.



“…Why?” asked Rue, still catching her breath.



“So I can take your pants off.”



She eyed him over her shoulder, uncertainty etched into her expression, and then stood up and let him take her pants off. She looked like she was resisting the urge to cover up and deeply concerned by the fact that they were technically in a public place. Will quickly took his own shorts off and pulled her back down into his lap, feeling the situation inching over the point of no return.



“Your
 thing
 is making it hard for me to sit down comfortably,” whispered Rue.



He eyed the chat log, rubbing her bare thigh with one hand. “Chat has quite a few suggestions of what I should do with it.”



She squeezed her thighs together, pinching his stiff cock through his boxers. “What if I… you know? Use my mouth.”



He pulled her back so her ear was near enough for him to whisper and not be overheard. “Let’s tease a little, first. Don’t worry. I’ll stop before going too far.”



He adjusted Rue and, knowing how far he was pushing things, took his cock out. She made a noise before it had even touched her, as though its mere presence in the scene had an erotic effect on her. Will let it tap against her cute little pink panties, splitting his attention between her and the chat log.



“Let me tell you guys a secret,” he said. “She is a virgin. And I’m going to pop her cherry on stream.”



Rue’s fingers dug into his thigh, but she didn’t stop him as he pulled her panties sideways. He let the tip of his cock press into her womanhood, but only the tip, teasing at penetration without full commitment.



He expected her to stop him, but she didn’t. She stayed right where she was, like a good girl, like a
 bad
 girl. Will wasn’t a monster, and his sister was not a slut. He wasn’t actually going to do it, but between the donations coming in and the heat of the moment, he was certainly tempted.



“Not on this stream, though,” he said, rubbing her leg reassuringly.



Rue exhaled a sigh of relief and turned around, kissing him aggressively on the lips. She looked energized, alive with that horny energy that he’d found so hot when he’d stumbled upon her secret stream in the first place.



She took a fist full of his shirt and kissed him hard, eyes full of excitement and mischief.



“I really want to suck my boyfriend off,” said Rue, both to him and the stream. “Is that worthy of any donations?”



Will reached around, playing with her ass and womanhood at an angle for the camera’s enjoyment as donation after donation came in. Rue slowly slid down to kneel in front of him, giggling girlishly as her face came level with his cock.



“Is she good at it?” Will said, repeating a question from the chat. “Eh. So-so.”



“I’m awesome at it!” said Rue.



“Oh yeah?” He flexed his hips forward, prodding her cheek with his cock. “Prove it.”



If nothing else, Rue was competitive. She glared at him as she started licking his cock, taking his banter far more seriously than he’d intended it to come off. She started sucking with deep bobs of the head, and it was incredible and… a little confusing.



His sister wasn’t a slut, but good lord, did she have a slutty mouth. A slutty set of lips. A slutty, slimy little tongue.



“Oh, fuck,” he groaned.



Rue’s eyes beamed as she pulled back for a moment to catch her breath, licking his cock again and letting it throb in her hand. She had him at the bursting point, and from the look on her face, she knew it.



Cum on her face
 , said BlackBowser.



No, mouth
 , said Inigo564.
 Straight down her little whore throat.



“Easy, Inigo,” said Will, narrowing his eyes. “Anyway, money talks. I’m only taking suggestions tied to donations.”



He leaned his head back, trying to control his breathing so he didn’t blow too early as Rue started up again. The harder he tried, the less control he seemed to have over his own pleasure. Rue was still unpracticed in the realm of sucking cock, but she had that clumsy enthusiasm that was so impossibly hot and earnest.



The donations started coming in fast, falling into two camps as the viewers debated the merits of face versus mouth. Will was barely paying attention and wasn’t even sure if he’d have a choice in the end. He put his hand on the back of Rue’s head, encouraging her until the pleasure was simply too much.



A glance at the screen confirmed that face had won.



Sorry, Rue.



He pulled out and saw a brief flash of confusion in Rue’s expression as his cock unloaded in her face. She blinked several times in a quick,
 I can’t believe you just did that
 fashion, and then started wiping cum off her cheek and chin.



“Jerk,” she said. “You could have at least… Holy shit!”



She stared at the stream, which was now up to four hundred viewers. The donations were nearing the range of a thousand dollars, easily comparable to what they’d been making on CamCasters.



“I look pretty with cum on my face?” she said, reading a comment. “Thank you! That’s sweet. Also gross.”



Will chuckled and hugged her from behind. “You look adorable with cum on your face.”



“It was sweet when he said it, but you’re the one responsible,” she said. “We don’t even have a towel or napkins or anything.”



She wiped some onto her finger and absent-mindedly licked it like loose frosting.



“Let’s call it a day.” He closed the stream, pulled the borrowed sweatshirt off, and handed it to her.



“Thanks,” she said. “I needed this.”



“The sweatshirt, or…?”



She pressed forward against his chest. “This.”



He hugged her tight and kissed the top of her head.









PART TWO: LINES IN THE SAND










CHAPTER 24




 



Will joined Jess and Rue in the living room of their temporary lodgings the next morning half expecting to immediately be chewed out for their nighttime adventure. They’d been quiet when they’d arrived back, sneaking into their beds seemingly without waking Jess, but she seemed to have a sixth sense for mischief under her roof.



“Morning, Will.” Jess smiled at him. “What time did you get to bed last night?”



She didn’t sound like she knew anything, at the very least, the tone in her voice came just short of suspicion. Her blonde hair was down, and she wore a plain white nightgown that gave her a heavenly aura with the soft morning sunlight streaming in through the window.



“Not sure,” he said. “I was up for a while.”



“He waited up for me,” said Rue, from the couch. She came over and gave him a kiss on the cheek, still in just a t-shirt and panties. “Just to make sure I got home safe. It was really sweet.”



Will bit back a grimace as he saw Jess’s mouth pull sideways, her eyes full of questions about what might have happened after she’d gone to bed.



“Well, that was nice of you, LP,” she finally said.



“I’m going to be heading out early,” he said, changing the subject. “Today’s the day. I’ll be taking a boat with Complex on this little treasure hunt of his.”



“I want you to take your phone with you,” said Jess. “If anything happens, call me immediately.”



“I will.”



“I’m serious,” said Jess. “The oceans aren’t as safe as they were a few decades ago. Keep your eyes open, Will, and if something does happen, be ready.”



“I know,” he said. “I’ll be careful.”



He was smiling despite himself. At one time in his life, he’d been embarrassed by Jess’s concerns and worries over his safety, as though her harboring him diminished his capacity as a young adult.



Now, he saw things differently. He appreciated the practical advantage of having a woman who loved him as much as Jess did.



It’s nice to have Jess looking out for me for a change,
 he thought.
 Rather than Relic chasing after me.



“Don’t do anything stupid, LP.” Rue bounded over to give him a generous hug and kiss goodbye. She pressed her body far closer to his than she really needed to, not that he was complaining.



Jess let out a disapproving sigh as they parted.



“I really wish you would cover up a little more in the morning, sweetheart,” Jess said, eyeing Rue’s mostly undressed lower half.



“It’s too hot.” She smiled at Will over her shoulder as she walked away, her butt shifting and flexing in all the most wonderful ways.



“Let me know if you’ll be back in time for dinner, okay?” said Jess.



She kissed him on both cheeks and gave him an equally tight, though far more chaste hug.



“I will.” He snuck a quick peck on the lips, smirking when he saw Jess fighting a tiny smile as they parted.



Will didn’t take much with him. His pen knife was a state away, back with his costume and motorcycle, so he opted for a more conventional weapon — a sturdy hair pin of Rue’s that he’d found in the bathroom and borrowed without asking. She wouldn’t mind, and he hadn’t gotten a good chance to get permission in front of Jess.



It would work for what Complex expected out of him, skill wise, as well as the pen knife would. Small enough to fit into a lock, with a long cutting edge, given how it was within the margin of bluntness his power allowed. He could, in theory, make it work in a fight, but it would be like swinging around a deadly toothpick.



He took the elevator up to the roof and was greeted with his first awkward surprise. The others — Complex, Benny Smoke, Effect, and Glidemaster — were all in costume.



Benny Smoke’s was vaguely reminiscent of Mist’s, lots of loose cloth and grey colors. Effect wore a skintight and extremely colorful suit of spandex, with a bandana-style mask across his eyes. Glidemaster looked like he’d stepped out of a late eighties-era breakdancing movie, which actually also explained the name.



Complex’s costume was a step above and beyond the others, and really, anything Will had ever seen before. His suit was a mechanical marvel, an exoskeleton of gleaming steel that hugged tight to his body, with a spot for his watch to show through on the arm, a visor with a screen built into it across his eyes, and various boxier sections on the shoulders and around the waist that looked primed to pop open and reveal weapons.



“You’re right on time,” said Complex. “Which means we are now all set to get moving. Are you good in, um… that?”



He waved a hand at Will’s normal clothing.



“I’ll manage,” he said.



“Good,” said Complex. “We’ve got a boat reserved. Galaxy Maiden has checked off on a basic scouting mission. She doesn’t know about the treasure, and it’s important we keep it that way.”



“None of us are going to say anything,” said Benny.



All eyes turned toward Will. He resisted the urge to scowl. He’d come to terms with the fact that he was out of the Champion Authority a long time ago, but seeing them all in costume while he was just in a t-shirt really rubbed it in.



“I can be discrete,” he said.



“Perfect,” said Complex. “No point in wasting time. Let’s go!”



They took the elevator down to the ground floor, and a short trek through the gardens behind the Lighthouse brought them to the island’s dock. The boat was nothing special, spacious enough for perhaps half a dozen people at most, equipped for a simple jaunt across the water in fair weather. The five of them climbed into it, and Complex handled the rudder as they set out onto the ocean.



The sky was grey overhead, but in a uniform, unassuming way that didn’t necessarily promise rain. The air was surprisingly cool against Will’s face as the boat got up to speed. He was sitting in the middle, and he could hear Complex and Effect discussing the finer details of their course as they traveled south, passing along the coast of the Minor Exclusion Zone that had once been Nova Scotia.



An hour or two passed without much happening other than the scenery changing. Complex slowed the boat and doubled back around to confirm where they were before setting them onto their final bearing.



“It’s just up ahead,” Complex called over the hum of the motor. “Not going to be what you’re expecting.”



“How’s that?”



Complex simply grinned at him. A few minutes later, he tapped Will on the shoulder and gestured to a massive cliff face overlooking the ocean to their east. Waves crashed with savage strength against the rocks at the bottom, but that wasn’t where Complex was pointing.



The derelict ship was suspended midway up the cliff, crushed into the rock with enough force to thrust the steel hull into the cracks and crannies as though it had been welded into place. It was an unreal sight, a ship seemingly tacked onto an immense wall of ocean-weathered rock, and it raised an obvious question.



“Why the fuck is it up there?” asked Will.



“I told you,” said Complex. “It was attacked by an abomination. There’s more than a couple in this part of the ocean capable of flinging ships around. The back half of it crumpled into a concave section of the cliff, almost like being jammed into a cave.”



“How are we going to get up to it?” asked Will. “Is it even stable?”



“It was last time we came out this way,” said Complex. “And as far as climbing up goes, it’s all about grip strength.”



He grinned and reached for one of the compartments in his futuristic suit, pulling out a bulky device that looked like a grappling hook with a multimillion-dollar research and development budget. He aimed it high and pulled the trigger. A hook shot forth, whistling through the air before striking the far-off cliff face with a metallic clang.



“This end attaches here,” said Complex, pulling off the bottom section to anchor it to the boat. “Then you just hold onto this, and it pulls you to the top.”



“Hold on tight,” muttered Effect. “I fell off last time. The water is freezing.”



“Noted,” said Will.



“Glide is going to go up first, to make sure the hook is totally secure,” said Complex. “Can’t be too safe about these things.”



Glidemaster gave the others a thumbs up and wordlessly climbed out of the boat. Instead of sinking into the water, he glided just over the surface, speeding off toward the cliff face like an ice skater who’d taken to a magical new medium. He continued straight up the rock wall when he reached it, leaning back at an angle perpendicular to the rock that was both impressive and a little silly.



Glidemaster looked so tiny when he reached the boat that it gave Will a stab of vertigo just to watch him moving around, waving down to them to communicate that the line was secure. Complex tapped him on the back.



“Since you’re new, you get to go first,” said Complex, grinning.



“Thanks,” he said halfheartedly.



“Make sure your hands are dry. Don’t look down, and don’t let go. But seriously… don’t look down.”



Will wiped his hands off twice in a row, but there was still an ambient level of clamminess clinging to his palms that refused to dry up. He took hold of the grappling hook device, which at least had decent grips.



“Ready?” asked Complex.



Fuck no
 .



“Let’s do it,” he said, forcing the words out.



Complex pressed a button on the device, and it yanked Will forward hard enough to threaten to pull his shoulders out of their sockets.










CHAPTER 25




 



The very first thing Will did was look down. It was a hard reflex to suppress, especially during the beginning seconds of what essentially amounted to a reverse zipline. He wanted to make sure his legs weren’t going to sink into the ocean, so he looked down, and immediately understood why Complex had told him not to.



It was the speed he was being pulled up with that really hooked and knotted his guts, not his objective height. That sense of being pulled upward at a diagonal with such speed that if he did let go, he would probably continue forward to land on the jagged rocks where the waves met the cliff, which would split him open like a water balloon.



He didn’t let ago, shifting his gaze from the threatening scene below him to the surreal one above. Glidemaster was waiting with arm outstretched to help him dismount. The ship was set into the cliff at about a twenty-degree angle, which gave the impression that the ship was trying to tunnel into the earth at a slight downward bearing.



“I got you.” Glidemaster slid an arm under his shoulder and pulled sideways. “Real sense of humor Complex has about sending you up first. You held on well.”



“Was I supposed to fall?” asked Will.



“Kind of. Even Complex did the first few times he tried. Had to psyche himself up to make it all the way.”



Will’s knees were like jelly as he stepped across the ship’s angled deck. He didn’t feel moving or shifting underneath him at all, which was a minor relief. He really didn’t like considering how the only way back down would be to ride that stupid zipline again.



One by one, the others joined them. The main hatch into the ship was too near the crushed half to be accessible, but there was another hold more toward the airborne side that Complex led them over to. A plaque that had obviously been added after the vessel’s dereliction read “National Archives Site — No Trespassing.”



“That’s no big deal,” said Complex. “It’s not as though anyone
 really
 cares all that much.”



“I’m familiar with that line of logic,” said Will, smiling. “Do we have anything to worry about once we get inside?”



“It’s safe.” Complex scratched his chin and shrugged. “Well, at least as far as anything jumping out and attacking us goes. If it does fall, we’re screwed.”



“Yeah, I figured as much.” Will eyed the hatch as Complex pulled a tiny helicopter drone from his belt with a built-in light and sent it into the darkness ahead of them. “So what am I opening? Where’s this treasure?”



“Down there,” said Complex. “You want to go first again?”



“After you.” Will gestured and took a step back.



Aside from the angle the ship was leaned at and the heavy scent of stale air, the ship’s interior had weathered the years surprisingly well. Once upon a time, it had been a very livable space. There was a couch, a mini-fridge, an old CRT monitor now flat on its face in a heap of broken glass. No corpses that Will could see, but people had died here, from what Complex had told him.



“It’s further back,” said Complex. “I’m so excited. If you can get this thing open, it’ll be huge.”



“I can get it open,” said Will.



He followed Complex and the light drone deeper into the darkness. Their apparent destination was a sealed metal door near the middle of the ship, far enough from the end that had been crushed to avoid having its interior ruined and clearly built with security in mind.



“Behind this door will be treasure,” said Complex. “I’m sure of it. There has to be.”



“Alright,” said Will. “Just give me room to work.”



He ran his hands over the door, playing up the amount of analysis he needed to do before using the power. He knocked with his fist, brought his eye close to what appeared to be one of several locks, even sniffed it once or twice. Behind him, the others waited in absolute silence, not even breathing loud enough for Will to hear them.



He took out the hairpin and glanced back at them, smiling. “This should do.”



“Um… A hairpin?” asked Complex. “Not to doubt your ability, but I don’t know what that’s going to do…”



There was an obvious click as Will slid the hairpin in and did his thing. There was no real art or nuance to it, he was just using his cutting to sever whatever random bits and bobs the hairpin came into contact with. The door loosened slightly, enough for him to jiggle it forward and slide the hairpin through the crack between it and the doorway, severing the real bolts holding it in place.



He stood up, took a small bow, and kicked the door for effect. It flew open with a tremendous crash as it banged into the wall behind it.



“And that’s that,” he said. “Can we get some light in here?”



“Absolutely!” said Complex. “Holy shit, that was cool.”



The drone hummed forward, hovering over Will’s shoulder as he stepped into the locked room and making him feel like a tomb raider with a torch. The analogy felt a little too real as he took in the various lumps of clothing and long-decayed flesh huddled in the corners of the small space.



Two of the bodies were embracing, while the third had been in the fetal position. Will tried not to think about what their last moments must have been like, whether they’d run out of oxygen, food, or water in the tiny space.



“How very sad,” said Complex. “Anyway… let’s start pulling out these boxes. They’re what we came for.”



The apparent treasure they’d come to claim amounted to several airtight metal boxes. Will opened one with his hairpin to reveal bundles of papers within and not much else. Complex grinned and slapped him on the back as though he’d uncovered a chest full of gold and jewels.



“Jackpot. We’re looking at… north of a hundred thousand, I’d say. Probably less than a million.”



“Let me see!” said Benny.



“You’re welcome to look, but it’s not going to look like much to you, because you’re an idiot.”



Glidemaster snorted with laughter.



“What we have here are several hundred-year-old promissory notes from the Portuguese Empire. Obviously, they’re not still valid, but to the right buyer, they’ll fetch a nice price. I’ll send them off to my assessor via courier as soon as we’re back.”



Will nodded, but he was only half listening. Just outside of the locked room, he’d noticed a point of metal jutting from the ship at an odd angle, an old strut that must have fallen at an angle at some point. A ruby brooch attached to a slightly corroded sliver chain was hanging from it, a beautiful bit of jewelry old enough to seem like an antique worth taking.



Jess might be able to make use of it with her power, depending on its history. And even if she couldn’t, it would make for a nice present.



“You want to take one of these down, Glide?” asked Complex, sliding one of the locked boxes toward the hatch. “I can take one on my back, and with the last one, maybe we can—”



The ship gave an interesting and horrifying groan from underneath them. Nobody dared to speak, let alone move, for a few seconds after.



“We’re dead,” said Effect, in a tiny voice.



“We’re fine,” said Complex. “Glide? Can you get back above deck and see what the situation is? With your power it’s probably the safest, and then we’ll…”



He trailed off as the ship creaked again, the sound so ominous that it felt as though it was a contagion infecting Will’s core. Glidemaster, suspended by his power, quickly made his way up and out through the hatch.



“It’s not good,” called the floating hero a moment later. “It’s really not good. I… wouldn’t recommend moving.”



Another horrible groan came from the rocks, accompanied by a small but horrifying shift in the ship’s angle. Benny Smoke let out a scream and abruptly became incorporeal, floating toward the hatch in a cloud of vaguely human-shaped smoke.



“Ben!” Complex swore and balled his hands into fists. “Don’t put weight on the edge of the ship! Even just climbing onto the zipline could shake us loose!”



“Sorry!” called Benny.



For the moment, the shifting stopped, or at least slowed down. Will tried to quickly take stock of the situation, but his thoughts kept shifting to the experience of riding the zipline up, how dangerously high they were over the water, now with the addition of falling loose within the ship.



“Any ideas?” muttered Complex. “Anyone?”



He looked at Will and Effect.



“Don’t ask me,” said Effect. “My power might be the reason the ship is falling in the first place.”



Will stared at him in horror.



“He’s joking,” said Complex. “Right? That
 was
 a joke, Effect.”



“Yeah, just not the laugh-out-loud kind,” muttered Effect.



“I think I see light coming in a little further down,” lied Will. “It looks like there’s a hole.”



“What?” snapped Complex. “I don’t see anything.”



“Could you run another line with a drone if it was big enough for us to squeeze through?”



“No, but I could use my drone to bring the other one over.” Complex brought his watch screen up and started tapping on it. “Where is this hole you’re talking about?”



“It’s over here.” Will slid so he was in front of the other two, out of view behind a bulky piece of machinery. Moving was risky, and he could both hear and feel the ship shifting from the rocks, losing purchase like a climber with fading finger strength. Cutting into the ship’s hull would be even more dangerous.



Doing it with a hairpin, however — now that was just style.



He held it in between the nails of his thumb and forefinger, giving him the longest possible edge for cutting that the tiny piece of metal would allow. He wasn’t certain whether it was long enough even as he went to work tracing the hold, but a tiny hint of light flooded through as he began working in earnest.



“Over here!” he called immediately after pushing the excess metal through the hole. “We can get out!”



Complex and Effect wordlessly began walking his way, setting each foot down carefully as the ship’s hull tilted at an even more precarious angle. Will doubted that they’d seen him use his power, given how panicked they had been while he was working, but if they had, they were keeping quiet about it.



“I’m going to attach it to the cliff wall instead of the ship,” said Complex, speaking slowly. “That way, if the ship falls…”



“When the ship falls,” said Effect.



“
 If
 the ship falls, we might still stand a chance.” Complex controlled the drone through his wrist screen. Will heard, rather than saw, it hum by them. There was a gap of several feet in between the ship and the line, meaning they’d have to risk a small jump to get their hands on the attachment that would slide them down.



“Let’s be quick about this,” said Complex. “See you guys on the ship!”



With no qualms about going first, the tech-suit-clad super stepped into thin air, catching the zipline tight in his hands. It sent him sliding down the line at a controlled speed, leaving Will and Effect to watch and wait for their own turn.



“How do we decide which one of us goes next?” asked Effect.



A low, continuing rumble began to sound from the cliff wall, as though rock from above was collapsing down in a pelter of debris.



“There’s no time!” snapped Will, feeling the ship tilting past a tenable angle. “Get on my back!”



Effect didn’t object or ask questions. The hole Will had cut into the ship wasn’t really designed for two people to pass through at once, but they were out of chances and choices. He reached for the zipline with a desperate, two-handed grab, feeling the weight of Effect yank down on his shoulders as they started moving.



In the same instant they began to pick up speed, the ship came loose. It came within a foot of taking out the line, seeming to fall in slow motion from its size and the distance they were up. Will’s focus was torn between watching and waiting for the impact and keeping his desperate grip on the zipline. Effect screaming in his ear certainly didn’t help.



The falling ship hit the ocean with a tremendous splash, knocking up enough water to soak Will’s legs even though they were still a decent height up. The boat they’d arrived on, now safely occupied by Complex, Benny, and Glidemaster, bobbed up over the massive wave sent out by the impact. Will and Effect touched down a few seconds later.



“Wasn’t that a National Archives site?” asked Benny.



“I wouldn’t know,” said Complex.  “Since we were never here.”



Someone laughed, and then they were all laughing.










CHAPTER 26




 



The high from the adrenaline lingered in Will’s system for long minutes after their escape. They stuck around the cliff for a while, which now barely held any evidence of the ship’s existence to begin with. The wrecked hull had sunk straight to the bottom without fanfare, far deeper down than they could see from the surface.



Complex had thought far enough ahead to bring sandwiches and beer in a cooler. They ate lunch on the boat and got well on their way toward a healthy buzz. Will sat on one of the benches next to Complex, finishing the last of a pale ale while eating salami on rye.



“That was a good day’s work,” said Complex. “I’m glad you came along with us. We couldn’t have done that without you.”



“Any time,” he said. “I forgot how much fun it is to be problem-solving in the moment.”



“The best part and the worst part of being a hero,” said Complex. “Let’s just be glad it worked out for us this time.”



He finished his beer and tossed the empty can overboard.



Will shook his head. “Really? You’re just going to eject your litter?”



“The ocean doesn’t give a shit,” said Complex. “We just dumped a ship into the water, what’s one more can?”



Will wasn’t really sold on that logic and simply crumpled his own can into a pocketable size. He finished the second half of his sandwich and leaned his head back against the bench, incredibly satisfied.



“We should start heading back,” said Complex. “I’m going to review today’s haul and figure out if there are any other wrecks nearby to check out. It’ll be less dramatic when they’re underwater, but potentially far more profitable.”



“How about we stop over at the Virgin Islands on our way home?” said Benny, with a chuckle.



“The Virgin Islands are, what?” asked Will. “A couple thousand miles to the south of here?”



“He’s joking,” said Complex, setting a hand on his shoulder. “We are going to make a quick stop, though.”



He tossed a chip bag into the water on his way to the rudder.



 



***



 



They headed north along the coast, spending the early afternoon retracing the route they’d originally taken out before veering off in a new direction. Will asked the others where, exactly, their quick stop would take them, but only got vague answers in response.



An island just off the coast came into view as the sun sank low on the horizon to the west. The glow of artificial lights was clearly visible against the haze of twilight, suggesting a settlement of some sort.



The image Will had in his mind was far neater than the reality. The island had once been home to a posh vacation neighborhood, a few dozen houses along with a pretty dock for ocean-inclined rich people to spend their weekends or summers.



The world the homes had been built for had stopped existing decades ago, back in the time before aquatic abominations had multiplied and taken over the oceans. They’d been abandoned, but apparently reclaimed, if the people Will could see were anything to judge by.



The houses were in awful condition, most of them stripped of paint, several with tarps taped to their roofs to cover up leaks from storm damage. Trash littered the beach, bottles and plastic bags and ancient fishing nets. Two of the docks were in a state of disrepair beyond being usable, but Complex steered the boat toward the third, which was in better condition.



Two girls, a teenager and a toddler, appeared to be scavenging on the beach for clams. They both looked underfed and heartbreakingly world-weary, and neither of them paid much attention to Will and the others as they disembarked.



“Don’t worry,” said Complex. “We won’t be here long. I just need to check in with a certain someone.”



He motioned for the others to hang back as he strode forward, whistling to the little girl and waving her over. She wore only a stained smock dress, and her feet were bare and dirty. The little girl listened to Complex’s question and pointed toward the house nearest to the docks.



The door to the house opened before he’d made it all the way over. Another young woman, perhaps sixteen at most, stepped out, crossing her arms and frowning. She was pretty, but her face held the same tension Will had noticed in the others, and it only became more pronounced as Complex set a hand on her shoulder and led her back into the building.



“What’s he doing?” asked Will. “Why did we come here?”



“Relax,” said Benny. “He’s just picking up something.”



“I hope he’s just picking up,” said Glidemaster. “We’ll be here for hours otherwise, knowing him.”



Benny snorted. Effect looked distinctly uncomfortable. Will eyed the girls on the beach again, sensing something wrong about the situation that he couldn’t quite put his finger on.



Complex returned a few minutes later, holding an envelope and grinning. The girl who’d been in the house originally stood meekly in the doorway as he left, not looking at Complex even as he leaned in and kissed her on the cheek.



“We’re done,” he said. “Let’s go.”



“How much?” asked Benny.



“We’ll talk about it after. Enough, at least for now.”



Will waited until they were back on the boat before attempting to get a straight answer. “What was that?”



“What was what?” Complex started the motor and began picking up speed across the waves.



“All of it,” he said. “What were those kids doing there?”



“About what you’d expect,” said Complex, with a shrug. “Living their lives. They’re orphans. We look out for them as much as we can in exchange for a minor contract fee.”



“They just live out there, alone?” asked Will. “I didn’t see any adults. Why aren’t they at the Lighthouse if nobody is looking out for them?”



Complex shot him a perplexed look. “Why would they be? They aren’t supers. The Lighthouse doesn’t just let anyone walk in.”



Will was cold and tired, despite the warm weather and early hour. He tried to give Complex the benefit of the doubt, interpret what he’d just said through the lens of someone who’d never really suffered before, but it was a struggle.



“Hey, relax,” said Complex, slapping him on the shoulder. “I know how rough it must have looked just seeing them as an outsider, but it’s really not an uncommon living situation for mundane people living on the coast. It’s poverty. We try to look out for them, but even with superpowers, we can only do so much.”



“I didn’t see any men,” Will said, speaking his thoughts aloud.



“There used to be some,” chimed in Glidemaster. “They did a lot of infighting over stupid ego stuff. It got complicated.”



“
 Complex
 , one might even say,” said Benny.



Glidemaster broke out laughing, and Complex punched Benny in the shoulder.



“Let’s not rehash that now,” said Complex. “Any more beers left in that cooler?”



“You’re operating a vehicle,” said Benny.



“Is that a yes or a no?”










CHAPTER 27




 



“Remember,” said Complex. “This little adventure is just between us. No need to publicize the fact that we may or may not have been involved in destroying a National Archives site.”



“I’m not planning on snitching, if that’s what you’re worried about,” said Will.



They walked into the main lobby of the Lighthouse. Benny immediately split off from the group, running over to a pretty redhead who greeted him reluctantly as he approached.



“Good.” Complex ran a hand through his hair. “Not that we really did anything wrong, as far as I’m concerned. That ship would have fallen on its own eventually, and it’s better that it happened after a thorough search for treasure to properly assess its, um… historical significance.”



Will nodded absently. Truth be told, he’d done far, far worse things during his time with Halberd. Still, he couldn’t quite shake an underlying sense of unease, one that had nothing to do with destroying national artifacts and everything to do with the inherent privilege of supers.



“Cool, cool,” said Complex. “There will be kickbacks from these eventually. I’m very generous to my friends. Just ask anyone.”



“Sure,” said Will. He split off from the others as everyone started to go their own way, taking the elevator up. Try as he might, he couldn’t get his mind off the face of that little girl in that sad, ramshackle town… her dirty little feet.



He found Jess in the main room of their suite, relaxing on the couch with a book. He really wanted to talk to Jess about what he’d seen, but it would mean engaging in a minor betrayal of Complex’s trust immediately after committing to secrecy. Though in truth, Will wasn’t sure he owed the other man that much trust yet.



“Hey,” he said.



“Hey.” Jess closed her book and smiled at him. “How was your adventure?”



“Very eventful,” he said. “I got you something.”



He reached into his pocket and withdrew the ruby brooch. Jess blinked when she saw it, her mouth slowly falling open as she realized the significance of the corrosion on the metal, the age and history behind the jewelry.



“No way,” she whispered. “You didn’t just get me jewelry, but a new relic? What more could I ask for?”



He grinned. “Turn sideways.”



She instantly complied, and he slid in close, reaching his hands around front to slip it onto her neck. As soon as he’d done the clasp, he noticed something unusual. The light around the brooch stirred, shimmering faintly in a manner that he knew from experience only he could see. It was like what had happened with Hive’s cords.



Jess let out a soft, satisfied noise that Will found altogether too sexy. He stayed where he was, watching the brooch shimmer, one hand settled gently on her shoulder.



“It has a past,” whispered Jess. “It has… power.”



“What does it feel like?”



“Hard to describe.” Jess turned around, casually setting her legs into Will’s lap. “I can sense the last few moments of its previous owner, how it gained its relevance to my power. She was on… a sinking ship, with no time to escape. This brooch…” She touched the brilliant ruby gemstone on the front. “…It almost got her killed.”



“You’re serious?”



“Dead serious, no pun intended.” Jess gave him a small smile and laced her fingers together. “It got caught on a piece of metal, and the woman wearing it almost… gave up. Only through one last burst of strength was she able to pull free, and that was after nearly drowning in the rising water.”



“So, what?” said Will. “Is it going to make you even stronger than you already are?”



Jess laughed and shook her head. “No. It’s going to let me breathe underwater.”



Will chuckled, only belatedly realizing that she was serious. “Have you ever considered going on a shopping spree in an antique store?”



“If it were that easy to collect artifacts, our house would be filled with them,” she said. “Our old house, I mean. Sorry.”



“It’s alright. I think we’ve just about come to terms with the loss at this point.”



He stayed with her on the couch, happy to simply share her company with no expectations.



“It looks good on you,” he said.



“Thanks.”



“Really good.”



Jess gave him an interesting smile and shifted her legs. “That’s very sweet of you to say.”



“It’s not too tight, is it?” asked Will. “I could always adjust the clasp.”



He reached around to set his hands on the back of her neck, seizing the excuse to be close and all but embracing her. Jess’s smile reminded him that she wasn’t born yesterday, and that she was also a woman who’d put up with this kind of thing from Halberd for years.



“You can take it off me if you want,” said Jess.



Will slid his hands down, pretending as though he’d been touching her shirt instead of the brooch. “Right here? Well, if you say so.”



“You are just too much!” said Jess as he started tugging at her clothing.



She tipped backward, and Will leaned forward. They were still together, on the couch, in the empty suite, each of those facts compounding to make the moment every bit as dangerous as it sounded.



“This is the sweetest gift I’ve received in a very long time.” She ran her hand across his cheek. “Thank you, LP.”



“You’re welcome.”



He kissed her and felt her lips moving against his, eager and open, eager and searching. He loved her so unbelievably much, and it made his heart feel oversized to see her enjoying his present. Jess made a slight moaning noise, and her tongue slid into his mouth.



He shifted on top of her as she stretched out. His cock was hardening at a sprint, and he saw the shift in her expression the moment she felt it press into her thigh. There was something coy there, coy and tempted, like she couldn’t quite muster her usual defenses.



Will kissed her again, running a hand along the side of her body, amazed by what she was letting him get away with. He rocked his hips forward, grinding into her, and risked openly groping her breasts. His fingers sank into soft flesh, and he could feel the work her bra was putting in to hold her impressive assets in place.



“You need to find a girl your own age,” sighed Jess. “Someone to give this sort of thing to.”



She touched the brooch as she spoke, but her eyes were fixated in a far lower direction.



“And if I told you that I wanted to give it to you, instead?” He smirked as he continued grinding into her, gently kissing her neck, delighting in the way he could feel her body opening up to him.



“I would tell you that I’m flattered,” said Jess, biting her lip. “I would tell you that I… enjoy your attention. Your kisses, and your hugs, I do, I really do. But you’re at an age where it’s easy to get confused. An age where your eyes are bigger than your…”



“Bigger than my what?”



“Mmm…” Jess’s hands slid over Will’s butt, as though her arms had gone rogue and decided to pull his hips in. “You’re so single-minded, LP. You’re not being fair.”



“You’re not being honest.”



“I’m always honest with you,” she said. “I like being close to you. That’s what makes all of this so… so…”



“Hard?” He eased forward, his cock raking against the inside of her thigh, and Jess made a wonderfully erotic noise.



“Emotionally complicated,” she said, with obvious care in her word choice. “Now, as much as I enjoy your full-body hugs, I need to get up.”



“For what?”



“Rue isn’t home yet. I think she’s out drinking with those new friends of hers again.”



Will turned sideways, a little annoyed by the justifiable interruption, but curious about Jess’s disapproving tone. “You sound like you aren’t a fan.”



“I don’t want to be the kind of mother claiming this person or that person is a bad influence, but Rue is so… unspoiled. She’s very innocent.”



Will snorted, which earned him the attention of Jess’s narrowed eyes.



“She’s nineteen,” he said. “She’s just experimenting. Trying new things.”



“Is that right?” asked Jess.



“Where is she?” asked Will. “I’ll go pick her up.”



He pushed himself up from the couch, aware that he was passing up an opportunity to continue his long-standing siege on Jess’s sexual defenses. It was more of a calculated ceasefire than a retreat. He wanted to get her worked up, get her wanting it as much as he did, and sometimes the only way to do that was to pull back.



“They were hanging out in the gardens behind the Lighthouse the last I heard,” said Jess. “Try calling her if she’s not there.”



“Why not just call her now and tell her to come up to the suite?” asked Will.



“If I do that, she’ll have time to come up with a clever way to obscure any evidence of what she might have been doing,” said Jess.



“Fair enough.” He leaned in close and, after pausing to build suspense, kissed her gently on the lips. “I’m glad you enjoyed the brooch.”



Jess cleared her throat, looking like she very much wanted more kisses and all the things that came with them. “I really enjoyed it, LP. I’m already thinking of what I’m going to give you in return.”



“Oh, I think you already know what I’d want.”



“Watch it, mister.”










CHAPTER 28




 



Will took the elevator down to the lobby and set out onto the island itself. It was late enough for the Lighthouse to be the brightest thing around, which wasn’t a tall feat given the illumination of the tower against the darkness of the rural New England coastline. But it was surreal, to say the least.



He made his way around to the gardens, which were surprisingly active despite it being well into the evening hours. A pair of teenagers in hoodies were attempting to be subtle about a joint they were passing back and forth near the side Will had entered through, both of them apparently oblivious to the intensity of the smell the smoke was putting off.



He spotted Rue as he continued forward, marking her from her familiar laugh as he zeroed in on a group of girls sitting next to a portable speaker playing generic pop music. He walked over slowly, trying to eavesdrop without seeming like he was. It was an open question whether he’d actually report any potential trouble Rue was getting into back to Jess, but he at least wanted to know about it himself.



“It felt… nice,” said one of the girls.



“What does nice mean?” asked Rue, with a giggle.



To Will’s ear, she sounded completely wasted.



“You know…
 nice
 . Really nice. And then it ended way too early and I understood why so many women joke about men not being able to last longer than five minutes.”



The girls broke out into laughter. Will caught sight of at least two bottles of wine or liquor being passed around.



“It was probably his first time, too,” said another girl. “There’s an upside and a downside to that. You want it to be special, but it’s hard for it to be special when the guy doesn’t know what he’s doing.”



“How sure were you that it was, you know… the right time?” asked Rue.



“Well, we’d been dating for a few months,” said the first girl. “I wasn’t sure it was the right time. I just didn’t want to wait any longer.”



“When it’s right, you’ll know.” The second girl passed Rue a bottle.



She held it in her hands instead of sipping from it immediately, lost in her own thoughts. Will decided it was a good time to intervene before she got any drunker.



“Hey,” he called. “There you are. Jess wants you to come back up to the suite.”



“LP!” Rue dropped the bottle, which had thankfully been capped. “Um, hey. We were just… hanging out.”



“It’s no big deal,” he said. “I was nineteen once, too.”



“But you’re older than that now,” purred one of the girls. “I’m Kaci, but the way.”



She clasped her hands in front of her and leaned into Will’s space, drunk and flirty.



“We’ve met before,” said Will. “Rue introduced you to me.”



“She did?” asked Kaci. “Well, in that case we can skip straight to the part where you take me for a walk through the more scenic sections of the gardens.”



“Kaci!” snapped Rue. “Knock it off. I’m ready to go, Will.”



Rue looped a possessive arm through his.



“I was just teasing him,” said Kaci. “Unless…”



“You girls have a nice evening,” said Will. “A safe evening.”



A few overlapping grumbles of
 we will
 sounded from the group as he began leading a very drunk Rue back toward the tower. He walked at her pace, gently tugging her back onto the main path when her feet tried to carry her off elsewhere.



“How much did you have, exactly?” he asked.



“I wasn’t like… counting sips or anything,” said Rue. “Enough. Not too much. Don’t judge me.”



“I’m not judging you,” he said. “It’s just important to always be mindful of what you’re putting into your body.”



 



***



 



FIVE YEARS EARLIER



 



“What the hell did we just take?” asked LP.



The world felt different, like he was watching everything through a monitor with poor saturation. He kept jumping back to that moment, the tiny glasses, the argument with Liz, how natural it had felt to simply match her intensity and take a shot himself.



“If I knew it was going to be this intense, I would have made myself throw up,” muttered Liz.



“Can you… not talk about throwing up right now?”



He felt dizzy, but not in the sense that the world was spinning. It was more like it was lagging behind, with trails following his hands when he swung them through his field of view and people seeming to splash with colors as they moved.



“I don’t want this,” muttered Liz. “Not here. Not right now. I, I… I…”



Lockpick grabbed her hand as she continued to struggle to get the rest of her thought out. “It’ll be okay. We’ll find somewhere to sit down. After that, we’ll…”



A man in a monkey costume rode by on a bicycle with a pair of symbols attached to the back that automatically clapped together from the motion of the wheel. He’d seen the show before he’d taken whatever drug they’d been dosed with, so he knew it wasn’t a hallucination, but he really wasn’t appreciating the wackier side of the Sandsnail Gathering at that very moment.



“They know…” whispered Liz. “They figured out that I’m a hero, and they’re going to—”



“Quiet!” hissed Lockpick. “It’s just the drug. You’re being paranoid.”



“Look at how everyone keeps looking at me!”



“You’re an attractive blonde teenager,” said Lockpick. “People are always looking at you like that. You just never notice usually because you’re—”



“Ah!” said Liz. She spun around, rubbing the back of her neck. “I felt something!”



“Okay, we’re going to find somewhere to…”



Sit down
 , was how he’d intended to finish that sentence. The sandy ground in front of him was a sudden mosaic of patterns and meaning. It was art. Somebody had created true art across the desert floor, and people were trampling on it as though it weren’t even there. One of the faces in the sand winked at him and blew him a kiss. Was that… Relic?



“LP!” Halberd’s voice boomed out from across the main walking lane, loud and earnest. “Hey, LP! Have you started having some fun yet?”



Lockpick froze. If Halberd saw Liz, there was no telling how he’d react. Even in the best-case scenario, the intensity of the encounter would likely prove to be too much for her. One of the faces in the sand started nodding in agreement. He pulled her closer to him, trying to shield her with his body.



“Hey!” said Halberd, drunk and cheery. “You made a friend! Are the two of you
 looking for a tent
 ?”



“Uh…” Lockpick blinked, belatedly realizing that Halberd was too drunk to even recognize her. “Yeah. We both took something… it’s a little intense.”



“Oh!” said Halberd. “Shit, okay. Here. I’ve got… a six-pack and a joint. Those are yours. The tent second to the last on this side of the lane is the one I rented for you to use for tonight. I got myself a separate one, just figuring… well,
 you know
 . Easier for us both to have fun.”



“Thanks?” said Lockpick, accepting the bundle of booze and the carefully rolled joint.



“Remember to go with the flow,” said Halberd. “No use trying to fight it. Remember that.”



No use trying to fight it
 , chanted the faces in the sand.
 No use trying to fight it. No use trying to fight it.



Liz pitched forward and threw up on one of the faces, nearly catching Lockpick’s shoes in the mess.



“I need to lie down,” she muttered.



“Yeah,” said Lockpick. “Let’s go do that.”










CHAPTER 29




 



Will felt strange reminiscing about Liz while knowing that she was currently at the Lighthouse, practically next door to him, for the first time in years. But those emotions had long since been set aside, and the moment wasn’t about her, anyway.



“I think I should start limiting myself to just one drink,” muttered Rue.



“That’s a great idea,” he said. “Between Avery and… well, Halberd, our family doesn’t really have a good track record for responsible substance use.”



“Avery seems like she’s doing better here.”



“She does.” He smiled as he thought about how recovered she’d seemed when he’d last seen her. “I’m looking forward to all of us heading home. It might not be long from now if things—”



Rue’s fingers suddenly dug into his arm. “Someone’s following us. I used my power. There’s two of them, and… another one waiting for us ahead, just inside the lobby.”



“What?” Will frowned and pulled her closer. “Alright. Be ready to give me some space to work with. It’s probably a group of heroes that I offended in some way during my supervillain days.”



“You don’t have to fight anyone, LP,” said Rue. “We could just run. Or call Mom.”



“No, sometimes you do have to fight.” He kissed Rue on the head and put an arm around her. “Don’t worry. I’ve got this.”



Getting a heads up ahead of an ambush had the effect of flipping the script, turning the situation around in a way that gave him a matching advantage. He’d deal with the one lying in wait first, and depending on how quickly he ended it, they might be able to just continue straight on to the elevator.



Rue was tense against his side, but even as drunk as she was, Will could tell she trusted him completely. He nodded sideways as they approached the Lighthouse’s main doors, and she nodded back, letting him know she’d be quick to get herself out of the line of any possible attack.



The Lighthouse’s exit out to the island was just about completely unguarded, given how the tunnel served as the main route across to the mainland. There would be no helpful hero to intervene, and judging from how empty the lobby currently appeared, no onlookers to even bear witness.



He still had the hairpin he’d borrowed, and it would cut through flesh as easily as any door. If it came to that, it was ready. If bloodshed could be avoided, obviously that was his preference, but he was ready.



He heard the man waiting for them instantly step into motion as they passed through the lobby’s doors. Will swung his arm sideways, slashing at chest level with the hairpin… and pulled his strike back at the last second.



“Whoa!” said Complex. “Jesus! A bit on edge, don’t you think, LP?”



Will exhaled and narrowed his eyes. “What are you doing?”



“I was going to scare the shit out of you,” said Complex. “As a friend. We saw you head out into the gardens. Benny and Glide figured they’d go see if they could catch up while I waited here in case you doubled back, which you did. Who is this enchanting creature, by the way?”



“My sister, Rue,” said Will, a bit stiff.



“Hi,” said Rue.



“It’s a pleasure to meet you,” said Complex. “I would love to get to know you on a more personal basis, but I need to go catch up with my friends. LP, you should seriously consider joining us. I heard from Benny that there’s a bunch of drunk girls ripe for the taking out by the statues.”



“Those are my friends!” snapped Rue. “Are you seriously going to try to take advantage of them?”



“No!” said Complex, chuckling. “Of course not! We would simply be going to see if they wanted some company, maybe to do a little more drinking with us in the comfort of an indoor environment, and then…”



“They’re a little too drunk for that, I think,” said Will. “How about you just find Benny and Glide and call it a night?”



“When did you become a certified Boy Scout?” snapped Complex. He wiped a hand over his mouth, glowering at both Will and Rue. “Whatever. We’ll find something else to do if you’re going to be such a bitch about it.”



He stomped off with more melodrama than the situation really called for. Will exchanged an uncertain glance with Rue.



“That guy is your friend?” she asked.



“Old friend,” said Will. “Do you remember him from way back?”



“Didn’t he convince you to spy on Avery and her friends while they were changing?”



“Why does everyone keep bringing that up?”



 



***



 



Jess was waiting for them in the suite. Will had been expecting Rue to receive a serious talking-to in regard to her drinking, but Jess simply sighed and sent her to bed.



“Thanks, LP,” she said. “Should I be worried about her, in your opinion?”



He shook his head. “She needs this. It’s good for her to spend some time around girls her own age. To talk with them, laugh with them, and yeah, occasionally drink with them.”



“Let’s hope it becomes more
 occasional
 moving forward.”



She gave him a tight hug before heading to bed herself. Will munched on some food left out on the table, ditched his clothes, and collapsed onto his own mattress.



He wasn’t sure how long he’d been asleep when he woke up, or even if he was truly awake to begin with. A sharp, crimson glow filled the room, menacingly bright, and Will’s sheets were soaked through in sweat.



“The shepherds will always sacrifice from their flock when it behooves them.”



The voice was familiar, and terrifying through that ease of recognition. Genesis, the abomination that Hive had worked so hard to ensure the birth of back in Lancaster City. Why here? Why now? Was his family being followed?



The crimson light shifted. Will tried to sit up but found that he couldn’t move a muscle. His eyes were open but unmoving, frozen on the ceiling as the abomination moved through his room.



He saw a hand reach out, long, inhuman fingers flexing and then pressing down over his mouth. He tried to scream, tried to flail out, tried to do anything that might change what was happening, but it was pointless. His lungs burned through the last of the breath they held, and Will understood the essence of true terror.



He gasped and sat up, nearly falling out of bed in his haste. His room was dark and empty again. Just a dream. Just a nightmare.










CHAPTER 30




 



Will tensed as he heard a noise from elsewhere within the suite, still fighting the adrenaline from the dream. It was early, near that hazy time in between night’s departure and morning’s arrival. He climbed out of bed, knowing he’d never get back to sleep after that, and quietly walked to the door.



“Oh!” said Jess, turning and setting a hand on her chest. “LP. I didn’t realize you were awake.”



“Yeah. Couldn’t sleep.”



She was sitting on the couch, drinking tea, clad in her usual thin nightgown. She set the glass down and patted the spot next to her.



“Neither could I,” she said. “I’ve had a lot on my mind recently about… things.”



“
 Things
 ,” said Will, dropping down next to her. “You have such a knack for description.”



“Oh, hush.” Jess sighed and slid closer to him. “I was thinking about the future for us.”



He put an arm around her shoulders. “Go on.”



“For all of us,” said Jess. “Rue, and Avery, and you. It just feels as though we’ve been adrift lately, blown around by events instead of having any real, deliberate direction.”



“We lost our house,” said Will. “I suppose you could say we’re adrift, but I think it’s more that we’re just in between chapters. Things will settle down eventually and go back to normal.”



She stared at him, her expression reminding him of the one he’d seen on her face that very first day when he’d been released from prison.



“Back to normal?” she asked, shaking her head. “What even is normal for us anymore?”



He took her hand, his fingers slipping between hers. “We get to decide that for ourselves. We get to decide that together.”



“I like that,” said Jess. “The sentiment, at least. Recent events have made me wish I had a better footing to push back against what I don’t like in the world.”



“You and me both.”



She nodded absently and then flicked her eyes to him, seeming to come to a decision. “Anyway… When was the last time you had a shower?”



“Am I getting musky?”



“You’re starting to. I’m not trying to call you out over it, but your hygiene is still one of my extended responsibilities.”



Will smiled and shook his head. “Between your normal life and your secret identity, is there anything that doesn’t fall into that category?”



“I’m serious,” said Jess. “William Carol Sorling, you are not starting your day smelling like that.”



“Fine,” he said. “I’ll take a shower.”



He stood up, still holding her hand, and began pulling her in the direction of the bathroom. Jess eyed him with a serious no-nonsense expression, but it cracked into a smile as he began reeling her in by the arm.



“I am not showering with you,” said Jess.



“Didn’t you just say that my hygiene is one of your extended responsibilities?”



“I don’t think that tiny little shower is even large enough to fit two people.”



“We’ll make it work.” He pulled her closer, wrapping his arms around her waist and trying to march her forward in front of him.



“You’re putting your toes over the line, mister.” Jess tried to glare at him, but both her tone and the flutter of her smile betrayed her authority. “This can’t happen.”



“Rue isn’t going to be up for another hour or so.”



“It isn’t just about Rue,” she whispered. “Will… I’m your—”



He was sick of hearing her say what he knew she was about to say, so he kissed her. Jess’s mouth was a willing partner to his own, a partner in crime, searching through the lust. She ran a hand through his hair as their lips finally parted, and her expression was so torn and conflicted that he couldn’t help but feel a little ashamed of how he was teasing her.



“I’m just joking around,” he said. “I’ll take a shower.”



Was he imagining the flicker of disappointment in her eyes? Maybe. Probably.



“I know,” she said, with a tense exhale. “Of course, you were. You’re a grown man, Will. You don’t need that kind of
 help
 from me.”



He nodded and turned toward the bathroom but hesitated before pulling away. Holding her gaze, he spoke in a soft but determined voice. “You’re right, Jess. I just have to help myself this time around.”



She blinked, and her eyes flickered downward for the briefest instant, taking in the obvious imprint of his cock through his boxers. The tension was thick enough to bounce a coin off of, even as Will slowly turned and started walking into the bathroom.



It had been a long shot, but he’d been sure for a moment during their banter that her resolve was breaking. Just as he told her, he knew he was fully capable of
 helping himself
 , or possibly even sneaking off to stream with Rue if he was still horny later on in the day. He stripped his clothes off and tried not to get stuck on imagining what might have happened as the shower came up to temperature and began steaming the small bathroom up.



He climbed in, letting the warm water wet his hair and run down his back. As he was reaching for the shampoo, someone knocked softly at the door.



“I…” Jess’s voice, coy but uncertain. “…brought you a towel.”



“Bring it in,” he said.



The door opened, and she stepped through, closing it behind her and leaning against it to make sure it was as shut as it could possibly be. Will opened the shower curtain far enough to lean his upper body out and gave her a smile with just a hint of smugness to it.



“You’re not even using soap,” said Jess, threading the towel into the holder.



“I was working up to that. Not my first priority, all things considered.”



“Oh? And just what was?”



“I think you know.”



Jess let out an exaggerated sigh and shook her head. She didn’t head for the door, despite having accomplished her objective. More than likely, a very loud voice in the back of her head was screaming for her to, just as one in the back of his own was trying to reason him out of his lust for her.



“Make sure you really work the shampoo into your hair,” she said, taking another step toward the shower.



“I will.”



“Along with the conditioner afterward.”



“I know.”



“And remember—”



Will pulled the curtain open wider, letting her see clearly just how hard he was. Her eyes locked onto his cock with magnetic intensity, and whatever she’d been about to say was apparently far less compelling than his erection.



He reached his hand out and gently pulled the shoulder straps of her nightgown to either side. The steam made the unveiling of her nude body a little anticlimactic, with only the vague outline of pale flesh and the faintest hint of pink nipples, but he didn’t have to see her.



She took his hand, allowing him to help her into the shower which, admittedly, was a tight fit for two people. Her fingers ran over his chest, tracing his tattoos, and she gave him a small, guilty smile.



“I’m only doing this to make sure you get
 completely
 clean,” she said softly.



“Of course.” He kissed her on the cheek and then again on the neck. “I really appreciate your help.”



To Jess’s credit, she at least went through the motions of grabbing the soap and lathering up his chest and shoulders. Will kissed her and groped her from the start. He let the tip of his cock drag against her stomach as he ran his hands down the sides of her body, fingers digging into her buttocks as he took each one into his palm.



She’d taken a crazy risk in putting herself into this position, but not quite as crazy of one as it initially seemed, Will slowly realized. Try as he might, it was nigh impossible to get her into a position within the crowded shower stall that would allow him to take her the way he wanted.



Jess grabbed a bottle and squirted a dab of shampoo into one hand. “Close your eyes.”



“I think I’d rather keep them open.”



She shot him a mock scowl and began lathering his hair. Will pressed forward, briefly tipping them off balance. Jess banged against the wall of the shower with a soft thud and burst out laughing, still trying to shampoo him up.



“You know,” she said, voice amused. “This wasn’t actually as bad of an idea as it first sounded on paper.”



He kissed her neck, trying to scoop her up by the thighs, but even that was a challenge with his soapy hands. “Can you, uh… lift your leg up?”



“Nope.”



“Or turn around and…” He lowered his voice to a seductive growl. “…push your butt out.”



She sighed lustfully, but shook her head. “Not happening, mister. I’m here to get you clean, as previously discussed.”



Will groaned, but the sound of it cut off into a moan as her hand dragged down his stomach and briefly passed over his crotch. She started soaping up his junk, mostly avoiding his erection, but the offer of an incredible, heavily lubricated, loving hand job was clearly on the table.



“If you just behaved yourself a little more,” she whispered. “If you just… accepted that there still have to be boundaries, certain lines which can’t and shouldn’t be crossed, then this wouldn’t be nearly as complicated, LP.”



One of her fingers brushed his cock, and then five of them wrapped around it firmly, a soapy, stroking cocoon of unholy pleasure. Will groaned and tried to pull her nearer to him, but only managed to get a hand on her breast as the water continued to rain down on them.



“Jess,” he whispered. “Oh… that feels so good.”



“You like it?” She grinned and sped up her pace. Her hand made a faint noise as she pumped, a sticky churning sound too lewd to be lost against the background of the shower. “Remember to rinse your hair.”



He nodded, doing it automatically, the core of his focus never leaving the sensation of her stroking fingers and palm. She would slow down every few seconds, as though gauging his pleasure in an attempt to keep him right on the edge. It might have been cruel had it not felt so incredible.



“This way,” whispered Jess, “when you come, there won’t even be a mess to worry about cleaning up.”



Will groaned and leaned forward, kissing her nipple as he felt himself speeding toward his release as though at her command. He wanted to blow his load all over her, leave her so dirty that she’d need a second shower once he was done. He wanted to—



The bathroom door opened, and Rue stepped in. Jess sucked in a breath and shifted so that she was in front of Will, obscuring him with her body in addition to the opaque shower curtain.



“Is my comb in here?” asked Rue.



“Rue!” hissed Jess. “I, I’m in the shower?”



“So? I swear I left it in here.” She started looking around the sink, paying the rest of the bathroom no mind.



Jess let out an irritated growl and poked her head out through the curtain, being careful to close the lower section so there wasn’t a risk of even a glimpse of Will being seen.



“If it’s in here, I’ll bring it out to you after, sweetie,” she said.



“I’ll just grab it now,” said Rue.



Jess’s new posture pushed her butt out a little, and Will couldn’t resist slipping in behind her. He prodded forward with his cock, testing the angle even as Jess squeezed her thighs shut. There was no real way for him to spear up into her without bending her forward even more, and he wasn’t enough of a monster to try to do that while she was talking with Rue.



But… there were other things he could do. Other things he couldn’t stop himself from doing. He thrust forward into Jess’s closed legs, feeling the wonderfully tight, soapy squeeze of her thick, powerful thighs. She made a surprised noise that drew Rue’s attention.



“Are you okay?” she asked.



“Fine!” said Jess. “The water just… got a bit hotter.”



She’d played around, teasing him with that hand job, enjoying being the one in control. From Will’s point of view, this was his justifiable revenge. He started rocking forward, pantomiming the hip motion of fucking her, his cock nestled neatly against the lips of her womanhood.



The noise of it was disgustingly dirty, the soft slapping of two soaped up bodies coming together. Again and again, faster and faster. Jess slipped forward a little, her tits jiggling as her upper body briefly poked past the shower curtain.



“Found it!” announced Rue, triumphant.



“Good!” said Jess, in a tight voice. “Now… if you’ve got everything you need.”



Slap, slap, slap.



“Save me some hot water,” said Rue. “And if you see LP, tell him I need to show him something in the computer lab.”



“Mmhmm,” said Jess.



Rue left, and the instant the door shut, Will was touching Jess all over, still thrusting into her thighs. It was one of those moments that would have spilled over into true, primal sex had it not been for the limits of the tiny shower. It was like a preview, a promise, a screenshot of what would inevitably come if the two of them didn’t find a way to pull back.



“Oh!” moaned Jess. “Don’t think you’re getting away with this, mister. The second we get a moment alone, we are going to have a serious talk about what you just did, and—”



“Jess!” he moaned. His cock spasmed, ejecting a load of seed that patted out against the shower curtain with the force of half an hour of humid edging. He hugged Jess from behind, kissing her lovingly even as his insanely strong orgasm stole the strength from his muscles.



She sighed, let out a little laugh, and got back to washing the soap out of his hair.



“I suppose sometimes we have to compromise,” she whispered. “At least I’m making sure you’re clean.”










CHAPTER 31




 



It took a fair amount of creativity for Will and Jess to sneak out of the shower without getting caught. Jess came up with an excuse involving borrowing a shirt to lure Rue back into her room, and then Will snuck first into his own room to get dressed, and then out into the hallway to avoid questions about where he’d been earlier when Rue had first woken up.



He met up with them both for breakfast in the café. Jess was wearing a surprisingly flirty white blouse over a tight pair of jeans. Rue had on a tight white t-shirt over a plaid red skirt that Will had never seen before.



“Where did you get that?” he asked.



“New friends,” said Rue. “We traded clothes. This jumped out at me. Reminds me of something a high schooler at a private academy might wear.”



“It’s a bit… short,” said Jess.



“I like it,” said Will.



He especially liked it as he considered how it might double as part of an outfit Rue could wear on stream. Jess was right to be concerned, as the tiny circlet of cloth strode the line between kind of slutty and definitely slutty.



He offered to endure the long breakfast line to get them all food. Ten minutes later, he returned to the table with bagels, eggs, and bacon in hand to find Cricket sitting with Jess and Rue.



“Ah!” said Cricket. “Lockpick. I was just explaining to your mother and sister that the Board of Directors has invited them to a reception dinner for Bishop Henderson. He’s going to be staying at the Lighthouse and advising the Champion Authority for the next month.”



“I believe the invitation was extended to the Sorling family, no?” said Jess.



“Um, well, that is true, but…” Cricket looked more flustered than his baseline as he searched for words. “I believe I was, ahem, informed to bring you the invitation with the expectation that it would just be—”



“Great, all of us will be there,” said Jess, in that no-nonsense, Relic beatdown voice. “We’re a family, after all.”



“…Of course, Ms. Sorling.” Cricket smiled demurely, bowed, and departed.



“You didn’t have to do that,” said Will. “I wouldn’t have minded having an excuse from up high to skip some stuffy Second Advent circle jerk.”



“William Sorling!” said Jess. “We’re eating breakfast. We don’t need to hear that kind of language.”



Had it just been the two of them present, Will would have commented about the minor hypocrisy of her objecting after what they’d just done in the shower. Instead, he just shrugged.



“You know what I mean,” he said. “I could always go hang out with Avery.”



“I was hoping we might convince Avery to come along with us,” said Jess. “She’s been doing so much better. It would be a good opportunity for her to present herself to the heroes here at the Lighthouse as Kestrel, even if she’s not at one hundred percent.”



“Who cares about the heroes of the Lighthouse?” asked Rue. “It’s not like we’re going to be staying here for much longer, anyway.”



Jess didn’t say anything.



“Right, because the Board of Directors and all of the CA heroes will just stop existing when we leave,” pointed out Will. “Might as well rep the Crimson Five while we’re here, right?”



“I guess,” muttered Rue.



They headed down to the infirmary straight after breakfast. The elevator they took was mostly full, and Will had to nudge a few people aside to make room for Jess and Rue. He was aware of the attention they drew from several men, subtle glances from some, blatant leering from others. He caught the gaze of one, holding it to deliver a warning with that cold, prison-hardened intensity.



Everyone was quick to make room for them to get off as they reached the infirmary. Avery was outside her room, sitting in the lounge area in a pair of baby blue pajama bottoms and a loose grey sweater.



She wasn’t alone. Sprinter, the eager recruiter from Color Spray, sat beside her, though she was quick to stand up and hurry over to greet Jess and Rue when she saw them entering.



“Relic,” said Sprinter, grinning. “It’s been far too long.”



“How are you, Stacy?” asked Jess, smiling back.



“Your daughter is frigging hilarious.” She hooked a thumb at Avery. “
 This
 daughter, on the other hand,” she said, pointing at Rue, “would make an incredible addition to my team.”



“So I’ve heard,” said Jess. “She’s a little hesitant when it comes to these sorts of things.”



“She’s also right here,” said Rue. “Can we please stop talking about her in the third person?”



“The hero formally known as Webcam makes a fair point,” said Will.



Rue elbowed him playfully in the ribs. He laughed and caught her arm, pulling her up into a spin as an impromptu dance partner. He noticed a second later that Avery was watching them closely, her expression unreadable.



He was next to her as soon as she got to her feet, pulling Avery’s tiny body into a tight, loving hug. Several seconds later when he finally released her, she had a distinctly satisfied smirk on her face.



“Miss me?” asked Avery.



“Tons,” he said.



Jess and Rue quickly gave her hugs of their own, and Sprinter faded into the background as the family settled into the comfy lounge chairs, respectfully giving them their space.



“You seem like you’re doing better,” said Jess.



“I am,” said Avery. “I’m still not anywhere near one hundred percent, but I’m starting to feel like myself again. Like I could make it through a day, a week.”



“A month?” asked Rue.



“Still working up to that,” said Avery. “Anyway, they have me on a consistent treatment plan now. I’m not exactly the biggest fan of the way the pills make everything seem so flat, but they do seem to work. At least, up until the point where I hallucinated that my entire family had come to visit me, given how busy I know they all must be.”



Jess frowned deeply, and Rue shot Will a worried glance.



“She’s joking,” he said.



“Shut up, LP,” said Avery. “Why do you have to ruin my fun?”



He playfully kicked his foot against hers, and they proceeded to have an intense game of footsies that left him really wishing he could spirit her off somewhere they could be alone.



“We’ve been invited to a reception party for Bishop Henderson,” said Jess. “Any chance you’re feeling up to going?”



“Who said that?” said Avery, blinking in mock confusion. “Where am I? The voices… why are the voices back?”



“You could have just said you weren’t interested,” sighed Jess.



“As though you would have left it at that,” said Avery. “I know how persistent auditory hallucinations can be.”



They spent a few minutes talking about everything and nothing, enjoying each other’s company. Jess left to go find Avery’s doctor to get more detailed information on her current condition. Sprinter wormed her way back in during the opening, running through her pitch again with Rue and getting her to at least commit to a “costume fitting.”



“So,” Will said to Avery, once they were finally alone.



“So,” she replied, sliding her chair closer to his.



They both glanced in all directions like two paranoid spies before sharing a kiss that seemed to end far too quickly. Her expression was clouded as their lips parted, imbued with that same unreadable depth that Will had never seen before, at least not from her.



Liz used to make that face.



“Think we could sneak off?” he asked. “Find somewhere to be alone?”



“Between Mom and Doctor Yuri, we’d never make it out the door together,” said Avery. “It’s alright, though. I need you more as a brother right now.”



“Yeah, of course.” He took her hand, holding it tight in his. “If I had to guess I’d say we’ll be leaving once you’re well.”



“I suppose so,” said Avery. “I guess I should start thinking about that.”



“Do you plan on moving back into your apartment?”



“God no,” said Avery. “I plan on telling the property manager that I’m done after this lease. I’ve only got a month or two left. I think… I’d rather just live back at home, wherever home ends up being.”



Will nodded, liking that idea for both good reasons and bad ones. “Jess would be happy to have you, and I’m sure Rue would appreciate the company.”



“I’m sure
 you
 would appreciate the company,” said Avery. “Especially if it comes in the form of a mostly naked body slipping into your bed early in the morning, before anyone else is up.”



Will smiled and leaned closer to her. “If you keep talking like that, we’re going to have to find an empty room with a lockable door somewhere nearby.”



“There’s a storage closet just down the—”



“Are the two of you getting along alright?” Jess appeared from around the corner, arms folded as she slowly walked toward them.



“Yeah,” said Avery. “LP was sharing a few ideas about how cozy it would be for all of us to be back under the same roof again.”



“That’s great,” said Jess. “We’ll get there soon. It’s just a matter of finding an affordable place at this point. Once you’re well again, that is.”



“I’m nearly there,” said Avery. “Anyway, I have an appointment with a power specialist early this afternoon. I should let you guys get ready for your reception gala.”



“You’re always welcome to join us if you change your mind,” said Jess.



“I’ll think about it.”



She waved them off as they headed for the elevator. Will saw her face cloud over again as they climbed on it, right before the doors closed.



There was something she wasn’t telling them, and he couldn’t begin to guess what.










CHAPTER 32




 



Will spent the rest of the morning listening to Rue and Jess argue. The main sticking point seemed to be Rue’s skirt, which Jess insisted she change out of for the reception party. Rue could be incredibly stubborn when she wanted to be, and they were still going at it an hour after arriving back at their suite.



“I’m telling you, sweetie,” said Jess. “If you wear that, you’re going to end up getting the wrong kind of attention.”



“It’s comfortable and flirty,” said Rue. “Come on. I like it, and it’s not like I care if men stare at me sometimes, especially when I’m expecting it.”



“I care if men are staring at you,” said Jess. “Don’t act as though you aren’t aware of how much more some of them will want to do.”



“We’re at a CA base, surrounded by heroes,” said Rue. “What? You’re worried I’m going to get raped, or something?”



“Just because someone is called a hero doesn’t mean they can’t be a rapist,” said Jess. There was an edge to her voice, cold and angry like the first gusts of rain and wind in a fierce storm.



“That’s not what I said,” said Rue, in a huff. “Ugh! You never listen to me! Why does it matter so much to you what I wear?”



“Because you are my daughter and a member of the Crimson Five.” Jess looked as though she wanted to say more, but her cell phone rang and she scowled as she looked at the screen. “I have to take this. I want you in something else when I come back.”



Rue glared at her back as she headed out into the hallway, closing the door behind her. She turned to look at Will, expression surprisingly vulnerable.



“What do you think, LP?” she asked, spinning in a circle to make the skirt flutter.



“You want me to be honest?” he asked.



“Brutally.”



He chuckled and turned his head at a considering diagonal. “That skirt makes me wonder if you’re wearing panties or not.”



“…Oh!” She blushed, but a slow smile crept onto her face. “Think I should wear it on stream, then?”



“Most definitely.” He came up behind her and pulled her into a rough hug. “With no panties.”



“I bet you’d like that,” she said. “Perv.”



“It’s not about me, it’s about your fans.”



“Who are also pervs.” She sighed and turned around in his arms. “I still haven’t heard anything more from CamCasters.”



“Who cares? If the other night proved anything, it’s that you’re sexy enough to pull an audience on any website.”



“But that was
 my
 website,” pouted Rue. “I checked some of the profiles of my old crew. DougDanger, MasterBlaster, you know. They’ve all… moved on to watching other girls. Blonde bimbos and slutty older women going through midlife crises.”



“Fuck them. I’m your biggest fan, and I’m still here.”



“You’re not my biggest fan,” said Rue. “You’re more of a corrupting influence.”



He gave her a mocking golf clap. “She’s finally catching on.”



“You ass.” She grinned and pushed his chest. He caught her wrists and pulled her in close, running his hands down her body as he kissed her once, twice on the lips.



The door reopened, and the two of them spun away from each other as though in the middle of some choreographed dance routine. Jess looked up from her phone, eyeing them suspiciously.



“Did something just happen in here?” she asked.



“No,” said Will.



“Yes,” said Rue. “LP said this skirt makes him think I might not be wearing panties.”



“Well… he’s not wrong,” said Jess. “You are, though, right? Wearing panties?”



“Mom!”



 



***



 



The reception party for Bishop Henderson took place in the late afternoon in the tower’s event hall. In the end, Will, Jess, and Rue each changed into more suitable outfits for the venue. Jess and Rue wore dresses that would have fit in at a church barbecue, while Will had on a white polo shirt and khakis.



He was a little surprised to see that a few heroes and heroines had sidestepped the presumed dress code by simply showing up in costume, though as he considered it, he would have opted to do the same had he still had one he could wear without being attacked on sight.



The event hall had an open central floor area littered with small groups of supers, both from the Champion Authority and the Second Advent. Circular tables were arrayed at regular intervals around the edge of the room, each with a candle and a vase of flowers atop it. A raised stage along the back of the hall held a microphone, which told Will to brace himself for at least one pompous, self-congratulatory speech that evening.



Most of the tables were either already occupied, or claimed by coats or hats or, in one case, a shimmering purple, conjured barrier. Will walked in between Jess and Rue as they sought out a place to sit themselves. A few people glared at him openly, infamous former supervillain he was, but most seemed caught between their derision for him and their respect for Relic.



“Here we go,” said Jess, gesturing to an open table. “I’m going to sit down for a minute. My high heels are killing me.”



“My friends are over there,” said Rue, nodding her head toward Kaci and Kyoko. “I’ll come back when stuff starts happening.”



“I’ll sit with you, Jess,” said Will.



“Thanks, LP.”



He took a moment to get his bearings, scanning the room for anyone he recognized and might be able to strike up a conversation with later. Complex was sitting at what appeared to be the main, or at least most central table, alongside Galaxy Maiden.



Will was a little surprised by that. He’d assumed that Complex had been exaggerating his own reputation when he’d talked about how important he was, but someone his age didn’t simply stumble into sitting next to arguably the most powerful superheroine in the world. It felt a minor betrayal of Jess to think of Galaxy Maiden like that, but it was the truth.



“I was hoping we’d be able to get in and out of our stay here without being subjected to one of these formal events,” said Jess, with a sigh. “Why can’t I ever get lucky?”



“It looks as though you have a queue of people waiting to approach you,” said Will, eyeing several men and women in fancy clothing who were obviously looking her way.



“Recruiters,” said Jess. “Rue isn’t the only one who has to put up with them. They’re just waiting for me to stand up so it doesn’t seem quite so rude, which is exactly why I’m sitting down.”



“The two of you moan about them so much,” said Will, teasingly. “I don’t think I’ve ever been approached by one before. Even back when I was on the Crimson Five and a developing prospect.”



“Consider yourself fortunate,” said Jess. “Besides, I always pictured you as more of a solo hero as an adult. When I wasn’t picturing how you’d look as a grown man in your Crimson Five spandex.”



He chuckled. “I’m flattered to be on your mind so much. To tell you the truth, I never plan on wearing spandex again in my…”



He trailed off as his gaze swept over a familiar face. Liz Laser wore a crimson-red dress that left her cleavage nesting in a manner impossible to not notice, but simultaneously too conspicuous to look at directly. She was talking with Cricket, who was telling her a story with animated gestures.



“Who is that?” asked Jess. “A friend of yours?”



He’d never talked to Jess about Liz, or really, anyone, for that matter… except for Halberd.



“Yeah, just… an old friend.” He smiled through his unease. “From way back.”



Jess nodded slowly, seeming to see right through him. “Oh, Will. I didn’t realize. I’d always assumed that you and Halberd never stuck around in one place for long enough to form those kinds of attachments. Did it end badly?”



He didn’t know how to answer that question. Saying it ended
 badly
 was an understatement, a complete mischaracterization of the truth. It had
 progressed
 badly through every stage of their relationship, if what they’d shared even deserved to be called that.



“Let’s just say that I’m also taking the lowkey, sitting-at-the-table approach for tonight,” he said.



“Then I’ll stick around to be your safe haven,” said Jess. She rubbed his knee under the table.



A waiter came around to set pitchers of water and bottles of wine on each table. Will immediately poured himself a tall glass of rosé. Rue made her way back to their table and sat down heavily in her chair.



“I think they’re getting ready to start a speech, or something,” she said. “I hope it’s not long and boring.”



“We’re at a Champion Authority reception party,” said Will. “Brace yourself.”



Most of the supers in the room either found their seats or took up standing places against the wall. A silent procession of men and women in white and gold robes entered the event hall. Will guessed that the serious, athletic-looking Second Advent members around the edge of the group were templars, the church’s attack dogs.



There were mundane servants trailing further behind, mostly young men and women, tense and nervous. Will had heard a range of stories about various cases of abuse against the Second Advent’s mundane followers, but even putting the extreme cases aside, he’d always thought that the duality of the church’s message regarding the divinity of supers marked the mundane as lesser in the eyes of their God.



The rotund man in the middle with the longest robe and the tacky, over-tall hat emblazoned with the winged cross was undoubtedly Bishop Henderson. He walked so infuriatingly slowly, as though he simply couldn’t be bothered to give a shit about the value of other people’s time.



After what felt like an eternity, he made his way toward the microphone on stage, where Ice Nine was already standing to receive him. Ice Nine began speaking, only to stop and fiddle with the microphone to properly turn it on and begin over.



“There we go,” said Ice. “Thank you all for coming. There will, of course, be dinner and dancing in just a few short minutes, but first, I think our guest would like to address the room. May I introduce the honorable Bishop Henderson of the Second Advent.”



The crowd applauded, and Bishop Henderson made his way up the short set of stairs leading to the stage with agonizingly slow steps. He held his arms out, calling for silence as he took Ice Nine’s place at the mic, and then cleared his throat.



“Fellow Desposyni,” he said, in a deep-accented voice. “I understand that many different faiths are represented within this room, so I will not presume to preach my own to you. I wish simply to thank you for your hospitality and commend you for your stewardship. You are the shepherds who now guard the flock.”



The audience broke into applause as the Bishop’s word choice continued to echo against Will’s ears. It wasn’t uncommon for supers to be referred to as
 shepherds
 even outside of the Second Advent. He’d heard Genesis use similar phrasing in his dream, but that’s all it was — similar phrasing within a dream.



Right? Right.



The Lighthouse’s serving staff efficiently made their way around the room, offering each table a range of different dinner options. Will opted for prime rib, while Jess and Rue both settled on an appealing vegetarian option.



Despite how much he hated the prim and pomp of these sorts of events… it was sort of nice. Jess and Rue looked beautiful, and the food was the best he’d had since they’d lost their home. To just sit and eat and drink wine with the people he cared about felt simple and pure and easy.



Of course, the meal eventually came to an end, and the part Will hated came next. Supers began mingling throughout the room — CA heroes and SA clergy rubbing shoulders, chatting, in some cases flirting.



A few of the recruiters who’d been eyeing Jess earlier had finally grown brazen enough to approach the table directly. Rue ran off to join her friends, and lacking much else to cure his boredom, Will began wandering around the room.



He spotted Complex in a group of supers standing in a circle. The others who’d joined in on their little adventure were nowhere to be seen, but Will still figured it made more sense to glom onto a group with someone he knew rather than making small talk with strangers.



“Hey,” he said. “Complex.”



There was a beat of awkward silence that felt more repudiating than any combination of words could have. A few people within the group began whispering.



“I didn’t realize you were… familiar with a supervillain, Complex,” said an attractive red-haired woman.



“We knew each other years ago,” said Complex, giving a pained smile. “Listen, LP. Why don’t we talk after, okay?”



Complex seamlessly rejoined the group’s conversation without sparing Will another glance or even giving him a chance to reply. He was used to this kind of social rejection from his days in Mastodon, with much higher stakes involved and less feigned politeness. Still, it stung to be on the receiving end of it from someone he’d almost been starting to consider to be a friend.



It took an effort of willpower to keep from turning around and forcing the issue as he heard a few pitched voices mocking him as he walked away.
 Loser, traitor, psycho
 , and that was all in just the time it took him to get out of earshot. His ego demanded honor, but making a scene would have repercussions that went beyond himself.



It was the last thing Jess needed right now, with her career already offset due to the recent chaos back in Lancaster City. Not to mention Rue, making new friends, and even Avery, in the care of the Lighthouse.



Avery. He blinked, doing an actual double take as he realized that she’d just entered the event hall and was now walking toward him with a broad smile on her face. He was far from the only one looking.



She had on a tight blue dress that hugged her body like a glove and set a perfect contrast against her pale skin and red hair. She’d done her makeup as though she was there to prove a point, and from the number of wandering male gazes that’d snapped her way the second she’d appeared in the room, it had done the trick.



“Well, hello,” he said, smiling back at her. “I’m surprised you signed yourself out of the hospital for this. Didn’t you fake a hallucination to get out of coming in the first place?”



“I got bored and abandoned my principles,” said Avery. “Nice polo shirt. Heading to a frat party after this?”



“Nice dress. It’s so tight it almost makes you look like you have curves.”



“Hey! That’s not nice.”



He held out his hand. “Dance with me.”



“I notice you didn’t phrase that as a question.”



“Did I need to?” He wiggled his fingers and winked.



Avery folded her arms. “I want to. But Mom is here, and it’s not like she won’t look over at some point. I think she knows, or at least suspects something, about us.”



“Yeah, she does. But… it’s just a dance. Right?”



Avery’s smile took on a dangerous edge as she glanced toward where Jess was sitting and then back toward Will. She reached out and set her hand in his.








CHAPTER 33




 



The music and style of dancing was far more upscale and waspy than what Will was used to, but he managed alright. Having Avery in his arms made it easier to power through any mistakes either of them made.



He could feel the attention of the room on him, the questions dancing in the eyes of those watching. It was like being a power couple, except with far more ambiguity, given that everyone knew they were Lockpick and Kestrel, brother and sister. A former youth supervillain, and a rising heroine who’d just suffered a mental breakdown. Calling it scandalous felt like selling the intrigue of the moment short.



Will gave Avery an exaggerated dip in time with the music, leaning her so low that she started laughing and briefly levitated with her power. She set a hand on his chest as he brought her back up, her breathing fast and excited.



“Looks like a certain somebody is taking notice of us,” she said.



He glanced toward Jess, but she was still busy fending off one of the team recruiters. It wasn’t until his gaze swung toward the other end of the room that he saw Liz Laser, eyes locked onto him and Avery like, well… like a laser.



“Old friend of yours?” asked Avery.



“Something like that,” he said.



“Ex-girlfriend?”



“She was… I don’t know what she was. But yeah.”



Will held Liz’s gaze for a moment, trying to match her cold intensity with raw disinterest. He didn’t want to argue with her. He didn’t want to fuck her. He just wanted to move on, and she seemed keen on making it as hard for him as possible.



As though the moment wasn’t already awkward enough, Complex chose that opening to approach Liz. Will remembered what he’d said about her before and was justifiably surprised when Complex put an arm around her and kissed her lightly on the cheek.



Ice Queen, my ass.



Even then, Liz kept staring at him. Will’s anger built a little more with each beat of his heart, like one of those old blood pressure arm sleeves, except through his entire body, pumping him full of heat and tension.



Avery rubbed his shoulder. “Forget about her. Trust me, I know better than most people what it’s like to have an annoying ex.”



“It’s not me forgetting about her that’s the issue,” he said. “She’ll remember. She’s not going to let this drop.”



“LP!” Avery tried to grab his hand as he broke away from the dance.



He knew what he was about to do was stupid. He also knew that he was going to do it anyway. Every man has a limit. It wasn’t that he’d been pushed over his, but rather, that nobody in that pretentious, stuffy event hall had any idea how dangerous he became when that point was reached.



Nobody… except for Liz.



Complex made a comical face as Will strode up to him and Liz. Her eyes still never left Will, expression frozen and empty and revealing nothing.



“The way you keep staring at me is pretty blatant,” he said, gesturing to his own eyes. “Why don’t you just say what you want to fucking say, Liz?”



Without missing a beat, she took her drink and threw it into his face, glass and all. Also, without missing a beat, Avery stepped forward at Will’s side and blocked the entire mess with a timely psychic shield.



“Do you mind explaining why you just tried to throw a drink into my brother’s face?” snapped Avery. She brought one hand to her forehead, grimacing from the exertion of using her power. Will put an arm on her shoulder, steadying her.



“Because your brother is more of a bastard than I think you realize,” said Liz, through gritted teeth.



“At least I own it!” snapped Will. “You want to glare at me and call me names, Liz? Go ahead. I’ve come to terms with everything that happened back then. At least I was mature enough to get over it and move on.”



“I was doing my job!” shouted Liz. The entire room’s attention was fixated on them and their argument now. “Or at least, trying my best to do it while being fooled by you. Are you fooling her now, just like you did with me, Lockpick? Does anyone in your family even know what a monster you really are?”



“Do you really want to go there?” He smiled at her, feeling so much hatred for her that it made his soul feel dirty. “You call me a monster without even a hint of irony. You were sloppy, and people died because of you, and that’s the real reason why you’re so eager to blame me!”



Liz let out a furious breath and pushed him hard in the shoulder. Avery was there in an instant, putting herself in between him and Liz despite being a good deal shorter than either of them.



Everything seemed to happen at once. Complex grabbed Avery’s arm and shouted something. Will swatted his forearm down, knocking Complex’s hand away. Complex tried to punch him, but missed. Will slammed his fist into the other man’s face, feeling a satisfying movement of jawbone underneath his knuckles.



There was a flash of light as Galaxy Maiden used her power to place herself in the middle of the fray, and Will was suddenly staring down a building energy blast with the promise of a life-ending intensity.



The air shifted in the wake of a rush of movement as Jess entered the fray, seizing Galaxy Maiden’s arm and yanking it upward in a safer direction. Nobody moved for a span of seconds as the terrifying possibility of Relic and Galaxy Maiden facing off in a room full of mostly squishy people hung in the air like a communal death sentence.



Bishop Henderson gingerly approached the chaos and cleared his throat. “What happened to the days when these sorts of squabbles were settled with challenge duels? It seems fairly barbaric to ruin the mood of an otherwise delightful evening with such pointless violence, no?”



For an instant, Galaxy Maiden looked as though she was going to kill the Bishop first. She mastered herself, nodding slowly and letting the energy disperse from her palm.



“Bishop Henderson, you make an excellent point,” she said. “We should be ashamed of ourselves for not setting a better example for our sons, Relic. How about it? A duel in the challenge arena to clear the air between two former rivals.”



Jess looked as dangerous in her high heels and black dress as Will had ever seen. “Are you issuing me a challenge, Galaxy Maiden?”



“I am.”



“Then I accept.”



The entire room broke out into murmurs. Will ran a hand through his hair, scowling at a situation that felt entirely too much like his own personal mess. On top of it all, Liz was still glaring at him, except now with a smug smile on her face as though her entire point had been to bait him into doing something rash, which he had.



“What the hell happened between you and her?” whispered Avery.



“Life.”










CHAPTER 34




FIVE YEARS EARLIER



 



The tent was its own little world. Lockpick was still amazed at how abruptly the vibe of his hallucinogenic trip had changed as soon as he and Liz had made it inside and zipped up the door. He still had no idea what they’d taken, or how long it would last, but neither of those two questions felt like they needed answers anymore.



“It comes and goes in waves,” muttered Liz. “It’s like floating in the ocean, except so much warmer… so much more colorful.”



Lockpick nodded, taking a sip from one of the beers Halberd had given him. He was in his boxers, and Liz, similarly, was in her underwear. They’d quickly discovered that the drug also primed them for sex, and any friction between them had been set aside in favor of… a different kind of friction.



“How much of this is just the drug?” he whispered. “I know the hallucinations are, but… the rest.”



“It’s not just the drug.” Liz turned onto her side, threading her fingers through his. “No drug alone could make me feel like this.”



“It’s kind of hard to take you seriously when your pupils are the size of the moon.”



Liz start giggling, and the sound of it was infectious, drawing out Lockpick’s own laughter. They started tickling and touching each other, rolling around the blanket they’d spread across the tent’s floor like kittens at play.



“I… think I love you,” whispered Liz.



Lockpick stared at her. He nodded, feeling exactly the same way. For some reason, he was scared to say it. The drug had put them so in tune with one another that he felt Liz’s reaction, the way she seemed to instantly pick up on the nature of his hesitation.



“You need to start aging faster,” she whispered.



“What?”



“I’m nineteen, so you have to start aging faster,” she repeated. “So you can catch up.”



“If I start aging faster, won’t I be losing time?” he asked.



“Can time even be lost like that?” muttered Liz. “Lost and found?”



“Yes?”



“Maybe.”



Her words made perfect sense to him, while simultaneously being completely nonsensical. Lockpick pulled her into a hug, feeling the warmth and softness of her body against his and never wanting to let go.



“What if you stopped being a villain?” she whispered.



“Who says I’m a villain?” snorted Lockpick.



“That’s what I mean,” said Liz. “What if you just stopped being one? We could be together then, you know…”



“What if you stopped being a hero?” he asked. “We could just stay here in this tent. Never have to leave.”



“Every tent has to be packed up eventually. It’s the law of tents.”



“We’d move it somewhere else,” he said. “Put it in a field full of wildflowers.”



“This isn’t your tent, though.”



Now
 that
 was profound. Lockpick nodded and tried to think through the flaws in the idea that a person could own an object in any real sense as the mesh slits in the tent’s canvas slowly breathed in and out.



“I don’t want to have to go,” whispered Liz. “If I could just stay here with you forever… I think I’d like that.”



“We could get married,” he whispered.



“Are you asking me to…”



“Would you?”



She turned around in his arms. “Why do you think I asked you to grow up faster? If you were old enough… yeah.”



He blinked, feeling a rush of wonderfully complicated emotions. “Do you mean it?”



“Do you?”



He nodded slowly. Liz set a hand to his face and gave him what felt like the slowest kiss he’d ever experienced in his life, though some of it might have been the drug. He could have kissed her until the end of time, and that would have been just fine.



 



***



 



He was alone in the tent when he woke up, unsure of whether it was early in the morning or late in the evening. A strange panic stirred within him as he reached for Liz and didn’t find her, as though part of himself had just been stolen away.



In her place was a note with a single word written on it.



Sorry.










CHAPTER 35




 



Will found the speed at which the preparations for the challenge fight were put into motion rather unsettling. The reception party came to an end almost immediately after the scuffle between him and Complex, Jess and Galaxy Maiden, as though greater forces were eager to channel the energy of the crowd somewhere more dramatic.



Despite harboring a number of conflicting emotions about what was happening and his own role in the direction the night was headed in, he was still caught up on a small revelation that had caught him off guard.



“Complex is Galaxy Maiden’s son?” he asked as soon as they were back in their suite.



“You didn’t know that?” asked Jess. “He is, or at least, was your friend, wasn’t he?”



“I knew he’d been on a mentor team like me, given that we met at one of those training conventions, but I guess I just never connected the dots.” He folded his arms, frowning as he thought back to the way Complex had looked at him when they’d left the event hall.



He’d seen men in prison give him that look before. It typically meant that he needed to be armed and on guard around them from that point forward. Part of him wanted to dismiss it, to simply shrug it off and assume that the way of things in the civilized world, in the
 Lighthouse
 , of all places, was different.



Years of living on the edge with Halberd, living a life that let him see how easily the rules could be bent and broken, had cured him of that sort of naivety.



“What was that entire argument even about, LP?” asked Rue. “Why did you have to go and drag Mom and Avery into it, anyway?”



She was taking her dress off, comfortable flaunting her body in her underwear in the privacy of their suite, and Jess was too busy readying her costume for the challenge fight to call her on it.



“It wasn’t LP’s fault,” said Avery. “That blonde bitch tried to throw her drink in his face.”



“Liz Laser, you mean?” asked Rue.



“She’s his ex-girlfriend,” provided Avery.



“LP has an ex-girlfriend?” snapped Rue.



“Is now really the right time for us to be having this conversation?” asked Will. “If you want the details, I’ll give you the details — later. It’s ancient history and irrelevant now.”



Jess had found everything she needed for her costume, and she slipped into her room to change, leaving the door partially cracked so she could still be a part of the conversation.



“How is it irrelevant?” demanded Rue. “The entire reason Mom and Galaxy Maiden have to fight is because of you and whatever you got up to with Liz Laser.”



“She would have found another reason,” called Jess. “Deborah and I have been rivals since I first stepped onto the scene. She’s older than I am and there is, or was, a certain amount of expectation that I would one day surpass her. If not in power, then in general influence and status.”



“Which I’m guessing went out the window after what happened with the Crimson Five?” said Avery.



“More or less,” said Jess.



Rue made a frustrated noise and turned to glare at Will again. He didn’t feel as though it was entirely undeserved, despite Jess’s reassurance. If he’d just played it cool and ignored Liz, they’d probably still be at the reception party, or perhaps enjoying a comfortable family night back here at their suite.



“This still feels stupid,” muttered Rue. “Like you got pulled into Will’s dumb argument over some stupid thing he did back when he was an irresponsible teenager. Shouldn’t he be the one doing a challenge fight?”



“I wouldn’t rule it out just yet,” he said. “I did punch Complex in the face. He’s not exactly going to forget that.”



“I’m not sure I would approve,” said Jess.



“Well, I’m not sure we collectively approve of what you’re doing, either,” said Rue. “What happens if, you know… she ends up hurting you?”



“I’m a grown woman, and this is my decision to make.” Jess came back out of her room as she pulled the last piece of her costume into place. “If I lose, I lose. If I win…
 when
 I win, I get to feel smug and superior.”



“You sound like LP,” said Rue, scowling.



Jess laughed and flashed an odd smile, predatorial and dangerous. “I suppose that might be true. My pride and honor as
 Jessica Sorling
 usually takes a backseat to looking after all of you. I’m happy with that, proud of the job I’ve done as a mother. But Jessica Sorling wasn’t the one Galaxy Maiden challenged — she called out
 Relic.
 Relic is a different animal.”



“You’re the same person!” shouted Rue.



“We are, and we aren’t,” said Jess. “It’s not easy to explain.”



Will understood it perfectly. “I get it, and I support you.”



“We all support her, even if we don’t necessarily like this situation,” said Avery. “And we’ll all be there cheering our brains out for you in the stands. Right, Rue?”



Rue let out a defeated sigh and nodded.



 



***



 



The challenge fight was set for that same night. Will waited alongside Relic, Rue, and Avery for an elevator. When it arrived, the other people waiting to make their way down to the Lighthouse’s lower level were rather conspicuous in the way they decided to wait for the next one.



“Quick overview of Galaxy Maiden’s powers, in case you’ve forgotten anything,” said Avery, bringing up one of the many super-related wikis on her phone. “She channels solar energy, with the caveat that it’s more powerful the further it’s traveled from its origin point.”



“Powered by the stars, in other words,” said Relic, with a nod. “I get the feeling my sunbursts wouldn’t be effective on her, not that I’ll have access to enough sunlight to generate them to begin with.”



“She can teleport, though my sources suggest it’s incredibly taxing and more of a one shot, once per day kind of deal.” Avery counted off the first power on her index finger. “She can produce your garden variety energy blast on command. She has enhanced strength and physical durability. She can… why are you looking at me like that?”



“Sorry,” said Relic. “You’re just doing so much better. The entire reason we came to the Lighthouse was really for you, and I just… I’m so happy that it helped.”



“Right now is so not about me, Mom,” said Avery, clearly fighting a smile. “She can fly. Her flight is a natural ability unlike you and your cloak, so be aware that she might try to outmaneuver you.”



“She’s welcome to try,” said Relic.



“I’m glad I’m not the one facing you tonight,” said Will. “Seriously. I mean that.”



“Thanks, LP.”



She did a short series of tiny stretches as they waited for the elevator doors to open, arching her back, rolling out each shoulder, each wrist. Will felt nervous for her, in no small part due to how his actions had landed her in this position to begin with.



A massive crowd that probably represented eighty percent of the populace of the tower was already queuing for seats within the arena’s miniature stadium. Will, Relic, Avery, and Rue entered through a separate door reserved for combatants and their teams, a staircase which took them down into a comfortable waiting area for participants.



“There’s a separate one on the arena’s western side where Galaxy Maiden will be, so we don’t have to worry about any awkward tension,” said Relic.



“Got to make sure the fight happens where people can appreciate it appropriately,” said Will.



They had a view of the fight from a low angle, below any of the seats available to the public. The crowd was packed and distinctly riled up, with a good portion of them having come straight from drinking and dancing at the reception party, already primed for the drama by the earlier events of the night.



“A challenge fight is about to begin,” chimed the arena’s AI. “The heroine
 Relic
 will be facing off against the heroine
 Galaxy Maiden
 .”



A raucous round of applause and shouts came from the audience. The architect of the arena had thought to put speakers on both sides of the glass, meaning that the audience could hear the chaos of the fight, while the fighters could hear the chaos of the crowd.



“
 Relic.
 Former member of the Crimson Five. Hometown, Lancaster City. No challenge arena data within the past five years.”



“Wish me luck,” said Relic.



“Good luck,” said Avery.



“Be careful,” said Rue.



Will pulled her into a quick hug and kissed her on the cheek. “Kick her ass.”



Relic grinned. “I will. And I plan on enjoying it.”



She headed up the stairs leading to the main arena combat floor to the applause and cheers of a bloodthirsty crowd.



“
 Galaxy Maiden
 ,” chimed the AI. “Current member of the Protector League. Hometown, Seattle. Combat record stands at 27 wins and zero losses.”



The applause was just as loud for Galaxy Maiden, with the addition of a few of the heroes within the Lighthouse using their powers to show their support, creating a brief spectacle from various forms of energy manipulation and interesting sounds.



“Combatants are informed that use of deadly force is prohibited,” chimed the AI. “The responsibility of keeping power usage within the limits of your opponent’s physical capacity is on each individual combatant. As the adjudicator of the match, I will decide the victor in case of draws or mutual defeat. As the adjudicator of the match, I hold authority to end the match if standards are compromised. Do you both accept these terms?”



The crowd was too loud for Will to hear Relic and Galaxy Maiden give their answers, but he knew neither of them would back down. Galaxy Maiden was already using her power to levitate slightly above the ground, her eyes glowing a surreal, starry white.



She was already in costume, a full body tech suit
 complex
 enough for Will to guess who’d built it for her. It was a stark contrast to Relic’s more traditional costume, which showed off a fair amount of skin while still being easy to move in. With Relic’s Cord of Achilles, she didn’t need to rely on anything extra for defense.



Relic held her hand out to one side, and the Sacred Scepter blossomed to life within it in a burst of pink light. She tossed her cape over one shoulder and fell into a fighting stance. The crowd reached a fevered intensity with their cheers, ready for action.



“Begin!” called the AI.
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A palpable tension filled the arena as Relic and Galaxy Maiden began to face off. The two women circled one another, Relic still on foot, Galaxy Maiden hovering just above the ground, both watching each other with frightening intensity.



“The fight’s going to be over as soon as one of them lands a clean hit,” muttered Will.



“Debatable,” said Avery. “On top of being two of the most powerful heroines, they’re also two of the most durable. It’s also not like either of them has any intention of letting the other land a clean hit.”



“This is Mom!” snapped Rue. “How can you talk about this like it’s some fight you’re watching on TV?”



“You were still pretty young when the Crimson Five broke up,” said Avery. “Do you even remember what it’s like to watch Mom fight? The crowd certainly does.”



The energy level of the crowd was so high that it made Will a little uncomfortable, and more than a little happy that he wasn’t rubbing shoulders with some of the more energetic onlookers.



A chunky, shirtless man had drawn the Crimson Five logo on his chest with paint to show his support. A group of girls on the other side of the arena were waving hastily made paper planet cut-outs glued to sticks.



Paradoxically, when the two women began testing each other with the first round of feints and maneuvers, the crowd grew quieter, as though worried they might miss a critical clue hidden in the sounds of combat. Relic shifted her Sacred Scepter from hand to hand. Galaxy Maiden shot through the air, taking up a position to Relic’s left, moving a few feet forward, dropping a few feet back.



It was a meta-game of maneuvering that Will was intimately familiar with. They respected each other’s abilities enough to work for the slightest advantage, the perfect angle, or the prime second to launch an attack and actually stand a chance of it landing.



It brought back a wealth of prison memories, few of them pleasant. Will found himself wishing he could spar with Jess like this, not hiding his true power, showing her what he could really do. It was a privilege to see this side of her, one apparently reserved for her enemies, for Decay.



Galaxy Maiden made the first real move. She rushed forward, flying through the air, spear angled toward Relic’s chest. There was a flash of movement too fast for the eye to follow, but the clang of metal at least suggested that she’d parried with the Sacred Scepter.



Galaxy Maiden flew past her, pushing off the glass of the arena’s containment barrier and floating up along the ceiling. Will got the sense that she’d prefer the fight to take place in the air, where the difference in the modes of flight would give her at least a small advantage.



Relic was smart enough to know that, too, and she waited on the floor, rolling out the wrist of her free hand. Galaxy Maiden thrust her left palm forward, and Will had to look away as a light as bright as any star blossomed into a massive energy burst which she sent soaring toward her opponent.



The sound of it connecting with Relic’s Sacred Scepter was reminiscent of the crack of thunder. A faint line of smoke snaked upward from the head of the scepter, but it was otherwise unmarked. Galaxy Maiden shouted something down to Relic, the words lost in the ambient roar of the crowd. Relic smirked and gave an exaggerated shrug in response.



The intensity of the fight ramped up across the next few seconds, with Relic and Galaxy Maiden charging each other in the air, across the ground, in the air again. It was almost like a jousting match, given the unreal speed at which they came at one another. Neither was a true speedster, but their powers gave them enough agility to make the scene a dance of vaguely human-shaped blurs in motion.



A loud boom came from the protective glass barrier as one of Galaxy Maiden’s energy blasts slammed into it, leaving a dark burn mark wider in diameter than a beach ball. From beside Will, Avery let out an appreciative whistle.



“Even Galaxy Maiden’s energy attacks aren’t strong enough to break the glass,” said Avery. “I bet she could hit that same exact spot twice and it wouldn’t even crack.”



Another energy blast from Galaxy Maiden struck the exact same spot, and several hairline fractures formed in the glass. The crowd formed a conspicuous gap in the vicinity of the damage.



“I think she heard you,” said Will.



It wasn’t just Galaxy Maiden inflicting collateral damage, however. Relic appeared to slam into the other heroine with her shoulder — hard to tell for certain given the speed of the fight — and sent her careening back into the barrier, leaving a spiderweb of cracks in the shape of her torso in the wake of the impact.



The fight continued in that direction, becoming a slugfest of epic, superhuman proportions. The glass, bizarrely, began to fog up, and the veil of steam added a lurid quality to the whole affair, as though the crowd was watching something that should have been happening behind closed doors.



Both heroines touched down on the ground, facing each other at a distance of ten strides. Relic looked exhausted, her chest heaving up and down, the Sacred Scepter hanging low and unready at her side. Galaxy Maiden had a cold smile on her face, arms crossed neatly over her tech-armor cuirass.



They spoke to each other, but whatever was being said was once more lost to the noise of the arena. Relic straightened, fingers tightening on the handle of her scepter. She blurred as she rushed forward, readying herself for what might be the final strike of the fight.



Galaxy Maiden’s eyes flashed, and an aura of intense energy surrounded her in a glimmering wave. It reminded Will of the sun’s corona, but it was completely within Galaxy Maiden’s control, and the power lashed out to strike Relic before she could close the distance.



The damage was done. Relic fell sideways at a horrible, unnatural angle, her body crumpling like a broken doll. Her costume was torn in places, one gap revealing the side of her workout bra, another sizzling hole displaying a pale section around the small of her back. The Sacred Scepter faded from existence as she struggled to rise back to one knee.



She didn’t manage to get up. The fight was over.



“That concludes this challenge fight,” said the arena’s AI. “Galaxy Maiden is the victor with a new record of 28 wins, zero losses.”



The crowd roared with approval, and a chant broke out.



“Maiden, Maiden, Maiden.”
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Jess left the arena on her own two feet and was already changing out of her costume by the time Will, Rue, and Avery made it down into the combatant waiting area. She had several mean bruises on her arms, a split lip still actively leaking blood, and a slightly swollen eye that would undoubtedly blacken up.



“Jess…” Will went to her, sweeping her into a gentle hug.



She sighed and leaned her head against his chest.



“I almost won, right?” she whispered. “Tell me I at least came close.”



“You had her,” said Avery, nodding. “I didn’t know about that energy shield power, whatever that last move she used on you was. It’s my fault for not doing more complete due diligence.”



“It wasn’t a fair fight, in my opinion,” said Rue. “She had all of her abilities while you were lacking one of your most important ones. If you could have used your sunbursts…”



“I think she would have been able to absorb them,” said Jess. “It’s alright. I wasn’t really expecting to win. Against a heroine like Galaxy Maiden, who would be?”



“Let’s get you back to the suite,” said Will. “If we wait around too long, you’re going to be accosted by adoring fans on the way back to the elevator.”



They still ended up having to fend off a few people eager for Relic’s autograph, though the fact that she was out of costume kept most outside of the know in the Champion Authority from easily recognizing her. Avery’s phone buzzed as they took the elevator back up.



“Ah,” said Avery. “I have to get back to the infirmary. I promised Doctor Yuri I wouldn’t get too ahead of myself. She’ll be furious if I’m not back in time to take my evening pills.”



“It’s fine,” said Jess.



“LP and I can take care of Mom,” said Rue.



“I appreciate the sentiment, but I don’t need you two taking care of me,” said Jess.



“Why don’t I grab dinner from the café on the way up to our rooms?” said Will, ignoring her protest. “I’ll meet you up there.”



“Sounds good,” said Rue.



Avery got off first at the infirmary, just above the level with the challenge arena. Will made a detour through the café, getting a takeout bag of the heartiest meal on the menu, fried chicken with biscuits, gravy, and coleslaw.



When he finally made it back to their temporary home, Rue was sitting on the couch in a t-shirt and panties, watching TV, concern etched into her expression. She took the bag from him and brought it over to the table.



“Mom is in her room,” she said. “I think you should go talk to her.”



“She seemed like she was coping with her loss well enough before,” he said. “Is she alright?”



“I don’t know.” Rue sighed, one hand fidgeting with the elbow of her other arm. “I’m worried. Not just about her, but about, well, everything. Something feels off… you know?”



“I’ll talk to her.” He took Rue’s hand and rubbed it encouragingly and pulled her closer. “It’s going to be okay. We’ll be out of this place within the week, given how well Avery is doing, and then we can go back to normal.”



“I hope so.”



He opened the door to the room Jess and Rue shared to find the lights off. Jess was standing in front of the window, her body illuminated by the soft night starscape. Her hair was wet, and she was in her underwear. She glanced over her shoulder as she heard him enter and gave him a wan smile.



“Sorry,” she said. “Just took a shower.”



“That’s alright.” Will shut the door. “How’s your body feeling?”



“Bruised, but not broken,” said Jess. “About the same as my current mental state.”



“Hey…” He came up behind her, hugging her gently and searching for the right words. “You did your best. It was just for the entertainment of the crowd, anyway.”



“I suppose.” She sighed and leaned her head back against him. “I just… I’m not used to confronting my limits like this. I feel such an overwhelming urge to go off questing again, like I did when I was younger, before the Crimson Five. To find new artifacts… to get stronger.”



“I completely understand.” He gave her body a small squeeze. “We could figure it out, if you really wanted to. Rue and Avery and I could manage on our own.”



“I wouldn’t want you to have to,” said Jess. “It’s a silly impulse. Just my ego’s way of reacting to the fact that I’ve encountered someone better than me.”



“No, I get it,” said Will. “I’d be lying if I said I hadn’t been there before.”



“Part of me likes to see patterns in my own defeat. To make every loss I’ve suffered mean something personal, rather than just putting it behind me.”



She turned around, looking tired and, if Will was being honest, a little pouty.



“You don’t always have to win,” he said.



“When it comes to protecting you, and Rue, and Avery, it certainly feels like it,” she said, shaking her head. “I have this fantasy of spiriting you all off to some luxury tropical island… One of the ones in the safer parts of the ocean, where we could all just swim on the beach and eat coconuts all day.”



“You’re being just a little bit melodramatic right now,” he said. “I like the artifact hunting idea. I’ve already found one for you. I sort of like my odds on trying to track down more, seeing how far the potential of your power could be pushed.”



“If I was still a solo hero in my twenties, I think I’d jump on the chance to go on a tour around the world with someone I loved.”



“You’re a solo hero who looks like she’s in her twenties,” he said. “Close enough?”



A tiny smile tugged at the edge of her mouth. “Maybe.”



Will gave Jess one last hug and left her to get dressed on her own. She came out to join him and Rue, and they ate dinner together, sharing in a greasy bounty of fried chicken while talking about everything except the fight.



“I’m exhausted,” said Jess as she finished. “Would the two of you mind if I headed to bed early?”



“Of course not, Mom,” said Rue. “Get some sleep.”



Jess nodded slowly, her expression regaining some of its usual sternness as she eyed them both. “Don’t stay up too late. And no funny business.”



She didn’t put an extra emphasis on those last two words.
 Funny business
 could refer to a pretty wide range of activities, from drinking to sneaking out at night… anything involving clown finance.



“We’ll behave,” said Rue.



“We’re both too tired to get into any trouble,” said Will.



“I know,” said Jess. “I love you both.”



She gave them each a hug goodnight and headed for her room. The sound of the door closing made the suite’s main room seem very much like its own world, one with an extremely prominent couch, and Rue in her t-shirt and panties.



They were both done eating, but they both still sat at the table, enduring an expectant silence as they both watched each other without directly meeting each other’s gaze.



“I’m glad Mom’s okay,” said Rue.



“She’s made of strong stuff,” said Will. “She’s probably going to sleep like a rock tonight.”



Rue nodded and didn’t say anything for a couple of mood-setting seconds.



“I don’t think she’d want us to go anywhere,” said Rue.



“We’ll just have to find something to do here.”



He leaned back in his chair, widening the stance of his legs slightly. When had the ambient tension between him and Rue gotten to this point? It didn’t help that his mind kept jumping back to the last time they’d streamed together in the Lighthouse’s computer lab, how intensely hot that moment had been, how good it had felt to blow his load all over her cute little face.



“Watch a movie?” asked Rue, in a conspicuously small voice.



“Which one?” He stood up, moving toward the couch at the same time as Rue did.



“You can pick,” said Rue. “Whatever you want.”



They sat down together with a gap between them that might as well not have existed from the way it felt as though Rue’s body was emanating heat. He found a movie on Netflix, a random documentary about some tragic Olympic athlete, and let it play without really watching it.



“This is boring,” said Rue, with a sigh.



“Yup.”



He felt a strange reluctance to be the one to suggest that they should try to stream. They couldn’t stream — both of them sneaking out was simply out of the question after what they’d told Jess. Still… he wanted to throw it out there. To see what she’d say, to see where it might lead if he brought it up.



“What if…” He spoke at the same time she did, and they both hesitated, smiling at each other.



“Go ahead,” he said.



“It’s silly,” said Rue. “I just need a profile picture for the new streaming website. We might not be able to get to a computer to stream tonight, but if you wanted to…”



Will nodded, getting a devious idea. He leaned closer to her and spoke in a whisper.



“Go put on that skirt that Jess wouldn’t let you wear,” he said.



She laughed, looking away from him, then met his gaze. “Seriously?”



“With no panties,” said Will.



Rue made an interesting noise and bit her lower lip. She nodded and started toward her clothing bag to grab the skirt. Will took her arm by the elbow and pulled her back. He kissed her, sensing an echo of his own suppressed passion as her lips moved eagerly against his.



She changed in the bathroom, coming out a minute or two later with a smile on her face and her panties in her hands. Will was far too pleased with himself as he watched her walk over, carefully take a seat on the couch next to him, and set her underwear down on one of the cushions.



“What did you have in mind for this photo?” she whispered.
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“Just stand up, to start,” said Will. “Walk around a little.”



He turned on the second overhead light in the kitchen area, trying to get as much illumination on Rue as possible. She slowly walked around the couch, looking uncertain, but excited by the prospect of being his model.



“It can’t be anything too risqué,” said Rue. “I want it to be flirty, but the more explicit stuff should be saved for the actual stream.”



“I’ll delete anything that’s too much,” he said. “Promise.”



He took a few shots just to get used to the controls on his phone, as he rarely used it for photography. Rue’s expression was awkward, and she clearly wasn’t comfortable yet.



“Just relax,” he said. “Pretend you’re streaming.”



“How?”



“100 camcoins if you stretch out on the couch and strike a sexy pose.”



“The new site uses heartgems, not camcoins,” said Rue.



“Whatever. 200 heartgems if you show off some thigh.”



She flashed a coy smile that was closer to the sexy Cammie he was trying to get a shot of and sat down on the couch. Slowly, with lots of suggestive wriggling, she shifted onto her back, laying with her legs up and skirt riding up enough to show off a significant amount of dark, gorgeous skin.



Will took a photo from every angle that made sense before giving her a new prompt. “Good. Now turn over.”



“You want me on my stomach?”



“To start.” He took another photo. His phone had this little snapshot sound effect, and each time Rue heard it, she’d stiffen as though he’d just touched her somewhere interesting.



“Shift your butt up,” he said. “Like you were getting ready to…
 you know
 .”



“What?”



He ran his hand up her thigh, brushing her skirt, delighting in the breathy noise she made. “Lift your butt up like you were getting ready to get pounded.”



“Will!” She did it anyway. “Like this?”



“Higher.”



“Well, how should I know?” she snapped. “It’s not like I’ve ever…
 you know
 .”



“I know.” He gripped her inner thigh and slowly tugged her into place. “Like this.”



Rue let out a moan and rocked back a little. Will felt his knuckle graze her womanhood. She was definitely not wearing panties… and she was definitely wet.



“Hurry up and take the photo,” she said.



“This might not even be
 the
 photo,” he said. “We’re still just getting you warmed up.”



He snapped the shot from several angles, getting one from the side, and then climbing onto the couch behind Rue so he could snap one from a downward angle that looked even sexier.



“The whole… butt in the air thing,” she whispered. “Is it for the show, or…?”



“Not really,” he said, running a hand over her butt. “It gives a guy a better angle to work with so he can just press forward and…”



He matched his movements to his words, rocking his erection forward into Rue’s thighs and ass. He might as well have penetrated her from the way she reacted, gripping one of the couch cushions, biting her lip in that hot little way.



“Jesus,” she moaned. “LP, I can feel your thing. Do I… really turn you on that much?”



Still holding the phone and snapping photos, he set a hand on her hip and rocked into her again. “You think I’d be this hard if you didn’t?”



She took a flustered breath and wiggled her ass back into him. “How would it even work like this?”



“What? Are you seriously asking—”



“No, I just mean like… how would we kiss and stuff?”



This is a terrible idea. Stop now before this goes too far.



“Well…” he said, leaning forward. “It’s more like this.”



He pressed down on her, kissing her neck, one hand now groping her breast through her t-shirt. Rue moaned and turned her head sideways, searching for his lips. Will was so turned on that he wasn’t even aware of what he was doing as he started pulling his pants down and sliding her skirt up.



“What if we just… you know,” whispered Rue. “For a few minutes, we could just—”



A knock sounded at the door, each rap like the bang of a battering ram against the backdrop of that quiet, horny moment. Will fell sideways in his rush to make himself decent. Rue fixed her dress and all but ran to the bathroom, ejecting from the scene entirely.



Will opened the door and resisted the urge to glare at the person he found on the other side for a multitude of reasons. Not only had his photoshoot been interrupted, for better or for worse, but Complex’s dorky friend Effect was standing in the hallway, looking so sheepish that it almost seemed as though he somehow knew what he’d just interrupted.



“What?” said Will impatiently.



“Uh…” Effect rubbed the back of his head. “Can we talk for a minute?”



“Now is really not a good time.”



“It’s about what happened during our little expedition,” said Effect. “Those orphan girls you saw on that island.”



Now
 that
 got Will’s attention. He thought back to the short time he’d spent on that island, the uncomfortable vibe he’d gotten from both the girls and the power dynamic. Will stepped out into the hallway, figuring it was better for both privacy’s sake and Rue’s to have the conversation there.



“What about them?” asked Will.



“Where do I even begin…” Effect shook his head and turned sideways, not facing Will as he spoke. “I need you to help me. To help them, really. They can’t stay there anymore, not with things how they are currently.”



“That was my initial reaction, too,” said Will. “Complex didn’t seem to think there was a problem.”



“Complex is the reason why they can’t stay there! Complex… is why it’s a village of just girls, with no men. He’s using them…
 abusing
 them. He treats them like his toys.”



Effect’s voice had risen to nearly a shout by the last sentence. Will looked in both directions down the hallway before turning back to the other man and asking his questions.



“How long has this been going on for?” he asked.



Effect shrugged. “Half a year, maybe.”



“You haven’t told anyone? If you think he’s abusing them, then—”



“I don’t just
 think
 he’s abusing them!” cried Effect. “I’ve seen it. I… he made me kiss one of them once. He wouldn’t shut up about how I must be gay because I didn’t want to be a rapist like him and the others.”



“My point is why not report this to the Board of Directors?” asked Will. “This would clearly go against the CA code of conduct, on top of being a felony.”



“I told Galaxy Maiden,” said Effect. “She didn’t believe me, or maybe just didn’t want it to get out. I tried to tell Ice Nine, but he stopped listening when I mentioned I’d already talked to Galaxy Maiden about it.”



“So you came to me because…?” Will made a confused gesture with his hand.



“Your mom is Relic,” said Effect. “When I saw you and Complex fight at the reception party, I realized that you weren’t as much of an old friend to him as I first assumed. Then with the challenge fight… I thought if Relic won against Galaxy Maiden, she might gain enough influence to do something about this. Or, maybe after hearing the details, she’d just do something herself.”



“But she didn’t win?”



Effect shrugged. “I didn’t come up with a plan B.”



Will sighed and leaned back against the wall. “Alright. Then let’s come up with a plan B.”
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Will made a quick trip back inside to tell Rue he was heading out. She didn’t hide her immense disappointment at having their photoshoot interrupted, but she promised to cover for him. Will and Effect took the elevator down to the lobby and then headed out to the dock.



“I don’t think they’ll mind if I take the boat out as long as we’re quick, but is it really necessary for us to head out to the island tonight?” asked Effect.



“I need to hear it from the girls themselves,” said Will. “It’s not because I don’t trust you. They might know something that can help us figure out what to do.”



He was tempted to take Effect’s original plan and try it anyway, but there were a few obvious issues. Jess would undoubtedly want to help and make sure Complex received the justice he deserved, but if Galaxy Maiden really was covering for her son, it might simply lead to a situation where Jess was further demoted from her current position in the CA.



More than anything, Will wanted to get a sense of how deep the corruption ran. The girls would likely be able to tell him about whatever horrible things Complex had done to them. There was a chance that on top of that, Galaxy Maiden might have come to see them herself. If they could establish that she had seen the evidence of her son’s crimes in person, maybe they could still appeal to one of the other directors.



“Thanks for believing me,” whispered Effect.



They weren’t exactly sneaking through the night as they made their way through the garden and toward the dock, but they certainly weren’t trying to draw attention.



“I don’t think you would have come to me with this if you weren’t desperate,” said Will.



Or if you weren’t leading me into a trap.



He’d grabbed a butter knife, too, while he’d been explaining the situation to Rue. He wasn’t about to head into a situation like this unarmed, and with his power even a dull knife could be a formidable weapon.



“I just assumed you were like Complex and Benny at first,” said Effect. “You know, cause of your past. They might not be villains, but they have that same dark and cruel mindset.”



“The world will never make sense if you think in terms of heroes and villains. People are just people, good or bad.”



“Well, I mean, it’s a bit different with supers, isn’t it?”



“Supers are just people,” said Will.



Effect’s silence betrayed his skepticism, but they’d reached the boat, and the conversation ended there as they hurried to pull up the anchor and undo the dock ties. The trip itself was made easier by the boat’s navigation system, but it was still a dark jaunt across somewhat choppy waters.



A few of the girls of the orphan village were outside on the beach as the island came into view. Will saw a little girl playing a little handheld game console while sitting on the steps, the light from the screen’s glow illuminating her expressive reactions. Behind her, two teenage girls passed a cigarette back and forth.



All three of them tensed as the boat crossed the last stretch, committing to the destination. One of the teenagers patted the little girl’s shoulders, and she stood up and ran off toward the main grouping of ramshackle houses.



“What do you want?” called the young woman. “We thought we paid for the month.”



“You did,” said Effect. “We’re not here about that. He… might be able to help. With Complex.”



“We’ve gotten enough help from the
 heroes
 already,” said the other teenager, bitterly.



Will approached them, gesturing for the cigarette. The girls exchanged a glance, a shrug, and one of them passed it to him.



“I’m not one of the heroes.” He took a long drag, watching the cherry on the end burn alongside his growing anger. They were just kids, hardly even close to Rue in age, out on their own, smoking and getting extorted and taken advantage of.



“That’s what he said, too, you know.” The girl on the left gestured for the smoke back, and Will gave it to her.



“Complex?” asked Will. “Effect told me some of what he’s been doing. If you don’t want to talk about it, I understand, but I need confirmation before I act.”



“Not in front of him.” The girl pointed a finger at Effect. “He’s just as bad as the others. He might not join in, but he was there! He didn’t help us!”



“I wanted to,” said Effect. “I… This was the first time I saw a way! I’m trying!”



“It’s okay,” said Will. “That’s fine. We can talk somewhere away from him. My name is Will, or
 Lockpick
 . This isn’t my first time going against corrupt heroes, or even just heroes in general.”



The nearest girl’s eyebrows shot up, but she quickly mastered her expression back into something angrier and more defensive. “Penelope, or Pen. I’ll talk with you.”



He followed her into one of the houses with boarded up windows. It was marginally cleaner and more comfortable on the inside than it appeared from the outside, but the only illumination came from a lumpy wax candle on a heavily scratched wooden table.



Will took a seat on a dusty couch. Pen didn’t sit down, and he noticed she kept a fair amount of distance, always keeping the table in between them. She was maybe sixteen or seventeen years old, dark brown hair in a messy ponytail, baggy sweatshirt with stains on the front over faded jeans.



“We always had heroes coming to check up on us,” said Pen. “I wasn’t the first here, but back in my time it was more of a place where kids just stayed for a while. Cassie was here back then. I have no idea how long she had been here, but she was always taking in orphans. Kindest woman I ever knew, but she was old, and she passed.



“It was still fine for a while, even though it was just me and some of the other older ones who were looking out. But then… Complex started coming instead of the other heroes. Just Complex and whoever he brought with him, and nobody else.



“I didn’t realize at first. He was handsome, and just enough older than me that… I was happy. I let him do it when it started, the first few times, even. It was when I told him that I didn’t want to and he was too rough that it all just… The older boys here tried to stop him when they found out.”



“What did he do to them?” asked Will.



Pen just shook her head, muscles tensing in her neck as she swallowed.



“He started making me do him and his friends,” she whispered. “Do you know what that’s like? I just thought… maybe I deserved it for some reason. Maybe the horrible things they said to me were true and I just couldn’t escape it. They took our money, too. Said I could pay them in
 one of two ways
 , but usually they’d take the money and fuck me anyway.”



Will had to physically unclench the fingers of one hand as they tightened to the point where his fingernails were digging in.



“I’m a survivor,” said Pen, in a thin voice. “I could have taken that and kept going, I think. But then it stopped being just me. They grabbed Brenna, the girl I was with on the beach. I tried to tell her afterward all the things I tell myself, but she couldn’t stop crying. It just got worse and worse. They took Maggie… Thirteen years old. Didn’t even know what sex was or what they wanted. They took her just because they could, cause she had a pretty face and they were fucking bored.”



“Come back to the Lighthouse with us,” said Will. “All of you, or at least as many as we can fit in the boat.”



“Are you even listening?” cried Pen. “The Lighthouse is the last place we would ever want to go. We just want to be left alone. If we went there, he would just find new ways to hurt us. Please… Don’t try to get the heroes involved. Promise me you won’t.”



“I promise,” said Will. “What would help you, then?”



Pen rubbed the side of her neck and looked at the wall. “You’re really not a hero?”



Will let out a small chuckle. “Not if you ask them. My CA license was suspended and I… spent some time in prison.”



“Will you kill him for us?” asked Pen. “We have almost three hundred dollars. It’s the most we’ve had in weeks. It’s all yours if you could just… And we could come up with more, maybe.”



“I’m not a hitman,” said Will. “And I don’t think you’d want that on your hands.”



“I’d do it myself if I knew a way,” said Pen. “I will do it if I see a way. I swear I will, the first chance I get.”



“You shouldn’t announce that you’re going to murder someone so casually, even if they do have it coming.” Will stood up and ran a hand through his hair. “There’s got to be a better way. What if I could get you somewhere else safe? To a town that would take you in, somewhere far enough from the Lighthouse for you to feel safe?”



“Are you going to give us a million bucks each while you’re at it?” said Pen mockingly.



“At least give it some thought,” said Will. “It might be the best solution, if you’re up for it. Otherwise… I could see about reporting him if you were willing to make an official statement to the CA.”



Pen chuckled darkly. “Have you even been listening? If he found out I’d done that or was trying to do that, he would just come here and hurt us even more.”



“If you do nothing because you’re scared, expect nothing to change,” said Will.



“I’m doing what I need to in order to get by,” said Pen.



He didn’t have any better ideas for how to go about helping her and the others and left it at that.










CHAPTER 40




 



Rue was asleep on the couch when Will finally made it back to their suite in the night. He gently shook her awake, knowing he needed both her help and advice.



“Hey,” he said.



“Where the heck did you go?” muttered Rue.



“I have to talk to you about something.”



He told her everything, from the joke Benny had made about the
 Virgin Islands
 , to Pen’s harrowing account of abuse. Rue was visibly seething from anger by the end of his account.



“Those bastards!” she said.



“Shhh.” He held up a finger. “Jess is asleep. I’m telling you because I want your help keeping an eye on Complex.”



“I don’t know how well I’d be able to do that,” said Rue. “It’s tough to access the CA’s systems. There’s a hero called Circuitbreaker that can sense me when I’m doing it. He’s not here in the Lighthouse, but he doesn’t need to be, and there’ll be consequences if I get caught.”



“I just need hard evidence,” said Will. “A recording or video of him confessing.”



“Oh, okay, is that all?” asked Rue sarcastically. “I could watch him nonstop for a week and still not have a chance of getting that. Why don’t you just tell Mom?”



“I don’t think she can help,” he said. “She plays by the rules. She’d go straight to Galaxy Maiden or, more likely, Ice Nine. Galaxy Maiden is for sure protecting Complex and already has it out for Jess. She would simply take revenge on Jess’s career, and nothing would change.”



“That’s probably true,” said Rue. “Damn. What are you going to do if I can’t get the evidence you need, then?”



“I’m not sure yet.”



Pen’s request was still idling in a dimly lit corner of his mind. Would he kill Complex if he couldn’t find a better solution? If the time came for him and his family to head back to Lancaster City arrived before he’d figured out how to help those girls, which outcome would weigh heavier on his conscience? Killing Complex, or leaving a bunch of teenagers to be abused and extorted?



Rue narrowed her eyes at him. “Promise me you won’t do anything without running it by me first?”



“What? Why do I have to promise that?”



“Because you’ve got this look on your face that I really don’t like,” she said. “Promise me.”



“I promise.” He extended his hand. “Pinkie swear.”



“Dork,” she muttered. “Thanks for talking to me. Those poor girls… We have to help them.”



“And we will. Thanks, Cammie.”



 



***



 



Will slept in late the next morning, emotionally exhausted as much as physically. He heard the door to his room open, followed by a familiar weight settling down on the bed beside him.



“LP,” whispered Jess. “Are you awake?”



“Not really,” he grunted.



“Cricket invited me to tag along at Rue’s new costume fitting, since my current one suffered some wear and tear in the challenge fight. We’ll be back in a couple of hours.”



She kissed him on the cheek. Will reached up, getting his arms around her and briefly bringing her in alongside him to spoon against his body. He felt her gasp slightly as his morning wood made contact against her butt.



“Well, a part of you is certainly awake,” she whispered. “Are you always like that when you wake up?”



“Every morning,” he said. “Usually I have to… you know. Take care of it.”



He rocked into Jess, wondering what she thought of that particular fact. She let out a soft moan, followed by a rather girlish giggle.



“Rue is waiting for me.” She rolled over and kissed him half on the edge of his mouth. “You’ll have the house to yourself to… handle this big guy.”



She patted his erection, her fingers lingering for just long enough to give him hope before pulling back.



“You’re mean,” he said.



“And I love you,” she said, heading for the door. “I’ll see you later today.”



Will took a shower and, as Jess suggested,
 handled the big guy.
 His imagination had plenty to work with, starting with what would have happened if Jess had woken him up in a more playful way, as well as Rue climbing into his bed naked after having a bad dream.



He made a trip down to the café for breakfast, but opted to take his food back upstairs after gauging the temperature of the room. His stunt at the reception party had earned him a fair amount of public animosity on top of what he’d already garnered as a former supervillain.



The door to the suite opened a little before lunchtime, but nobody came through right away. Will turned to face it, hearing a couple of familiar whispers on the other side, followed by Jess clearing her throat.



“May I present one of the most talented up-and-coming heroines currently within the Champion Authority… Webcam!”



“Ugh,” muttered Rue. “I told you this would be cringy.”



She came through the door in her new costume, scowling as though she’d been forced into wearing an outfit she didn’t like on school picture day. Will couldn’t help but smile as he took in the sight of her and saw how little had changed.



“It’s just your old Crimson Five costume except in purple,” he said.



“Duh,” said Rue. “I don’t plan on wearing it much, so I just picked out my alternate costume instead of having them make me try on a dozen different options. Does it at least, you know… look okay?”



It looked incredible on her. The last time she’d worn her costume, outside of the one aborted attempt to put it on when they’d been hunting Chauffeur, had been when she was fourteen years old. She hadn’t filled it out at that age, and seeing spandex clinging so tight to her curves and assets was almost gratuitous.



“Damn,” said Will.



“Good?” asked Rue. She rose up on her toes, looking a little vulnerable.



“It looks insanely hot, Cammie,” he said. “Wow. Turn around?”



“You want to see my butt?” She did a spin for him. “I was a little afraid I’d end up looking chunky from how tight it is.”



“The word I would use to describe it is glorious,” said Will. “You don’t have to fight off villains in a costume like that. Just bounce around, and they’ll be too distracted to—”



“Will,” said Jess sternly. “I think that’s quite enough.”



She’d come in behind Rue, also sporting a wonderfully seductive new costume. It was similar to her old one but with a few incredibly hot changes. She had garters attaching her boots to her slip under the skirt, and it was hard to tell if they served a purpose or if the costumer had simply recognized that it was too sexy not to try.



Her skirt was also longer, but it had a slit running up one side for increased mobility. The color scheme had shifted from black, grey, and red to black, gold and red, and of course, she wore a new relic — the brooch Will had gifted her, now attached to the neck clasp of her cloak.



“Wow,” he said, staring at her.



“Too much?” asked Jess. “I tried to put my foot down about the garters…”



“They’re perfect.” Will walked a circle around her and then stepped in close. “Where do they attach to, exactly?”



He ran a hand over her skirt as though toying with the idea of simply reaching his hand in to find out. Jess slapped it away, but she had a suspicious grin on her face as she did.



“Watch it, mister,” she said.



“It was just a question.” He held his hands up, smirking.



“One that you’re not going to get the answer to right now,” said Jess. “I have to head in to meet with the Board of Directors again about a few of my certifications. Wish me luck. It’s not going to be a fun time if they make me go through recertification.”



Will exchanged a glance with Rue, who was frowning. It seemed as though Galaxy Maiden wasn’t done torturing Jess yet. It seemed even less likely that any solution to the woes of Pen and the other orphans would be found through her, given how precarious her standing currently was within the CA.



“I’ll be back in time for dinner,” said Jess.



She headed into her room to change.



“You have plans for today?” asked Will. “I was going to go see Avery.”



“I’m meeting up with my friends,” said Rue.



“Wearing that?”



“Of course not.” Rue pulled down the zipper and stepped out of it, showing off her underwear with no pretense of modesty. “You should have seen how many guys were perving on me and Mom on our way back here.”



“Perving on you, as in…?”



“Just looking,” said Rue. “Can you imagine what would have happened if they’d tried anything on the mighty Relic or her daughter?”



“I can imagine a human-shaped smear of blood and bones stuck to a wall.”



“Sounds about right.” Rue bounced over to him and gave him a quick peck on the lips. “Tell Avery I said hi.”



“Sure.”










CHAPTER 41




 



Avery wasn’t in the infirmary. Will found Doctor Yuri, who told him that she’d taken a walk down to one of the island’s beaches to do some tanning and swimming, which surprised him.



“She’s doing that much better?” he asked. “To be just heading out on her own, I mean.”



“The episode she suffered was severe, but we treated the catalyst,” said Doctor Yuri. “She’s well enough to return to her normal life now. I believe she’s already started planning for it.”



Will headed through the lobby and outside. It was a hot summer day well suited for swimming, but he encountered few other people as he made his way down to the beach Doctor Yuri had described to him.



A wooden sign hung from a tree near where the path gave way to sand that read NEWD BEACH, with a D that had obviously been spray-painted on separately from the wood-burned letters. A fair amount of driftwood littered the shore, but the area was otherwise remarkably clean.



Avery was the only person in sight, sitting on a towel in her sundress and sunglasses, bare feet partially sunk into the warm sand. She didn’t hear him approach, and he saw her momentarily tense as he plopped down onto the sand beside her.



“You’re breaking the rules,” he said, hooking his thumb back toward the sign.



“I’m a rebel, what can I say?” said Avery, grinning at him. “What do you think the odds are that whoever scribbled the D on has an east-facing window?”



She touched the side of his jaw and gently turned his gaze back toward the tower.



“I mean, I doubt they’d be able to make out your face from this distance,” he said.



“Oh, that makes it
 so
 much better. Did Doctor Yuri tell you where I’d gone?”



“Yeah. Why, did you want to be alone?”



Avery shrugged, and he sensed a certain depth in the way she was staring out into the ocean. “I have a few things on my mind.”



He waited, wondering if maybe she needed her space, but she looked at him and smiled in that playful sort of way that only she could do.



“How are you feeling?” he asked.



“Honestly? Better than I’ve been since fighting Hive.” She ran a hand through her hair, the red locks dancing wildly in the ocean breeze. “I feel like I did before. Doped up on different pills, less fun pills, but stable.”



“Doctor Yuri said you’d be well enough to head home in the next few days.”



Avery didn’t say anything. It was an odd silence, too closely wed to her recovery for Will to feel like he had any right to delve into it. He’d honestly been angling more to talk about what it would mean for them to head “home,” where they’d go, how they’d get by. But that wasn’t the only thing he’d come to talk to her about.



“I need advice,” he said, after a minute.



“Let me guess — It’s about the girl who tried to throw her drink in your face at the party.”



“No. I think I’m pretty well past the point of advice with her. There’s a group of orphans living on an island not far from the Lighthouse. They’re vulnerable all sorts of ways, but they don’t seem to want my help, or at least not if it means getting the heroes involved.”



“It’s not always clear what the right decision is, LP,” said Avery. “You have to rely on your own view on the situation. Sometimes, to help people, to do what’s best for them… you have to break their trust.”



“Maybe.”



He took off his sneakers and socks and let his foot sink into the sand along Avery’s. They stayed like that for a minute, watching the waves come in.



“Let’s go for a swim,” said Avery.



“How warm is the water?”



“It’s not bad. Come on.”



“Are you planning on following the rules of the beach?” he asked, in a teasing voice.



Avery grinned at him. She looked up toward the tower’s east-facing side and gave a shy wave before reaching down to the bottom of her dress and slowly pulling it up and over her head. It was the middle of the day, and the vast majority of people would be going about their lives rather than staring out windows, but even still…



“What’s the matter, LP?” she called. “Scared?”



She turned around as she slid her panties down, tossing them back toward the towel. They landed on Will’s knee and felt strangely hot against his skin. Avery took her bra off and flipped it back over one shoulder, running naked through the surf in a manner that only offered a view from behind.



Will stripped down in record time and chased after her, feeling the rush of being exposed in the open as he hurried into the water. Avery dropped down as soon as she was in up to her waist, hiding the vast majority of her pale, naked body.



He dove underwater, which was surprisingly warm, after all. The salt stung his eyes, but it was worth it to get a view of Avery from below. He got his arms around her waist and lifted her into the air as he stood back up.



“You little brat!” she cried. “Noooo!”



He tipped her back over his shoulder, feeling her small fists briefly pounding with halfhearted punches as she sank upside down back into the water. He felt her swimming between his legs, yanking at an ankle to try to trip him up.



“Truce,” he said as she came up for air.



“Truce. Told you it was warm.”



They went out just far enough to swim comfortably while still being able to stand. Will kept stealing glances at her each time she came up far enough for her small breasts to peek out above the water, with those pale, perfectly kissable nipples.



The game became a simple, incidental match of keep away. He saw Avery’s eyes flick down to his erection through the water. She laughed as he grabbed her hand and slowly began reeling her in, only surrendering to the embrace at the last second.



“Skinny dipping is one thing,” said Avery. “But this…”



She let her hand brush his cock as Will palmed her ass, trying to pull her up and against him at just the right angle.



“I’m teaching you how to swim,” he said.



“Right,” she said, rolling her eyes. “I’m sure that’s what anyone who stumbles along us naked in the water humping each other will instantly assume.”



“Chicken,” he said.



“I am not a chicken! There is nothing chicken about not wanting to get caught doing something like this in public.”



“I never realized you were such a chicken, Avery, but I guess the warning signs were always there.”



“You little ass!” She glared at him, smiling underneath it, and shifted her body upward. Will felt her womanhood slide along his length underwater, followed by the sensation of her sinking it down on his tool.



They both moaned in sync, and Avery rocked her hips with suppressed eagerness. Will hugged her to him, finding it strange to be lifting her weight with the aid of the water, like it was colluding with their fun.



Their movements were slow and slightly awkward, but the excitement fed into the pleasure. The possibility of somebody watching from the tower seemed far more real now than it had when they were simply swimming naked. Sure, they were tiny figures at a distance, but their movements were an unmistakable coupling, movements as old and naughty as the primal urges behind them.



“Oh,” muttered Avery. “You’re such a brat, LP.”



“You wanted it just as bad,” he growled. “The second you took off your panties, you knew. You absolutely knew.”



He let her sink lower on his cock, leaning her back slightly in the water. Shifting forward, he sucked on one of her nipples, which was cold and a little salty from the ocean. Avery tightened her arms around his neck, pulling herself up a little too far and breaking the contact.



She held his cock, gently rubbing the head with her thumb as Will kissed her passionately.



“Remember,” she whispered. “Not inside. You’re a bad boy for not bringing a condom in the first place.”



“I think the water—”



“The water won’t change a thing,” she said, patting his butt. “Especially with the way you get worked up.”



She turned around and pushed her butt out. The angle made her feel even tighter than usual as he pressed his cock back into her womanhood, and she was already pretty tight. Will held onto her waist and her elbow as he began to thrust into her eagerly.



The water was at about waist height, and the splashing from their movements made the act sound ten times lewder than normal. If anyone was watching, they were now giving them a real show, with enough of themselves visible above the ocean to leave no room for doubt.



He went faster as her moans intensified, the entire moment shrinking down to the way her body jiggled and reacted to him pounding into her from behind. He could feel them sinking into the sand as the waves shifted the ocean floor underneath their feet. It felt like he was sinking into her like that, losing himself in Avery, his woman, his sister.



“Will!” she cried. She reached a hand down to set on top of the one he had on her waist, fingers threading through his.



“Avery,” he groaned.



He slammed into her one final time and immediately pulled out, hugging her tightly from behind. Her thighs squeezed his cock as it deposited a thick load into the ocean, a few beads clinging to her skin instead of being washed out into infinity.



They sank down into the water, still hugging each other, both still aglow with orgasmic satisfaction. Avery looked like a mermaid when she was wet and naked, droplets of water dripping from the tips of her hair and… her eyes?



“Are you crying?” he asked.



“No,” muttered Avery. “Well… yes. But it’s okay.”



Will brought her into shallow water and they both sat down, Avery inside his legs with her back against his chest.



“Talk to me,” he said. “What’s going on?”



“I just… I’m so glad that you’re my brother,” she whispered. “I want you to always remember that.”



“I will,” he said, caressing one of her legs. “Are you sure you’re…?”



He trailed off, noticing that his phone’s screen had just turned on where it sat on the beach. They got out, hurriedly running over to their clothing and using Avery’s single towel to dry off. Will had two missed texts, both from Rue.



Complex is leaving the island by boat.



He just got back. I have a bad feeling, LP.



“Fuck,” muttered Will. “I have to go.”



“That’s okay.” Avery gave him a quick kiss on the lips. “I think I’ll stay out here a while longer. I love you, Will.”



“I love you, too.”










CHAPTER 42




 



There was no time for Will to go find Effect. He headed straight for the docks, which thankfully were deserted. He opened the door to the boathouse with a discarded piece of metal he found on the ground and opted to take a jet ski with the key left in it out onto the ocean.



It didn’t take him long to reach the island. Nobody was waiting on the beach, which felt ominous given what Rue had revealed to him. He hopped off the jet ski and all but sprinted up to the houses.



The girl who’d been smoking a cigarette with Penelope, Brenna, stood outside one door. She looked surprised to see Will, caught between relief and annoyance.



“What do you want?” she muttered.



“I was keeping tabs on Complex, and I heard he left the island by boat,” he said. “Did he…?”



“Yeah,” she said, in a thin voice. “He did. It’s Pen.”



Brenna pushed the door open. Will made his way through the candlelit house into a small bedroom. Pen was lying in the bed, face barely recognizable from the amount of swollen bruises and cuts scattered across it, all of them still red and fresh. A younger girl was gently wiping at them with a cloth while tears ran down her face.



“God dammit,” muttered Will.



“She hasn’t spoken since,” whispered Brenna. “I heard some of it through an open window. She talked back to them. She’s normally so resigned once they make it clear what they want. But this time… I don’t know. It was like she wanted things to change and thought maybe, just maybe, they could.”



“I’m not going to let them keep doing this,” he snarled, through gritted teeth.



“Isn’t that what you said before?” asked Brenna. “Why’d you even come here? You’re too late.”



Pen blinked a swollen eyelid, coughing and groaning in pain. Her neck was covered with bruises, a collage of ugly purple and yellow with a few obvious thumb and finger marks. They’d hit her, choked her, raped her, and left.



As far as Will was concerned, there was only one thing left to do. The question was how.



“You were brave, Pen,” he said. “You should be proud.”



He touched her hand and felt a few of her fingers curl around his weakly.



 



***



 



Could he kill Complex? The question reverberated through Will’s heart and mind on the trip back to the Lighthouse, demanding not one, but two answers. There were two parts to it — the feasibility of actually finding a way to off one of the CA’s most treasured young heroes on his home turf, and the deeper matter of whether he was still capable of killing.



Part of him wished that he found the idea more horrifying, or at the very least, prohibitively intimidating. It felt like looking a little too closely in the mirror to acknowledge that it was well within his capacity to do it, both physically and emotionally. He wouldn’t lose any sleep over killing this man, an unrepentant predator who, left unchecked, would continue to ruin lives.



A man was standing on the docks when he arrived back on the jet ski. Will brought it into the boathouse and saw the man walk over, scowling as he gestured to the vehicle.



“Do you have permission to be on that?” he snapped.



“Yeah,” said Will.



And that was that. The man was still scowling, but he left without furthering the confrontation. It felt like a sign, as though he was being reminded of the way rules held the world together like the surface tension of water — tread lightly enough, confidently enough, and you can skim right across.



A plan began to come together in his mind as he headed through the Lighthouse’s lobby. He took an elevator up to the level the café was on, hoping that Complex and his friends would be sitting down for lunch.



He wasn’t disappointed. The café was crowded, mostly younger supers, teenagers, and people looking to be social. Complex, Benny Smoke, and Glidemaster. There was enough going on that nobody paid him much attention as he stood near the entrance, hesitating in the face of what he was about to do.



There might still be another way. He could endure the guilt he felt over not having acted on behalf of Pen and the orphans sooner, of not finding a means to stop Complex’s torment before the most recent incident. He was used to that variety of guilt, which made it that much harder to convince himself that things would change if he wasn’t the one changing them.



There might still be another way, true,
 he thought.
 But will you figure it out in time to keep another little girl from being raped?



Will made his decision. He walked slowly through the café, attracting more attention with each step as people read into his expression and apparent destination. Complex quirked an eyebrow at him as he crossed the last few strides to the table of young heroes.



With a single hard slap, Will knocked Complex’s cup out of his hand, soda spilling across the table and onto the remnants of a sandwich. The entire room went as near to silent as it could during a busy lunch hour.



“I challenge you to a duel in the combat arena,” said Will.



“I’d ask if you were joking, but I don’t find this very funny.” Complex gestured to his wet food. “I accept, of course. You’re delusional if you think you’ll stand a chance against me and my suit, but it should still make for good entertainment.”



Will smiled coldly, ignoring the intensity of the glares of numerous people within the room. “I think you’ll find me harder to beat up on than the little girls that you’re used to.”



Complex’s chair screeched as he stood up. “What did you just fucking say to me?”



“Oh, you heard me,” said Will. “Though, I could say it louder if you wanted me to.”



Complex’s gaze took on an icy edge. “Tonight. 8 PM, right after dinner. I’m going to enjoy this.”



Will turned and walked out of the café without looking back, ignoring the murmurs, the laughter, the anticipation. He was smiling as he took the elevator up to his family’s suite.



 









PART THREE: THICKER THAN WATER










CHAPTER 43




 



“You did… what?”



Jess stared at him in horror, one hand absently attempting to slide a bookmark into the novel she’d been relaxing with on the couch.



“I challenged Complex to a duel in the arena,” Will repeated.



“I really,
 really
 wish you would have run this by me first,” said Jess.



“I wasn’t aware I needed your permission.”



She stood up and came to him, taking both his hands. “You know that’s not what I meant. Don’t try to shut me out, LP.”



He sighed and looked away from her. “I have to do this. And I’m not sure I can explain it to you.”



“He’s highly regarded here, LP,” said Jess. “Within the Lighthouse, within the CA. He’s one of those names that pop up when heroes speculate about who is going to be on the Board of Directors in twenty years. Are you sure about this?”



“I am.” He meant it, too, especially after picturing Complex in a leadership position decades down the line, unrepentant and rewarded for his crimes.



Jess pulled him into a hug, her arms wrapping so tight around him that he had to wonder if she had on her cord. “I suppose this is how you must have felt watching me get beat up by Galaxy Maiden.”



“I wouldn’t say you got beat up by her,” said Will, stroking. “Well, not until the very end.”



“I don’t want to see you get hurt,” she whispered. “I
 can’t
 see you get hurt.”



“That’s not what you should be worried about.”



She drew back a bit, sensing the intensity in his words. Will kissed the back of her knuckles and pulled her close again, hands resting on her waist.



“I get it,” he said. “This might be hard for you. But it’s something I decided for myself.”



“I know, but I just wish you’d talked to me about it beforehand.” She jabbed a finger softly into his chest, looking angry in a cute sort of way.



“What’s going on?” asked Rue. She was in a baggy shirt and boy shorts and collapsed into a sprawl on the couch.



Will grimaced. Jess stepped away from him, folding her arms.



“Will has decided to partake in a challenge fight against Complex,” she said.



“A challenge fight?” Rue let out a seething laugh. “With Complex. Without talking to Mom or
 me
 about it ahead of time. Are you out of you fucking mind?”



“Rue!” said Jess. “Language.”



Will went over to the couch. With some effort, he lifted Rue’s feet up long enough for him to sit down on the end underneath them. He completely understood why she was upset. It wasn’t the first promise he’d made to her and then broken in a sub-24-hour period.



“I’m sorry, Cammie,” he said. “I had to do it. You know I did.”



He held her gaze. She was clearly mad, but there was so much more in her expression beyond that, as though if she let herself shout at him she’d start angry crying instead of making a point.



“Fuck you,” she hissed.



“Rue!” said Jess. “Can the two of you just… ugh. Will, when is this challenge fight even happening?”



“Tonight,” he said.



“I need to run an errand,” she said. “I’ll grab dinner on my way back so you can have a bite to eat before it starts. Can I trust the two of you to not blow up on each other while I’m gone?”



She took Will and Rue’s silence for an answer and headed out the door. No sooner did it shut than did Rue send a pillow hurtling toward his face.



“You broke your promise!” she shouted. “You asshole! I told you not to do anything without running it by me first!”



“He raped one of the orphan girls earlier today,” said Will. “Choked her. Messed her face up. She couldn’t open one of her eyes it was so swollen shut.”



Rue blinked and closed her mouth, her anger taking a speedbump as she processed that. “That’s… messed up. But still, what were you even thinking? You’re going to fight him instead of trying to find an actual solution?”



Will didn’t say anything.



“…Are you going to kill him?” she asked, voice thick with emotion.



He wanted to tell her the truth. He had to tell her the truth.



“I don’t know,” he said.



He wasn’t just sparing her feelings. If she’d phrased the question differently, he might have said yes. If she’d asked if he was
 planning
 on killing Complex, he would have said yes. In that moment, he really didn’t know if he was actually going to do it, and that scared him. It felt like he was trying to cross the gap between who he was and who he used to be, and he wasn’t sure he could make the jump.



“Call it off,” said Rue.



“It’s too late.” Will turned his hands palm up. “I said something to him when I issued the challenge. He knows that
 I
 know about the girls and the rape.”



“Then we’ll tell Mom everything,” said Rue. “She’ll go to Ice Nine, or even Galaxy Maiden, and—”



“I can’t run away,” he said.



She pouted and glared at him, and then started hitting him with the pillow again, and not in a cute way. Will wrestled it away from her, his body pressing against hers as they both nearly fell off the couch.



He fell onto her instead, his mouth finding hers as the emotion and energy within the room finally found an outlet. She was crying as the kiss ended, and Will wiped a tear away with his thumb.



“Great,” he said. “I made both my sisters cry today.”



“What? You made Avery cry? What did you do?”



“To be honest, I don’t really know.”



He shifted so he was lying behind her and put one arm across her waist and stomach, hugging her body against his.



“How do you plan on winning the fight without revealing your real power?” whispered Rue.



“I’ve got a few ideas.”



“Are you even sure you can beat him?” she asked. “He’s like a futuristic version of Mom, you know. He’s got his tech suit and all his gadgets.”



“I can beat him,” he said.



Rue took a breath and let it out in a shaky exhale. “What happens if he’s planning the same thing? If he knows that you uncovered what he’s doing to those orphans, what’s to stop him from killing you and making it look like an accident?”



“It wouldn’t surprise me if he tried. If he’s capable of rape, he’s probably capable of murder.”



“I’d ask you to promise not to get killed, but you’ve already proven that you’re awful at keeping them,” muttered Rue.



“Sorry,” he said. “But I won’t get killed. I’m looking forward to our next stream too much.”



He let his hand slide up to one of her breasts and started playing with it.



“I got unsuspended from CamCasters,” whispered Rue.



“You did? That’s awesome.”



“Yeah.” She got up from the couch. “Make sure you come back in one piece so it actually means something.”



She went to her room and, after a few minutes, Will did the same. He lay stretched out on the bed and wondered, not for the first time, what the hell he was doing.










CHAPTER 44




 



A knock sounded on Will’s bedroom door, and Jess poked her head in without waiting for him to answer.



“Can I come in?” she asked.



“You’re already in,” he said. “But yes.”



She smiled and quickly shut the door behind her, walking toward him with a large bundle at her side.



“For you,” she said, passing it to him.



“What is this?” he asked, furrowing his brow. “You got me a present?”



He stared, feeling a flicker of confusion as he opened the bag and saw folded spandex and a familiar logo in the shape of a 5. His breath caught as he pulled it out, revealing an all too familiar black and red costume.



“This… it’s one of our alternate costumes,” he muttered.



“Halberd’s alternate costume,” said Jess, with a self-satisfied smile. “I saw that they still had a copy of it in the equipment vault while Rue and I were at our fitting. You can’t walk into a challenge fight in a t-shirt and shorts, LP. It should fit you alright, given how the material is designed to stretch.”



He spread the jumpsuit out across his legs, fingers tracing the smooth fabric. It was black with a red emblem, as opposed to their old standard costumes which had been red with black. His eyes felt suddenly hot as he imagined putting it on, and it was hard to say anything past the lump that formed in his throat.



“Thank you,” he whispered. “This means a lot to me.”



She kissed him on the cheek. “Do your best out there. Rue and Avery and I will be cheering you on at the top of our lungs.”



She gave him a quick side hug and left the room. Will turned the bag over, revealing not just a black eye mask and matching boots, but one of his old lockpicks, which was just as well suited for cutting as jostling a tumbler and would help give him plausible deniability in how he used his power.



He stripped down to his boxers and, after taking another minute to stare at the jumpsuit, began pulling it on. A strange, somewhat unwanted realization dawned on him. It wouldn’t be William Sorling facing Complex in the arena, or even Decay.



He zipped himself up, put on the eye mask, and picked up the lockpick. There was a mirror on one of the walls in the room, and he didn’t recognize the hero staring back at him. The spandex clung to his arm and chest muscles like it had been painted on. His hair, cut short as it was, made him look serious, professional, confident.



More than that, Will saw his own potential… his own
 lost
 potential. He saw the man he could have been had he made better choices, the man that Jess had wanted him to grow up to be. It gutted him to imagine how different his life would be if he’d taken that path. It made him wonder if it was really too late, stirred a desperate hope that he neither needed nor wanted.



“Lockpick,” he whispered to his reflection. “Good to see you again.”



He headed out into the main room. Rue was on her way toward the table, where Jess was busy setting out the food she’d picked up. She did a literal double take as her eyes swept over Will, gaping and swaying on her feet.



“Whoa…” muttered Rue.



Jess brought a hand to her mouth as she looked Will’s way, shaking her head slightly. “Looks like it… fits you well enough.”



“LP,” said Rue. “I mean…
 Lockpick.
 ”



Jess came around from the other side of the table and pulled him into a tight hug, laughing. She stepped back, looking him up and down again, and then affectionately stroked the emblem on his chest, along with the muscles underneath it.



“You are going to confuse the hell out of all the single women in the crowd when you walk into the arena looking like this,” she said.



“Mom!” said Rue.



“What? It’s true. Especially given his past. A clean cut, bad boy former villain in black spandex is, well… I would assume it’s a combination that’ll make quite an impression on the young ladies.”



“That’s going to go straight to his head,” said Rue, who continued to stare at him as she walked over. “It’s just a costume. A… really tight costume that shows off his muscles and fits him really well.”



“Really well.”



Will saw both their gazes snap down to his crotch for a fraction of a second, where admittedly, he had a pretty decent-sized bulge. He laughed, and, for a minute, let himself forget why he’d put on the suit, what he was about to do.



Jess had gotten them a variety of meat and vegetable kebabs for dinner. They ate quickly, mostly because none of them were all that hungry. Will had a single glass of wine with his food, just enough to blunt the building tension in his chest.



“7:30,” he said, checking his phone. “I should get down there a little early so I don’t run into the crowd.”



“Right,” said Jess “I’ll call Avery and let her know.”



Will winced. He really should have been the one making that phone call, explaining to her what he’d gone and gotten himself into, but it almost felt like too much on top of everything else. Jess frowned as they started putting on their shoes and heading for the door.



“She didn’t pick up,” she said. “I’ll drop by the infirmary and drag her to the viewing stands if I have to.”



“Please do,” said Will. “I think she’ll want to see this.”



He wondered if that was true or not as his thoughts turned back to Complex and the reason why he’d issued the challenge in the first place. His fingers twitched on his lockpick, which he gave a quick twirl before slipping it safely up one sleeve.



They had the elevator to themselves. Jess pulled Will into a tight hug when they reached the underground level the combat arena was on, running a hand through his hair and kissing him on both cheeks.



“I probably won’t get a chance to speak with you again before the start of the fight,” she said. “Good luck. I know how much stronger you are than people give you credit for, but… don’t push yourself if it doesn’t feel right. Do your best, but remember that I’ll be proud, no matter what.”



“Thanks.” He closed his eyes and just hugged her back for a second, hoping she really would be proud of him no matter what.



She waved through the closing doors as he and Rue stepped off the elevator. A small crowd was already forming around the entrance to the viewing stands. Will expected animosity from them as he and Rue walked by, but they didn’t seem to know how to react, and almost seemed more intimidated than anything.



“Any last parting words of advice?” he asked as they came to stand by the stairs that led down to one of the combatant waiting areas.



“Just… keep yourself safe,” she whispered. “You put me and Mom and Avery through a lot. Don’t make us watch you get seriously hurt or killed. Please.”



“I won’t,” he said. “Hey, come on. Smile. You’re going to make me tense up if you keep that face.”



“Maybe you should be tense.” Rue let out a sigh and shook her head. “Sorry. I just mean…”



“I know what you mean.” He put an arm around her shoulders and kissed her on the cheek. “It’ll be over soon, regardless of what happens.”



“I know. Good luck…
 Lockpick
 .”



He grinned at her. “Thanks, Cammie.”










CHAPTER 45




 



“Welcome combatant,” said the combat arena’s neutral-toned AI. “Please agree to terms and conditions of the combat arena on the touch screen.”



It was the fourth time in a row over the course of the past minute that it had made that request, and Will got the distinct feeling that part of its job was to rush supers into agreeing to various clauses absolving the CA from liability in case of injury or death.



He did his best to scan for the relevant sections in what was an extremely long document written almost entirely in legalese. The rules were relatively standard, despite being written in the most verbose manner imaginable. No leaving the arena during a match. No attacking noncombatants. No
 intentional
 usage of lethal force.



Deaths did occur within the combat arena, on occasion. Accidents happened, and usually, the CA was fairly understanding when it came to sorting through the tragic aftermath. Will wanted to know exactly where he stood if he did go through with his plan, but he supposed that even if he found a suitable loophole, all bets were off when it came to the CA and a former supervillain.



The sound of the crowd filtered down into the combatant waiting area from the arena above, an ambient hum of excitement that grew alongside his own anticipation as more people arrived and found their seats. He wondered if he’d be able to see Rue and Avery and Jess once he was in the arena, or if the lighting would be too bright to let him see through the barrier glass into the stands.



Absently, he wondered if Liz would show up. Not for the first time, he acknowledged that his life would be a lot simpler if she didn’t.



 



***



 



FIVE YEARS EARLIER



 



Lockpick read the note over again, savoring the pain of Liz’s single-word apology, her retreat from whatever it was they’d shared the previous night. He was used to disappointment, familiar with the feeling of discovering that something was too good to be true.



This wasn’t any of that, or at least, not simply limited to an emotional reaction. It was as though he’d undergone a mindset shift that he neither needed nor wanted. A marrow-deep realization that the things, the people, he loved most could and would eventually leave him.



He tore up Liz’s
 sorry
 and threw it outside the tent. Someone sneezed in response. Pulling the zipper open more, he discovered Halberd lying on the sand, curled up in an open-weave blanket that he’d gotten from… somewhere.



“You slept out here?” muttered Lockpick.



“Seems like it.” Halberd made a disgusting throat noise and spat phlegm on the ground. “I couldn’t find the other tent, and I didn’t want to spoil your fun.”



“Did you see her when she left?” asked Lockpick. “Liz would have stepped right over you.”



“Nah, I was pretty wasted, and… you said Liz?”



Lockpick nodded.



“As in… Liz Laser?” asked Halberd.



“Yeah,” said Lockpick. “I know. I’m an idiot. We had… I thought we had something, and then she just disappeared during the night and left me this note, and—”



“Oh fuck.” Halberd wasn’t listening and seemed to be going through his usually long, drawn out post-bender wakeup process at an expedited rate. “We’re so fucked. God dammit LP, we are so fucked.”



“What’s that, now?” The villain who’d first greeted them when they’d arrived at the gathering, Smirk, was doing his rounds. “Something I should know about?”



Lockpick felt Halberd kick him in the shin before he could answer.



“Food poisoning,” said Halberd. “Those portapotties are no joke.”



“Shit,” said Smirk. “Literally.”



He walked off, cackling at his own joke. Halberd waited until the other man was far out of earshot before grabbing Lockpick and pulling him close by the arm.



“Why couldn’t you have taken the time to mention to me that Liz fucking Laser was running around, collecting intel?” he hissed.



Lockpick shook his head. “And what would have happened then? She’s one of the heroes.”



“
 Exactly
 . Think about what you just said. Why do you think she was here in the first place?”



“She said she was undercover,” muttered Lockpick, feeling a growing sense of dread.



“Yeah! Undercover planning an attack for her and the superbuds. We’ve got to get out of here, pronto.”



They grabbed everything they needed, which wasn’t much more than what they had on their persons, along with a set of chains that Halberd had picked up somewhere to help give their car the necessary traction to free it from the sand.



“I should have told you about Liz,” said Lockpick. “Sorry. I just… wanted to see her, I guess.”



“It’s okay,” said Halberd. “I get it. Hell, you wouldn’t believe some of the things I’ve done for pussy before. Hell, it took me a good four or five dates before your mother first put out.”



“That’s, um, I don’t really need to—”



“I had to get her sloshed beyond belief, too. She gets
 insanely
 horny when she’s drunk.”



“Please stop talking.”



“She started doing this thing with her hips when she was on top where—”



“SHUT UP!”



Halberd laughed and slapped Lockpick between the shoulder blades hard enough to unsteady him. “You’re too easy, LP. Straight to the car we go.”



The sun faded overhead as they continued along their way, dropping the ambient illumination down to an uncanny level. Lockpick and Halberd both turned east, and both saw the occluding factor at the same time.



“Is that… a sandstorm?” asked Lockpick.



“Sandstorms usually don’t have supers in tights hovering above them.” Halberd’s hand shot out to the side as he conjured an axe from minerals in the ground. “We’re too late.”










CHAPTER 46




 



Will was still reminiscing when the door to the combatant area opened. He turned, expecting Avery, or maybe Jess. Instead, Complex strode down, fully costumed in his tech suit and visor, smiling with far too much smugness.



“Nice costume,” said Complex. “Wow. You almost look like a hero.”



“Why don’t you fuck off back to your waiting box on the other side?” suggested Will.



“Easy, killer. I’m just here to talk. It feels like things have gone a little off the rails between us, and I think that’s a shame.”



“Yeah,” said Will flatly. “I’m sure it’s really eating you up inside.”



“It absolutely is!” Complex sank down into the seat next to Will and crossed one leg over the other. “I took a risk by extending my hand to you in friendship when you first arrived here. One which not everyone would have taken, with your checkered past. I did so because I believed we might share a similar perspective on the world.”



Will didn’t say anything.



“You were a villain once, sure,” continued Complex. “But do you know what I think? The most important line isn’t the one that separates heroes from villains, but the one between the ambitious and the resigned. I still believe you think the same way.”



“You don’t know a goddamn thing about how I think,” said Will.



Complex shrugged his metal alloy shoulder pauldrons. “Maybe not. But even if that is the case, we still had a burgeoning friendship. You seem like you could use more friends, no offense. And wouldn’t it be unseemly for two good friends to fight one another at full strength?”



Will chuckled and slid his lockpick out from the sleeve of his costume. He spun it on his fingers and wagged it in Complex’s face like a chastising finger.



“I see where this is going,” he said. “This is the part where you try to convince me to throw the fight. Kind of disappointing, I have to say. You seemed so cocky when I first challenged you.”



“It’s got nothing to do with confidence or relative strength,” said Complex stiffly. “This fight is clearly a waste of time. We both know that I’ll win. All that I’m asking is for you, as a friend, to expedite the outcome. The crowd wants to see their hero strike a decisive victory against the villain. Wouldn’t it be fun to play into that a little? You and me, together?”



“This is too funny,” said Will. “Where is this coming from? I don’t think you’re scared to fight me. No… you’re just used to people giving you whatever you ask for. That’s it, isn’t it?”



“You don’t even have a combat power,” said Complex. “I know you must have some trick or another up your sleeve. You wouldn’t have challenged me otherwise. I’m simply asking you to be sensible and set whatever nonsense you’ve concocted aside. I don’t want to hurt you.”



“Oh, I wouldn’t worry too much about that.”



Complex slowly stood up, staring at Will with a cold intensity. “I need to hear you say that you’ll throw the fight.”



“I need you to go jump in front of a bus.”



“So be it,” said Complex. “If the basic reality of the situation won’t convince you, how about this? Throw the fight, or your mother’s career in the Champion Authority is over.”



Will felt a building heat in his chest and along his neck. “That’s not a threat that you want to be making.”



“Oh, it’s not a threat. It’s simple cause and effect. The
 hero
 has to beat the
 villain
 , and beat them in a convincing fashion. Every second you spend within that arena, drawing attention to your own failures in both life and the Crimson Five, reflects on her. Lose, or she’ll never have another serious posting within the CA. They’ll have her running scouting missions and delivering messages for the heroes that matter.”



Will let out a dark chuckle. He looked up at the other man, holding his gaze for a moment before finally speaking.



“You know, I was struggling a fair amount with this decision,” he said. “Thanks for making it easy for me.”



He patted Complex on the shoulder, still smiling.



“So you’ll do it?” asked Complex.



Will nodded slowly. “I have to do it.”



Goodbye, Complex.



 



***



 



The turnout for the fight was huge, far larger than the turnout for Galaxy Maiden versus Relic. Will knew this even before he’d made it to the end of the hallway leading to the arena itself, just from the noise of the crowd. The entire Lighthouse had come out to watch their golden boy make a spectacle out of kicking the villain’s ass.



He saw Complex standing opposite him, having just emerged from the hallway leading to the other combatant waiting room. The crowd immediately began cheering his name as he came into view, a thundering chant of
 Complex, Complex, Complex
 that incessantly battered Will’s eardrums.



 
 It’s like they’re pointing out my target for me
 , he thought.



“They’d be pelting you with garbage if it wasn’t for the barrier in the way,” shouted Complex. “Why would you do this to yourself, LP? Are you truly that much of a masochist?”



Will didn’t bother replying. The arena’s AI had begun announcing them both, though most of the words were lost against the background noise of the crowd, as was the final restatement of the rules.



He sized up Complex in the last few seconds before the fight began. He had some toys, alright. One of his forearms had some type of shock gun or stunner strapped to the top of it, and his other hand was clad in a powerful and futuristic-looking metal gauntlet.



Will also remembered that he had a drone that detached from his back, though whether that would be an effective weapon in a closed arena was an open question. Complex’s tech suit itself would enhance his strength and speed and endurance, all the usual stuff.



It would have been a challenging fight for him even if he hadn’t been trying to conceal his real power. His strategy, if it could really be called that, was to act like he was lockpicking the other man into submission. Once he’d disarmed him and cracked that suit open… he would do what needed to be done.



“Are both combatants ready?” asked the arena AI.



Will gave his assent, as did Complex. A loud chime sounded as the fight officially began, and both combatants began circling one another.



Old instincts came back in a rush of muscle memory and honed reflexes. Will’s heart was pounding in his chest, but he was smiling, riding the high of adrenaline even as the crowd continued to boo him and cheer on Complex.



His smile wasn’t long-lived. Complex aimed his shock gun, and before Will could do more than think about dodging, a trident of electricity burst forth and struck him square in the chest.



It felt like being hit with a sledgehammer… an electrified sledgehammer. The alternate Crimson Five costume he had on did provide a small amount of protection against fire and electricity, but Will could still smell the acrid aroma of burnt hair as he spasmed on the ground.



“Good,” called Complex. “Now stay down.”



Will rolled over onto his stomach and slowly began pushing himself up. He expected another blast of electricity, which might have meant the end of the fight, but it didn’t come. A red LED on the side of Complex’s gun was blinking on and off, probably indicating that it needed a few seconds or longer before it was ready to fire again.



Will’s assumption was seemingly confirmed as Complex released his drone, which immediately shot toward Will and began flying in circles just outside of his reach. The drone began shooting thin metal darts at him, likely coated with some nonlethal tranquilizer, but compared to the electricity, he felt as though they were coming at him in slow motion and easily dodged each one.



He feinted left and spun, slamming his lockpick into the drone’s center of mass. Appearances still mattered, and though it would have been dramatic to slice the entire robot in half, Will knew it would reveal too much. He simply punched a hole through its center, and the drone dropped to the arena’s floor, spinning in circles as its rotors fell out of sync.



Complex had his shock gun prepped for another blast. Will tried to fling himself to the side, but the electricity still struck him in the thigh, leaving him helpless as his legs failed to support his weight as he landed. The crowd let out their loudest roar yet as he struggled to rise to one knee.



“Very convincing,” called Complex, in a mocking tone. “Don’t get back up.”



Will rose to his feet. He spat to one side, clearing a fair amount of blood from his mouth from the way his head had struck the ground. Complex sighed and started to gesture to the crowd, as though apologizing to them for letting the fight drag past the two-minute mark.



Will took a few steps forward, testing how much distance Complex would let him close before pulling out his next toy. He made as though to sprint straight forward, forcing the other man to respond.



Complex pulled out a metal net with weighted edges and hurled it at him. The net self-oriented in midair, opening like a parachute and readying itself to envelop him. He slashed with his lockpick, shredding it with his power in a manner that wouldn’t seem overly suspicious.



He took another step, hesitating as Complex leveled the tip of the shock gun at him again. He managed to dodge this time, but the bright flash of the electricity stung his eyes and blinded him as he rolled back to his feet.



Complex was suddenly right in front of him. The tech super’s gauntleted hand closed tightly around Will’s neck, choking him so hard that he felt his eyes bulging out of his skull. He was lifted off his feet, and almost immediately the world began to pulse black around the edges as the blood flow to his brain was cut off.



“Is this what you wanted, Lockpick?” snarled Complex. “I gave you every chance to be a good friend. We had some awkward moments, sure, but if you’d simply maintained your place, I would have welcomed you into the fold.”



“You… lost,” muttered Will, though the words were barely audible.



“What’s that?” Complex laughed and squeezed even tighter. “Speak up!”



Will did one better. He stabbed his lockpick upward, straight through Complex’s hand. The hero let out a screech of pain and yanked it back, which had the unintended effect of worsening the injury as the lockpick came out at an angle.



“You’re too used to getting your way,” said Will. “You’ve already lost this fight.”



Complex groaned through gritted teeth, but he made a valiant attempt at getting the shock gun aimed again. Will was still within reach and simply brought his lockpick down on it, making a show of twisting more than he really needed to as he simply “lockpicked” it loose from Complex’s forearm.



There was no dramatic gasp of outrage from the crowd as he pushed forward, punching the tech super across the face hard enough to crack his visor. They still expected their golden boy to win. It wasn’t their fault — they were lacking a few critical pieces of information, unprepared for this kind of disappointment and incapable of accepting it at first glance.



Will kept going, using his lockpick to disarm Complex further. He stripped away a whole section of the other man’s suit that included the power gauntlet and most of the shoulder section. Each time Complex tried a clumsy melee counter, Will simply slammed punches into his face until he was too stunned to do anything but shield his head.



He was close to finishing it, no more than a few hits away from expecting the arena AI’s calm voice to announce that the fight was over, when the power abruptly cut out. The arena was not just pitch black with no windows and no lights, but completely silent with no speakers allowing the crowd sounds to pass through.



Complex jerked from Will’s grip as though he’d been expecting the turnabout… and of course, he had been. Will backed away with a slightly disappointed sigh. Half a minute passed, though it was hard to tell with his adrenaline the way it was, before the lights hissed back on and the crowd resumed roaring through the speakers.



“Nice trick,” shouted Will.



“I have no idea what you’re talking about.” Complex wiped blood from his lip, flashing an overly pleased smile. “Now, where were we?”



He’d gotten a few pieces of his suit back on, but more concerningly, he’d also pulled out a new weapon from a hidden sheathe on his leg. Complex held a long, extendible baton in one hand that crackled with electricity along the top third of its length. He whipped it into a few test swings, demonstrating a speed with it that Will already knew would be a bitch to fight around.



The encounter felt like it had been reset, with both combatants circling each other, gauging their win conditions. The crowd, on the other hand, had reached a peak in its collective tension. Some people were still shouting, but it was for blood rather than action. Most stayed silent, as though unsure anymore whether they were willing to tie their own hopes to the odds of their hero.



There was one major exception — Will could hear Jess and Rue clapping and cheering him on, proud and faithful. He took a step forward, closing the distance, forcing Complex to react.



He was fast with his shock rod and clearly more practiced with it than his hand-to-hand combat skill. Will tried to slash at Complex’s shoulder with his lockpick only to have the tool deflected by the tip of the rod, which sent an unpleasant ripple of electric current upward through his arm until the contact was broken.



Complex swung for a home run at his head. Will ducked and tried to slip in under the other man’s guard, but Complex twisted around, slamming the butt end of the rod into Will’s stomach. They parted from each other, both more annoyed than angry, both sweaty and panting from a veritable marathon of a fight.



“You won’t win,” called Complex. “One hit is all it will take.”



“I’ll take those odds,” he shouted back.



They were good odds, for someone like him. Prison had been a crucible of fights just like this, teaching him hidden lessons about pain and momentum, flow and resilience. The underlying facts of their duel hadn’t changed — Complex had the range advantage, but the second Will closed that, it was over.



The moment he’d been waiting for finally came. Complex narrowed his eyes and came at Will with a flurry of strikes, swinging his rod with clear intent of ending the match with a decisive blow. Will dodged down, to the left, and rammed his shoulder forward. He’d switched his lockpick to his left hand, and he slashed up with it in a tight motion, tearing Complex’s costume open and leaving a shallow red cut across his chest.



The hero staggered back from the pain. Will had his opening. A single hit from his lockpick, and Pen and the other orphans would never have to worry about being abused again. A single hit from his lockpick, and he would be a killer, once again.



His eyes looked past Complex, who’d fallen backward onto his ass. He had just the right angle to see Jess and Rue through the glass, cheering and clapping and even sitting apart from the rest of the crowd, all for his sake.



In that moment, he knew what he had to do. He stripped Complex’s shock rod from his hand and tapped him with the electrified end of it to stun him for a few seconds. Tossing the weapon aside, Will strode toward the combatant entrance he’d come in through.



He didn’t look back at the crowd as he pulled the door open and walked out, disqualifying himself from the fight. A rumble of confusion sounded from the audience.



Complex had been right. They needed the hero to win for their worldview to make sense.










CHAPTER 47




 



Will took the elevator up to the tower’s roof. He stepped out into the night, appreciating the slight breeze against his sweat-soaked costume. He took his mask off, absently wondering if this would be the last time he’d wear something with the Crimson Five emblem on the front.



He was strangely satisfied with how he’d handled the fight. He’d still have to find a way to help Pen and the other orphans, but he’d caused Complex enough pain to leave an impression. He wondered if perhaps simply threatening him if he didn’t leave the girls alone might be enough.



More importantly, he’d done right by Jess. Finishing Complex off in the middle of the chaos of an arena fight would have forced her to see him as a killer, regardless of how careful he was to make it seem like a happy little accident. He didn’t want that, even if it was a glimpse of a truth. He couldn’t rewind time and undo his previous choices. He
 was
 a killer. No unflipping that switch.



As he thought back to how she and Rue had looked while watching him from the stands, he realized that he hadn’t seen Avery with them. The fight had been planned on short notice, so he wasn’t overly disappointed, but he couldn’t help but smile when he thought of what she’d think about the entire ordeal.



He headed back to the elevator as he called her, but only got her voice mail.



“Hey, you’ve reached Avery’s phone,” said the recording cheerily. “I have no idea what you’re doing calling in the age of emails and texts, but feel free to leave a message if it’s not about a car warranty renewal or an iPhone I won.”



Will smiled to himself as he waited for the beep, picturing her face. “Hey. It’s me. Call me back. I just finished kicking Complex’s ass in the arena. Oh, and I did it in costume. You missed a spectacle.”



He hung up, still smiling as the elevator reached the floor his family’s suite was on. He passed a few people who, from the wide berth they gave him, must have seen the fight.



Will was ready to bear the brunt of Jess and Rue’s reactions, good or bad, but they weren’t waiting on him when he joined them inside. They were both watching TV, one of the Champion Authority networks that focused on current news in the super world.



“…When we asked her if she considered the pick to be an unusual one, given the history of Kestrel and the Crimson Five, Sprinter told us that the only thing unusual about it is that it took her so long to join a new team in the first place.”



“She was regarded as a highly promising up-and-coming talent,” said the other anchor, nodding. “It’ll be interesting to see how she fits into a team with such a long-standing reputation.”



“Let’s talk more about her power,” said the first anchor. “She can fly, but I’ve heard a few whispers that there might be more to her than just that. Not that flight, in itself, doesn’t plug an obvious hole in the capabilities of Color Spray as a team.”



“What… the hell?” muttered Will.



Jess and Rue only turned to look at him then. Turning off the TV, Jess came around to the other side of the couch, her expression harboring so much concern that it nearly broke his heart.



“LP,” she whispered. “Oh… she didn’t tell you, did she?”



“She… joined a team?” he muttered. “How is that even possible?”



“We didn’t know, either,” muttered Rue. “Mom couldn’t find her when she went down to the infirmary before the fight. Doctor Yuri told her that Avery had checked herself out and left with that stupid recruiter, Sprinter, which we both thought was weird, but…”



“What did she say to her?” he snapped. “Why would she do that? Isn’t Color Spray based out west?”



“Will.” Jess grabbed his hand between hers, squeezing it gently. “She’s already left the tower. I think… this is what she wanted.”



“This doesn’t make any sense,” he muttered. But even as he spoke, he thought back to earlier that day, the swimming and the sex, and of course, the way she’d cried afterward. He’d had his plan, and she’d had hers.



The fact that she hadn’t told him wasn’t something he could blame her for, not with his own pile of secrets. She’d wanted to make a change in her life, and she’d made it. Had she been scared of where things were heading between them? Scared of Jess finding out, or the rest of the world?



He wasn’t sure the
 why
 even mattered. She was gone, and that was that.



“Hey,” said Jess. “Sit down. There’s still some food left. Talk to me.”



“I…” He shook his head. “I think I’m just going to take a shower.”



He closed the bathroom door behind him and stared at his costumed self in the mirror. Avery hadn’t seen him like this, and maybe it was for the best.
 Lockpick
 , the adult hero in the classic Crimson Five costume, was a work of fiction.



He stripped the spandex off, revealing his heavily tattooed chest underneath. He felt an urge to take that layer off, too, peel back the tattoos and skin and see just who the hell was really underneath it all.



Turning the water on, he checked his phone while it came up to temperature, not expecting a call back from Avery and not getting one. She wouldn’t talk to him until she was ready, and knowing her, she wouldn’t be ready until she’d truly settled into the change.



Could be a week, a month… longer. Who would they even be to each other when they next met? Would they both look back on the few short weeks during which they’d decided it was alright to fuck each other and treat it as an anomaly, or even something they regretted?



Enough moping. You have enough unfinished business outside of your weird love life.



He climbed into the shower, turning his thoughts back to the orphans and Complex. He’d overplayed his hand by letting the other man know that he was aware of the abuse. Complex would either move on him, especially after the embarrassment Will had just dealt out in the arena, or he’d move on Pen and the orphans, cover up his crimes.



Either way, Will had to go out that night, settle things once and for all, whatever that might mean. He showered quickly, wrapping his waist in a towel as he slipped back out into the main room. Rue was stretched out across the couch and immediately glanced his way.



“Jess had to run an errand,” she said.



“Ah. Good. If she asks, tell her I just went for a walk or something.”



He started toward his room. Rue got up and put herself in his way.



“Are you okay?” she asked.



“I hate that question,” he muttered. “I can either say yes, and have it be kind of a lie, or no, and have it be kind of a lie.”



“The truth?”



He closed his eyes. “…I love her.”



Rue hugged him, squeezing him tight despite the lingering dampness of the shower still clinging to his body. “I know.”



He wrapped his arms around her, exhaling a long breath, turning his mind back to problems he could still solve. “I have to go. The orphans might be in danger tonight.”



“I won’t stop you,” she whispered. “But maybe get dressed first?”



She slid her hands down to his butt and gave it a quick squeeze through the towel, letting out a small, singular laugh. Will pulled on the few clean clothes left in his bag, a pair of track pants and a long-sleeve shirt, and then headed for the door.



“Keep your phone in your pocket,” said Rue, kissing him on the lips. “I’ll look out for you.”



“Thanks.” He sighed, pausing with his hand on the doorknob. “I am so done with this place. I want to go home.”



“Me too.”










CHAPTER 48




 



The tower was quiet, and Will didn’t encounter anyone on his way down to the lobby. He still had the key to the jet ski he’d borrowed that morning, and it didn’t look as though there’d be anyone around to question him taking it out a second time as he headed out of the lobby and through the gardens surrounding the Lighthouse.



The area around the boathouse was empty, save for a single figure near the door. Will waited in the shadows for a minute, only approaching when it became clear not just that the person wasn’t going anywhere, but that he recognized her.



“Liz,” he called, not getting too close. “What are you doing here?”



“Waiting for you.” Her smile was cold, and her eyes briefly flicked to the left.



He spun, but it was already too late. Several attackers hit him at once, one nailing him with a low tackle that flipped him off his feet. A bag slipped down over his head reeking of chemicals he suspected he really shouldn’t be breathing. The world turned black an instant later.



 



***



 



The worst of it was, Will wasn’t surprised. He’d known Complex would retaliate in some fashion after the embarrassing spectacle he’d made of the other man during the fight. He’d known how much anger, no,
 rage
 , Liz still held toward him. And he’d known that they were on closer terms than Complex had originally led him to believe.



“Take his clothes off and put them in a separate bag,” said Complex. “We’ll dispose of them separately.”



Will still had his eyes closed, but he was fully awake, if sluggish. He was in a boat, the engine’s hum and the rocking of the waves both easily recognizable.



“Who, exactly, do you think you’re speaking to right now?” asked Liz.



“You,” said Glide. “You’re the only one of us that’s fucked him before.”



Benny laughed. There was a slapping sound, coupled with a gasp of pain.



“Just get them off,” said Complex. “We’re almost at the spot.”



Will let his body go limp, still feigning unconsciousness.



How do I use this to my advantage?



He still had his lockpick up one sleeve. They either hadn’t found it or simply hadn’t valued it as a weapon when they’d first grabbed him. He slid his thumb downward as a rough hand began tugging his shirt up and over his head, knowing what he was about to do was going to take some acting, some finesse, and a ton of luck.



He let out a tired groan and rolled sideways as his shirt came off, landing on top of the hand he’d concealed his lockpick in. The point jabbed into his skin painfully, but that was a small price to pay for a weapon.



“Pants too,” said Complex.



“Shouldn’t we buy him dinner first?” joked Benny.



“Turn the light on for a second,” said Glide. “I want to… whoa. He has tattoos. A lot of them.”



“What?” snapped Liz.



“Your old boyfriend appears to be a member of the Power Realists,” muttered Complex.



“They’ve been on the move since the prison break,” said Benny. “Might not take kindly to us offing one of their—”



“It changes nothing,” said Complex, in a cold voice. “There’s no way we could simply let him go at this point even if we wanted to, and I don’t want to.”



He kicked Will, sending a ripple of pain through his ribs. He had to bide his time, wait for the perfect moment, but it was incredibly hard to keep still with adrenaline already flooding his senses.



His odds weren’t good. His hidden weapon was a godsend, but it would still be three against one the instant he began using it.
 Four
 against one. Liz had already proven that she wanted him dead, a fact which infuriated him more than anything related to Complex and the others.



“We slit his throat, bleed him out over the water, and sink him directly down from here,” said Complex. “The SS Mariana is at the bottom of the ocean directly underneath us. The corpse will settle there, quickly be stripped of its flesh by various aquatic scavengers, and blend right in with the other sad souls who died aboard that vessel.”



“It sounds good but…” Glide let out an intimidated-sounding breath. “What if something happens? What if he floats to the surface?”



“He won’t,” said Complex. “I brought a device I designed specifically for this purpose. It’s a weighted, magnetized net that will more or less fuse him to the hull of the ship. With a custom-built submersible to easily guide it into place.”



“Who is going to do it?” asked Benny.



“I’ll do it,” said Complex.



Will felt himself being shifted upright, a set of arms sliding beneath his shoulders. He risked opening his eyes a fraction while his head was tilted forward. Two in front of him, Complex and Liz, which meant he’d be dealing with Benny and Glide first.



“Why’s he leaning like that?” asked Glide. “Is he—”



Will spun and slashed with his power. He already knew it wasn’t going to be an especially pretty fight, that there’d be no way for him to hold back and escape with his life. A spray of blood splashed onto his face in the same moment his lockpick connected with Glide’s face, tearing though jaw tissue, up into skull.



The now mostly headless hero spasmed as he fell backward, landing half atop Benny Smoke, who seemed too stunned to process the development.



“No!” roared Complex.



The shock prod sparkled like a lightning spell out of a video game as Complex snapped his weapon into motion. Will ducked, but he felt a punch rain down on his shoulder from Benny on his other side, finally in motion.



Surging forward, Will knocked Complex backward into Liz and quickly spun to slash at Benny. The hero used his power to dodge, turning to smoke and nearly getting out of the way of Will’s lockpick. He reformed on the other side of the boat, next to Complex and Liz, and immediately began screaming.



“My hand!” Benny waved a stump around, gasping in disbelief. “What… How?”



“Out of my way!” roared Complex.



He pushed Benny into Will, which sealed his fate. Benny tried to fade into smoke again, not realizing that the very first super Will had ever killed had used a nearly identical power, to no avail.



He stabbed the smoke twice in quick succession. Benny rematerialized, and a sickening amount of blood dripped out of his stomach, hitting the hull of the boat with audible little taps.



His body fell forward in a manner that put him in between Will and Complex, creating an awkward pause in the violence. The boat swayed along with the underlying motion of the waves, forcing Will to extend his arms, balancing himself.



“I’ll simply tell them I saw you kill Benny and Glide and reacted,” said Complex. “I won’t even have to dispose of your body.”



“Always the opportunist,” said Will. “It’s cute that you think you’ll be making it out of here alive.”



Complex took a shaky breath and tried to back away as Will started forward. He snarled and swung the shock prod. Will leaned back, letting it pass near enough to his neck to feel a prickle of static.



It didn’t have to be this way
 .



The words echoed in his head, the same mantra he always found himself repeating in the face of this kind of raw violence and death. He didn’t like killing, but he was good at it, and there were worse skillsets to have.



Complex roared and lunged forward, swinging the shock prod down in a two-handed grip. Will slashed with his lockpick, severing one arm at the elbow. Complex screeched as he fell to his knees.



“Oh God,” he muttered, teeth chattering as though he were intensely cold. “Oh fuck! Please! I… I won’t say anything! We can come up with an explanation. I won’t tell anyone! Please!”



“You won’t tell anyone,” said Will.



He slit Complex’s throat and tipped his upper body over the side of the boat, letting him bleed out cleanly. It left Will alone with Liz for the first time in a long time. She was standing, hands not quite at her sides, ready to fight if she had to but rather conspicuous in how passive she’d been to that point.



“You led me into a trap,” he said slowly. “You tried to kill me.”



Liz slowly brought her gaze up to meet his. “Does it surprise you that someone you once loved now wants you dead?”



“After everything that happened between us?” Will chuckled and shook his head. “Not in the slightest. Does it surprise you that I have no intention of killing you along with the others?”



“You sick bastard!” she hissed. “I can’t believe how naïve I used to be. You’ve always been a murderer, a psycho, a… a…”



“Villain?” Will laughed again, dusting blood off the back of his knuckles. “But it’s so much more than that, isn’t it, Liz? I scare you now, more than ever.”



“…Why?” muttered Liz.



“I need you alive,” he said. “You’re my alibi. I thought that much would be obvious.”



“Why did you have to come back?” shouted Liz. “Why did you have to start fucking around?”



“Did you know about those girls, Liz?” he asked.



She looked away from him, her anger faltering in the face of the question. “Everyone
 knew
 about them. If you’re asking if I knew they were being abused or something to that degree, of course I didn’t!”



“You didn’t really care, did you?” asked Will, raising his voice. “You never tried to help them. It didn’t concern you, so why bother going out of your way? Well, you’re certainly going to care now. You’ll go to them, help them with whatever they need, find homes for the younger ones if they wish to try for something better.”



“I don’t have to do a goddamn thing,” snapped Liz. “I don’t work for you!”



He took a step toward her and reached out one hand, touching her cheek and leaving three little marks of blood against her pale, freckled skin. “But you do, Liz. If you’d just kept your head down, none of this would have happened.”



“Shut up! They’ll never believe that you acted in self-defense! Not when Complex is among the dead.”



“That’s why I don’t plan on telling them that, or letting them find the bodies,” said Will. “We’ll use Complex’s little body bag net to get the pieces down in the sunken ship, just as he’d planned. The boat should wash down easily enough.”



“You’ll be their top suspect.”



“Which is why you’ll tell them that I was with you tonight. We had a nice evening together without ever leaving your room.”



“You bastard! You think you just come back into my life and, and…”



“And what?” He gestured to the side. “Call in my favor? Or, to be blunt,
 blackmail
 you? Because that’s exactly what I intend to do, Liz. If you don’t want me to tell the Champion Authority all about that time I found you standing over a dead body, a dead
 hero
 , you’ll do exactly what I say.”



“If you tell them, I’ll bring you down with me!” she shouted.



“I’ve been to prison once. We both know you have more to lose. It isn’t even about the sentence. You care so much about what people think.”



“Fuck you!”



“It’s been so great catching up with you again, Liz,” he said. “Now get over here and help me with these bodies.”










CHAPTER 49




FIVE YEARS EARLIER



 



Lockpick had no idea what was going on. He and Halberd had been split up during the first minute of the sandstorm, which appeared to be a deliberate part of the chaotic raid upon the Sandsnail Gathering the heroes were currently engaged in.



It felt more like the sacking of a medieval city than an organized law enforcement operation. Heroes were using their powers liberally, barely paying attention to where they sent energy blasts or gouts of flames or frozen ice spears as they tore into the various tents and vehicles composing the gathering.



A fair number of the villains in attendance were fighting back, giving as good as they were getting, but even as large as the event had been, the heroes still had them outnumbered. The tenor of the screams surrounding Lockpick told him everything he needed to know — people were dying, not being arrested.



He had to find Halberd, but finding someone during a CA raid in the middle of a sandstorm was an exercise in suicidal frustration. He approached a figure about the right height and build only to have a burly hero in a teal costume snarl and reach for his neck.



Lockpick slashed with his pen knife, relieving the hero’s left hand of three of his fingers and shifting the man’s current objective to screaming and collecting lost body parts. He wiped the blood off on the side of a tent as he kept moving, still desperately searching for Halberd.



He bumped into someone as he came through a gap between a truck trailer and a van that’d been tipped onto its side amid the chaos. Spinning, Lockpick brought his penknife up, only recognizing Liz, who had a palm thrust into his face, at the last second.



His momentary relief faded into something cold and angry as he thought about what she’d done. “You brought them here!”



“Don’t look at me like that!” she snapped back, looking hurt.



“This was a peaceful gathering! You saw that for yourself!”



“I didn’t have a choice!” said Liz, shaking her head. “It’s just the way things are.”



“Everyone says that, and it’s always a lie,” he hissed. “You had a choice. You know what you did!”



Liz pushed him in the chest, glaring openly. “Fuck you!”



He shook his head, too angry to talk to her anymore, and turned to leave. Liz sucked in a surprised breath, perhaps reading his movement wrong, and sent a laser straight into Lockpick’s shoulder. It struck a glancing blow, but still sent him careening off his feet and left a singed mark on his shirt.



He watched her running off and gave in to a powerful urge to chase after her. If he couldn’t find Halberd, he might at least keep some sense of direction by sticking near Liz. He saw her run into one of the larger tents, heard a shout from inside, followed by the high-pitched hiss of one of her lasers.



 Pushing through the tent flaps, Lockpick stepped into the aftermath. Liz had both hands clamped tightly over her mouth. She stood over the body of a relatively dead-looking super with a gaping laser wound in their chest.



Not just a super — a hero.



Not just a hero…
 Arcmaster
 . The copper-toned costume, familiar crescent moon emblem, even the somewhat goofy mad-scientist hair that had given the old man a reputation for being the super community’s wacky grandpa. Lockpick remembered a training camp he’d gone to with his team where Arcmaster had given him a butterscotch hard candy while they’d been waiting in line for an obstacle course.



“He… he just ran up to me!” said Liz. “The sand… I didn’t see his face. It wasn’t my fault! Don’t look at me like that! I… I, I didn’t—”



“It’s okay.” Lockpick ran over and took her by the elbows. “It’s okay. We’ll figure this out.”



“What’s going on here?” A hero in purple tights poked his head into the tent. “Is that… Oh, God! Arcmaster!”



The hero’s gaze panned from the body to Lockpick, and then the man was rushing forward, screaming in a rage. Purple energy rippled across his hands, and even though Lockpick managed to dodge the man’s first punch, he felt an echo of pain like the vibration of a dentist’s drill through the part of his body nearest to the strike.



He looked toward Liz for help, but she was either paralyzed by the horror of what she’d done… or just unwilling to help him. He didn’t understand her and wasn’t sure if he ever would. The hero slammed a heavy kick into Lockpick’s leg. He slashed with his penknife, but the man grabbed his wrist, his grip buzzing against Lockpick’s skin like a nest of stinging hornets.



“You’ll be imprisoned for life!” screamed the super. “He was a hero! He was a goddamn he—"



He cut off in mid-sentence, his mouth making a strange gargling noise as he tipped sideways onto the ground. Halberd stood over them both, pulling the younger man to his feet as he set a foot against the hero’s back to pull loose his axe.



“You okay, LP?” he called.



“Fine,” said Lockpick. “Liz, come on. You have to get away from the body.”



“I can’t!” screamed Liz. “They’ll know! They’ll be able to tell from the burns that it was my lasers.”



“Shit, she killed that guy?” Halberd whistled appreciatively. “Wait, that’s Arcmaster, isn’t it? I mean, he was pretty old, to be fair. Not as though you stole all that many quality years from him.”



“Shut up!” screamed Liz.



“Would you just calm down for a second?” snapped Lockpick. “Halberd can help us.”



Halberd sighed and reluctantly approached the body. He gestured for Liz and Lockpick to step back, dropping low to eye the grizzly laser wound in the old man’s chest.



“Why don’t I just do this?” Halberd slammed his axe down several times in the man’s chest, adding obvious puncture wounds to the mix along with the texture of minced meat. “Better?”



“Are you insane?” cried Liz. “They’ll still notice the burns.”



Halberd tossed his axe to the side and wiggled the fingers of his left hand. There was a sickening slurping noise as a significant amount of the surface layer of Arcmaster’s flesh around the wound pulled loose from his body and formed a floppy flesh axe in Halberd’s fist.



“Better?” he asked again.



“Um…” Lockpick scratched his head. “Since when can you make axes from human flesh?”



“I took some ayahuasca last night,” said Halberd. “It showed me some really weird stuff. Wouldn’t really recommend it.”



Liz clamped her hands to her mouth, ran for the tent’s flap, and threw up.



“Is she coming with us?” asked Halberd.



Lockpick almost said yes on reflex, as though his heart had found the wires to take control of his vocal cords… but then he remembered waking up alone in the tent and reading Liz’s note. She broke his heart, orchestrated a raid that had gotten God knows how many people killed, and still called herself a hero.



“No,” said Lockpick. “She’s not. Let’s go.”



Liz was standing to the side of the tent as they came out and made no attempt to join them. She did, however, call out to Lockpick as he started off alongside Halberd.



“You can’t tell anyone!” she shouted.



He turned around, resisting the childish urge to glare at her. “I’m not like you, Liz! I don’t betray the people I care about.”



Halberd cleared his throat. “What Lockpick
 means
 to say is that if you want him to stay silent, you’d better do your best to make sure the two of us don’t get caught. If he goes down, you go down with him, little miss laser.”



“That’s not fair!” shouted Liz.



“Nope, but it’s life.” Halberd took a swig from his flask and gestured with a crooked finger. “You remember that the next time you decide to leave a body in your wake.”










CHAPTER 50




 



It was shockingly easy for Will and Liz to dispose of the bodies once they got Complex’s equipment up and running. They rinsed out the boat thoroughly and ditched several other conspicuous objects overboard, including Complex’s shock prod and visor, as they made their way back to the Lighthouse.



Will appreciated the fact that Complex had insisted on having his clothes taken off when he’d been unconscious, as it meant that he didn’t have so much as a speck of blood on him when they got back. Liz dropped him off on the nude beach he’d found Avery at before taking the boat around to the dock, but it was late and the far section of the island was empty, regardless.



He followed her up to her room, committing to the alibi by texting Rue and letting her know he wouldn’t be back to the suite. She didn’t reply, and he guessed that she was angry with him for not giving her a full explanation.



Liz wordlessly set a blanket and pillow out for him on the floor. There was less than zero romance in the air as he took his shoes off and settled down to get some sleep. She turned off the lights, and soon enough, Will was asleep.



Not for long enough, however. He awoke before he’d really gotten any rest, tensing as he came back to the moment. He didn’t trust Liz anymore, certainly not to the point of assuming that she wouldn’t try to kill him again while he was defenseless.



But she wasn’t slinking through the night with murder on her mind. She was crying, and trying to keep quiet about it, the sound mostly just sniffling and pained throat noises, as though she’d been crying for long enough for it to start to hurt.



“Are you going to be alright?” he asked.



Liz made an offended noise. “Why do you care?”



“Because if you can’t keep it together when people start asking questions, we’re both fucked.”



There was a second reason, but he couldn’t say it out loud. A part of him still cared about her, certainly not the part that enjoyed her assassination attempts and volatile temper, but a small, nostalgic part.



“How can you be so… normal, after what just happened?”



“I’m still alive,” he said. “I’m not claiming to be normal.”



“You’re acting like nothing even happened. Like washing blood off your hands is just cleaning up after eating chicken wings.”



He didn’t say anything. He knew what she was asking, and though Liz Laser was one of the last people in the world he’d ever feel a need to explain himself to, he decided to give it a try.



“I’d already come to terms with the fact that I was probably going to have to kill Complex in order to save those girls. I was planning on doing it in the challenge fight, but it didn’t feel quite right. Benny and Glide… I guess they were a bonus. Just as corrupt, just as culpable for making those orphans’ lives hell.”



“You like killing, don’t you?”



“No,” he said, sharply. “Killing is a pain in the ass. But if it’s kill or die, kill or let a bunch of innocent little girls keep getting raped… I won’t lose sleep over it.”



“I don’t believe you.”



“I don’t care.” Will rolled over and went back to sleep.



 



***



 



They didn’t speak much the next morning. Some of Liz’s neighbors were outside, other solo heroes boarding on the same level of the tower, and he made a show of saying goodbye to her to shore up his alibi that much further.



He slipped back into his family’s suite as quietly as he could. Rue was awake and on the couch, and she surged forward to pull him into a tight hug the second he came through the door.



“LP!” she said, hugging him tight. “Jesus Christ, do you have any idea how worried I was? Why didn’t you call me? What happened last night?”



“A lot,” he said, with a sigh. “How much did you see?”



She stiffened, pulling back slightly from the embrace. Will expected to see disappointment, if not outright judgment in her face, but there was only the same mixture of concern and relief.



“Most of it,” she whispered. “All of it. I was running to get Mom but… it was over so fast. It wasn’t your fault. They were going to kill you. You did what you had to do.”



He nodded, feeling his heart rising into an uncomfortable lump in his throat. There was such a contrast between Rue, complete acceptance, and Liz, bitter hatred. It pulled him back, reminded him of what mattered, and more than anything, made him really want to get himself and his family away from the Lighthouse.



“I just want to go home,” he muttered.



“I think we’ll be leaving soon enough,” she whispered.



The bathroom door opened, and Jess stepped out, clad in a towel and cloaked in curling steam. She ran a hand through her damp, scraggly, blonde hair and smiled.



“Morning, you two. You’re certainly acting rather affectionate toward each other today.”



Will was still hugging Rue and, with a coy smile, he pulled back a step. “You’re welcome to join in if you’re feeling left out.”



“I think I should put some clothes on first,” said Jess. “Are the two of you hungry? We could head down to the café for breakfast.”



“Sounds good to… LP!” Rue laughed and wiggled out of Will’s embrace as he shifted to hold her from behind and kissed her cheek.



Jess narrowed her eyes, but she was smiling underneath.



“I also thought maybe the three of us could give Avery a call,” said Jess. “See if she wants to give us her reasoning for deciding to join a team again.”



If the chaos of the past twenty-four hours had a single upside, it was that Will had been too busy to feel properly upset over Avery’s abrupt departure. He nodded, the loss stabbing into him again, but forced himself to keep his priorities in perspective.



A knock came at the door. Still in her towel, Jess headed for her room, while Will and Rue went to greet their visitor. He hesitated as he put his hand on the doorknob, knowing that the end of his life as a free man might be waiting on the other side.



It was just Cricket, however.



“Hello, and good morning!” said the young hero. “Would your mother happen to be around?”



“I’ll be out in a minute!” called Jess.



“Fresh from the shower,” said Will.



Cricket cleared his throat and nodded, seeming to apply an immense amount of effort in keeping his eyes from darting toward Jess’s partially closed bedroom door. “Of course! Well, um, I was sent down to bring both you and her up to the Board of Directors. It seems Ice Nine has a few details he wants to iron out in regard to her most recent review.”



“He requested me too, though?” Will furrowed his brow.



“Yes, he was very specific,” said Cricket.



Will exchanged a glance with Rue, who looked as worried as he felt. Jess came out of her room in a sundress, hair still wet from the shower.



“I’m ready,” she said. “Do you want to tag along, Rue? We can head straight to breakfast afterward.”



“Um, sure,” said Rue.



She let her fingers brush Will’s, no doubt thinking the same way he was. They would be extremely lucky if there was an
 afterward
 for their family as a whole if this played out the way he suspected it would.



They followed Cricket to the elevator and took it up to the top floor. The various hero statues lining the hallway seemed far more stoic and judgmental in their expressions than Will had noticed before.



A group of four heroes, each in costume, stood outside the conference room where they would apparently be meeting with the Board of Directors. Will saw a few of them look his way and fully expected to be pushed up against the wall and have a pair of knockout cuffs slapped onto his wrists.



“They’re expecting you first,” Cricket told Jess. “Head on in. Ms. Rue, Mr. William, if you wouldn’t mind waiting out here?”



“I’d prefer it.” Rue leaned against the wall and took out her phone, already looking bored.



“We should head right on in.” Cricket nodded to the heroes loitering outside and started pulling one of the wooden doors open.



“Cricket!” A familiar voice came from down the hallway, and Effect ran up, sliding to a stop and catching his breath. “Hold on a second! I think the printer in the computer lab gave you the wrong set of documents.”



“The wrong… Oh, yes of course!” Cricket opened the folder he was carrying and pulled a few neatly printed pages out of it. “Strange, I was sure I scanned them over before putting them away. Director Ice Nine will want these recommendations from the board members that can’t be here to give their thoughts in person.”



“Not something you’d want to lose, all things considered,” said Effect, with a nod.



“No, not at all!” Cricket cleared his throat. “Ms. Sorling, if you um, would come right this way?”



“Of course,” said Jess as the diminutive man opened the door for her.



Will had a moment to himself as the door shut, with Rue doing her own thing and the other nearby heroes clearly absorbed in their own discussion. Jess’s idea earlier for all of them to call Avery together seemed like it would be incredibly uncomfortable for him, an act of emotional endurance. He needed to talk to her alone, clear the air on his own terms.



He snuck off down the hallway and around the corner before making the call. Avery didn’t pick up, but he still felt like he needed to say what he needed to say, if only to her voice mail inbox.



“Hey,” he began. “It’s me.”



He paused, trying to organize his thoughts, or at least pick the most important ones from the pile.



“You should have told me. Whatever it was you were feeling, you could have just talked to me, Avery. But you didn’t, and now… I just don’t know.



“I never told you this, but my deepest fear, the one that motivates so much of who I am, is losing people I love. That feeling of just waking up and reaching over and realizing they aren’t there with you anymore, and they never will be again.



“I miss you… That’s what it always comes down to, I guess. I miss you, and I know you’re not going to be around anymore, and you left without even leaving a note, not that it would have changed anything, and—”



“Sorry, this voice mailbox is full
 ,” chimed a robotic voice.
 “Please try leaving your message again after your intended recipient has reviewed and deleted their currently stored messages.”



 Will hung up, massaged the bridge of his nose, and slapped his hand against the wall hard enough to make his palm ache. He took a breath, wondering if it might be for the best if that particular message never reached her. She’d made her choice. What point was there in trying to open up to her about what he was feeling?



“Hey,” said Effect. “Is this a bad time?”



“Kind of.” Will shrugged. “Not really. What do you want?”



Effect scratched his neck and took up a place leaning against the hallway across from Will. “I owe you an apology. I shouldn’t have gotten you involved in the way that I did.”



Will eyed the other man, turning over a suspicion seeded by his phrasing. “How much do you know about what happened last night?”



“Enough,” said Effect. “I know they went out on the boat and didn’t come back.”



“I made my own decisions,” said Will. “If you feel guilty for the part you played in the downfall of your friends, you shouldn’t.”



“One, they weren’t my friends anymore.” Effect counted off the first point on his finger. “Two, I think you underestimate just how wide-reaching my power is.”



“What’s that supposed to mean?”



Effect looked both ways down the hall before leaning into whisper range. “This is just how things usually go when I decide to get involved, try to make something happen. I shortened
 butterfly effect
 into my hero name, but it’s more like… ripples that I create. There is no such thing as mere coincidence when I’m around.”



“If your power is so all-reaching, why didn’t you just find a clean way to help those girls?” asked Will.



“Sometimes there isn’t one. Sometimes… the scope of the problem is far larger than what you see on the surface. There is a war raging in the background, not between supers, but… a greater force.”



The hair on Will’s neck stood up as he thought back to Genesis and the abomination’s cryptic words. Effect had a blue aura around him, similar to the ones he’d been seeing around supers when they used their powers, but more intense. The small man gave him a knowing smile and nodded his head fractionally.



“Anyway, you really should go wait outside the conference room,” said Effect. “They’re going to want to talk to you once they finish with your mother. You’re welcome, by the way.”



“…What?”



Effect had already started off and didn’t look back or reply. Will tried to parse through what he’d just been told while appreciating the young man in a new light.



A
 dangerous
 light. If he was telling the truth about his power, he was someone to keep an eye on.










CHAPTER 51




 



Ice Nine was standing at the door to the conference room when Will arrived back. He gave a slightly pained smile and gestured for him to come in.



“William,” said Ice. “If you don’t mind, I have a few questions for you about yesterday. If you could come right on in.”



“Alone?” asked Will, noticing that Rue and Jess were already sitting at the table within the room.



“If you prefer, but given the nature of this discussion, it might make sense for your family to know sooner, rather than later.”



He nodded, feeling a cold, twisting feeling take hold of his gut. Even if Ice Nine was simply asking questions, raising the implication, it would absolutely break Jess’s heart. She might even connect the incident here back to Decay, put all the pieces together at once, and realize how much he’d been hiding.



He was surprised to find Galaxy Maiden wasn’t at the table, too. It was just Ice Nine and Pulse Master as representatives of the board, and the latter looked well on his way toward dozing off into a midmorning nap.



“Hey,” whispered Jess, smiling at him. “I passed my review! I’m going to be reinstated at my previous rank and even secured a housing allotment to help us find a new place.”



“That’s awesome!” he said. “I’m so happy for you.”



And he was, though it was a drop in the bucket compared to the mountain of budding despair over the direction this meeting was about to go in. Ice Nine cleared his throat and tapped his papers on the desk, straightening the pile.



“This is in regard to a few… anomalies in your conduct that have been reported over the past few days,” said Ice. “The incident between you and Liz Laser during the reception party. Your unsportsmanlike behavior during the challenge fight with Complex. We even had a report of you, ahem,
 frolicking
 on one of our beaches. Regardless of what the sign may say, I can assure that it is not, in fact, a nude beach.”



Will suppressed a cynical chuckle and tried to remain respectful as he waited for the other shoe to drop.



This it. This is the end.



“With that said, the evaluations of your combat display by some of my fellow board members hold your skills in high regard,” said Ice Nine. “Especially Executive Director Astroman. Taking their opinions into account, you pass your review with flying colors.”



“I was under review?” asked Will.



Ice Nine chuckled. “And a sense of humor, to boot! You qualify to be reinstated as a hero, albeit at a junior level, and contingent on continuous positive approval from your probation officer. I believe you still need to be assigned a new one, yes?”



Jess gasped and squeezed his shoulder, fingers tightening to an almost painful degree. Rue started laughing and hugged herself into him from the side. Pulse Master let out the first rumble of a snore.



“Sorry, hold on a second,” said Will, holding up his hand. “You’re saying that my suspension has been… lifted?”



“Yes, assuming you can behave yourself,” said Ice Nine. “You simply need to submit an application for recertification to the CA registration administration office and receive a new standard assignment.”



The words sounded far off, like something out of a dream. He remembered Effect’s parting words, the way he’d showed up with Cricket’s missing documents.



You’re welcome.



He wasn’t a hero. He’d killed their golden boy. Why did it feel as though every choice he made in life simply led to more lies, more deception?



“Oh, Will!” Jess was grinning from ear to ear. “This is so wonderful! I’m so happy for you!”



“I can give you a copy of the application to fill out right now, if you’d like,” said Ice Nine.



“I… need some time to think about it,” he said.



He felt Jess and Rue both tense at that, enthusiasm blunted by the tone of his voice.



“Yes, of course,” said Ice Nine. “The passing review will go through regardless. It’s simply a matter of paperwork if and when you decide to take up the mask again. It’s up to you.”



He slid two sheets of paper across to Will, one detailing his review, the other the blank application form, and gestured for him and his family to stand. As they were leaving, he came around to the other side of the table and reached out to shake Will’s hand.



“I would encourage you to fill out that application sooner, rather than later,” said Ice Nine. “We could use your help. In truth, we can use all the help we can get right now.”



Ice Nine squeezed his hand in a cold, hard grip, and there was a hint of desperation in both his voice and expression. Will nodded and turned to join Jess and Rue, ready to explain as much of what he was feeling to them as he could so they didn’t feel quite so blindsided by him needing to think it over.



Genesis stood in the doorway leading out to the hall. Will sucked in a breath, spinning to look for Ice Nine and Pulse Master. They were both frozen in place, and the world had a muted, saturated quality to it.



“He sees what’s coming
 ,” spoke the abomination.
 “Do you?”



 



 



THE END
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