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PART ONE: WHEREVER YOU GO, THERE YOU ARE










CHAPTER 1




 



“I’m starting to have some doubts about whether we’re going to make it home tonight,” said Will.



“Only just now?” Jess glanced at him in the passenger seat, and then forward through the car’s front window.



A seemingly endless line of traffic stretched into the distance, descending the entire contour of the hill they were waiting in line on, down to the bottom, and then up along the next rise in front of them.



“How much gas do we even have left?” asked Rue.



“Slightly less than when you last asked that question.” Jess sighed and turned the car off. “Though, there’s probably not a point in wasting any more than we need to. I doubt this is going to pick up anytime soon.”



There were a fair number of people walking around amidst the collection of idle cars. Will heard enough echoes of the same question being asked to get the gist of the catalyst behind the stoppage. One of the highway lanes had collapsed, and both directions of traffic were carefully being routed through what was left.



“There was hardly any traffic heading into Lancaster City when we first left,” muttered Rue.



“That was right after the attack,” said Will. “We’ve entered the stage where people start coming home, trying to pick up the pieces. Like us.”



“Key word – trying.” Rue sighed and shifted her feet against the back of Will’s seat. “We haven’t moved a car’s length in the past hour.”



“We’ll get there,” said Jess. “See? Look. Here we go.”



The long line began inching its way forward, an infinitely slow rendition of a sports stadium wave performed by irritable drivers in overheated cars. Jess tossed her ponytail over one shoulder and attempted to start her Prius, to no avail.



“Damn it,” she muttered. “Come on.”



Two, three times, still no luck. All of the lights on the dash flicked on with angry red intensity, but the engine refused to properly start. The driver behind them honked as a conspicuous gap formed between them and the back of the truck they’d been staring at for the past two hours.



“You can’t be serious,” muttered Rue.



“Come on!” said Jess, slapping the steering wheel.



She tried again and the car finally started, but the engine made a sputtering, hiccupping noise that was far from reassuring. She managed to pull over onto the side of the highway before it gave out completely, giving up her spot in line to at least let other drivers make their way forward.



“Nobody say anything,” said Jess.



“It’s alright,” said Will gently. “We’ll make it.”



He reached and rubbed her shoulder and neck.



Rue let out a groan from the backseat. “As if it couldn’t get any worse, my phone is about to die. Is the car’s charger still working, at least?”



Nobody answered her. Will shifted to rubbing Jess’s neck with his fingers and hand, feeling the obvious tension building in the muscles underneath her soft skin.



“Ideas?” she finally asked.



“Call for a tow,” suggested Will.



“Even assuming they could make it through this traffic jam and get to us, I would have to think they’re overwhelmed by people trying to recover their cars after the attack,” she muttered.



“Alright. Well, if you pop the hood, I could take a look at the engine.”



“And do what?”



He shrugged. “Poke around. See what’s what.”



“I appreciate the thought, but you don’t even have any tools with you.”



“It beats getting out and pushing.”



Jess blinked, and the edge of a smile tugged at one side of her mouth. “Rue, would you mind grabbing my bag from the trunk and giving me some space in the backseat?”



“What?” asked Rue. “Why would you need… Oh!”



Will started laughing. “
 Oh
 is exactly the right response. You sure you can pull this off?”



“Pretty sure,” said Jess. “We’ll find out soon enough. Can I get some coverage for the windows while I’m changing?”



Will and Rue climbed out of the car and tried to inconspicuously set themselves up outside on either side of the car’s back windows while Jess pulled her costume on. As much as Will respected Jess and wanted to afford her complete privacy, he couldn’t resist sneaking a peak as she began wiggling into her top, bra-clad breasts squeezing into place.



“Perv,” said Rue.



“I’m just testing the viewing angles,” he said. “How am I supposed to know whether anyone else can see her if I don’t make the first attempt myself?”



“She never would have done this sort of thing before you arrived back, you know,” muttered Rue.



“Stripping in the backseat of a car?”



“No!” snapped Rue. “Using her powers for herself like this. I think you’re a corrupting influence.”



Will pulled his eyes up to hold Rue’s gaze on the other side of the car. “I think you’re projecting.”



Rue seemed to put effort into trying not to smile… wasted effort. “We have a few things to talk about when we get home. Computer stuff.”



“Computer stuff,” he said, nodding. “Right.”



He shifted backward to allow the door to open as
 Relic
 , costumed and imposing, climbed out of the backseat of the car. She smirked at him and hooked a thumb over her shoulder.



“Time to go,” she said. “Seatbelts on, both of you. I’m dead serious about that. This car is staying stationary until I’m sure we can do this safely.”



Rue laughed and hurried to climb inside, opting for the driver’s seat instead of the back. Will got in next to her, waving to the cars still inching their way forward in bumper-to-bumper traffic to their left side.



“Everyone ready?” asked Relic.



“Hell yes,” said Will.



Rue let out a cackle as the car lifted first to one side, and then up into the air as Relic got properly underneath it and began to ascend. There was a chorus of surprised shouts, along with a number of honking horns, as the three of them began cutting in line in the most dramatic fashion imaginable.



“This is awesome!” shouted Rue. “We’re so high up! We… Um, oh, wow. We are
 so
 high up.”



She inched closer to Will, reaching a hand over to steady herself against him as she peered out the window into the open air. They were perhaps a hundred feet up and still rising, and the wind batted them in their faces as they reached a height with stronger air currents.



“Do we really have to fly this high?” asked Rue, with an increasingly worried edge to her voice.



“Jess probably doesn’t want anyone on the ground to have a good view of her car,” he replied. “It would be kind of lazy for her to fly us low enough for a bunch of people to take notice. Word would get out that Relic rolls around in a Prius under her mundane identity.”



He rubbed Rue’s leg, trying to soothe her as though she were a startled animal as the car continued to rise. It gave them a good overhead view of the area, including Lancaster City in the distance. The scale of the destruction was far more obvious from above, the buildings Genesis had targeted directly, the damage from the lingering fires, even the thin strip of collapsed structures marking the path the abomination had taken as it flew out of the city.



“It’s going to take years to rebuild,” he said. “Maybe even decades. All because of the events of a single day.”



“I don’t know how you can even look out the windows right now.” Rue pulled her knees up to her chest, eyes squeezed tightly shut. “This isn’t as fun as I thought it would be.”



“Relax,” said Will. “We’re in good hands. For Jess,
 Relic
 , this is no different from carrying groceries inside after—”



The car lurched sideways with a sharp movement with no more than half a second of warning. Will felt a powerful appreciation for the way Jess had insisted on both of them wearing their seatbelts as the car tumbled horrifically into a wild freefall.



He was pretty sure Rue was screaming louder than he was, but it was hard to tell.










CHAPTER 2




 



“Sorry!” called Relic, from below. “I am so sorry! My cheek was up against part of the undercarriage, and I was trying to shift the weight to my other shoulder.”



Rue was still quietly expressing her terror in a series of whimpers and deep breaths. Will leaned partially out the window of the rebalanced car, smiling despite how close they’d just come to catastrophe, exhilarated and still pulsing with adrenaline.



“I was joking earlier when I said I’d rather die than be stuck in the traffic jam for another hour,” he shouted.



“You’re hilarious,” said Relic. “I could always put the two of you back on the highway and let you make your way home the old-fashioned way?”



“I prefer the express route, even if it comes with a few near-death hiccups, thanks.”



The car leaned to the left as Relic banked around one of Lancaster City’s few remaining towers. They were low enough for Will to get a sense of what street they were over, which caught him even more off guard when he realized their inevitable destination.



Relic gingerly set the car down in the parking lot of Avery’s apartment. “We’ll be staying here for the time being. Avery gave me a key when she first moved in and said she’d be more than happy for us to take over her lease until we find somewhere else.”



Will climbed out of the Prius, frowned, and crossed his arms against the car’s roof. “I’m surprised you’ve spoken to Avery.”



“I’m surprised you haven’t,” said Relic.



He looked away from her. The last time he’d tried to call her had been just before the meeting with Ice Nine, and he’d all but poured his heart out to a voice mailbox too full to save his message. If she wanted to talk, she would have simply called him back.



In all likelihood, Avery was probably busy, on top of not wanting to have a conversation with him just yet. She’d joined Color Spray, a prominent young team of heroines that took on major contracts all across the country. She was spreading her wings, figuratively and literally, and finding her own way in the world, apart from her family.



Apart from him.



“It still has running water, right?” asked Rue.



“I believe so,” said Relic.



“I’m sold. Dibs on the first shower.”



They began unloading the car, Will pulling bags out of the trunk while Rue and Relic carried everything up. Jess came back after the first trip out of costume, having quickly changed into a t-shirt and sweats.



“Hey,” she said to him, while Rue was still within the apartment. “Is that the last bag?”



“Yeah,” he said. “Oh, wait. One more.”



Jess took the bundle he passed to her with one arm, touching his chest with the hand of the other. “You’ve got this look on your face. What’s up?”



He shook his head, knowing what she was asking. He still hadn’t given her or the Board of Directors his answer, or made up his mind about whether he was ready to step back into
 Lockpick’s
 shoes. Not only that, but he hadn’t given Jess any indication as to which way he was leaning with the decision, which felt cruel, despite being a reflection of his honest uncertainty.



“Avery’s apartment is a one-bedroom,” he said. “It’s going to be beyond cramped with all three of us.”



“We’ll make it work.”



“We’re going to be tripping all over each other for space.”



Jess looped her arm through his, holding his hand. “It might be a bit of a squeeze, but it’s a roof over our heads, LP.”



“There’s probably plenty of work to be had in the city with the cleanup underway,” he pointed out. “I could find a job, rent my own place. Get a foothold.”



“Where is this coming from?” asked Jess. “You already have all of that… if you
 want
 it.”



It was hard for him to respond to the level of expectation he saw in her eyes, heard in her tone. He wondered if Complex had ever felt a similar weight on his shoulders, or if he’d just gone through life without a care in the world up until that moment when Will had worked a lockpick on his throat.



I killed the CA’s brightest prospect
 , he thought.
 Can I really pretend otherwise?



Maybe he could. Rue, the only person other than Liz who was privy to his crime, had certainly done a good job of it. He wondered if her lack of exposure to this sort of thing, life and death, the finality of an end, made it seem distant to her, theoretical, even.



They went inside. Avery’s living room had a nice view of the city, which was made less nice by the extent of the damage, but the window still opened the main living space up. Will felt strange sitting down on the couch, remembering all the times he and Avery had lost themselves in passion across it.



That’s putting it mildly. We were fucking like rabbits.



“Rue and I will share Avery’s room,” said Jess. “Will, you’ll have the couch. Does that sound workable for everyone?”



Rue shrugged. “The alternative is, what? Sleeping in the car? In the tent?”



“Basically,” said Jess. “It’s only temporary. I promise that this will be the last ‘temporary’ living situation we have before we finally settle down again. Will, what do you think?”



“I’ll manage.” He stood up. “We’re not far from the storage unit where I left my bike. I think I’ll walk over and grab it.”



“I’ll come with,” said Rue.



Jess had no objections, turning her focus away from them and toward a small collection of empty beer cans in Avery’s recycling bin. They took the stairs down, as the elevator had a hastily scrawled “Out of Service” sign on the front of it.



“It’s not going to be ideal,” said Rue. “Avery’s place. For our streaming.”



“The world doesn’t revolve around the stream, Rue,” he said, a touch sulkily.



“I know that!” Rue scowled, but still leaned in closer and dropped her voice. “I’m just saying. With my account unsuspended, we should try to do a stream on CamCasters to draw some of my old fans back in.”



He started walking a little faster. They were moving into the western section of the city, the
 collapsed district
 , as a few of the news channels they’d been listening to in the car had taken to calling it. Not every building had collapsed, but the concussive force of Genesis flying by during his retreat from the city had done a number on most structures, compromising foundations and roofs and basically rendering the entire district a total loss.



The air tasted of pulverized concrete and industrial smoke. No drivers so much as attempted to traverse the streets, given the number that were blocked by debris or abandoned vehicles. The few people walking seemed to move faster, hold their gaze straighter, do everything they could to make their foray into the city’s new underside safe and brief.



“You have a storage unit,” said Rue.



“What?” Will shook his head at her, confused. “Yeah, that’s where we’re headed. To grab my bike.”



“I’m just saying… If we brought a laptop, set up a phone as a hotspot. It could totally work.”



“Jesus Christ, Rue, is that all you think about?” he snapped. “Do you really want to get fingered inside a storage unit that badly?”



He regretted lashing out at her even as the words were leaving his mouth. She looked more angry than hurt and stopped where she was in the middle of the street.



“You’ve been acting like a zombie since we left the Lighthouse, and I think we both know why,” she said. “Excuse me for trying to draw you back into acting like my actual brother instead of a brooding psycho by bringing up something we both obviously enjoy.”



She started to turn around. Will slid in behind her, pulling her into a hug before she could storm off.



“We’d have to bring some lights,” he said.



“Probably,” she muttered.



“I suppose I could find a cheap mattress to throw in there, too.”



“Okay, now that does sound kind of gross.”



“What? Not like a used mattress or anything. Nothing but the best for my storage unit.”



 










CHAPTER 3




 



A decent number of the storage units at the lot Will was renting from had been broken into. He was fearing the worst as he rounded the corner toward his, expecting his motorcycle, his penknife, his costume to all be stolen or ruined. His secrets to be compromised.



Luck was on his side, and the hefty lock he’d secured the sliding door with had served its purpose. He unlocked it and slid the door upward, revealing the small space to Rue as though unveiling a stage.



“Here we are,” he said. “It’s cheap, at the very least. I don’t think the door is soundproof, and there aren’t exactly any convenient power outlets outside, but in theory, it could work.”



Rue walked in past him, running a hand over the seat of his bike before reaching for one of the saddlebags. “Is this where you put your costume?”



“One of my costumes,” he said.



“Is this your greatsword?” Rue set her hands on the long, sheathed weapon, making a soft noise of exertion as she lifted it up. “Are you going to miss this when you resubscribe to the hero life?”



“I guess we’ll find out.”



He took a step back, looking down the storage unit lot toward a new noise which had caught him off guard. A pair of men on dirt bikes were riding down the nearby street. Neither was wearing a helmet, which meant Will could recognize the one in the lead instantly.



“Rue!” he hissed. “Stay here. Don’t come out until I tell you it’s safe.”



“Wait, what?” Rue turned, still holding Tragic Darkness. “Hold on a sec, LP, I—"



He slammed down the door before she could mount a real protest, though he left it unlocked. There wasn’t enough time. The lead man on the dirt bike slowed to a stop, his expression already hard underneath his youthful red curls.



It was a moment out of another place, another time, another life. Bonespur narrowed his eyes into a hateful glare as he slowly strode toward Will. The last time they’d seen each other had been during his escape from the Power Realists in the Exclusion Zone, when Relic had used her sunburst to torch the jeep Bonespur and a few others had been riding in.



Neither of them said anything. Bonespur had never been much of a talker, and Will had, for good reason, never had much interest in opening a dialogue between himself and the young man Despot had replaced him with after he’d left the Power Realists.



Bonespur used his power, forcing ivory white spears out of the back of either wrist. His eyes flicked to Will’s hands, which were still empty, and that was all the opening Will needed.



He spun forward, feinting to draw out one of Bonespur’s fairly predictable stab punches. Spinning underneath it, he seized him by the arm and levered downward. It should have broken or at least dislocated the limb, but Bonespur was clever enough to roll with the force, flipping himself over and trading his better positioning for a working arm.



The high-pitched growl of the other dirt bike drew nearer, forcing Will to push Bonespur away and spin to greet an opponent on his other side. He didn’t recognize that man, tall and lanky and bald, until a burst of force tore into the door of a storage unit behind him, a loud crack of air followed by the thump of tin.



Pop
 , like many Mastodon alumni, had a deceptively powerful ability. The bursts of air he could generate with a point of the finger weren’t strong enough to kill, but Will had seen the damage a face shot could do. Taking one directly to the head was like getting punched by a gorilla.



Will swung Bonespur around, hitting him once before using him as a human shield for a few crucial moments as Pop climbed off his dirt bike. He pushed Bonespur hard between the shoulders, sending him careening into Pop, and then took his lockpick out.



Pop and Bonespur exchanged a few hissed words, and then Bonespur began extending one of his spears further out from his arm in a misguided attempt to block as Will came at him with death in mind. He cut through the spear like a dry twig, pulling back his arm for another strike, cold and determined.



“LP!” Rue’s voice pulled him from the moment.



She’d slipped out from the storage locker, and he wasn’t the only one who’d noticed her. Pop brought his hand up, considering taking the shot on her, or at least considering how much value the threat might hold.



“Stop,” muttered Bonespur. “Glass needs to know about this.”



“Has the whole gang moved into town?” snarled Will. “Looks like I’ll be busy over the next few days.”



“Since when do you get off acting like you can fucking step to us?” snapped Pop. “Not like it even matters. We have an arrangement. You’re fucked twice over if you touch us.”



“An arrangement? What’s that supposed to mean?”



“The collapsed district is ours,” said Bonespur. “The heroes don’t come out this way.”



He shot a glare between Will and Rue, implication clear enough. Will took a step closer to her, fingers still tight on his lockpick.



“Get out of here.” He gestured toward their bikes. “We’re done. Tell Glass I’m going to be looking for him. Despot, too.”



“I’m not telling them shit.” Bonespur spat on the ground in front of Will’s feet, but still headed for his bike. Will didn’t exhale until they’d both taken off into the distance, and even after, he was in no mood to stick around for long.



“What the hell was that?” asked Rue.



“Old members of my gang.”



“Weren’t they holed up in the Exclusion Zone?”



“They were,” he muttered. “Now they’re not.”



And that one little fact made everything so much more complicated.



“One of them said the heroes don’t come out this way,” muttered Rue.



“Given how few heroes are in the city compared to the escapees, that’s no surprise. Their focus has to be toward helping the people who are still struggling in the wake of the attack.”



“Seriously?” Rue made a face as she picked up Will’s extra motorcycle helmet. “How is ignoring a massive gang of supervillains going to work out in the end?”



“I didn’t say I agreed with them. Some things can only be ignored for so long before they boil over.”



 



***



 



FIVE YEARS EARLIER



 



“Anything else?”



Halberd shot Lockpick a considering glance as he tapped his hands on the steering wheel. “Let’s see… An extra-large fry. And an extra cheeseburger.”



“On top of the other three or…?”



“Make it an even four,” said Halberd.



“I take it you’re hungry tonight?” asked Lockpick.



“Starving. It’s also been far too long since I’ve last had properly greasy food. Properly cheap, properly greasy, properly tasty.”



Lockpick nodded, deeply swayed by that argument. “Make that two extra-large fries.”



They collected the food at the drive-through window and parked as they ate. It was still early in the night, and the question of where exactly they’d be staying was one they hadn’t yet addressed.



“It’s been a week since we got out of the desert,” said Halberd. “I doubt any of the heroes are still following us at this point.”



“Maybe not,” said Lockpick. “It is a possibility, though.”



“A remote possibility,” said Halberd. “I see no reason to let it get in the way of us having a comfortable night. Come on. Let’s get a motel, take some hot showers, maybe skip a day or two before setting off again.”



It was tempting. It was more than tempting. It made sense, and they both needed a break. Lockpick nodded and stuffed a handful of fries in his mouth, eager to finally get a night’s sleep in a real bed.



They didn’t head straight to the motel, instead stopping at a gas station. Halberd promised to be quick, in and out to grab cigarettes. Lockpick spared him the inquisition as he noted the paper bag under one arm upon his return, the clinking of the bottles inside.



He needs a break, too
 , he thought.
 Just for tonight.



“Alright!” said Halberd merrily. “We’ve got everything we need.”



He smiled at Lockpick, pausing as though giving him an opening to bring up the booze if he wanted. It simply wasn’t a fight he felt the need to take on anymore, not with them so often on the move, so often in danger.



They got into the motel the usual way, simply walking up and, with a quick application of Lockpick’s power, walking straight in. He left Halberd in the main room and headed for the shower, washing away weeks of encrusted sand and dried sweat and bad memories.



He took longer than usual, but no more than half an hour. When he came out, Halberd was singing at the top of his lungs.



“With the light’s out!” he belted. “It’s less dangerous!”



That was what Lockpick was hearing, at least. Each of Halberd’s words were distorted by the tenor of his soul, pushed into form like dough squeezed out of an extruder. He was singing a song he knew, but that didn’t stop it from being drunken gibberish.
 Loud
 , volatile, drunken gibberish.



“Hey!” shouted Lockpick, still in a towel. “Can you bring it down it notch?”



“Here we are now!” screamed Halberd. “Entertain us!”



Lockpick reached for the bottle the older man was drinking from. His foot nudged another one, gin as opposed to the whiskey in Halberd’s hands. He used to buy several different bottles in case one stopped “tasting right,” but that was a habit that had died back when he’d gone into rehab.



Or not.



“Would you shut up?” shouted Lockpick.



“Feel the flow, LP!” cried Halberd, gesturing madly with one hand. “We need… communication. We need more communication!”



“No! Goddammit, you’re being ridiculous. Not every minute of every single day needs to be a fucking party!”



Halberd continued mumbling and making noise as he reached for the bottle of gin.



There wasn’t anything to be done. Halberd was past the point of hearing him, let alone controlling himself. Lockpick threw on his last change of clean clothes and slipped out of the motel room, hoping some space might calm the older man out of his drunken stupor.



It felt like the old times with Halberd, which was terrifying. Those
 old times
 were from months earlier, rather than years. So much had happened, and almost nothing had changed. They were still stumbling through each day, each week, with no real objective anymore other than trying to make life work as a dysfunctional pair.



It was becoming hard for Lockpick to imagine what his life would look like doing anything else. His sixteenth birthday was coming up. At one point not too long ago, he’d been looking forward to taking his driver’s test, ascending to what he’d considered at the time to be a new level of freedom.



He sat on a bench next to a bus stop just down the road from the motel. He was as free as he was ever going to get. The thought didn’t scare him, but it didn’t pump him up, either. It was just a stupid truth about all of the shortsighted decisions he’d made in life.



He wasn’t sure how long he spent sitting there in his thoughts, mostly feeling sorry for himself, but he was cold when he finally decided to head back to the motel. He knew he’d overreacted a little. It wouldn’t have been that hard to calm Halberd down, or at least redirect his energy in a less annoying direction.



He made it halfway down the road before the right parking lot came into view. A pair of cop cars was oriented toward the motel room he’d secured for them for the night. A pair of cops was dragging Halberd out, shirtless and still drunk to the point of incoherence. Lockpick sucked in a breath, knowing the damage his old man could do with his power even when he was too drunk to stand.



Not this time. Halberd was blasted, unable to do anything other than be manhandled into the back of the cop car while flopping his head around. Lockpick stopped himself as he made to rush over, feeling a strange, unwanted impulse to just… stand there, and let it happen.



He gave in to it. The police drove off into the night with his father.










CHAPTER 4




 



Will walked his motorcycle out of the storage unit, still on high alert for any sign of Bonespur and his buddy. Rue stayed close to him, wary in much the same way, but better at playing lookout with her power.



“It’s clear,” she said. “We should get home. You have to tell Mom what happened.”



“Did I ever say I wasn’t going to?”



“You collect secrets like trading cards,” she muttered.



“You and me both,” he said, letting his shoulder nudge hers. “Come on. Let’s get moving.”



The sun was setting as they rode back through the collapsed district of Lancaster City. It was the kind of place that seemed unsafe during the day, let alone at night. Will’s bike was low on gas and making an extremely weird noise, but the only gas station he saw that wasn’t closed down or out of gas was charging such exorbitant prices that he couldn’t have afforded to fill up if he’d wanted to.



He settled for having his motorcycle be a show piece for the time being and brought it to a stop outside their new home. He’d brought his costume with him, too, sans greatsword.



Tragic Darkness seemed far too risky and far too cool to try to sneak into their tiny apartment. It deserved to exist as a weapon he needed to travel to the storage unit to reclaim, given the insane damage he could theoretically do with it using his power.



They made their way upstairs and inside, coming to a stop just beyond the threshold as they realized that Jess wasn’t alone. A tall man, gaunt with dark eyes and dark hair, sat at the couch, drinking a glass of ice water. Jess was on her way over from the kitchen nook and shot Will an indecipherable expression.



“LP, good timing,” she said. “There’s someone here for you.”



Few sentences could set Will more on edge. He eyed the man critically as he stood up, neither of them smiling as they shook hands. One of Despot’s hitters? It was unsettling to think that he could react to him being back in the city so quickly.



“Sebastian Gall,” said the man. “Assuming you are William
 Lockpick
 Sorling, I’m your new probation officer.”



“Ah,” said Will. “Oh.”



His frown stayed right where it was. Fuck. He would have
 preferred
 one of Despot’s hitters.



“You have a cut on one of your knuckles, Lockpick,” said Sebastian. “Would you mind explaining where it’s from?”



Will winced, tightening his hand into a fist that made small droplets of crimson bead like forbidden gems. The jagged edge of one of Bonespur’s spears had raked the back of his hand on the way through cutting it in half, but that was far from something he wanted to admit to his new PO.



“He almost dropped his motorcycle while he was getting it out of storage,” said Rue, the angel. “It was funny.”



“It never hit the ground,” he said, smiling at her.



“You have your motorcycle endorsement, then?” asked Sebastian.



“Yeah, of course,” lied Will.



“May I see it?”



“I mean, it’s not currently
 with
 me, but I do have it… somewhere.”



“In order to legally ride your motorcycle, you need to have it with you,” said Sebastian stiffly. “I think you’ll find your probation to be an altogether simpler matter under my supervision, Lockpick. You will do everything by the rules, with no exceptions, including this.”



The man had an intense demeanor, not prison intense, certainly not villain intense, but overbearing, borderline scary. In the same way that Will always stood in a way that had promised violence against anyone who fucked with him inside Mastodon, Sebastian also had a certain stance.



“Why don’t the two of you sit down and talk some more?” suggested Jess. “I think it would be good for Will to get a better idea of what the greater expectations will be, moving forward.”



“Unfortunately, I’m behind schedule elsewhere.” Sebastian cleared his throat and gave her a small bow. “Thank you for the ice water, Ms. Sorling. Your hospitality has been immaculate. Lockpick, I’ll see you tomorrow morning. I expect you to come bearing your motorcycle endorsement if you have any intention of gaining my permission to ride it.”



“I wasn’t aware I needed your permission,” he said.



Sebastian stepped closer, eyes dark and icy. “You will be made aware of a great many things.”



The probation officer left without saying anything else. Nobody spoke for a few seconds even after the door to the apartment had shut, as though the man’s hearing might extend to an impossible range.



“He is super creepy,” said Rue.



“He’s just… a little extra serious,” said Jess. “I think he’s exactly what Will needs in his life right now. A probation officer who is going to push him to meet expectations. Avery was too free in her approach when she was in charge.”



“Can we not talk about Avery right now?” muttered Will. He collapsed onto the couch, feeling all the early warning signs of a headache.



“Sure,” said Jess, folding her arms. “Let’s talk about where you actually got those scrapes on your knuckles instead.”



Rue shot Will a questioning glance, and he nodded, letting her know it was fine.



“We ran into some of the members of LP’s old gang at the storage unit,” said Rue. “They attacked him, but the fight was pretty one-sided.”



“What were they doing there?” asked Jess.



“I don’t think it had anything to do with me, just wrong place, wrong time,” said Will. “They said that the collapsed district of the city was their territory, and implied that the heroes had some kind of arrangement not to send patrols in.”



Jess didn’t say anything. There was an empty pot on one of the burners of the stove, and she started pulling ingredients out of cupboards as she processed what he’d just told her.



“I was already planning on calling a meeting with the Drifters and the Second Advent tomorrow,” she said. “We’ll speak to them about it. I can understand how their options might have been limited without me around town. They don’t have a heavy hitter who could move against the kind of numbers the Power Realists have on their side.”



“Not to question your abilities, but even with you back I’m not sure how things would play out in a raw fight,” said Will. “Despot isn’t stupid. He wouldn’t have taken over a chunk of territory if he wasn’t planning on holding it for longer than a few weeks.”



Jess didn’t say anything, and neither did Rue. It probably wasn’t any more fun for them to hear him talk about his old gang than it was for him to think about them. He’d already gone through hell with the Power Realists. Now, he just wished they could be a solved problem, just a memory, like Complex and Glidemaster and Benny Smoke.



You’re losing it,
 he thought.
 Did you ever stop to wonder why Halberd drank so much?



He shook the thought away. Avery’s apartment didn’t have a dedicated dining room, nor a dedicated dining room table, so he took a seat at the counter to quietly keep Jess company as she cooked. Rue sat next to him, immersed in some game or website on her phone.



“It seems like Avery didn’t place much value on having a range of cooking utensils,” said Jess, with a sigh. “I might have to pick up a few things to flesh out her collection for her.”



She moved to open the window as she started cooking steak tip stir fry in a pan that was barely large enough to hold its contents. The sounds of post-disaster Lancaster City filtered in immediately, distant sirens, a car alarm, an intense argument punctuated by gunshots.



“This never used to be one of the bad parts of town, did it?” asked Rue.



“There were no real bad parts of town before,” pointed out Will.



“It’s why we came back,” said Jess. “It’s up to us to help everything return to normal, starting tomorrow.”



She spoke to both of them, but her eyes were all for Will. He couldn’t meet that gaze, face the knowledge of how much his decision mattered to her directly. She was already running ahead in her mind, picturing them as the Crimson Five again.



On top of everything else outside of his control, he stood on the precipice of breaking her heart. Breaking it into fucking pieces.










CHAPTER 5




 



Dinner was a simple, tasty affair. Avery’s fridge was stocked with ample beer, and Will had one with dinner and another to wind down afterward. He took a shower before settling in on the couch, still trying to fit the events of the day into order.



If Despot really had annexed a portion of the city, he was going to have to fight back. The question of whether
 Lockpick
 or
 Decay
 would serve as the better persona to take that fight on with was harder to answer than it first appeared on the surface.



He lifted the saddlebag which held
 Decay’s
 costume, trying to picture himself fighting the Power Realists as his vigilante self. It would make the most sense to go out at night, hit them hard and fast, wherever they were most vulnerable. It would mean more killing, more blood on his hands, pursuing his objective in secret with no limits and no rules.



Going it alone, free and uninhibited.



He slid the saddlebag under the couch and pulled out his other costume. There was a massive element of irony in what had originally been Halberd’s alternate costume now representing the straight and narrow path forward.



He stood up, naked except for his boxers, and held the costume out in front of him, looking for a hidden truth or profound realization within the depths of the stylized red five emblem on the front.



Trying to take on the fight for Lancaster City’s soul as Lockpick would mean submitting to the Champion Authority’s rules and regulations… but it would also mean doing it as part of a greater whole. Jess,
 Relic
 , would be by his side, not to mention the more useful members of the Drifters and the Second Advent church.



There was something that felt simultaneously durable about that arrangement… and deceptively fragile. One mistake on his part, or one
 discovery
 on theirs, and it would all come crashing down. He could put on the costume of a hero, but that didn’t necessarily make him one.



“Still trying to decide?”



Jess’s voice caught him off guard. He nudged the bottom of the couch with the back of his heel, making sure his other costume was completely out of view, and then slowly turned around.



“It’s more of a choice than I thought it would be,” he said, with a rueful smile. “It’s what I wanted more than anything, just so you know. I used to have dreams in prison where I was back in the Crimson Five… I’d wake up feeling so disappointed.”



Jess was wearing one of Avery’s night robes, a tiny kimono-styled garment that Will had stripped off Avery’s body on numerous occasions, not that it was relevant now. Jess walked forward slowly, bare feet making bare noise against the soft carpet.



“What’s stopping you?” she asked, voice a whisper. “I know you’re capable of it, LP, if you want it. You don’t have to feel guilty about this, if that’s what it is.”



“Guilt is not the right word.” He set the costume down, spreading it out across the coffee table. “Some choices are more than what they seem. It’s just not that simple.”



He sank down into the couch. Jess was beside him immediately, taking a spot with her legs curled underneath her, one hand gently reminding him of her love as it absently rubbed his shoulder.



“You don’t have to be afraid.” She touched his chest, tracing a five against his bare muscles and tattoos. “When I saw you fighting in costume in the arena against Complex, I felt so many different emotions. Fear, at first, that you’d get yourself hurt. Surprise, after, when I realized just how capable you actually were. And then… something else.”



“Something else?”



She smiled and shook her head. “Pride. Love. More than just that. It was a perfect moment. I couldn’t take my eyes off you.”



He wished he could feel the same as she did about those particular events. “It was a mirage.”



She leaned closer, kissing his shoulder, looking at him with those deep blue eyes. “I know how much you’ve been through, Will, but you deserve to be the best version of yourself. You don’t have to be afraid.”



“It’s more than just that.” He turned, holding her gaze, feeling her closeness. “I don’t have the instincts of a hero anymore. Even if I tried my hardest, I feel like I’d only be setting you up to be disappointed. Massively disappointed.”



Halberd had said something like that to him once. He’d pushed right past it, never hearing the truth, and seen it play out.



“You will
 never
 disappoint me by trying,” whispered Jess. “I want to see you try.”



The air shifted. Will didn’t want to think about
 Lockpick
 anymore, and conveniently enough, having Jess so close to him was a great distraction, especially clad in clothing that had turned him on ever since he’d first seen Avery wearing it. It fit them both seductively well.



He reciprocated her gentle touches, his hand sliding across her knee, marking the edge of her thigh. Jess blinked, but didn’t stop him or stop her own loving caresses even as they began to feel increasingly sexual in the moment’s new context.



She traced a finger along the little valley formed between his muscular pecs, spreading her fingers out across his stiff abs. Will’s fingers traced further up her leg, eager to answer the question of whether she was totally naked underneath, or simply mostly naked.



“William,” whispered Jess.



“Jessica,” he replied. “Relic.
 Mom.
 ”



He risked pushing his hand further in, one of his fingers briefly brushing against the smooth fabric of her panties. A tiny, erotic little moan snuck out between her lips, and she tried to cover it by clearing her throat.



“We would be spending a lot more time together if you did become a hero again,” she whispered.



“Which I would be looking forward to,” he said. “I love spending time with you.”



His fingers began rubbing tiny little circles. Her panties felt damp.



“And I love spending time with you…” Jess let her fingers slide into the waistband of his boxers, flashing a smile with a hint of mischief. “As long as you remember where the line is, mister.”



Her fingers brushed his stiff erection, and Will discovered a new level of frustration for mixed messages.



“I don’t want that to be what decides it for you,” she continued, pulling back a little.



“If that was what decided it for me, I would be a single night with you away from making up my mind,” he said.



Jess let out a mostly amused scoff, hand briefly tightening on his cock again. “How did I end up raising such a little horndog?”



“I said
 if
 .” One of his fingers slid into her panties, and he listened to her breath waver. “It’s a bigger decision than that, a massive decision, not one I’m going to let my desires get crammed into.”



“Good,” she said. “I mean… mmm… It’s important for you to keep your priorities straight.”



He slid a finger into her, followed by a second. “Go get a blanket.”



“LP!” Jess glared at him, even as her hand started bobbing up and down on his cock.



“
 Please
 go get a blanket?” he asked, smiling. “It’ll be a lot easier for us to, you know. Stretch out on the couch. Get comfortable. Keep talking about this big, hard decision.”



“Excuse me, but whatever you think you have in mind for tonight isn’t happening.” She stood up, stopping to fix the kimono as one of her perfect, naked breasts slipped out through the slit. “I’ve let you get away with far too much inappropriate stuff. You’re going to have to get yourself back in line if you want to make this work.”



He sighed, leaning his head back, feeling a pounding that ran from the tip of his cock to the edges of his temples. “I thought you were trying to convince me to do it? Pointing out that I’ll have to behave myself constantly doesn’t make the idea of suiting up again any more appealing.”



She uncrossed her arms and drew close again, robe billowing open as she leaned over him. “It goes both ways. It’s your decision to make, yours alone. Goodnight, Will.”



He grabbed her hands as she started to draw back, pulling her into his lap. The crush of her ass against his cock was like the striking of a gong. He kissed her and felt her lips moving against his eagerly, contrary to everything she’d just said.



Will pulled her robe open and got a handful of one of her nude breasts. He tipped her sideways onto the couch, but she pressed a hand to his chest as he started to pull her panties down.



“You are so infuriating,” she whispered. “I might have actually gotten that blanket if you’d been a little less grabby.”



She rolled sideways with an expertly practiced escape motion that would have suited her as well in a fight as it did in a make-out. Will groaned as he heard her footsteps retreating back to the bedroom, way too turned on to go to sleep anytime soon.










CHAPTER 6




 



“You’re still up?”



Rue’s voice seemed to come out of nowhere. It didn’t help that Will’s eyes weren’t adjusted to the darkness after staring at his phone for the past hour. It especially didn’t help that what he’d been staring at was a porn video he’d hoped would give him some relief after his disappointing encounter with Jess.



“Jesus, Rue,” he muttered. “Trying to sneak up on me?”



“I didn’t want to wake Mom up,” she said. “Felt like getting a midnight snack. What are you watching? Oh my God, is that porn?”



“Thank you for casually invading my privacy at the worst possible moment,” he said, with a sigh. “I don’t even have a proper room anymore to handle my business in.”



“Wait, you were actually… you’re literally hard right now?”



“Yeah.” He stared at her, his embarrassment giving way to opportunity. “Come here.”



She did, and he wondered if that should have surprised him as much as it did, given how interesting things had gotten between them.



“What did Mom have to say when she was out here before?” she asked.



“She wanted to talk to me about hero stuff,” he said. “A very subtle guilt trip on her part. She’s desperate for me to suit up again, but wants it to be
 my decision
 .”



“Makes sense,” said Rue. “She wants you to want to do it. You told her no, right?”



Will blinked. “Why would I tell her no? I haven’t decided yet.”



“You don’t think it’s going to raise some suspicion when
 Decay
 disappears around the same time that
 Lockpick
 shows up?”



Will sighed and ran his hands through his hair. “Fuck. I didn’t think of that.”



“It’s lucky you have me around, then,” she said smugly. “Maybe you could phase him out, or something. Kill him off, even, if you wanted to be dramatic.”



He nodded, looking closer at Rue. She was wearing panties and a baggy nightshirt, her classic evening attire. She saw him staring and smirked, lifting her feet up to rest in his lap and nudge his erection.



“See something you like, LazerPlayer?”



“I see everything I like.” He started massaging one of her feet.



“Better than the girl you were watching in your little porn video before I showed up?”



He tapped a finger to his lips in consideration. “She was a lot more naked than you are. I’d have to see more of you to…”



Rue pulled the shirt up and over her head, revealing her gloriously huge tits. He stared blankly at her, glancing back toward Avery’s old room and Jess.



“What?” said Rue. “It’s no big deal. Mom’s still asleep.”



He chuckled, reaching out to softly grope one of her breasts. “These are definitely nicer than the other girl’s.”



“Well, that goes without saying, doesn’t it?” She shook her shoulders and upper body, letting her tits bounce in a way that drove Will insane. Too much teasing for one night.



“Rue…” He pulled her closer. “I’m at my bursting point right now.”



She laughed, but her smile faded into something more lustful as he started kissing her. “Are you teasing me?”



He rubbed his thumb across her lips. “Come on. Help me out.”



“LP…” She set a hand on his erection through the blanket.



“Suck me off,” he whispered into her ear. “I dare you.”



“We’re not even streaming right now,” she said.



“Worried that you can’t make me come if we’re not on camera?”



She made an offended noise and punched him in the shoulder. Will touched her lips with his thumb again. She blinked and, with a smile, briefly sucked on the tip.



“You’re too much sometimes,” she said, pulling the blanket back and dropping her head down.



“God, I love you,” he muttered.



“I bet you’ll come even faster without the camera.”



She seemed keen on that idea, giving his length only a brief lick before going to town with her hot, sucking mouth. Rue was simply awesome, maybe not in terms of her skill, but in willingness, mindset, perspective… she was an absolute goddess.



He watched her head bobbing up and down, delivering the relief he’d been so desperate for with Jess. Rue was the best sister ever, which was a thought that made him feel strange on so many different levels. Avery had done this for him, too. Was it Rue’s turn to be his little slut until the shame pushed her away?



She kissed the tip of his cock and smirked at him. “See, unlike the girl in your porn, I actually care about making you feel good, LP.”



One of her hands cupped his balls, and she lashed his shaft with her tongue a few times before opening her lips and taking him back in. Her mouth made dirty churning noises as she started going faster. Will seized a chunk of her curly hair and urged her on, putting his hips into it as he felt his release building.



“Oh, fuck,” he muttered. “You’re the best, Rue.”



Her eyes flicked up at him as he blew his load into her sweet mouth. She didn’t stop sucking, continuing with such loving attention to detail that it made him feel guilty for not getting her off, too.



“Better?” she whispered.



“So much better.” He ran a hand between her thighs. “Your turn.”



“I haven’t been watching porn all night,” she said, giggling. “You can try, but without the vibrator, I don’t think you’ll…”



She trailed off as he started touching her.



“You’re definitely more sensitive than the girl in the porn,” he whispered. “That’s pretty hot.”



“Mmm,” she muttered. “I’m not that sensitive.”



“I don’t know about that.” He curled his fingers inside her and heard a tiny, almost hiccup-like noise escape the back of her throat. “You’re going to have to be quieter than she was, that’s for sure.”



“Not fair,” she grunted. “You’re not supposed to… whisper things like that.”



“It isn’t fair, is it?” he said, kissing her neck. “It won’t be until we get the storage unit set up with a mattress. Then, you’ll really be able to scream your brains out when I make you come.”



Rue lasted another thirty seconds before melting into a puddle against him. Will licked his fingers off and kissed her on the top of the head.



“I win,” he said.



“What…?” She blinked at him, eyes dreamy. “It wasn’t a contest.”



“It’s always a contest. I made you come in two minutes flat. Imagine if I’d…”



“Imagine what?” She sat up a little straighter.



Imagine if I’d spread your legs open and fucked you properly,
 he thought.



“Nothing,” he said. “I love you, Cammie.”



He loved her, and he didn’t want to see her run away.



“I love you too, Will,” she whispered. “I should get back to bed. But, um… We should see about getting that mattress.”



“Definitely.”



“Sooner, rather than later,” she added.



She kissed him one last time and tiptoed back into the bedroom with silent steps.



 










CHAPTER 7




 



Will woke up late the next morning, and was in a rush because of it. Jess had already made breakfast – her classic breakfast burritos, minus a few ingredients – and he grabbed one to go after getting dressed and saying good morning to Rue.



“I have a meeting with the Drifters and the Second Advent,” said Jess. “Will, you should come with me regardless of what you end up deciding. Rue, you should consider coming, too.”



“Not happening,” said Rue, without glancing up from her phone. “Save your efforts for LP. He’s a better prospect than me.”



Jess sighed and shook her head in defeat. “I shouldn’t have to put effort into convincing either of you to do what’s right.”



“You don’t have to put any more effort into convincing me, at least,” he said. “I’ve decided. I’m going to reapply for junior hero status.”



Jess’s reaction made him seriously wish he’d come to that conclusion the previous night, when she’d been kimono-clad and possibly seducible. She laughed and threw her arms around him. He scooped her up in his arms, copping a feel of her soft butt as he spun her in a circle. She let out a surprised gasp, grinning and touching his muscles as he set her down.



“I forgot how strong you are,” she said, still grinning. “These arms will certainly come in handy on patrol.”



“Ugh, can the two of you move this gross moment out of my field of view?” muttered Rue.



“We’re on our way out, anyway,” he said. He picked his breakfast burrito back up and took a bite out of it.



“I’m so happy,” said Jess. “We should celebrate tonight. I can make whatever you want for dinner, and we can snuggle up and watch a movie afterward.”



Will grew serious, knowing he needed to make at least one thing clear, there and then. “That sounds like fun, but I need you to know that I’m making this decision for myself. I’m going to be
 Lockpick
 , not a junior member of the Crimson Five.”



“That’s fair,” said Jess, frowning a little. “I’m not expecting you to be attached to me by the hip.”



“Good,” he said. “I’ll take my bike to the meeting and catch up with you there.”



Jess looked hurt, but he had to set that particular boundary. Rue had been totally right last night in what she’d said about the risk of Decay’s disappearance syncing up with Lockpick’s return. He wouldn’t be able to simply retire his vigilante identity overnight, which meant he needed to keep some distance between himself and Relic for the time being.



After quickly stuffing the remainder of his burrito into his mouth, he climbed onto his bike and started it… or at least attempted to. The engine made a worrying noise, and a small puff of black smoke escaped the muffler.



He’d been basically out of gas when he parked it the day before, and it seemed as though his bike didn’t find his attempt at dry starting it all that agreeable. He tried again and felt it seize up in a manner that demanded what would no doubt be an expensive repair.



“Sure you don’t want a ride, Mr. Solo Hero?” called Jess, as she drove through the parking lot in her Prius. “Trust me, after yesterday, I feel your pain.”



He tried to keep the annoyance out of his expression as he joined her in the front seat. “Thanks.”



“You’re welcome,” she said.



An awkward silence that Will really didn’t appreciate filled the car as they started down the road. He wasn’t mad at Jess, but there was a gap between what she understood and what he felt like he could explain. He decided to try to bridge it, anyway.



“Look,” he said. “This isn’t about you or last night.”



“It feels a little like it is,” said Jess.



“I’m serious.” He touched her leg. “You know I love you, but if I’m going to be a hero again, I need to do some soul searching on my own to begin with.”



“How does soul searching involve pushing me away?”



“Am I pushing you away?” he asked. “I seem to recall trying to pull you down and then some last night.”



“So this is about last night!”



“No!” he snapped. “Look, we’re just going in circles. This is two conversations. One between me and you, and one between, well… Lockpick and Relic.”



“So Lockpick needs to find himself, while Will is still a horndog?”



“Forget it,” he muttered. “I shouldn’t have tried to explain.”



“I might not understand what’s going on in your head right now, Will, but I’m still happy you made the choice you did.” She shot a loving smile at him as they slowed for a red light. “Whatever you need to make this transition easier, just let me know.”



What he needed was to figure out what happened next with Decay. What he needed was to get a better sense of the events that had led up to this moment, Effect’s manipulations, Complex’s Greek tragedy, and of course, everything involving Genesis.



“Thanks,” he said. “I will. Just give me some time to stretch my legs.”



They drove through the city at a slower pace than what might have been achieved before the crisis. The destruction was impossible to miss, from chunks of concrete pulverized out of the road, to flipped cars that were low on the restoration’s priority list, and of course, all of the people with nowhere to go.



Will could sense Jess’s desire to make a point, to reiterate why heroes were needed, especially at a time like this, but she said nothing. There wasn’t much she could have added that could punctuate what was already on display. Lancaster City needed help, from him, from anyone with the power and the motivation.



It wasn’t far to the Second Advent’s local chapter. A group of ten people were waiting in an orderly queue that extended out the church’s front door, and though the line was moving at a decent pace, more people were joining it by the second.



“The church is hosting a soup kitchen,” said Jess. “There are a lot of people who simply can’t get food anywhere else. On top of everything, general resupply trucks are having the same trouble getting into the city that we ran into. The stores are getting empty, raising their prices.”



They drove around to the church’s rear parking lot. Will eyed one of the building’s windows that he remembered cutting into during one of his initial nighttime outings. It felt like a lifetime ago, so irrelevant now in the face of larger problems.



They headed inside through the building’s side entrance. The main worship area was filled with hungry people eating soup and bread. Father Darkeye smiled as he met them, ushering them off into the back room where most of Lancaster City’s heroes were already assembled.



“Finally,” said Sister Ivy, with a sigh. “Miss Mass wouldn’t start without you, Relic.”



“We came straight here,” said Jess. “Driving through the city is a more… staggered affair than it used to be.”



“It’s fine,” said Miss Mass. “Why don’t you take a seat? Both of you.”



She smiled at Will like she was genuinely glad to have him present, which was new. The dynamic felt different than it had before the fight with Genesis. Impact was present, but not really, sitting in the far corner of the room with a distant look in his eyes.



He lost the woman he loved
 , thought Will.
 Or at least the one he was fucking.



Origami was more consistent in his silence, leaned against one wall, doing some kind of one-man finger puzzle with his twisting hands. Miss Mass was the central figure at the table, and she looked surprisingly fresh, hair done up into a strict schoolteacher bun, smiling with casual confidence.



“So,” said Jess, leaning back in her chair. “What have I missed over the past week?”



“Quite a bit,” said Miss Mass. “Though, most of it is outside of our control. We’ve been working nonstop, helping rescue people from collapsed buildings and dealing with the unhoused population. Yesterday was when we first shifted our focus from rescuing survivors to doing what we could for those that survived.”



“We’re going to need more help,” said Jess. “Have you reached out to the CA? I brought my report to the Lighthouse. They should have at least a general understanding of the scope of aid that’s needed here.”



“Nothing yet.” Miss Mass’s smile took on a brittle edge. “There was an incident in New Plattsburgh. A few others out west. Lancaster City is just one of several recent, untimely abomination attacks.”



“Huh,” muttered Jess. “We usually get a couple across the span of an entire year throughout the entire country. This many, within just a month or so…”



“I can’t imagine it’s anything more than a coincidence,” said Miss Mass. She didn’t look at Impact, but it was clear everyone in the room was thinking the same thing. Abominations were the product of unprotected sex, poor planning, and impulsive behavior. There was no rhyme or reason beyond human nature behind their appearance.



I wonder what Genesis would say if I asserted that.



“We’ll at least have some additional help,” said Jess. She set a hand on Will’s shoulder and smiled at him. “Lockpick’s suspension was lifted by the Board of Directors. He’s going to be suiting up again as a junior hero.”



Will braced himself for derision but received a general muted appreciation from the room. Origami let out a small grunt and nodded. Sister Ivy gave him an appraising lookover. Miss Mass chuckled and nodded her head.



“We’ll take all the help we can get,” said Miss Mass. “You seemed capable enough during our hunt for Hive. I suppose if we’re losing out on Kestrel, getting Lockpick in return is still a solid deal.”



“You heard about her joining Color Spray?” asked Will.



“She’ll be a great fit on that team,” said Miss Mass. “I get the sense that you and I might have some competition for any free spots that open up on the Board of Directors if she reaches her full potential in the near term, Jess.”



Jess chuckled. “Maybe so. Honestly, I hope so. We’re getting off topic. What’s the general plan of action right now?”



Miss Mass spread one of her hands out flat on the table and sighed. “It’s not pretty. It’s damage control, truth be told. The abomination attack took the greatest toll on the city’s working population, people who lost their homes or apartments and have nowhere else to go.”



“We’ve just been doing what we can to help,” added Sister Ivy. “Feeding people who are hungry. Getting people who are injured to hospitals. Making sure there’s order among the homeless camps that have exploded in size.”



“I know it’s not pretty to have to talk about this, let alone treat it like a bullet point on the list, but a huge number of young women and young men have turned to selling their bodies to get by,” said Miss Mass. “We can’t really stop the practice – the mundane police already struggled to get the issue under control in the time before the attack. What we have been doing is checking in with their… handlers.”



“Making sure the pimps and drug dealers don’t go to war,” muttered Impact.



“What’s the deal with the collapsed district?” asked Will.



“That section of the city is likely going to be completely demolished and rebuilt,” said Miss Mass. “It isn’t safe for people to go into any of the structures within, but that hasn’t stopped some. We’ve left it to itself, mostly, which has allowed a few unsavory types to move in.”



“Some of the escaped prisoners have seen it as an opportunity.” Sister Ivy turned her palms up. “There isn’t much we could do about them even if we wanted to.”



“You can’t just write off that many convicted supervillains,” said Jess. “Letting them have their own playground within Lancaster City is a recipe for disaster,
 especially
 at a time like this.”



“Calculated move,” said Miss Mass. “We might not be able to deal with them right now, but when the CA finally gets around to sending in the heavy hitters, it will certainly be convenient to have them all in one place.”



Will was tempted to point out just how dangerous a gamble that was to make, but he caught himself. Miss Mass made a damn good point. It would be convenient for the CA to know where to find the Power Realists when they finally got their act together, but in the meantime, it would be just as convenient for him.



There was a knock on the back room’s door. Will glanced over his shoulder, expecting perhaps Brother Cartwheel or one of the Church’s mundane adherents. Instead, his current least favorite person, Sebastian Gall, strode into the already cramped chamber.



“I’m afraid we’re in the middle of a meeting right now,” began Father Darkeye.



“As it happens, this is a meeting which I’m legally entitled to be sitting in on.” Sebastian smiled coldly and wiped one of his hands with a pocket square. “My name is Sebastian Gall. I am Mr. Sorling’s probation officer.”



“Well then,” said Father Darkeye. “By all means. You’ll have to stand, as we don’t seem to have another chair.”



“That’s quite alright. I’m simply here to explain the conditions of Mr. Sorling’s conditional reinstatement and return to CA duties.”



“Couldn’t we have just had this conversation yesterday?” asked Will.



“It concerns more people than just yourself,” said Sebastian. “Lockpick is still a junior class hero, as he never completed the full breadth of his apprenticeship before abandoning his previous team.”



Will felt heat rising against his neck. “I never abandoned the Crimson Five.”



Sebastian let out a dry chuckle. “Of course you didn’t. I’m sure you had your
 reasons
 .”



It was an insult on two fronts. Traditionally, the term ‘junior class hero’ was just a synonym for youth hero. It wasn’t a designation that ever stuck beyond a super’s eighteenth birthday, and even the slowest students were forcibly graduated when they came of age.



“You’re his probation officer,” said Jess. “What would you recommend, then?”



“After so much time without shouldering real responsibility, it would behoove him to apprentice under a more experienced hero until the CA formally reassesses his status. He may have some bad habits or… tendencies which need to be addressed.”



It was beyond humiliating, but Will knew that pressing an objection would only lead to Sebastian working even harder to be a thorn in his side. He nodded and did his best to keep from glaring the oily-haired man off the face of the Earth.



“I think that’s a very prudent idea.” Jess grinned and set a hand on his shoulder as though she’d been waiting for half a decade for that very moment. “I’d be more than happy to take Will back under my wing.”



“I think someone who won’t be endeared to him through familial ties would be far more appropriate,” said Sebastian stiffly. “Miss Mass? Would you be so kind?”



Miss Mass let out an uncomfortable chuckle and tapped her fingers on the table. “I suppose that’s not a bad idea, but I’m quite busy with—"



“Excellent!” said Sebastian. “I expect regular updates on his progression and any behavioral issues that may crop up.”



He left the room before anyone could get a word in edgewise, leaving a distinctly awkward atmosphere in his wake.










CHAPTER 8




 



The meeting ended with Miss Mass doling out a variety of patrol assignments which she marked on a large map of the city. Will walked Jess out to her car, still annoyed at his new designation as Miss Mass’s tagalong.



“She said she wanted me to wait for her out here,” he said. “I’m assuming she has some training or other task in store for me.”



“She’s an experienced heroine,” said Jess, though she sounded reluctant to admit it. “I’m not sure I buy your parole officer’s point about our relationship making me compromised for the role, but Miss Mass is fully capable of getting you back up to speed.”



“You don’t have to wait up,” he said. “I’ll be home as soon as I’m done.”



He hugged her, kissed her on the cheek, and waved to her car as she drove off. It was still a good twenty minutes before Miss Mass finally finished whatever it was she’d been doing and came outside. He stood up from where he’d been sitting against the wall of the church, brushed his butt off, and fell into step beside her.



“Sorry that took so long,” she said. “Are you ready?”



“Ready for what?”



“Your refresher course in staying alive in a fight,” said Miss Mass. “As far as I’m concerned, my role is going to be teaching you how to keep from making the kinds of stupid mistakes that will get you killed in the field.”



“I might technically still be a junior hero, but I’m not a child,” he said. “I’ve been in fights before. Prison wasn’t a resort, and I’m sure you’ve heard of at least a few of the incidents involving me and Halberd.”



She eyed him strangely, as though hearing him speak of his time as a villain presented the risk of him suddenly turning back into one. “Well, I suppose we’ll see about that.”



They climbed into her car, and she turned on the radio to reduce the awkwardness a bit. They drove through one of the less destroyed sections of the city, coming to a stop in front of a modest townhouse.



“This is me,” said Miss Mass. “The CA provided the entire team with rental accommodations. Breathless and I were… living here together. Just me now.”



He followed her inside. It was clean and spacious, slightly under-furnished in the way of most rentals. Miss Mass disappeared through a doorway, and Will loitered around the glass sliding door, peering out at a backyard that was relatively large by suburban standards.



“Ready?” Miss Mass appeared again, now clad in a sleeveless shirt and sweatpants. She’d pulled her hair back into a ponytail that emphasized the streaks of grey through her raven-dark locks. She had to be at least fifty, maybe fifty-five, but she was incredibly fit for her age and had something indescribably attractive about her.



Boobs. Big boobs.



“Thank you for staring,” said Miss Mass. “Now if you wouldn’t mind taking your shoes off, we can get straight to it.”



“You want me to… spar with you?” Will cut off a chuckle, noticing the irritation in her expression. “Should we lay down some ground rules first?”



“I’d recommend trying to avoid getting hit,” said Miss Mass. “Trust me. I’ll be the one holding back.”



“If you say so.”



He kicked his shoes off and followed her out into the backyard. It was fenced in, and within seconds of stepping onto the grass, a large, shaggy dog ran up to him, panting with enthusiasm.



“That’s Andy,” said Miss Mass. “Don’t mind him.”



The dog immediately jumped up onto Will, and then onto his leg, which it began humping with gusto. He snorted and levered it off.



“You’ve got to buy me dinner first, bud,” he said.



“He does that with everyone,” said Miss Mass. “He’s young, male, and unneutered. In other words, he’ll hump anything with a pulse.”



“I’m familiar with that state of being.”



He put his guard up, matching Miss Mass as she fell into her own combat stance.



“What I want you to keep in mind during this session is that it’s alright to be on the backfoot,” she said. “Getting your ass kicked is a skill that some people acquire and some people don’t. Learning to do it gracefully will provide you with a better opportunity to keep it from happening in the first place.”



“That’s very poignant,” said Will. “I normally try to avoid fighting women, so I’ll leave the first punch to—"



She came at him before he could finish, throwing an incredibly telegraphed, though well-executed punch. He swept his arm up into a basic block without thinking, and though he managed to connect before the blow landed, the damage was still done.



It felt as though he’d tried to block a sledgehammer. Pain exploded from the point of impact, and he could already feel a budding bruise as he staggered backward. Miss Mass’s power was control over her own density, a fact which he’d known, but tucked away somewhere inconvenient to remember in the moment.



“Now you’re starting to get it,” said Miss Mass, smiling dangerously. “This is the type of fight you need to prepare yourself for. I’ll give you a break if you can last five minutes, or if you manage to knock me off my feet.”



Will rubbed his forearm and fell back into a combat crouch. “I hope you weren’t hoping to humble me in one hit. I’ve had worse.”



“You will again by the time this session is over.”



She wasn’t fooling around as she came at him a second time, throwing faster punches, ones intended to land past his guard. He dodged a hook that would have taken his jaw and countered with a quick jab to her taut stomach. His knuckles screamed with as much pain as if he’d punched a brick wall.



“Not bad,” said Miss Mass. “I felt that one too.”



Will flexed his fingers, making sure none of them were broken. Had it been an even fight, one where he’d been equipped to use his power, he would have made short work of her. Of course, he knew that wasn’t the point. There would be times when he’d be fighting without a weapon, the most desperate of times. This was good training for him.



They traded a few more strikes, neither managing to land a blow, much to Will’s relief. He feinted, trying to sneak an elbow past her guard and into the side of her face. She blocked with the flat of her hand and retaliated with the same move, driving the point of her arm into Will’s cheek.



“Fuck…” he muttered, stumbling backward and clutching his face.



“Probably going to leave a mark,” said Miss Mass. “This is exactly why it makes more sense for you to be training with me rather than your mother. I have no intention of holding back.”



Will wiped a tiny spot of blood off the bottom of his lip. “Good.”



He meant that, too. It wasn’t just the adrenaline that he enjoyed, but the mental aspect of it, approaching her and her power like a puzzle waiting to be solved. He couldn’t strike her into submission, but maybe he didn’t need to.



They traded a frantic series of strikes and counterstrikes, kicks and dodges. Will finally saw his chance. He spun past a hard right hook and got his arm around her neck, briefly pulling her iron-hard body into a tight submission hold.



“Good,” said Miss Mass. “But not quite good enough.”



She suddenly surged upward, and he rose along with her as her body shifted to low density mode, floating into the air. Flipping forward, she reversed her power, hardening herself again and dropping them both downward with him underneath.



Her body was a crushing weight atop his as he hit the grass, not that he’d ever mention it to her given a lifetime of experience of women being touchy about that sort of thing. Miss Mass laughed and rolled over so they were chest to chest, breast to chest, really.



Massive breasts, and her density power most definitely extends to include them.



“I think you lose this round, Lockpick,” she said, returning her body to normal. The sudden shift from having an anvil atop him to a soft, borderline fragile older woman was interesting, to say the least.



“That’s fine by me,” he said. “I think you’ve sold me on your training style.”



“Good, because there’s going to be a hell of a lot more where that came from. Do you want me to get off you now?”



“Only if you want to get off me.”



Miss Mass cackled and pushed herself to her feet. “You’re as bad as my dog.”



 










CHAPTER 9




 



“That’s all for today,” said Miss Mass. “I’ll give you a ride home.”



Will was sweaty and spent, and not in the good way. It was still early in the afternoon, and Miss Mass’s training had worked him to a point of exhaustion so complete that his circadian rhythm felt off. Still, he was freshly back in the city and had some catching up to do.



“I’m not headed home, but I’ll take you up on the ride if that offer still stands,” he said.



“Running an errand?” Miss Mass locked the door to the house as she led him outside. “You should know that most stores are low on stock for just about anything specific you might need to buy.”



“What about the bars?” he asked.



She laughed again. She had a nice laugh. Will gave her directions to Nana’s Nook and leaned his head back against the soft passenger seat of her car, luxuriating in the sensation of sitting down after his intense training. Miss Mass was built like a brick house in a rather literal sense.



She dropped him off, and he made his way downstairs into Lancaster City’s only real super tavern. It was too early in the day for there to be a bouncer on duty, but Nana was already doling out drinks to Darkmode, one of the regulars. She smiled and said something to Will in Spanish as he sat down at the bar.



He ordered himself a beer, took out his phone, and carefully crafted a text to Mist. He hadn’t gotten the chance to announce his departure to her, but she’d always been flighty in the same way, not really one for regular dates and patterned communication. He needed to text her something that would explain the situation and draw her in, while simultaneously expressing deep fondness for her, with some clever sexual innuendo worked into it.



Hey
 , he texted.



He waited a few minutes, and then a few more. His expectation had been for her to immediately text him back, full of concern and questions. Mist wasn’t really that kind of girl, which made him want to see her again even more, by some paradox.



He eventually gave up waiting and texted Erik,
 Algae Double
 , instead. Five minutes later, a bald, slightly greenish-looking man more or less resembling his friend made his way down into the tavern, though it was anyone’s guess whether it was the original.



“Pick,” called Erik. “You’re still alive, apparently. How have you… Jesus, who gave you
 that
 ?”



He gestured to the side of his face, and Will made the mistake of touching his own eye. It was swollen and sensitive, and immediately made him aware of the fact that he’d been basically squinting through the lid since his training session.



“One of the foremost heroines in the city,” he said. “Miss Mass.”



Erik made a displeased face. “She’s not still tracking your ass, is she?”



“Not a real fight. Training session.”



Erik sat down, accepting a beer that Nana had already prepped for him. “You’re training with the heroes now?”



“I was at the Lighthouse, the Eastern CA HQ, for the past few days. They reversed my suspension.”



Erik laughed, and then grew serious when Will didn’t join in. “Huh. You’re serious, aren’t you?”



“Yeah. Got a new costume and everything. Well, new to me, one of Halberd’s old suits.”



Erik took a long sip of his beer, setting it down with suds clinging to the fuzz of his upper lip. “As your friend, allow me to be the first to tell you that you’ve fucked up bad.”



Will narrowed his eyes, but Erik just shook his head, disappointed, almost.



“Come on, Pick,” he continued. “We both know you’re no hero.”



“Do we both know that?” asked Will. “Cause I don’t think we do.”



“You know what I mean. At least I fucking hope you know what I mean. You are not being realistic right now, and that’s a judgment I can safely make as a third party. Your secrets might catch up with you this time around. Does it really make sense to build a house of cards on a fault line?”



Will exhaled through his teeth. He let Nana refill his beer, trying to come up with a counterargument that at least sounded good to his own ears.



“I’ve already committed,” he said. “This means a lot to my mom. It’s too late for me to back out.”



“That’s the thing,” said Erik. “Too late for you and me both. You should know that I’m doing a bit of contract work for the Power Realists.”



Will gaped, feeling the sting of betrayal. “You can’t be serious?”



“They rented some of my doubles.” Erik shrugged. “I kind of need the money if I’m going to stick around. My girlfriend Izzie is… going through some things right now. At least temporarily, I’m trying to set down some roots.”



“By helping the Power Realists?” snapped Will. “What happened to the hard line you took against them in prison?”



“Prison was the playground. Now we’re out in the real world.”



“They’re a bunch of evil, bigoted scum bags.”



“The world ain’t black and white, Pick,” said Erik. “I haven’t joined them, obviously, but… we have an arrangement. Just want to make sure you’re clear about that before you and the fun force go balls deep into their asses, or vice versa.”



Footsteps drew Will’s attention over his shoulder. One of Erik’s doubles was walking over to them, one that he recognized from a previous adventure.



“Hi, mean man,” said Charlie, in his deceptively simple voice.



“Good to see you, Chuck,” said Will. “Can I call you Chuck?”



“My name is Charlie,” said Charlie, face confused.



“How have you been?” asked Will.



“I ate all my nightcrawlers,” said Charlie.



“Didn’t I tell you to hang out and watch the car?” asked Erik.



“I said I ate all my nightcrawlers,” said Charlie.



Erik sighed, stood up, and patted Will firmly on the shoulder. “I have to get going. Look, it just so happens that I have an event with the Realists tonight. Any interest in coming by, burying the hatchet?”



“None whatsoever.”



“Uh-huh. Allow me to rephrase. Does
 Decay
 have any interest in coming by?”



Will chuckled, hating Erik a little for putting the idea in his head. “Send me the details.”



“You’re lucky that you’ve earned the perks of my friendship, Pick. Opportunities like this are dangerous for the both of us.”



“Then why throw it out there?” 



“My D&D alignment was always chaotic neutral.”



Will downed the rest of his second beer and left the bar, orienting himself for the walk back to the apartment with a pleasant buzz. He took his phone out of his pocket as he started off.



“Damn it, Mist,” he muttered. “Text me back!”



 










CHAPTER 10




 



The combination of Will’s exhaustion and the two beers was enough to leave him ready to collapse as he made his way into the apartment. Jess was curled up on the couch in jeans and a sweater, reading a novel and looking comfy.



“Hey,” she said, looking up. “How was your training?”



“Intensive,” he said. “I need a nap.”



He stretched on the couch, which, to be fair, was also his bed, and rested his head on Jess’s thighs as though they were his pillow. She let out a patient, slightly pleased sigh and ran a hand through his hair as she continued reading.



“What did she cover with you?” asked Jess.



“She said something about teaching me how to not get myself killed and then proceeded to beat up on me.”



“Well, that sounds like…” She frowned, finally looking at him more closely. “Your eye! LP, that looks awful. You need to put ice on that immediately.”



She wriggled sideways, trying to get out from beneath his head.



“My pillow!” Will made an exaggerated grab at pulling her lower body back into position, nuzzling his face against the side of her incredibly soft, jean-clad butt.



“If you’re not going to take care of yourself, someone has to,” said Jess. “I hope Avery at least had the forethought to put some ice packs in her freezer.”



Avery
 .



Even just hearing her name dunked Will into an ocean of memories and regrets. He wondered if his time would be better spent texting her and not getting a response back as opposed to texting Mist.



At least I know where I stand with Mist
 , he thought.
 At least she’s predictable in her flightiness.



“You don’t have to dote on me,” Will called into the kitchen as he heard Jess begin rifling through the freezer. “I’m fine. I missed a block, and Miss Mass throws punches with the weight of cement mixers. You don’t have to…”



He trailed off as Jess gently guided his head back up and retook her previous position, thighs soft and warm under his head, her smell an intoxicating mixture of the flowery soap and sweet, feminine musk.



“Here.” She pressed a semi-frozen ice pack to the side of his face. “Just relax.”



The ice pack was so cold that it burned for an instant, but the sensation faded into cool, seductive relief after a few seconds. Jess ran her hand through his hair again and then began stroking the muscles of his chest through her shirt.



“Did you actually learn anything from her, or did she just put you through a gauntlet of pain?” muttered Jess.



“I learned to avoid picking a fight with her, if at all possible.”



“I get that your probation officer was trying to make a point by sticking you with her, but she’s very single-minded. You would have been better off with someone who understands your… unique skillset.”



“You sound a little jealous.”



“I am not jealous!” The edge of the ice pack scraped against Will’s cheek as Jess shifted reflexively. “Oh, sorry. I just mean… I don’t know. With Avery joining Color Spray, and now you being pushed toward the Drifters, I suppose I’m feeling a bit lonely.”



Will let out a chuckle and nuzzled his head deeper into her awesome thighs. “You think I would ever join a team like the Drifters?”



“I didn’t think Avery would ever join Color Spray. But I know you don’t want to talk about Avery. I shouldn’t have brought her up.”



Will didn’t say anything. He closed his eyes, letting himself sink into the comfortable sensation of Jess tending to his black eye with her careful application of the ice pack.



“I have no intention of joining a team,” he whispered. “I’ll either be a solo hero, or I’ll be with you.”



“You really mean that, don’t you?”



Will opened his eyes. His view of Jess’s face was perpendicular, her honest smile turned sideways, locks of blonde forming a curtain around her face as she leaned forward. He reached a hand up and touched her cheek, picturing
 Lockpick
 and Relic
 , a team, a family… more.



“Weird,” called Rue, as she came out from the bedroom. “Please don’t tell me you’re going to start breastfeeding him again, too.”



“Rue!” shouted Jess.



Will laughed and sat partially upright, lips searching for Jess’s nipple through the fabric of her sweater.



“LP!” cried Jess, smiling even as she swatted him on the head. “You’re as bad as she is.”



“Worse,” he said.



“Agreed, he’s definitely worse,” said Rue. “Hey, can we talk when you get a sec? I wanted to run some… Whoa, what the heck happened to your eye?”



 



***



 



Jess eventually shifted her focus toward making dinner, giving Will and Rue a moment of partial privacy to talk. He didn’t close the door to the apartment’s singular bedroom, knowing Jess already had enough suspicions about them for the act to set off warning bells.



Even with it left partially cracked, he felt a surge in the tension between him and Rue. He sat down on the bed next to her, close enough for his leg to just barely be brushing hers.



“You wanted to talk?” he said.



“Yeah.” She leaned back on her elbows, smiling mischievously at him. The posture was such a turn on that Will had to take a breath to keep from simply trying to mount her, there and then. “I wanted to plan out our next stream.”



Will glanced toward the door. Even though Jess was in the kitchen nook, the apartment was so small that they could still hear the audiobook she was listening to through the tiny speaker of her phone.



“We might end up having to explore the storage unit idea,” he said.



“The more I think about it, the more it just feels… too gross,” said Rue. “I thought we could go to the beach or something, instead. The challenge there is making sure we actually have an internet connection, along with privacy, but I think it’ll be worth it.”



“It could work,” he said. “This would be on CamCasters, right? With all your old fanboys?”



“Yup. They actually are the ones that first requested it way back when I was only getting started streaming and didn’t have anyone to help out.” Rue took out her phone and rolled onto her stomach. “I don’t remember who it was, but they sent me this really sweet DM about how the scene could be set up. Well, it was pretty disgusting, but also sweet.”



She brought up CamCasters on her phone, lifting one of her legs at the knee to playfully knock into Will’s side.



“Paint me a picture of what we’d do,” he said. “We can practice some of it.”



He shifted himself onto her, straddling her butt and rubbing her back as though applying suntan lotion.



“Mmm…” moaned Rue. “We’d start like this, for sure. You’d have to get me nice and coated all over so I don’t get sunburned.”



“You’ve never been sunburned in your life,” he said, sliding his hands around to grope the sides of her breasts.



“My fans don’t know that,” she said pointedly. “Maybe I’ll even have to take my bikini top off to make sure you get full coverage.”



“No
 maybe
 about it,” he whispered into her ear. “Your top is coming off.”



“What else?”



“You know what else. Your bikini bottom, too.” He rocked forward, gently humping her ass. “I bet it’ll be even easier to get you off when you’re all oiled up.”



“Oh, fuck, LP,” she groaned, in a sexy voice. “Maybe save that kind of talk for when Mom isn’t in the next room over?”



He chuckled and continued grinding himself against her, one of his hands taking a dominant hold of her wrist as though he hadn’t completely ruled out the idea of pinning her down and using her, there and then. Rue set her phone face up on the mattress, and he spotted something interesting on the mobile home page of CamCasters.



There was a tab that said
 Bounties (New!)
 in the top right corner. He hesitated before asking Rue about it, wondering why she hadn’t brought it up herself.



“Shoot,” said Rue. “I forgot that I told Becca I’d call her back.”



“So call her.”



“I’d prefer to not have my brother humping my ass while I’m talking to my best friend.”



Will laughed and upped the intensity of his motion until the bed was creaking audibly and Rue was laughing, too. She rolled over and put her arms around his neck, and they shared a deep kiss.



“LP?” called Jess. “Where’d you go?”



“Looks like I’m needed,” he said.



“Monitored, more likely, but the timing is probably for the best,” said Rue.



He gave her body a squeeze, letting his erection prod into her one last time, before heading out to allay Jess’s concerns about the two of them being alone together for more than five minutes at a time. A lot could happen in five minutes, as he well knew.



His curiosity got the better of him, and he opened the CamCasters website on his phone. The bounty tab was, as he quickly discovered, exactly what it sounded like. Patrons could open up crowdfunded bounties for their favorite models to perform various sex acts or undress in risky locations.



One of top most funded bounties was, unsurprisingly, for MissMasquerade. Close to $10k, in fact. Will clicked on the details.



I have it on good authority that MissMasquerade is a virgin
 , read the bounty.
 Ante up. Let’s get her boyfriend or even just some random stud to dick her down on stream.



It was hot, and it really pissed him off. Will squeezed his free hand into a fist as he thought about the audacity of a bunch of internet strangers thinking they had any right to watch Rue give up her virginity on stream. It was ridiculous and deviant in a shallow way, and… actually really fucking hot to imagine.



A ding came from his phone as the bounty, already at $9762, jumped up by another $50.










CHAPTER 11




 



A question came to Will’s mind as he thought about how easy it would be to get his motorcycle fixed with twenty-five percent of ten thousand dollars – why hadn’t Rue told him about the bounty?



He thought at first that the system, as new as it was, might have slid under her radar. Checking the site more closely, it became apparent that each model was sent regular updates about their outstanding bounties, which made perfect sense. Rue definitely knew about the money waiting for her to give herself up on stream, and she hadn’t told him for a reason.



She was still a virgin, at least as far as Will knew. It made sense from the standpoint of a nineteen-year-old woman who’d never really had a boyfriend or a serious relationship in her life. She wanted it to be special, to happen with the right person, which was fair.



If he could take back his own first time with Liz Laser in the backseat of Halberd’s car, he would in a second, knowing her as he did now. The realization felt like a sliver in his psyche. He was Rue’s brother, far from the loving, suitable boyfriend she’d probably always imagined giving up her v-card to.



But as much as it stung to think that she was having second thoughts about whatever it was they’d been doing… the idea of having her pull an Avery and disappear from his life completely was what really scared him.



He’d lost more than just a lover when Avery had joined Color Spray, but a sister, too, a part of himself, really. He wasn’t going to make that same mistake with Rue, even though a dark part of him was full of bad reasons as to why he should.



Because in truth, it would be so easy to simply let their next stream go a little too far. Suntan lotion, the beach, and a camera – Will understood the dynamic between them, the way things usually went. It could be a thing that just
 happened
 , a moment boiling over, an irresistible chance to take what he wanted, hard and fast. To have her and that money.



That was probably what Complex was thinking when he raped those girls.



He ran a hand down his face and shook his head, disgusted with himself.



“Why are you frowning like that?” asked Jess.



He was sitting at the counter, ostensibly watching her make dinner while lost in his own dark side. “Still pained by my black eye?”



“Did you… mean to phrase that as a question?”



“Yes?”



Jess sighed and smiled, shaking her head. “Anyway, I hope you’ll give me some leeway on dinner tonight. The grocery store shelves were nearly empty when I got there. I bought what was available while I could and spent most of today brainstorming how to put it all together.”



“So what are we having?”



“Spaghetti and meatballs.”



“That sounds normal enough.”



“Except the spaghetti is angel hair pasta, the meatballs are Chinese sausage, and the sauce is made from green tomatoes.”



“That’s… interesting.” He pursed his lips, trying to imagine what it might taste like.



“Promise me you’ll eat it with an open mind?”



“Now and always.” He slipped in behind her and hugged her tight. “I’ve seen you pull off kitchen miracles before.”



“You may be seeing a lot more of them attempted in the near future,” she said, with a sigh. “It doesn’t seem as though these shortages will let up until the roads into the city are repaired.”



“We’ll make do.” He squeezed her body into his, kissing her neck. “It’s not all bad.”



“You’re right.” She gave the pasta sauce a stir and set the burner down to low. “Have I mentioned how glad I am to have you back, LP?”



“A few hundred times, here and there.”



Jess turned around in his arms and kissed him on the lips. Will let his hand prowl down along her thigh. He pulled her sideways so she was against the counter, rather than in front of the stove, and kissed her more aggressively.



“Easy,” she whispered. “Rue’s going to be out any second.”



“I’ll stop when I hear her coming.”



“You never stop,” said Jess, smiling. She slid a hand down, briefly fondling his hardening cock through his pants, and then seemed to come back to her senses. Spinning around, she pushed her butt against him with enough force to knock him back a step. “Go cool off, mister.”



He gave her space to cook, and the food was ready soon after. It was surprisingly palatable, though perhaps calling it a kitchen miracle was a bit of a stretch. Rue joined Will and Jess at the counter, and they all experienced the combination of ingredients together.



“Is it too salty?” asked Jess.



“No,” lied Will. “I think everything pairs together really well.”



“I like green tomatoes better,” said Rue. “The only reason I’m not eating more is because I’m watching my weight.”



“You look fine, sweetie,” said Jess.



“I know, and I’d prefer to keep it that way,” said Rue, with a confident edge. “I think I’m going to take a bath.”



“Go right ahead. If Avery has anything in abundance, it’s soaps and bath bombs.”



Rue slid most of her portion onto Will’s plate, which was really just not cool. He fished out most of the pieces of Chinese sausage to nibble on, leaving him with a pile of too salty and too sour angel hair pasta.



“I’m surprised she hasn’t started asking how long it will be before we move back into a house,” sighed Jess.



“She’s not as much of a princess as she sometimes acts like,” said Will. “She gets it. Everyone in Lancaster City is struggling right now.”



“That’s true enough. We’re some of the luckier ones.”



“Besides, we should wait a bit,” he added. “Try to snap up one of the nice new houses they’ll build on all the land they end up bulldozing.”



“I’m still waiting on either the insurance company or the CA to come through with the funding,” said Jess. “So, either way, it’s going to be some time.”



“We’ll make do.” He wound up some of the pasta on his fork and took a big bite, chewing mechanically and swallowing.



“At the very least, I’m going to look into getting you something that resembles a bed,” said Jess. “How would you feel about a pull-out couch?”



“It’s not ideal, but I’ve settled for pulling out before.”



“Good,” said Jess. “Even if it’s like an every night thing?”



Will managed to stay serious until he saw the earnestness on Jess’s face. He covered his mouth and turned away from her, laughing and feeling oddly turned on.



“I’d help you,” said Jess. “It’s not like you’d always be doing the pull-out part on your own. It takes two people usually to… What’s so funny?”



“Oh, nothing. Honestly, that sounds fine. It would certainly give me more room to roll around at night.”



“I’ll start looking into it, then. I’m sure one of the furniture stores around here must have one in stock.” She took out her phone, looked at it, and frowned. “Ugh. Miss Mass just texted me. Apparently, Impact got drunk and can’t run his usual patrol. I have to cover for him.”



“Raincheck on movie night?”



“Most definitely,” said Jess, already heading to grab her costume. “Can you let Rue know for me when she gets out of the bath?”



“No prob.”



He waited, planning out his own night, until Relic was out the door and he’d seen her fly off into the night. Then, he grabbed his own costume.










CHAPTER 12




 



Rue was still in the bathroom, and Will had promised Jess to fill her in. He knocked over the sound of the music she was playing on one of Avery’s conveniently placed Bluetooth speakers.



“What?” she called.



“It’s me,” he said.



“I’m shaving right now, LP. Go away!”



Her irritated tone irked him slightly, given what he could imagine of Rue naked on the other side, but he suppressed his annoyance. He had plans tonight other than fooling around with her.



“I’m heading out,” he said. “If Jess gets home before I do, tell her that I went to meet a friend.”



“Seriously?” she snapped. “This better not be some stupid idea that gets you hurt or killed, LP.”



“I don’t think it is.”



“You don’t
 think
 it is?”



“Finish your shaving, Cammie, and mind your own business,” he barked back. “Or alternatively, use your power to be a creep and spy on me. Either way, that’s what you tell Jess if she asks.”



“I’m not your alibi on standby,” said Rue.



“Then tell her the truth. See how that works out for you and me both.”



Her silence assured him that their mutually assured destruction was still a powerful motivator. He left the apartment still annoyed. Rue’s bratty side made fewer appearances as of late, but when it did, it always left him chafing.



Where does she get off acting so high and mighty?



His motorcycle was still out of commission, but the gathering Erik had filled him in on was within walking distance if he didn’t mind stretching his legs. The sun had already set, and he made his way through streets that both felt and looked abandoned. Ghost town, meet ghost city.



It was hard to imagine how Lancaster City would ever recover when viewing the damage under the veil of shadow. Nobody would feel safe there if the rebuilding was slow and progressive. What the city really needed was a massive upheaval, probably one requiring supers with demolition powers to lend their aid in the process.



Of course, such change would transmute the city’s soul in the process. The Lancaster City that emerged out the other side wouldn’t be the one he knew, the one he’d grown up in, but neither was this one, the ruined city, with his old gang trying to stake their claim.



Will slipped into an alleyway a block from his destination and changed into his costume. Tragic Darkness was still in the storage unit, but he hadn’t been foolish enough to come unarmed. His lockpick was too tied to his other identity for him to risk bringing it along, but he’d grabbed his old reliable pen knife, along with the camping machete he’d taken into the Exclusion Zone.



Still, it didn’t feel like enough. He knew the powers of many of the gang members he’d likely be dealing with. They wouldn’t have Cryptkeeper breathing down their necks, ready to step in if they showed the full extent of what they could do. Hell, Cryptkeeper was
 one of them
 now, an unlikely convert into their super-supremacist cult.



The gathering was in one of Lancaster City’s old junkyards. A massive fire illuminated the center of it, tires and whatever else was on hand and fun to burn. The fence running around the junkyard was still in good shape, and it meant that there was only one obvious way in and out, through the central sliding gate.



For him and his power, it made no difference. Will started to sneak around toward the edge where he could simply cut through the fence, but reconsidered as he marked the two men standing guard at the gate. Bald, bored-looking, slightly greenish tinge to their skin tones – Erik’s doubles.



“Well, look what we have here,” said Will, walking up to them. “Algae Double in the flesh.”



Both of the doubles chuckled in unison, which was strangely satisfying in the way it overlapped.



“The infamous
 Decay
 ,” said the double on the left. “Why am I not surprised that you knew about this little gathering?”



He winked at Will and made as though to confer with his partner. A few seconds passed by before they nodded and stepped aside.



“Just like that?” asked Will.



“You have quite the reputation,” said the double on the right. “Far be it for us to refuse you a chance to hear Glass’s pitch.”



“Just keep in mind that you won’t have a good time if you start trouble,” said the double on the left. “The place is full of heavy hitters, us included. Don’t do anything stupid.”



“We’ll see.”



“Seriously, Pick,” said both doubles in unison. “Be smart.”



They let him in, rusty metal screeching against gravel as the massive gate slid sideways. Will made sure both his hood and eye mask were fully in place as he slowly made his way into the gathering.



He was, admittedly, somewhat intimidated, and more than a little off balance. He was assuming that none of the Power Realists knew who he was under his costume, but there was a scenario in which Erik had set him up. It wasn’t as though that sort of betrayal among supervillains was a foreign concept, but Will liked to think the two of them had reached a mutual trust, if not mutual respect.



The gathering looked like the kind of thing Halberd might have been into. Aggressively loud and bad rock music played from the massive speakers of a monster truck that was in no way street legal, judging from the size of its tires. Glow sticks were everywhere, though a few supers present opted to simply use their powers to add interesting lights and colors to their outfits.



A small bar had been set up atop a row of perfectly crushed cars, and the bartender had some kind of telekinetic power which he used to serve drinks quickly, if somewhat messily. Will had stepped into a party, but he knew it was more than that. Despot had never been into this sort of revelry himself. There was an ulterior motive here, and it didn’t take much guesswork to put it together.



His phone vibrated. He moved into the shadows at the back of an old box truck before taking it out of his pocket, expecting to have to explain himself to Jess or deal with Rue’s concerns.



Surprisingly… it was Mist.



Hey
 , she texted.
 Where are you right now?



You’re about five hours too late
 , he replied.
 I made plans for tonight.



Plans where? Maybe I’ll cum find you :-P



Her creative word choice was, admittedly, a bit of a turn on.



Later. I’m not in the best company right now.



Oh, you’re at the stupid Power Realist thing, then. See you in five.



He swore under his breath and jammed his phone back into his pocket. The Power Realists didn’t know he was Decay, but Despot knew that he, as in William Sorling, had slept with Mist. He would be taking a huge risk in simply interacting with her in public, but she wasn’t the kind of woman who would simply behave if told no.



Regardless, it looked as though the main draw of the gathering was just beginning to kick off. Glass, rather than Despot, had climbed up onto a stage built atop the back of an old eighteen-wheeler. He struck an imposing figure, huge and dark skinned, with jagged shards of broken glass hovering behind him like x-shaped wings. Imposing, minus the maimed hand that Will had given him during one of their previous encounters.



Glass whistled, and the crowd immediately went silent. He let the moment linger, not saying anything, but simply striding back and forth along the stage and staring down at the assembled masses below.



Not everyone there was a super, but the demarcation between powered and mundane was as clear as night and day. The regular people among the villains were, unsurprisingly, mostly all attractive young women, each one in the company of a super. Some of them were leashed with collars around their necks. Others kept their heads down, demure and obedient, or simply afraid.



“Welcome,” boomed Glass. “Brothers and sisters, I wish you all a warm welcome, but I also have a question for you. How many of you know just why the fuck you’re here?”



A roar of answers came from the crowd, along with shaking glow sticks and general chaos. Will felt a rush of air from directly behind.



“Boo,” whispered Mist. She gave him a small push in between his shoulder blades and then slid in against him, arm around his waist. She had on an oversized floppy hat, bug-eye sunglasses, and a long red coat, nothing like what she’d normally wear.



“Looks like we both came in costume,” whispered Will.



“I would prefer to not be recognized by these lunatics,” muttered Mist. “Despot still seems to think I owe him for services rendered.”



“What services, exactly?”



She shushed as Glass continued his speech and the crowd fell silent.



“I’ll explain exactly why you’re here, though it’s obvious to anyone with eyes,” shouted Glass. “You’re here because you see the truth and the lies. You’re here because you’re sick of being told that you need to be ashamed of who you are, that you need to hold back, play by rules designed for a bunch of fucking monkeys. You’re here, most of all, because you’re scared. And let me tell y’all something… you fucking should be.”



He stopped to carefully light a cigarette with his bad hand, taking a long drag, abusing the crowd’s attention and continued silence.



“The abominations,” said Glass. “The mutants. You look around. You see a caved in house, a dead body in an alley. You think,
 shit, that could have been me
 . Well, it just so happens that you got that one hundred percent fucking correct. It could have been you just as easily as any mundane monkey running around shitting their pants when the chaos broke out. It could have been you because you’re stuck here, living by their rules in their scared little world. Having fun?”



A chorus of angry shouts came from the crowd. Will exhaled through his teeth and shook his head.



“He’s so full of shit,” he muttered to Mist.



“True,” she whispered back. “But he’s got them eating said shit out of the palm of his hand.”



“Makes me wonder where the hell Despot is. He was usually the one giving the sermons.”



“I’m here presenting y’all with an opportunity,” shouted Glass. “It’s not one that’s going to come easily. Nothing in life works like that, as I’m sure you all know. This is a show, here and now. We got the music and the booze and the glowsticks so many of you love to stick up your ass.



“Some of you will go home, fuck your significant other, beat your meat, and just go back to living in the simulation. But some of you, a select few of you, the ones with fire in your bellies, you’ll show up again. You’ll take the test. You’ll become more than you once were, a builder of the new world.”



A mass of shouts rose up from the assembled crowd. Will felt sick to his stomach as he tried to get a head count, estimate how many supers Glass was in the process of converting. Most of them were escapees who’d simply not been interested or exposed to the Power Realistic rhetoric in Mastodon, but there were others, those who’d never gotten involved with the CA or, much like him, had been suspended.



“You there!” Glass suddenly pointed a finger right at Will. “I know you. Step forward!”



Mist’s fingers dug into his arm. He knew what she was thinking. With her power, she could get them both to safety in the blink of an eye, but it would expose him and use up the chance he had to figure out what his old gang was planning.



He exhaled as a short teenage boy who’d been just behind them and to the left stepped forward, the actual object of Glass’s attention. His clothes were torn and his hands were dirty, but he jutted his chin out, looking resolved, if not confident.



“What’s your name?” boomed Glass.



“Frankie, er, ah… Francisco,” said the boy. “My name is Francisco, sir.”



“You’re not in the fucking army, kid,” said Glass, to the laughter of the crowd. “Don’t ever call anybody sir. You are your own captain. Where do I know you from?”



“My… sister,” said Francisco. “She’s normal. We lost our home and our… parents. Have to work to get by and… there’s only one job anyone wants her for.”



“A corner girl, then,” said Glass. “I knew you looked familiar. You weren’t in Mastodon. What’s your power, short stuff? Why are you here?”



“They said it was too dangerous when I first went to the CA.” Francisco rolled up one sleeve. He pulled out a pocketknife, opened it, and then cut a shallow slice into the palm of his hand.



The people nearest to him, Will and Mist included, took a step back. Blood began seeping out of the wound, not dripping, but instead rising up into the air, firmly under the boy’s manipulation. Glass began laughing, and he led the crowd in a loud applause.



“Get one of the dogs over here,” snapped Glass. “The ugly one. Cut its paw open like he did his.”



An old dog with mottled fur was forced down onto her knees in front of Francisco by Bonespur. It let out a whimper as its leg was pulled out. Bonespur used one of his spears to punch a hole straight through one of the pads, setting the animal to thrashing and whimpering.



“Do it again,” shouted Glass. “It’s a stray. Dead anyway.”



Will clenched his teeth, hands forming into fists even as Mist began dragging him away. It would be suicide to start a fight over a stray dog with so many enemies around, but it felt preferable to watching the scene in front of him.



“Don’t,” whispered Mist. “Getting yourself killed won’t help.”



“What are you waiting for?” boomed Glass. “Hurry the fuck up, Francisco. Show us what you’ve got!”



The dog’s screams were horrific as the young man took control of her blood, pulling the vital fluid from the animal’s body in a geyser of crimson. The crowd’s silence might have been interpreted by some as sympathy, but Will knew better. They were impressed, and moreover, eager to get their own moment to show off what they could do, what made them
 special
 .



“There is no point in having a power if you don’t use it,” shouted Glass.










CHAPTER 13




FIVE YEARS EARLIER



 



“His name is David Sorling,” said Lockpick. “He was brought in last night.”



The guard at the jail’s front counter eyed him curiously. “Muscular guy? Charged with drunk and disorderly behavior and attacking a law enforcement officer?”



“That’s him.”



“Yeah, he’s here,” said the guard. “He your pops? Might want to try to talk him into rehab or something. He’s going to be getting time regardless, but the judge will go easier on him if he looks like he’s on the right path.”



“Has bail been set?”



“Yup.” The guard gave him a sympathetic shake of the head. “It’s probably more than you can afford. You can still go see him if you want to.”



Lockpick nodded, and the guard gestured to a door to one side. There was another guard behind it who wordlessly led him down a long, intimidating hallway. The idea of being in handcuffs, having to walk down such a passage against his will, made him hope he’d never end up incarcerated himself.



The jail was larger than it looked, and several other people were concurrently visiting their loved ones, or perhaps just whichever people in their lives had been desperate enough to call them for help. The guard led Will into a stall with a glass window and a two-way speaker.



He waited for a few minutes, tensing at every noise, paranoid his own crimes might suddenly catch up with him at the worst possible time. Finally, Halberd was led in. He still wore the same clothing he’d had on the previous night, though with a far more disheveled appearance.



There were deep bags under both of his eyes, along with wrinkles on his face that must have been there for a while and just been something Lockpick had never thought about. Halberd wasn’t a young man anymore, and that somehow made his antics even less excusable.



“I don’t remember last night,” muttered Halberd. “They say I punched a cop or something.”



He shook his head as though trying to deny it, though it was clear to them both that the truth hardly mattered.



“They don’t mess around when it comes to that charge,” said Lockpick.



“Yeah. They want fifty grand for bail.”



It wasn’t money they had, and it wasn’t money they’d get back. They would obviously have to run again once Halberd was out. It was so much a reality of Lockpick’s life that he’d grown to hate, and it was hard to keep that hate from spilling over onto the man across from him.



“You know what to do,” said Halberd. “You have options.”



Lockpick gritted his teeth. “If you had just calmed down last night, or not bought that booze to begin with…”



“That was last night. This is today.”



And this is you asking your son to break into a jail to save you.



He had two options, as far as he saw. He could steal enough money to pay the bail, or he could cut into the jail itself. Two options, and they both sucked for different reasons. It wasn’t as though anywhere outside of a bank would have fifty grand simply lying around, and if he tried the brute force approach, he’d be dealing with both guards and other prisoners.



“Well?” snapped Halberd. “Come on, LP. Should I hang tight or…?”



He knocked a finger against the glass. Halberd was out of his mind if he thought Lockpick could simply cut him out, there and then. He rubbed at his temples, wondering if the statement was true enough to be left as
 Halberd was out of his mind.



“You need to hang tight,” he finally said. “For a while.”



“What do you mean, a while?”



“I need time to think about this,” said Lockpick.



“What is there to think about?” yelled Halberd. One of the guards stepped his way, slowing as he passed behind the stall in obvious warning.



“You’re in here as David Sorling,” said Lockpick, in a low tone. “They’ve charged you with two midlevel crimes.”



He turned his hands up, knowing Halberd knew what he was saying. The CA probably wouldn’t look for him in some small-town Appalachian jail, especially given he hadn’t revealed his power during the original altercation. Halberd had the option of serving his time.



“It doesn’t matter what they’ve charged me with,” said Halberd.



“When does anything ever matter to you?” snapped Lockpick. “You got yourself into this mess, and now you just automatically expect me to get you out of it.”



“This wasn’t my fault,” said Halberd. “I don’t know what happened last night.”



Lockpick exhaled. “I do.”



He shook his head, turned around, and started to walk away.



“LP!” shouted Halberd. “Get back here! Hey, listen to me!”



He slapped a hand against the glass. One of the guards overseeing the prisoners let out a low, barking shout. Halberd settled down, and after taking a breath, Lockpick came back into the visiting partition.



“You need to get ahold of yourself,” said Lockpick.



“What I need is to get out of here,” said Halberd, voice flat. “I’m going to get out of here, one way or another. You know me, LP. You remember what I did for your girlfriend. I’ll manage just fine
 alone
 if I have to, but I wouldn’t want to, not like that.”



It took him a moment to fully understand the implications of what Halberd was saying. He’d helped Liz cover up the evidence of her accidental manslaying by conjuring a flesh axe out of a dead man’s face. The only reason he’d bring it up now was if he was toying with the idea of using that newfound aspect of his power on the living, escaping in a cascade of blood and meat.



“You can’t be serious,” muttered Lockpick.



“I can’t stay here. If it comes to it…” The older man shrugged.



It was Lockpick’s turn to slap the glass. “Well, it looks like you’ve found your way out!”



He didn’t turn back this time as he stormed away.



“Lockpick! LP!”










CHAPTER 14




 



Will and Mist only lingered at the Power Realist gathering for long enough to get a sense of what came next. Glass gave another self-indulgent speech about community, or brotherhood, or something, ending with details of the trial anyone wishing to join the Realists would have to undergo.



“It’s not enough to be a bystander,” boomed Glass. “You have to step up. You have to puff your fucking chest out and be a man!”



“I get the distinct sense that he had a lonely childhood,” whispered Mist.



Will chuckled and let his fingers brush hers.



“Meet here again,” called Glass. “Tomorrow night. Come ready for your crucible.”



They didn’t see Erik’s doubles as they left, which was both concerning and reassuring. It seemed as though Erik had been speaking honestly about his relationship with the Realists. His doubles certainly weren’t acting like members – more like hired mercenaries, which certainly boded better for the future.



Will changed out of his costume, and Mist ditched her glasses and silly hat. They looked like a normal couple as they walked together, though no normal couple would be out so late at night with the city in its current state.



Their steps inevitably took them to a familiar park, the same one they’d visited on the night of their first date. One of the metal slides had been melted into a hunk of slag by Genesis, but everything else was intact, and they both sat on the swings, enjoying the night.



“Did you wonder where I’d gone this past week?” he asked.



“Not really,” said Mist. “Though I was a little disappointed that you stopped texting me.”



He shrugged. “It goes both ways. You could have checked in if you’d really wanted to.”



“I’m a traditional woman. I never text first.”



“Hilarious.” He sent his swing sideways with a push of his foot, bumping into hers.



“Alright, I’ll bite,” she said. “Where did you go? I’m guessing it was a family affair, given how the super community was abuzz about Relic being out of town.”



“We went to the Lighthouse. Jess was under review, and apparently so was I.”



“And?”



He looked at her. “They lifted my suspension. I’m a hero again.”



Mist laughed for a few seconds, only slowly realizing he wasn’t joking. “You’re serious? In that case, should I even be talking to you? Are you one of the authorities now, Pick?”



“That’s a good question.”



“I’ve got another for you. If you’re one of the heroes now, what are you doing sneaking into a Power Realist gathering in your villain costume?”



“The obvious thing,” he said. “They’re recruiting, trying to shore up their base. I let them think I’m a prospect, get close to Glass or Despot, cut off the snake’s head.”



“Spoken like a true hero,” said Mist sarcastically. “They’re probably going to figure you out and kill you. Or the heroes will intervene and expose you.”



“Ye of little faith,” he said.



“There’s also the worst-case scenario,” said Mist. “What happens if, over time, without meaning to, you fall back in with them?”



“I don’t see that happening. It’s a little hard to take that concern seriously, coming from you, by the way. I seem to recall you taking their money to betray me.”



“That was before I really knew you,” she said. “Ancient history.”



Will let his feet drag across the ground, stopping his swing. “What are you still doing here, Mist?”



“I told you. Lancaster City is my hometown, too.”



“That’s not a good answer, especially given the current state of things here. I think there’s more to it than that.”



“There’s more to me,” she said. “There’s more to you. Game recognizes game.”



He kicked her foot like a grade schooler, smiling despite himself. She’d been secretive since day one, and it was one of those qualities he was unfortunately attracted to, for whatever reason.



“Still staying at that hotel?” he asked.



“It got destroyed, but I found a new one,” she said. “Now that you’re officially a hero, I don’t think it would be prudent for me to bring you back there.”



They both stood up, facing each other in the cool late summer night, tension ebbing between them.



“Come back to my place, then,” he said. “We can watch a movie or something.”



“Didn’t your house burn down?”



“We’re staying at my sister’s apartment. It’s a little cramped, but it works.”



“I don’t think so,” said Mist. “I got the distinct impression that your family thinks I’m a bad influence on you.”



“I thought you enjoyed that?” He grinned and took her hands, pulling her close to him. They shared a kiss, and then another, lips moving more and more passionately until it seemed that maybe the park would do well enough for a late-night tryst.



“Gosh dangit, Pick,” said Mist, balling up a handful of his shirt. “You’re making it
 really
 hard for me to say goodnight.”



“The night’s not even close to being over.”



She smiled and let out a tiny sigh. “It’s past my bedtime.”



She disappeared with a faint, disappointing poof. Will looked around but knew she wouldn’t be anywhere within his line of sight.



“Goodnight, Mist.”










CHAPTER 15




 



Two worried and distinctly unhappy-looking women were waiting for Will on the couch when he returned to the apartment. Jess he could understand, but Rue… well, he supposed he could understand why she was mad, too.



“Out late tonight, LP?” asked Jess.



“I met up with a friend,” he said, holding his arms out. “Now I’m back.”



He shot a glance at Rue, whom he’d tried to enlist as a cover. She refused to meet his gaze and, if anything, seemed more irritated than Jess.



“Look,” said Jess. “You know as well as I do that it’s not safe right now to be running around the city in the middle of the night.”



“I’m aware, but I’m also not a child.” He came closer, trying to soothe while simultaneously feeling little need to apologize. “I’ll be out around this time frequently running patrols in costume once I’m past my junior hero status. Isn’t that what you wanted?”



“That’s different,” said Jess.



“More dangerous, if anything, given all the escaped prisoners with various grudges against heroes in the city right now.”



“You don’t even care, do you?” snapped Rue. “You just do whatever you want without stopping to think about anyone else.”



She stood up and stomped off, though the impact was undercut by the fact that she was in a baggy t-shirt and panties.



“We were waiting up for you because we care you about you, Will,” said Jess, more softly. “I’m not trying to control you. I just don’t like it when you make us worry.”



She gave him a kiss on the cheek and also departed for the sole bedroom. Will sighed, too tired to do much other than dim the lights, ditch his clothes, and drop down onto the couch. It was still warm from Jess and Rue, and he couldn’t help but wonder if he might’ve gotten one of them to stick around if he’d been slightly more understanding of their concerns.



He didn’t fall asleep right away, despite wanting to. His worst fear had come to fruition. The Power Realists weren’t just on the loose – they were moving to take over the city. The fact that Glass had been running the show in lieu of Despot was even more unsettling. If Despot wasn’t at their recruitment meetings, just where was he?



Will’s phone vibrated, giving him a much-needed momentary distraction. The text was from Mist, and he wasn’t sure if that surprised him or not.



Look at me, texting you first this time.



He smiled, rolling onto his back on the couch.
 Good girl. Did you make it home safe?



With my power, it’s never really an issue
 , she said.
 You?



He started to reply in the affirmative when a tiny kernel of his long-atrophied game kicked in. He took his phone and took a quick photo of himself lying on the couch, shirtless and boxer-clad, and captioned it
 yup
 .



A few seconds went by, longer than she’d taken for the previous messages. He wondered if maybe she had simply indulged in the same overbearing concerns that had kept Jess and Rue waiting up for him, if maybe she’d really just wanted to make sure he hadn’t been killed on the way home.



His phone vibrated. He slid through the lock screen with the fastest thumb in the west, punching the air as he opened the pic she’d sent in response. It was a selfie of her taken in the mirror of a hotel bathroom, smirking at her reflection in a white bathrobe. The front was pulled open just far enough to reveal that Mist actually had tan lines on her chest, along with the hint of the edge of one of her nipples.



Tit for tat,
 read her caption.



I forgot how hot you were
 , he texted back.



No you didn’t :-P



I most definitely did. What’s under your robe? Maybe that’ll help me remember.



He waited for what felt like too long before she finally responded with another pic. It was just of her nude breasts, two perfect, tan-lined orbs ending in the delicious points of her nipples. He couldn’t resist texting her back another photo of his boxers and abs, the outline of his cock clearly visible under the thin fabric.



Come over
 , he texted.



Lol, what?



I’ll sneak you inside
 , he said.
 Trust me
 .



It was a big ask. He didn’t actually trust himself to pull it off, but even as he followed up his message with the address and apartment number, he doubted she’d actually show. As Jess and Rue had impressed upon him earlier, the city wasn’t really safe to be walking around in at night. Though, for Mist and her power, maybe…



She didn’t reply, and he felt content with giving up. Even just getting the door open to let her in would be a challenge with Jess and Rue asleep in Avery’s bedroom. There was always time tomorrow if he really felt the need to catch up with Mist in that fashion.



Ten minutes later, Mist suddenly appeared in the living room, over in the corner where the coat rack was. She didn’t knock, she didn’t come through the door, she simply… appeared, still clad in the same fluffy white bath robe.



She grinned as she slowly padded toward Will, eyes darting around the space with a critical edge. “You weren’t kidding when you said this place was a little cramped. Are you always exiled to the couch?”



He held a finger up to his lips, more aware than she was how easily sounds carried within the small apartment. “You didn’t even bother getting dressed. Were you walking the city streets in just that?”



“Of course not.” She slid his feet aside and dropped down onto the couch. “I used my power to jump from rooftop to rooftop. I did give a group of people partying a bit of a scare, but I was gone before they really saw me.”



“So you hope,” he said, slowly sitting up. “I bet at least one of them got a look at you.”



“I don’t flash everybody I happen to interact with late at night, Pick.” Mist smiled and glanced toward the bedroom door. “So it’s you, your mom, and your sister, all in here?”



“The three of us, yeah.”



“A lot of feminine energy to maneuver yourself around.”



“We get along better than you’d expect,” he said. “They were worried about me tonight, probably for good reason.”



“Did you tell them you were out with me?” she whispered.



“Nope.”



“Do they know I’m over here right now?”



“What do you think?” He smiled and reached a finger out to gently tug at the side of her robe.



“This could end badly,” she whispered.



“We’ll be quiet,” he said. “Come on. You didn’t come over here just to tease me about living in a tiny apartment.”



“What if I did?”



Will pulled her robe open, revealing the pert breasts he’d ogled in the selfie. Mist let out a hot little sigh as he began touching each one in turn. She set a hand on his cock and, for a moment, it felt like they were simply reaching into the pics they’d sent each other, taking the natural next step.



He slid closer and kissed her once on the lips and once on the neck. Mist worked his cock out of his boxers and let out a small giggle as she started stroking it. He turned on the TV, hoping that it would lend a small amount of plausible background noise to serve as an audio smokescreen.



They pulled closer together, touching each other with more urgency. Will slid Mist toward the couch’s center, starting to lean her down flat on her back.



“Condom?” she whispered. “To be safe.”



Will nodded, kissed her, and hurried to grab one from the drawer Avery kept a secret stash of them in under the kitchen counter. Absently, he hoped that Mist wouldn’t think to ask why he knew where his sister kept her condoms as he scrambled to open the package.



She stretched out with her robe open, all but begging to be used. Will had the forethought to grab a blanket to pull over them, just in case, before sliding into place over her body. They kissed passionately as he eased his cock into her, the pleasure thrumming through him like a storm.



Mist let out a low moan and wrapped her legs around him, turning them into a single, rocking, sexual unit. It was really hard to stay quiet, to hold back, when he knew that what his body wanted more than anything was to ram into her like a rutting beast.



Her fingernails dug into his shoulders as he began to pick up speed, warning him to behave. The sharpness of the sensation very much had the opposite effect, making him want to spear into her until she was the one struggling to maintain the silence, a slave to their mutual pleasure.



“Pick…” moaned Mist. “You’re going to… wake up your mom.”



Waking up Jess would be a nightmare, but he was still lost in a dream. He licked one of Mist’s nipples, pressing down on her body, grunting as his full length bottomed out in her womanhood. The couch rocked slightly as he started moving his lips again, and Mist’s legs clenched around him, tight enough to be a move out of a wrestling bout.



How many times did Avery and I do it like this? Was it easier or harder to stay quiet with her?



“Fuck, Pick,” whispered Mist.



“Shh!” He pulled her head closer, feeling her bury her mouth against his shoulder to muffle involuntary moans.



The couch kept creaking, a rhythmic, lurid, rocking noise that Will hoped was quieter from the bedroom than it sounded.



There was something so easy about Mist. Not her, not in that way, well… not totally in that way. More in how he could let himself go with her. There was none of the judgment of Jess, none of Rue’s conditions. She simply let him have her, in body, at least. Her secrets remained her secrets, just as he kept his, two worlds brushing together at the sexual edge.



He gave her a deep kiss, her body sweaty underneath his. The rocking of the couch became even more blatant as they both sped toward release. Mist was leaning back and forth, shamelessly using every advantage she could to make sure he pounded her at the right angle, deep and hard.



“Pick!” she whimpered.



He pulled her mouth to his shoulder again, trying to muffle the moans, and slammed forward one last, perfect time. It was like shooting a gun in terms of the pleasure of his release – hopefully quieter, but with that same exact, explosive energy. He held Mist’s naked body as they both shared a timely mutual orgasm, safe with the condom, safe in each other’s arms.



The bedroom door opened with a slow, deliberate creak that tickled Will’s ears like something out of a horror movie. He fumbled the blanket back into place over them, shifting to cover Mist’s head and hoping she could endure the steamy, sexual humidity for a minute or two.



“Will,” called Jess. “Are you alright? I thought I heard something out here.”



“I’m fine!” he said, too quickly.



Damn it. I should have just pretended to be asleep.



“Your face is red,” said Jess. “I also heard the couch creaking, along with… other things.”



“I don’t know. I just woke up.”



He faked a yawn and, still on top of Mist, looked in the direction of the bedroom. Jess was still wearing Avery’s sexy kimono robe, and though it was hard to see her expression in the dark, the fact that she wasn’t simply going back to sleep spoke volumes.



“I was dreaming,” said Will, feigning a sleepy mumble.



He tapped Mist on the side of the shoulder, curious if she could simply teleport away with her power. Except… his cock was kind of still inside of her. Scratch that. The absolute last thing he wanted her to do was try to use her power.



“Quite the dream.” Jess folded her arms as she came to stand in front of the couch. “What was it about?”



“Fighting crime in costume,” he said. “Intensely fighting crime. There was some… wrestling involved. A passionate battle of wills.”



Jess sighed, reached out, and tugged the top of the blanket down, revealing Mist’s face.



“Um…” Mist cringed. “Hi, Ms. Sorling.”



“Seriously, Will?” snapped Jess. “Are you actually serious? After getting home late and making Rue and I worry, you sneak your girlfriend into the apartment to have sex with her in the middle of the living room without asking me first?”



She was
 pissed
 . Will couldn’t remember the last time he’d heard her get that angry.



“I should probably go,” whispered Mist.



“You aren’t going anywhere,” said Jess. “The streets are in no way safe enough for a young woman to be walking around alone at this time of the night. I have no idea what LP was thinking having you make the trip over here to begin with.”



“Would you please just calm down?” he asked.



She narrowed her eyes at him in a manner that made him think of Relic when she was about to kick Decay’s ass, and then looked back at Mist. “I will set a blanket and pillow out on the floor for my son to sleep on. You can have the couch, Mist.”



A second set of footsteps came from the bedroom, and Rue’s sleepy voice chimed in a moment later. “What’s going on?”



“LP snuck in his girlfriend to fool around with her on the couch,” said Jess.



“Seriously?” Rue yawned and stretched her arms. “Gross. I’m going back to bed.”



Will pulled his boxers on and got to his feet. “Jess, can we talk for a minute alone?”



“That’s exactly what I had in mind,” said Jess sternly.



She led him into the bathroom, the only thing resembling a private place to talk in Avery’s cramped apartment. They stared at each other, both annoyed for different reasons, both in their night clothes, in that tight little space.



“Were you at least safe with her?” asked Jess.



“I used a condom,” he said. “I’m sorry I didn’t ask you first. But if I had… would you have said yes?”



“There is more wrong here with what you did than the fact that you simply didn’t ask me.” She sighed and stepped closer. “You’re supposed to be focused on becoming a hero again, Will. Not playing around with whoever is available.”



“This is exactly what I was worried about with all of us living in this tiny apartment,” he said.



“It has nothing to do with the apartment, Will! If you would just stop being so impulsive for a few days, you would do yourself such a favor.”



“Having sex as a twenty-something isn’t being impulsive. You made a point about how I was fucking her in the living room – that’s the only room I have right now.”



“You’re missing the point,” said Jess. “You can’t just have whatever you want, whenever you want it. That’s life.”



“It’s not asking that much to have a little bit of privacy concerning my sex life. If I can’t have a girl I like over to spend some time together… maybe I should start looking for my own place.”



“Will…” Jess sighed and stepped closer, taking his hand and kissing it. “That’s the last thing I want. I’m just worried about how complicated you’re making your life. I don’t want you to move out, not that I think it’s a real option given the housing crisis right now. But even if it were, I want you to be a part of this home. I want that
 so much
 .”



He wanted it too, and he pulled her closer, holding her in arms still musky from sex with Mist. She put a hand on his chest, her kimono sliding open enough to unveil her cleavage.



“I want that, too,” he said. “I love you and Rue… and Avery, too. But it’s going to be an issue if every time I have a girl over it turns into a war crime.”



“How often are you planning on having girls over, mister?” asked Jess, with a teasing smirk. “I noticed you didn’t specify Misty by name, either.”



“I notice you didn’t address my point.”



She chewed her lower lip, looking away from him. Will wrapped his arms around her, wondering how she was going to answer, what she was thinking.



“Come to me first,” she finally whispered. “Get permission.”



“Permission to have a girl over?” he said, frowning. “As a grown man?”



“I won’t say no, Will,” said Jess. “But I would prefer to know about what’s going on. To talk to you about it. Make sure that your needs aren’t leading you off track.”



“That’s… reasonable.” Will slid his hands lower, cupping her ass through the kimono. It was so thin that it barely even felt like anything, the heat and softness of her perfect body bleeding right through.



“Generous, I’d say,” said Jess. “We’re in this together. As a family. As heroes. I just want you to be more open in talking to me about what you need.”



He nodded, letting his fingers curl around her thigh. Jess cleared her throat, grabbed his wrist, and moved it up to her waist. He smirked and kissed her once on the cheek and then once on the lips.



“I believe you still owe me a movie date,” he said.



“Don’t worry,” she said. “I’ll let you cash it in, though you shouldn’t call it a date. Now let’s get you set up to sleep tonight.”










CHAPTER 16




 



No further fun was had that night. Will slept on the floor across the living room from the couch. He and Mist shared a few whispered words, and he was relieved to find her in good spirits about the whole affair.



“Your mom is super scary when she’s mad,” she whispered.



“I can see why she would be to you,” he said. “She’s just worried about me.”



“Possessive of you, more like,” said Mist. “But I get it. Especially now that you’re back to being a hero. We probably should have been a little quieter.”



“We probably should have,” he said. “Still worth it.”



“Totally. As long as your family doesn’t end up completely hating me.”



He woke up the next morning to a situation that he really didn’t want to deal with. Jess was serving breakfast. Mist and Rue were sitting at opposite ends of the counter.



“Good morning, LP,” said Jess, as he reluctantly made his way over. “I invited Misty to eat breakfast with us.”



“Oh, awesome,” he said, smiling through a wince.



“She’s done a great job of enduring Mom’s interrogation,” commented Rue.



“I am not interrogating her!” said Jess. “I’m just curious. The college program she mentioned sounds fascinating.”



“Sumerian Mythology,” said Mist. “It’s, um… very interesting to study.”



He took a seat at the counter as Jess fixed him a plate, dreading the next few minutes. The last thing he needed on top of Jess’s established concerns was having her realize that the girl he was seeing moonlighted as a villainess.



There was a knock at the door. Jess hurried over and welcomed in the last person Will would have ever invited to breakfast.



“Mr. Gall,” said Jess. “Come right on in. Will, your new probation officer is here.”



“That is so awesome,” he said, shaking his head.



Mist snorted. Rue mouthed the words
 total prick
 , and the two girls broke into muffled giggles.



“William,” said Sebastian. “I received the first report regarding your… educational training. Your
 instructor
 thinks you have real promise, but still lack focus.”



Sebastian’s eyes flicked toward Mist again, and it was clear that he was speaking guardedly in front of her.



“I wasn’t aware that she was reporting to you on our sessions,” said Will.



“You should know that I’ll be seeking out reports from everyone you interact with in a professional capacity.” Sebastian frowned at Mist. “Who is this?”



“LP’s girlfriend,” said Rue, with the slightest tinge of annoyance.



“I prefer the term sex buddy,” said Mist.



“I hope you realize that your probation and current
 employment
 status take priority over… gallivanting around town and engaging in pointless dalliances.”



“He does,” said Jess sharply. “I’ve already talked to him about that and, in my opinion, it falls outside the extent of your responsibility, Mr. Gall.”



Sebastian looked ready to snap back with his own artificially polite barb, but he also seemed to realize whom he was speaking to. “I’m simply emphasizing how important it is for William to maintain a personal life suitable for his… current circumstances.”



“That actually sounds worse, doesn’t it?” asked Rue. “It’s almost like you’re implying that she’s too slutty for him to date or something.”



“Thanks for the interpretation, Rue,” said Mist, with narrowed eyes.



“We’re in the middle of breakfast, Mr. Gall,” said Jess, clearly out of patience. “If you don’t mind?”



“Of course. William, you will be undergoing more, ah,
 employment training
 this morning. Your instructor is on her way here. I expect you to follow her every word and take her advice seriously.”



Almost no sooner than Sebastian Gall made his way out the door, Miss Mass was there in his place. Jess and Miss Mass stood by the door, talking in whispered voices, no doubt about him. Will finished the last of his breakfast and stood up, beyond ready to get started with his day.



“Looks like my ride is here,” said Will. “Do you want to head down with me, Mist?”



“
 Misty
 , you mean?” said Rue, eyes flicking toward Jess and Miss Mass.



“Whatever,” he said.



“Actually, Rue and I were going to head into town together,” said Mist. “I have to borrow some of her clothing anyway since, well… you know. I showed up in only a robe last night.”



Rue made a grossed-out face. Will stared at the two of them, confused at why they’d be spending time together. They weren’t really fans of each other, last time he’d checked, and they didn’t seem to be on the best of terms then and there, either.



“What are the two of you up to?” he asked.



“None of your business!” snapped Rue.



Mist laughed and blew him a kiss. He walked over to Jess and Miss Mass. He was taller than both of them, but still felt the weight of their presence, two powerful heroines at the helm of the CA’s presence in the city.



“Go grab your stuff,” said Miss Mass. “Everything you’d normally need for a daytime outing.”



“Everything?” asked Will.



“Today’s your stress test,” said Jess, with a forlorn expression. “She’s going to be making sure you’re completely ready to get started.”



“I’ll put him through his paces, Jess,” said Miss Mass. “Don’t worry.”



“I really feel as though I should also be a part of this,” said Jess. “Especially for today.”



“I’ll bring him back in one piece,” said Miss Mass. “It’ll be fine.”



He went to grab his costume, somewhat stifled by the amount of feminine energy in the air within the apartment. He almost made the mistake of grabbing his saddlebag, the one with his Decay costume and various weapons within it, but stopped himself at the last second.



“All set?” asked Miss Mass.



“Good to go.” Will hugged Jess and kissed her on the cheek. “See you later today.”



“Do your best,” said Jess. “I love you, Will.”



He took one last look at the tiny apartment, Rue and Mist still looking mutually annoyed by one another, Jess as she began clearing plates from the counter. He appreciated how lucky he was to have so many people who cared about him.










CHAPTER 17




 



“We’ll both be in costume today,” said Miss Mass. “Put yours on and meet me out back.”



Will nodded, still pushing Miss Mass’s dog Andy back as he aggressively tried to hump his leg. Miss Mass disappeared into her bedroom. He took the bathroom, quickly changing into the costume which had become adult Lockpick’s new aesthetic.



It still felt strange putting it on, nostalgic, but also fresh and alien. Despite having originally been Halberd’s alternate costume, it fit Will like a glove. Even the color scheme, the black and grey base with the red five on the chest, felt like it reflected the experiences of his life, the darkness of his time on the run and in prison.



He looked at himself in the mirror with his eye mask on. It felt more like looking at a hero in third person, seeing somebody else’s costumed visage, somebody else’s muscles rippling underneath the tight fabric. But it was him, it was all him, an image he needed to live up to if he was ever going to truly be a hero.



“I’m going to head into the backyard,” called Miss Mass. “Come right out when you’re…
 whoa
 .”



He’d come out of the bathroom before she’d finished her sentence. Miss Mass was also in costume, a black and silver body suit with a short cape, along with a two-toned mask that covered the upper half of her face. She looked younger suited up, surprisingly fit and attractive for her age. She matched his attention, looking him up and down, and then down and up as her eyes took in the tight fit of his costume.



“I take it you approve?” he asked.



“It’s a nice match for your build,” she said, with a curious smile. “If you’re not careful, they’re going to enlist you in one of those
 Heroic Hunk
 calendars the CA sells for their fundraisers.”



“Which I’m sure you buy every year.”



Miss Mass snorted. “Not ever, but supposing you were in one looking like this, I might be tempted.”



“Why do I get the feeling that you’ve done a few calendars yourself?”



She turned around, walking onto the grass, watching him over one shoulder. “A few. I was young and wild once, you know.”



“I wouldn’t mind getting a look at that wild side.”



“Not happening. Your mother warned me about you, Lockpick, flattered as I am by the attention.”



He chuckled and followed her into the backyard. “I completely understand. You wouldn’t want to end up stepping on the toes of such an intimidating and powerful heroine.”



“If you don’t watch yourself, I’ll be stepping on your toes today,” she said. “Now get ready. Did you bring your lockpick?”



“I did.”



“Get it out,” said Miss Mass. “I want to see for myself how you fight with a weapon.”



He hesitated as he reached for it, unwanted memories fraying at the edges of his vision. Cutting off Benny Smoke’s arm. Slitting Complex’s throat. He’d done it all with his lockpick, a “hero’s weapon,” without even blinking an eye.



“Come on,” said Miss Mass, snapping her finger. “I saw the combat footage from your fight with that kid Complex. I know you can do things with it that go beyond its appearance. It’s an impressive tool in your hands.”



“That’s true, but I try to avoid using it unless I’m backed into a corner,” he said. “I prefer to fight with my fists.”



“What you prefer has no bearing on what you need to train. You could end up facing an opponent that backs you into a corner on your very first patrol. I need to know that when push comes to shove, you’re ready to push back
 hard
 .”



He nodded and flicked his arm out sideways, letting the lockpick slide from within his sleeve into his grip. Miss Mass nodded and fell into a combat crouch.



“I’m using my power to turn my density up,” said Miss Mass. “My skin is harder than steel. You don’t have to worry about hurting me, in case that’s the source of your hesitation.”



It was, and he did. He knew for a fact that his power would beat hers. He had no intention of using his power, but sometimes his reflexes kicked in and it just happened. Caution was the name of the game. Today, he would absolutely be holding back.



They circled each other, costumed warriors moving to a chorus of chirping birds in the nearby trees. He watched Miss Mass’s eyes rather than her hands, seeing the way her focus flitted between the lockpick and the rest of him.



She took it seriously as a weapon, treating it with the respect it deserved, which surprised him. In terms of her ability to resist the average knife or sword, Miss Mass was invincible, but not once did she attempt to use the bulwark of her power to simply endure his strikes. She dodged and weaved, sneaking punches that left instant bruises against his body each time he left himself open, which wasn’t often, to be fair.



“Faster,” said Miss Mass. “Speed is your advantage, Lockpick. You don’t have the sustainability that some of your opponents will. You need to disable them before they kill you.”



He sped up, though not to his limit, slashing at her in ways that would have easily taken out most unprepared opponents. It was hard to tell whether she’d done her homework on him or was simply that good. She was shockingly fast, given the nature of her power.



He did score hits evenly with her, and they traded back and forth for the entire session, stopping to breathe every few minutes. Will was soaked with sweat when they finally took a break for the afternoon.



“What have you learned?” asked Miss Mass.



“Good question,” he said. “I suppose I learned not to assume anything about how my opponent is going to fight simply because I know their power.”



“That’s only half of the lesson.” Miss Mass took her mask off and wiped sweat from her brow. “I looked into you ahead of time, Lockpick. I’m not really interested in finding out what happens if your lockpick touches me or even my costume, so I did my best to dodge, despite my own power. The point is to understand your opponent’s abilities better than they understand yours.”



He nodded, recognizing the truth in that. It was a lesson that applied equally well to Decay as it did to Lockpick. Nobody really knew the complete extent of what Decay could do, only the damage he’d previously left in his wake.



Miss Mass’s phone rang from where she’d set it down on the patio. She jogged over, picked it up, and grew serious.



“I have to take this,” she said. “Just a minute.”



She turned and took a few more steps away, speaking in a quiet tone. Will could only overhear a few scant words of her side of the conversation, but it was clear she was speaking to somebody she respected.



Probably Jess
 , he thought.
 Calling just to check in and make sure I haven’t done anything wild.



“Yeah, he’s right here,” said Miss Mass as she walked toward him, holding out her phone. “It’s for you.”



“Jess?” he guessed.



“Ah, no. It’s… Galaxy Maiden.” She passed him the phone. “I’ll be inside.”



He brought it to his ear slowly, endless questions racing through his mind. “Hello?”



“I know it was you,” said Galaxy Maiden.



Well, that answers just about all of them.



 









PART TWO: OTHER SIDE










CHAPTER 18




 



A chill ran up the edge of Will’s spine, death’s hand tickling his insides. “Excuse me? You know
 what
 was me?”



“My son is missing,” said Galaxy Maiden, in a voice more filled with cold fury than concern or worry. “Along with two of his closest friends.”



Fuck. Does she really know? How do I play this?



“I’m sorry to hear that,” said Will, not trying too hard to sound sorry. “Complex and I are old friends, as I’m sure you know. He was quick to welcome me back into the fold when I arrived at the Lighthouse. To share his secrets with me.”



Translation – Anything happens to me, and your son’s legacy will be one of rape and abuse, a cautionary tale of superpowered privilege. Galaxy Maiden’s pause told him that the message had been received, the threat comfortably skipping through the space between words.



“I was hoping you would be more forthcoming than that, but it makes no difference,” she said. “I plan on dealing with you personally. There will be no CA involvement, no trial, no imprisonment.”



“You assume too much, but I wish you the best of luck with tracking down whoever is responsible,” said Will coldly. “It seems as though anyone capable of taking on your son and his friends would be quite dangerous.”



“Relic and I have always hated each other. I’m looking forward to seeing her grieve as I grieve.”



Will hung up the phone with a trembling hand and slowly exhaled a vulnerable breath. That short, succinct phone call was legitimately up there with the scariest moments of his life… but he was used to being scared. The mother of a man he’d killed had called him, but he’d killed many men before.



He forced himself to think, to pull back the veil of terror with the facts that mattered. He’d seen Jess fight Galaxy Maiden, push her to the point of using her full strength. She was fast, but she didn’t have true super speed. She could bolster herself with starlight, use starlight for attacks, swing a spear, and of course, fly.



Could she kill him? Most definitely. But again, he’d fought against supers who could kill him before and won. He wasn’t without advantages, namely, the fact that she didn’t have a true sense of his abilities, and that was a massive advantage. The more he thought about it, the more he liked his odds.



The fact that she was a sitting member of the Champion Authority’s Board of Directors was a bit of a wild card. She couldn’t kill him openly without massive repercussions, but the position opened up so many different ways for her to lure him into a trap or come at him alone. Hell, she could simply
 assign
 him a mission that meant certain death if she wanted, though it might take securing a few votes from her fellow directors.



He wasn’t going to take her lightly, but the fact that she wasn’t going through the CA’s internal legal system in her quest for justice was a boon in its own right. Hell, he almost preferred having her murderous gaze turned his way over the stress of a proper investigation.



Almost.



Miss Mass was smiling as she came back out, and he handed her phone to her. “Looks like you’re already getting attention from high places. Bodes well for your career.”



“Yeah,” he said, with a dark chuckle. “I suppose we’ll see.”



She took him out to get food, insisting he’d earned some fast food after the intense sparring they’d undergone. When Will started to grab his normal clothes to change out of his costume, she shook her head.



“You need to get used to being a hero in public again,” she said. “Interacting with the community is also part of your job.”



It was a fair point, but damned if Will didn’t feel outright conspicuous walking into a Five Guys while in full costume. The teenagers behind the counter were awed by both him and Miss Mass, a clean split along gender lines in how the guys and girls went about stealing glances at them.



They ordered their food and sat down. Will ate mostly in silence, still turning over the repercussions of his conversation with Galaxy Maiden. He finished his burger and was munching on his fries when Miss Mass got up to use the bathroom.



He heard a familiar voice behind him and looked over his shoulder to see Bonespur and a young woman walking into the fast food joint together. Bonespur hesitated when he saw him, perhaps taking a moment to recognize him in costume, or perhaps remembering their last encounter. The redheaded villain did eventually saunter over, glaring and looking for trouble.



“Fry?” Will held one up to him, in the mood for what he knew was coming.



Bonespur snatched it from his hand, threw it on the ground, and stepped on it.



“You have to clean that up!” shouted a very loud young woman from behind the restaurant’s counter.



Bonespur’s face flushed and he swore under his breath, stooping to scrape the squished fry up from where it had been flattened to the tile floor.



“Don’t worry, I got another one for you,” said Will. “Have a seat. Let’s talk.”



“Why the fuck would I listen to you?” snapped Bonespur. “Why don’t I just kill you now?”



Will chuckled and leaned forward, close enough to whisper to him without embarrassing him in front of his lady friend. “Because you can’t. Now, either sit down, turn around, or attack me and get your ass kicked. Your choice.”



Bonespur struggled with the decision for a good five seconds before sliding a chair out with an exaggerated screech and dropping into it with overwide posture. “What the fuck do you want to say to me, Pick?”



Will nibbled on a fry, impressed by how warm it still was. “What’s your endgame? You’re what… two, three years younger than me? Where do you see yourself when you’re my age?”



“Is this some kind of trick question?” Bonespur snorted and kicked one of the table legs. “I’ll still be with the Power Realists. Despot’s going to show the world the way things have to be.”



“I didn’t ask about Despot or the Power Realists. I asked about you.”



“You aren’t my friend. You don’t give a shit about me. I’m not playing this game.”



“The door is right there,” said Will, gesturing. “You’re free to go. You’re free to attack me. You are your own person, and you’re free to make your own decisions.”



Bonespur sneered at him. Will snorted and waggled a fry in his face.



“This is exactly how you should be reacting, just for the wrong reasons,” said Will. “I tell you that you’re free to decide how to react to encountering me, and even though you know you are, you feel like it’s a trick. And it totally is. We both know that if Despot, or even Glass, were here right now, you’d have no choice about whether to take on a fight that would be suicide for you.”



He held Bonespur’s gaze until the younger man looked away, making sure he understood the truth of it.



“You sure you don’t want some fries or something?” offered Will.



“Whatever.” Bonespur grabbed a decent handful and went to town. His female companion had moved to stand in line, shooting a curious glance over at the two of them every few seconds.



“Despot is going to get you killed,” said Will. “Just a matter of time. I might well be the one who kills you, and no, that’s not a threat. Just reality.”



“I’ll die for the cause if I have to,” said Bonespur. “I believe in what he’s doing.”



“Do you? It’s easy to believe something when everyone else around you believes it. When your
 brothers
 believe it. Doesn’t even matter what it is, or what you’re doing. I was there. I know.”



“I’ve thought about it,” said Bonespur. “Supers are already in control of the parts of the world that matter. Despot is just pointing out the natural order, giving us a chance to stand where we belong.”



“Tell that to the girl you’re with,” said Will. “See what she thinks of it. She’s not a super, is she? She’s one of the
 lambs
 , as Despot would say. Tell her that. Better yet, bring her into the collapsed district and have her meet some of the guys. See what happens.”



“Nothing would happen!” snapped Bonespur. “Fuck you, Pick. You’re so full of shit.”



“You’re so close, but so far.” Will leaned forward, staring at the other man through his eye mask. “They’re using you. If you don’t figure out a way to dig your feet in a little, here and there… I probably will end up killing you.”



He said the words the same way he felt them, more sad and resigned than an active threat. Bonespur swallowed a mouthful of fries and absently shook his head.



“I thought heroes didn’t kill people,” muttered Bonespur.



Will chuckled. “Funny how that tends to work in practice.”



He tilted the fry container toward the other man, who reached in to fish around for the last few. Miss Mass appeared from the hallway, and Will quickly stood up, moving to avert a potential encounter that might spiral out of his control.



“Friend of yours?” asked Miss Mass.



“Nope,” said Will. “Just some guy.”










CHAPTER 19




 



“That’s all for today?” asked Will.



Miss Mass had parked her car outside Avery’s apartment.



“I have to go out on patrol later,” said Miss Mass. “I would recommend you do some follow-up training or study work. Whatever helps keep you in the mindset of being a hero.”



“I’m sure I’ll think of something.”



A jaunt out as Decay to see what’s next with the Power Realists.



“You really share that tiny apartment with both Relic and Webcam?” asked Miss Mass. “How do the three of you manage?”



“We’re still working the kinks out,” he said. “It takes a certain kind of mindset. Lots of bumping into each other and boundary invasions.”



“Sounds like fun,” said Miss Mass dryly.



“Why don’t you come up for a minute?” he asked. “Jess might be home. I feel like I owe you a beer anyway, since you bought lunch.”



He was expecting her to say no and was plenty surprised when she nodded.



“Sure,” she said. “I’m sure your mom will have a few questions for me about how your training went, all things considered.”



He brought her upstairs and inside. Miss Mass took a seat at the counter as he pulled out two beers and passed her one.



“Got an opener?” she asked.



“I’m surprised you can’t do it with your power,” he said, smirking. “Shouldn’t fingers of infinite density be able to flick aside pesky bottle caps?”



“Only if you don’t mind me snapping off the tip.”



“Allow me.” He opened his own beer with his lockpick and then did Miss Mass’s as she extended it to him. She wasn’t ready for the ease of the motion and jerked the bottle in a way that spilled a fair amount of suds onto his chest.



“Whoops!” she said. “Ooh, and on your costume. I am so sorry.”



“It’s fine,” he said.



“Here, let me.” She grabbed a dish towel from the counter and started wiping his chest. “Jesus, you really do have some decent muscles under here.”



“Right back at you,” he said. “Is it rude for me to ask just how much is natural and how much is your power?”



Miss Mass cleared her throat. “My
 breasts,
 you mean?”



Will nodded, smirking as he stared. She didn’t seem put off by the attention, more just reluctant to do anything about it. Kind of like Jess could be sometimes, but with more potential for it to lead somewhere unpredictable.



“I can make them as soft or hard as I want,” she said, in a quiet voice. “It’s not a challenge for me to, well, you know. Firm them up a bit against the passage of time.”



“The passage of time has got nothing on your body, power or no.”



“Are you hitting on me, Lockpick?”



“There’s no right answer to that question, is there?” he said, still smiling.



“I don’t know.” Miss Mass’s expression took on that unpredictable edge he’d sensed earlier. “Is there?”



She rubbed the dish towel slightly lower along his costume, briefly touching his abs. Will was in the middle of taking a step closer to her when the door opened and Jess walked in.



“Oh!” Jess blinked, taking in the scene of them standing so close together. “I didn’t realize the two of you were planning on coming back here.”



“Yes, um…” Miss Mass pulled her hand back from Will. “We’d just finished. Your son was kind enough to offer me a beer.”



“Yes, he can be very kind when he’s in the mood,” said Jess.



Miss Mass finished her beer with an impressive swig and waved a hand at the door. “I was just on my way out. Lockpick, same time tomorrow unless otherwise noted.”



“Looking forward to it,” he said. “Now that we’ve gotten the basics out of the way, we can go straight into action.”



Miss Mass said a quick goodbye to Jess and quickly made her way out of the apartment. Jess waited for a few seconds after the door had closed before folding her arms and turning to frown at him.



“What?” he asked.



“Are you expecting her to go easy on you if you flirt with her?”



“Don’t be ridiculous,” he said. “She’s old enough to be my…”



He trailed off, realizing how hollow that argument would ring in Jess’s ears, of all people.



“This is one of the many reasons why it would make so much more sense for me to be the one in charge of your apprenticeship,” she said, with a sigh. “I know you and your ways. Miss Mass is, in my opinion, uniquely unprepared for the
 challenge
 you’re going to pose.”



“I have no idea what you’re talking about,” he said, waving his hand. “She’s a good teacher. Honestly, I’m learning a lot. She hasn’t been going easy on me. I still have the remnants of a black eye to attest to that.”



“This isn’t a game, Will,” said Jess. “Take this seriously. Take
 her
 seriously, as a person and not just a new target for your… energy.”



“I am,” he said. “Look, I know you really wanted to be my mentor on this, but does it matter who takes on that role if I still get there in the end? I already told you that I have no intention of joining her team.”



Jess sighed and sank down onto the couch. “I know. You’re right. I just… I can’t tell you how much I love seeing you like this. I want to capture these memories as much as I did back when you were little, the way you are when you’re learning new things.”



“I think we need to spend some time together,” he said. “You and me, right here, right now. Let’s have our movie date.”



“It’s not a date,” said Jess, fighting a smile, “but that sounds really nice, and I’d like that. Are you planning on taking your costume off first?”



“I’m mostly naked underneath, but sure.”



Jess laughed and threw a pillow at him. “You are such a pain.”



“What if I have to spring into action to save some poor, forlorn maiden in danger?” he asked. “Evil can strike at any time, from any direction.”



He made a show of searching the room for imaginary enemies, sucking in a breath like he’d seen one. Jess gasped as he scooped her up in his arms, briefly grabbing his bicep so tight that one of her fingernails almost dug in.



“I… didn’t realize you were so strong,” she said.



“Of course, I’m strong, ma’am. I am a hero, after all.”



“Ma’am?” Jess quirked her mouth sideways.



“
 Miss
 . Now allow me to get you to safety!”



She laughed as he ran around the room, dodging nonexistent enemies and attacks, and then pushed through the door into the bedroom. He tossed her onto the bed, still pantomiming the intense fight to get her safe against evil.



Jess was loving it, and she didn’t stop him as he smoothly shifted from pretending to shield her with his heroic body to kissing her with his heroic lips, touching her with, well, admittedly less than heroic hands.



“
 Lockpick
 ,” she whispered, tracing the crimson five and his pectoral muscles underneath. “My hero.”



He kissed her neck and slid his hand between her legs. She had on a pair of black workout leggings, and he could feel the soft flesh of her thighs as though the boundary layer wasn’t even there.



“Now, that’s not quite a heroic deed,” she whispered.



“I think my deeds speak for themselves.”



Jess crossed her legs and propped her head up on a crooked arm, expression severe. “How would your girlfriend feel about you frolicking with some innocent maiden?”



“She prefers the term ‘sex buddy.’”



“William Carrol!”



“What?” He slid in close, grinding his cock into her ass, breathing on her neck. “She does. That’s what we are to each other.”



“That’s… mmm.”



“You saw for yourself last night.”



Jess glared at him, but it was forced, almost comical. “You’re sure the two of you were completely safe?”



“I already told you I used a condom. Avery has plenty here.”



She made a little growling noise, clearly annoyed by him knowing where the condoms were in this particular apartment as well. “You are just too much. If you keep going like this, you’re going to get yourself into
 serious
 trouble.”



“Today I was the one getting you out of trouble, miss,” he said, voice somewhere between roguish and heroic.



She grabbed a fistful of the front of his costume and pulled him to her, kissing him hard on the lips. He wondered if she was thinking about something other than how wrong what they were currently doing was. Him and Mist under that blanket last night, the couch sweaty and creaking on the floor? Him and Avery, on this very same bed, no less, fucking like teenagers with an itch to scratch?



“Oh…” moaned Jess. “Why do you want me so badly?”



She rolled onto her stomach, pushing her butt ever so slightly into the air, as if maybe, just maybe, this was the time.



“Jess,” he whispered. “I’m… getting a condom.”



“Don’t you dare!” She grabbed his wrist, holding him in place with a gentle, superstrength-enforced grip. “LP… I don’t understand you. I love you
 so much
 , but this is just so wrong. What kind of woman would I even be if I let you…?”



She trailed off. Will started pulling her pants down, but she stopped him again and he let up, content to just rock forward, hump himself into her. A single thrust inside her would have been enough to make him blow, he was sure of it.



“You’re the woman I love,” he said. “The woman who raised me, who took care of me, taught me everything I needed to know. I don’t know why I want to so badly, but I just do… even if it’s wrong.”



“Thank you for admitting it, at least,” she whispered. “It is wrong, Will. Wrong, and dirty, and impulsive… forbidden. It probably wouldn’t even be all that…”



Good
 was probably what she’d been about to say. Will slid his hand into her pants as she’d been strolling toward the end of her sentence, rubbing his index and middle fingers in a line across her damp panties.



She quivered and pushed her butt higher into the air for him. He didn’t waste a second, stripping off both the top and bottom part of his costume and getting his cock out of his boxers. He saw Jess’s eyes widen as it came into view, along with her defenses going back up. He needed a different strategy if he was going to properly seduce her.



“You know,” he whispered, still rubbing her panties. “Avery has some interesting stuff in the drawer next to her bed.”



“And just how would you know about that?” she asked.



He pulled her panties aside and briefly eased a finger into her. Jess leaned even more forward, bunching her body up and looking so lewd that he almost lost control.



He reached into Avery’s bottom bedside drawer. Everything was still there – a vibrator, massage oil, a set of fuzzy handcuffs, a bunch of unused condoms. He reached for the vibrator, turning it on as he brought it out.



“Not happening, mister,” she said. “I prefer the real thing to toys, and
 that’s
 not happening, either.”



“Hold on,” he said, still bringing the vibrator toward her body. “What if I just…?”



She moved the second before he touched her thigh with it, pushing him down flat on his back and reaching across him to the drawer. The fuzzy cuffs came out, and she put them on him before her could stop her. They were a toy, and he knew that he could snap out of them if he really wanted to.



Did he
 really
 want to?



“That’s better,” said Jess. “Finally. Some breathing room. Let’s see what else is in here.”



“Condoms,” he said playfully.



“I believe the decision is mine.”



“Because I let you have it,” he said.



Jess smirked and held his gaze. “Because you love me.”



And he did, utterly and completely.



She got up and, with eager steps, ran off into the living room.



“What are you doing?” he called.



“Grabbing a towel.”



She also ditched most of her clothing, coming back in just bra and panties. Will smiled as he watched her grab the massage oil and open the bottle.



“You look tense, LP,” she said, in a sultry voice. “How about I give you a massage?”



“That sounds perfect,” he said, leaning his head back.



Their teasing had gone on for too long and his balls were starting to ache. Watching her with a devious smile on her face, eager to get him off and bring him relief, made him feel like he simply
 had
 to come as soon as possible.



She straddled his stomach and poured the massage oil onto his chest. Her smile waned slightly as the oil ran off his skin and onto the sheets.



“I suppose I’ll have to do a load of laundry after this,” she said. “At least now I don’t have to worry about you coming on the sheets.”



She reached around to give his cock a small squeeze with her hot, oil-slick fingers. Will groaned, more turned on by how she was talking than the brief moment of contact.



“You get so worked up, LP.” She slid downward, rubbing the oil across his body with her own skin. “Maybe you do need
 something
 like this. Someone to help you calm down.”



He nodded, staring in dumb silence as he felt her breasts drag along either side of his cock. She still had her bra on, but it hardly mattered with the oil. She kept going, his cock leaving a dab of oil or something else as it grazed her cheek.



“A nice massage to help you get all of the stress out,” she whispered, sliding up again. “As long as you behave, and ask nicely…”



Her thighs briefly rubbed against Will’s cock, and a small diagonal motion of her hips suddenly allowed the tip past her panties. She blinked, a far-off look taking over her expression as his erection tapped at the precipice of entering her.



“Whoops,” she said, with a shuddering breath. “Mmm, LP. You have to… be more careful.”



He jiggled the cuffs and smirked at her. This was the strategy, right here. She wanted control. Could she stay in control?



“I think we… need more oil,” whispered Jess.



She sank lower, briefly taking his tip into her before gasping and rolling sideways, her body curling and tensing almost as though even just that had been enough to get her off. Will felt her hand close on his tool, fingers closing like she was holding on for balance.



“Jess,” he whispered. “I need to come.”



“Of course, you do, sweetie,” she whispered, voice breathy. “No sex buddy on hand for you, so you’ll have to settle… for me.”



She took her bra off and began rubbing her upper body against his erection, pouring on more oil. The motion made lewd, slimy noises, but the sight was beautiful, transcendent. Jess, big breasts and nipples and even her lips and cheek rubbing against his cock, moving for his pleasure. She had this loving look in her eyes, this deep reassurance that she’d keep going as long as it took and never mind the mess.



“Jess!” He yanked at the cuffs, pulling one of his hands loose, and greedily grabbed at the back of her head.



Jess kept her lips closed, but that only made the result even dirtier as his cock spurted all over her face and hair. She kept moving, still rubbing her breasts and cheek into his erection as it soiled her with his seed.



They both had to catch their breath. The sexy kimono gown was on the floor next to the bed, and Will had to suppress a wave of memories as he watched Jess grab it and pull it on. He checked his phone, frowning as he noticed a missed call from Sebastian.



“My probation officer is on his way over here, I would assume,” he muttered.



“Mmm,” said Jess. “You should take a shower first.”



She walked him to the door. Will furrowed his brow.



“Are you going to stay in here?” he asked.



“I didn’t sleep well last night, no thanks to a certain someone and his
 sex buddy
 ,” she said. “I think I’ll take a nap.”



“Okay.” He kissed her on the cheek. “I love you.”



“I love you, too.”



He closed the door and faintly heard Jess locking it behind him. He stayed where he was for half a minute before pressing his ear back against it to listen.



From within the bedroom, the faint hum of an electric motor could clearly be heard, along with Jess’s soft, stifled moans.



She prefers the real thing… What a dirty little liar.



 










CHAPTER 20




 



Will was fresh out of the shower when Sebastian knocked at the door. He quickly threw on a pair of boxers and sweatpants and came out to open it, not thinking about the fact that he was shirtless until the other man was already inside.



“Ah,” said Sebastian. “You have tattoos. Why am I not surprised?”



“They’re from another life,” muttered Will.



“Another life in which you apparently considered the motto of the Power Realists to be worth permanently inscribing on your chest?”



“Yeah,” he replied curtly.



“Let me make one thing clear to you, Mr. Sorling. I consider the mindset of that group to be one of the most dangerous, toxic ideologies in existence. They’ve done more damage to the world and the people in it than few other super-associated organizations.”



“I know,” said Will. “Trust me, I know. I’m not a member anymore and, to be completely honest, they want to kill me because of it.”



The admission clearly caught Sebastian off guard. He frowned, eyeing Will as though unsure as to whether he believed him.



“Do the local heroes know of your past?” he asked. “If that is the case, you should make it clear so you have assistance to call on if you’re ever in danger.”



“Only my family knows, along with all my former inmates.”



“I should speak with Ms. Sorling about this.” Sebastian took a step toward the bedroom. “Is she home?”



“She’s in the middle of a much-needed nap,” said Will, with a chuckle. “She gets super irritable when her naps are interrupted, but I’m sure she’d be open to discussing it later.”



“Are you mocking me, Mr. Sorling?” asked Sebastian.



“What? No, of course not.”



“This is a serious matter,” he said. “Given the Power Realists’ current residence within Lancaster City itself, it may affect whether it’s even suitable for you to be working with the local heroes in such a close capacity.”



“If anything, it gives me
 more
 motivation to do my job,” said Will. “I know the men we’re up against. The heroes would be lacking any insight into their thinking without me.”



“Yes, well, all things considered, I don’t think it would be appropriate to simply take your word for it,” said Sebastian. “I will need to discuss this with Miss Mass and, when she’s better rested, Relic. For the time being, it would be prudent to reduce your role to more of a background capacity.”



Sebastian left without saying goodbye or anything else. Will gritted his teeth, feeling like he wanted to punch something.
 Someone
 , actually, though doing so would only make his situation that much more compromised.



“Ah.” Jess let out a sigh as she came out from the bedroom. “Did I just miss Mr. Gall?”



“Yeah,” said Will. He smiled as he looked at her, taking in her flushed face, a few dried bits of his seed still stuck in her hair, and the sexy kimono. “Feel better after your nap?”



“Much. It was
 just
 what I needed.”



“I bet,” he said.



“I’m going to take a shower and run some errands,” said Jess. “The community center has been acting as a temporary residence for unhoused youths in the time since the attack. I haven’t been involved and they understand, but I would still like to check in with them.”



“Sure,” he said. “Back in time for dinner?”



“I doubt it. I could pick something up to bring home later if you and Rue don’t want to fend for yourselves.”



“Sure,” he said. “Where is Rue, anyway?”



“Over at Becca’s. She should be home soon.”



“Alright. I’ll hang around here until she gets back.”



She kissed him on the cheek before slipping into the bathroom to get ready. Will took an actual nap on the couch, waking up as Jess slipped out through the door. Rue was home within the hour, noisily kicking off her shoes and making room for herself on the couch by his feet.



“That was quite the stunt you pulled last night,” she said. “I’m surprised Mom didn’t kill you, or at least ban Mist from the house.”



“I think she considered it, in both cases. You sure you’re not mad at me, too?”



“I know you too well to be mad at you for being the way that you are,” said Rue, with a sigh. "Just be more quiet next time. I don't like having your sex life thrust into my face in the form of crazy eyes and slutty blue hair.”



“You’re part of that sex life,” he said.



Rue made a face that made him wish he could take the comment back. He remembered the bounty and felt like it was as good a time to get answers as any.



“Can I ask you something?” he said.



“You can, though I feel like that question never leads to good places.”



He crossed his feet in her lap, sitting up a little. “Did you know about CamCasters’ new bounty feature?”



Rue blinked, hesitating long enough for her silence to be its own answer. “…Yeah.”



“Why didn’t you tell me about it?”



She shrugged. “Come on, LP. You know exactly why. You get hard for anything with a pulse, and throwing seven grand into the mix would be like pouring out gasoline beside an open flame.”



“The bounty for you to get banged is up to ten grand now.”



“That’s not my… wait, seriously?”



She took out her phone and opened the app, though her attention was split between him and the screen.



“Look… I want my first time to be special,” she said. “I know how corny that must sound to you with all your experience and your slutty little sex buddy, but…”



“Cammie, come on.” He shifted to sit next to her, holding one of her hands. “I completely understand. If you’re not comfortable, or if you want to save yourself for marriage… someone special… I wouldn’t blame you.”



“Seriously?”



“You’re my sister,” he said. “I want what’s best for you. I want you to have the kind of experiences in life that a smart, attractive, awesome young woman deserves.”



“That is not what I was implying, you dork,” she said.



He shook his head. “Okay, then what were you implying?”



“Jesus, LP, are you really going to make me say it?”



“Say what?”



“I…” She looked away, and then back at him, her brown eyes serious and vulnerable. “It’s yours if you want it. You know… my v-card. My first time.”



“If I want it?”



Of course he wanted it, but he could tell from her tone that it was an emotional thing for her.



“What I’m saying is…” She shrugged. “I want it to be you. I want my
 first time
 to be with you. God, that’s so messed up, but it’s not like I haven’t been thinking about it a lot… debating it with myself. I want it to be with you, but absolutely not on stream.”



He chuckled. Rue grabbed a pillow and hit him with it.



“You jerk!”



“I wasn’t laughing at you,” he said. “Well, okay, I was, but not at what you said. You’re just unbelievably cute sometimes.”



“Yeah, it’s just such a
 cute
 thing for me to tell my brother that I want him to pop my cherry.”



He cupped her cheek, let his thumb gently brush her lips. “Unbelievably cute, along with all sorts of fucked up.”



Rue cleared her throat. “Do you know when, um, Mom is going to be home?”



He winced. “She said sometime later, but didn’t specify whether that meant the evening or the night.”



Rue was quiet for a while. She gestured for him to slide over and lay down with her head in his lap. Will gently stroked her curly hair, content to just have her be close and comfortable.



“I’m also not sure if I’ll ever be comfortable having sex on stream,” she whispered. “It just feels like it might be going too far.”



“We’ve already done quite a bit on stream, Cammie.”



“Yeah, but real sex would be different.” She shrugged, still lying across him. “Or maybe not. What do I know? I’m still a virgin.”



“Hey, I’m not going to push you if you don’t feel up to it,” he said. “Money isn’t something we should make serious life decisions around, even if it is ten grand.”



“Closer to eleven now.” Rue had her phone out and angled it up for him to see the bounty info.



“How high do you think it’ll go before it tops out?”



“Depends on how badly a bunch of horny men on the internet want to see me get plowed.”










CHAPTER 21




 



“Alright, I’m headed out,” said Will, a few minutes later.



“What?” Rue frowned and pulled her head up off his lap. “To go where?”



“I’ve been infiltrating the Power Realists as Decay. They’re having some kind of recruitment test tonight.”



Rue sighed, looking annoyed, if not surprised. “What am I supposed to tell Mom?”



“Tell her I went on a date with Mist.”



Rue made a pouty face. “She might end up being more irritated by that than if you’d just dipped out without saying anything.”



“Then tell her I dipped out without saying anything.” He kissed Rue on both cheeks. “Thanks, Rue.”



“Be safe, LP.”



He took his Decay costume with him as he set out toward the junkyard, lamenting the loss of his motorcycle. The city was still in rough shape, and though he would have needed to be careful on the roads with the bike, it was still infinitely preferable to traveling on foot.



The sun was down by the time he got to the junkyard. He changed in an alleyway a block or so away, stripping off his normal clothing with haste and carefully putting on his costume. He’d arrived armed again, machete and penknife. Theoretically, they were weapons that the Power Realists might recognize, as he’d also taken them with him into the Exclusion Zone, so he resolved to keep them low until he absolutely needed them out.



Erik’s doubles were standing guard right where they had been last time. Will marveled at the way their initial reactions to him synced up with inhuman perfection, brows furrowing, curious smiles revealing faint, matching laugh lines.



“Another potential recruit returns,” said the double on the right.



“I don’t know whether I’m relieved to see that it’s you at the gate or disappointed,” said Will.



“You’re going to want to be careful tonight, Decay.”



“Of what?” He folded his arms, leaning into whispering distance.



“I can’t say,” said the double. “In part, it’s the same reason why I took this contract in the first place. Shit’s fucked.”



Neither double said anything more, and Will continued through the gate as it opened. Erik had never been one to exaggerate, which left him expecting to instantly walk into a scene of chaos, but the gathering was, if anything, more subdued than it had been the previous night.



He kept expecting to be called out, for someone to attack him from behind or strip his hood down, but it never happened. The other potential recruits including the teenager Glass had singled out all treated him with mutual respect, staying to themselves but not actively avoiding him.



Which wasn’t to say that there wasn’t anything of interest going on amid the gathering. Bonespur was standing next to the girl Will had seen him with when he’d gotten food with Miss Mass. He was talking to Glass, who made a joke Will couldn’t overhear and reached out to touch the girl’s face.



Bonespur’s face took on a dark edge, but he didn’t say anything, letting Glass turn the girl’s face left and right before giving a slow nod as though he’d just approved of the purchase of a horse. The Power Realists’ apparent interim leader climbed on top of one of the large trucks scattered throughout the junkyard and whistled through his teeth.



“Tonight is the night,” he shouted, once the crowd had quieted. “Put your tampons in. Strap your diapers on. We’re going on a little field trip outside the city. How far? Depending on who you ask, just a few minutes outside of town… or into hell itself.”



Glass let his words settle in as he paced across the roof of the truck. “That’s right. We’re playing capture the flag in the Exclusion Zone, boys and girls. Your objective is to head out beyond the fence, run to one of two predetermined points, grab a flag, bring it back. You do that, and you’re in.”



He started laughing, as did most of the tenured members of the gang. Will could sense the tension among the other recruits, some of them looking around as though they were reconsidering their desire to pledge their allegiance. Will wasn’t worried, given his previous experience in the Exclusion Zone, but something felt off about his old gang’s amusement.



“I’m a merciful man,” called Glass. “I’ll take it easy. Bit of a softie, don’t tell the big boss, but it’s true. If you want to walk away, now is your chance. The second we get in those trucks, you either come back with a flag or not at all. We won’t let you back through the fence without one. Clear?”



The crowd was silent.



“Am I fucking clear?” boomed Glass.



The recruits all shouted in response, minus Will.



 



***



 



They loaded up into the backs of two separate military-grade transport trucks, recruits sitting shoulder to shoulder. Will was in between Francisco, the teenager with the blood bending power, and a short-haired twenty-something with big boobs.



“I’ve never seen one of them before,” muttered Francisco. “The mutants. In person, I mean.”



“Then you were an idiot to agree to this,” said Will.



“You have?” The short-haired woman set a hand on his thigh. “Maybe we should stick together out there, then. Strength in numbers.”



“I’m not about to be chaperoning anyone else.” He brushed her hand off his leg and let his fingers curl around the handle of his machete.



“Be that way,” said the woman.



“I have to do this,” muttered Francisco. “I’m sick of sleeping in the streets. This is my way out. Me and my sister.”



“If you think this is a way out, then you need to seriously reconsider your choices.”



“Shut the fuck up back there,” boomed Gallop, the truck’s driver.



They were silent for the rest of the way, though it wasn’t a long drive. Lancaster City was within easy commuting distance of the Exclusion Fence. The trucks drove right up to one of the secondary gates, which normally would have had a handful of federal agents stationed at a guard post next to it.



They were still there, but calling them federal agents rather than compromised assets would have been giving them too much credit. Gallop ushered the potential recruits out of the truck, and Glass was doing the same with the group who’d ridden with him.



They were lined up in two rows at the gate. The clouds were out, making the sky unusually dark aside from the brief stretches in which the full moon managed to poke through the veil. The night felt off, and it took Will a moment to realize exactly why that was.



All of the sounds of normal nightlife are coming from this side of the fence. The crickets, the birds… it’s dead silent in the Exclusion Zone.



“And here we are,” said Glass. “No backing out now. If any of you try to run, I’m afraid I will have to order my men to chase you down and take you out. At this point, you either join or you die.”



Nobody said a thing. Glass made his way over to the guard tower and scaled the scaffolding, coming to a stop behind a large spotlight on a swivel set atop the observation post.



“Here’s a sneak preview of what you’ll be facing,” he called. “Don’t say I didn’t warn you.”



He swept the spotlight’s beam across the area of the Exclusion Zone nearest to the border. Will was familiar with the terrain: overgrown roads, abandoned buildings, the occasional rusted out car… but that wasn’t all Glass’s sneak preview revealed.



There were mutants there, predators that were hard to mark as once having been coyotes or wolves or large cats in the dead of night. Glass’s spotlight swept across three over the course of perhaps fifteen seconds, implying a density of monsters that was far beyond what Will had experienced during his own trip down the highway.



“Welcome to the gauntlet,” said Glass. “My recommendation is for you to run as fast as you can, and when you have to fight, don’t hold back. A lot of you are going to die, but that’s just life. That’s just the invisible hand of the market. Sink or swim… it’s up to you.”



He panned the spotlight deeper into the distance, perhaps half a mile southwest. “That’s where the red flags are. Everyone in the left line will be heading in that direction. And over here…” He brought the beam around the other way, revealing an old farmhouse slightly deeper in the Exclusion Zone. “…are the blue flags. Get the flag, bring it back, try not to die. Fight off anything that attacks you, including your fellow participants. This is not a team exercise.”



Glass waved a hand to the bribed agents at the gate controls. “The door will open once every five minutes for the next two hours. You’ll have to watch for it, plan your approach back just right. We won’t be opening it for those of you who come in screaming in between entries with mutants fucking you in the ass. Timing is everything.”



He folded his arms, letting his words sink in. “Any questions?”



A few hands went up.



“I was just asking if there
 were
 any questions, not volunteering to answer them. First two in each line, step the fuck up.”



Two incredibly nervous-looking men stepped forward, one tall and one short. The gate creaked like rusty chains against concrete as the agents slowly pulled it open. There was a moment of hesitation that Will felt in his gut, despite it not even being his turn, as the two men stared dumbly into the darkness.



“The fuck are you waiting for?” Glass snapped his finger and gestured at Gallop. “If they don’t run out themselves, push them out!”



Gallop and Bonespur grabbed the two men and thrust them forward. One of them let out a shout of surprise as the gate began closing behind him and made to grab at it. The electricity had been turned back on in the time since Will’s own jaunt across the fence, and the man tensed and then abruptly staggered backward, fingers seizing from the shock to his nervous system.



“Was that the one you bet money on, Gallop?” called Glass.



“Nope,” said Gallop. “My bet’s on the creep in the hood.”



Will snorted and pulled his hood closer to his face.










CHAPTER 22




 



Will was third in line, which gave him a ten-minute wait before his turn beyond the fence. A lot… can happen in ten minutes.



The screams began within a few breaths of the first two recruits running out into the night. There was a flash of purple sparks – no doubt from one of the men using his power – followed by an unholy scream, followed by the faint echo of crunching jaws and a death gurgle.



“You might want to start getting ready,” Glass said to the next two up, with a smile.



The other man whose trial hadn’t ended with an unfortunately brutal start doubled back to the gate and began pleading for mercy, talking so fast that nobody could hear what he was saying, not that it mattered. Glass bellowed in his face, summoning a few vicious projectiles to whip in the man’s direction until he finally ran back out into the night.



“Ready?” Glass asked the next two.



It was the short-haired woman, Kaitlin, she was apparently called, and an older man who Will recognized from Mastodon as a super named Chameleon. They both nodded, looking resolved to the situation after witnessing the alternatives.



The gate screeched open, and Chameleon and Kaitlin took off in different directions, both running at a dead sprint. There was a flash of fire from Kaitlin’s side as she apparently used her power on the first of the mutants, and the gentle breeze carried the deceptively enticing smell of cooked meat.



“Mmm, barbecue,” chuckled Glass. “I like her.”



“I bet you do!” snorted Gallop.



Will wondered if their banter was intentional, a way of keeping the recruits from fixating too much on the screams which had begun anew. His heart pounded in his chest, simple anticipation butting up against his earlier confidence. He knew he could pull this off, make his way successfully through the trial… but it seemed like such a stupid risk when the payoff measured only in more opportunities for violence.



“Next up,” called Glass. “The mysterious hood and Bloody Francisco.”



Will eyed Francisco in the line to his left. The teenager was trembling so much that it was surprising he could stay upright as he approached the gate. He hated the kernel of empathy he felt for the kid. It would be so much easier to brush his death off if he was a horrid human being, rather than a deeply misguided one.



“Use your power,” muttered Will. “Don’t rush. Listen, and try to stay aware of what’s going on around you.”



“No talking!” barked Bonespur. “Hold on a second…”



He took a step toward Will, leaning his head sideways as though trying to get a look under his hood.



“You look familiar,” said Bonespur.



“Of course he does,” said Glass. “He built up a bit of a reputation in the city before coming to us, not that it’s worth a shit now. Delay or Deny or something. Fought Relic to a stalemate.”



Bonespur leaned closer, eyes suddenly going wide. “Fucking hell! I shouldn’t have taken that bet.”



The gate opened with an ominous metal screech. Will was running in the same instant Glass gave the signal, pulling out both of his weapons. He’d closed his eyes in the last few seconds of waiting to help adjust his eyes to true night, but it only made so much difference.



Something was ahead of him, running hard and breathing heavy. Human, probably, rather than an abomination. He slowed, turning in a complete circle, relying more on his ears than his eyes. A tree rustled as the wind fluttered its leaves far to his left. A tongue clicked behind him, followed by a low, rumbling growl.



He spun and slashed, machete sinking into the mouth of a mutant that had nearly staged a successful ambush. The blade didn’t stop or slow down as he applied his power, peeling back the top portion of the monster like the tear tab of a padded delivery envelope.



He heard a surprised scream from far to the left and made the mistake of looking that way in time to be blinded by an intensely bright flash of fire in the distance. His night vision was tenuous enough to be completely undone by it, and he had to take a second to blink and stand around like a fool.



Heavy footsteps approached from the front, mutants, and more than one. He hacked into the neck of a two-headed dog, watching the eyes of one head bulge and spasm while the other continued to snap his teeth.



Stabbing left with his penknife, he only just avoided taking a bite to the thigh from another mutant dog that likely would have ended his trial prematurely. A missing chunk of flesh from a leg wasn’t something he could effectively mend, not in the time he’d be working with.



There were too many mutants, and it was setting off alarm bells in his head. There shouldn’t have been so many this close to the fence, where gunfire and regular patrols and even the electrified barrier itself could keep them in check.



Absently, he wondered if the Power Realists had decided to move into Lancaster City of their own volition, or if they’d been forced northward by a greater threat. A screech came from above Will. He hacked through the air, cutting into a mutant bird of some sort that dropped to the ground, bleeding and seizing.



He sped up, running fast and suddenly wanting the trial to be over with. He was headed for the farmhouse that Glass had highlighted. The outline of it was visible against the dark horizon, an old ranch with a massive barn and a partially collapsed grain silo.



Shapes were moving outside, though it was hard to discern whether they were human or mutant from a distance. He stayed low as he ran forward, stopping to listen when the moment felt right. Heavy, panicked breathing, along with the scuffle of mutant feet.



He burst into the barn in the same moment he heard a blood-rending scream. A pack of mutant dogs had forced the boy from earlier, Francisco, into the far corner, underneath the hay loft. The flags were near the front, and Will surmised that he’d run into the building without checking his surroundings.



It was already too late. Francisco screamed as he went down amidst a surge of monsters, one of them opening a huge set of jaws to take a deep bite of flesh from his upper shoulder. It was already too late… but still.



Will hacked the first few mutant dogs apart without any resistance. It was easy to seize the element of surprise on these creatures, so base and instinctual, during their frenzied feeding. Two were left, and they finally turned on him as it became clear he was a pressing threat.



The first snapped its blackened teeth at his wrist. He dodged back, spinning into a slash to cut the leg off the second, which crumpled to the ground in a thrashing heap. The remaining dog immediately leapt onto him, catching him at the most awkward possible angle to try to dodge from.



Will went down with the monster on top of him, three hundred pounds at least of mutated muscle and oversized teeth. The grotesque beast hissed and stretched its jaw past the point it should have been able to open, pushing forward with the clear intent of taking his head off.



He snapped his penknife open in the hand of the arm that wasn’t pinned and cut the mutant snout down to size, flaunting his weapon while taking away his opponent’s. He slashed its neck, and it finally went still.



Francisco was groaning and rapidly bleeding out in the corner of the barn. Will swore under his breath and walked over to him, dropping to a crouch alongside him. He had three or four bite wounds, each gory enough to do a man in on its own.



“Sorry, kid,” muttered Will. “What’s your sister’s name?”



“…What?”



“Your sister. I’ll check in on her if you want her kept safe.”



Francisco made a choking noise and slapped a hand down on the wooden barn slats. From several different points around the barn, including within the mutants Will had just dispatched, blood and flesh began pulling toward the teenager, floating through the air like meatier bits of dandelion fluff.



“Jesus, dude,” muttered Will. He let out a whistle, watching as blood and bits of flesh fell back into the gaps missing from Francisco’s body. He’d probably have some mean scars afterward even if he survived… or maybe not? It was hard to tell, with a power like that.



“It only works if I can… put the pieces back quickly.” Francisco grimaced and sat up. “It also… makes me…”



Will took a step back in time to put himself outside of the range of Francisco’s projectile vomit, which really was just the cherry on top of the mess that was the blood and entrails of the mutants littering the barn floor.



“Nauseous,” finished Francisco.



“I got that part, yeah,” said Will. “Can you walk?”



“I… need help.”



“Here.” Will grabbed two flags, one for each of them, and stuffed one into the front of Francisco’s shirt before stooping to offer him a shoulder. “We’ll move fast.”



“Glass said this wasn’t a team sport.”



“I don’t give a fuck what Glass said. You’re welcome to go it alone if you want to try to fend off the mutants in your current state.”



“…Thanks.”










CHAPTER 23




 



Will left the barn with Francisco, dragging the boy along as much as supporting him. The night was thick with screams, other recruits dying or begging for help in the distance. Too many for him or anyone else to do anything about.



It was easier heading back toward the gate, with the evenly spaced lights of the Exclusion Fence lighting up their destination as though the illumination demarcated civilization. It was those lights that let Will see exactly why he needed to move quickly.



A massive horde of mutants had gathered along the edge of the fence, a few hundred, at least, though he could only see the ones near enough to be within the light’s touch. Gallop, the Power Realists’ resident speedster, was leading them away from the gate by taunting them from the other side of the fence, and for good reason.



They are recruiting,
 thought Will.
 They don’t want to lose every potential member to the dangers of the test.



It wasn’t until he’d made it most of the way back and had begun to take his survival for granted that Will gave the horde of mutants the consideration it deserved. The rule of thumb concerning mutants, offspring of powerful abominations, that he’d been taught as a young hero was that for every one he could see, there were usually a dozen more within the area.



Doing the math on how many more would be lurking in the distance after seeing that many was deeply unsettling. On top of that, it wasn’t as though they just sprouted from nowhere. For there to be that many implied a purpose. Even as mindless as the mutants were, a food shortage within this section of the Exclusion Zone might be enough to draw them toward the fence.



He had to get back to Lancaster City and tell the heroes. The risk was simply too high. It wasn’t a question of
 if
 the horde would be a threat to the other side of the fence, but
 when
 .



“They’re going back toward the gate,” muttered Francisco. “What are they doing?”



Gallop staggered a few steps back from the fence, holding one of his eyes and cringing in pain. Part of the massive mutant pack stayed alongside him, continuing to test the fence and its electricity by flinging their bodies pointlessly against it. Another group of monsters doubled back to the gate. The short-haired pyromancer from earlier was being let back in, and she flung herself forward at a sprint in front of a clump of mutants slipping in alongside her.



“Fuck,” muttered Will.



Glass and the others quickly put them down, but all of them eyed the gate warily. He knew exactly what they were thinking – whether it was worth the risk to collect the remaining potential recruits, given how many were already dead.



“Time to pick up the pace.” Will heaved Francisco over his shoulder and booked it toward the gate. He closed the last few hundred feet as Glass, Bonespur, and Gallop were in discussion over what came next. Old memories of him fighting the three within the Exclusion Zone reminded Will to make absolutely sure his hood was still in place.



“What the fuck…” called Glass. “What did I say? Not a fucking team sport. If he’s coming back in, it has to be on his own two feet.”



“He can walk,” said Will gruffly. “Right?”



“Uh…” Francisco staggered sideways as he was set back down, but managed to remain upright.



The gate creaked open just far enough for them both to slip through sideways ahead of a sudden surge of mutants. One forced its head and upper body through, berserk in its need to consume flesh. Glass put it down with a few spear-like shards of glass, tutting and shaking his head.



“I was worried this trial would be too easy for y’all,” he said. “At least we can be sure that we got all the motherfuckers capable of surviving when shit hits the fan.”



“You needed to see that,” said Gallop. “To
 really
 understand what’s going on. There’s going to be a reckoning, a purge. Proof of the fact that we are the next step for humanity. Proof that God gave us our powers so we could be the ones to survive that shit out there.”



He stabbed a finger back beyond the fence.



“Easy with all the religious shit,” said Glass. “Not that you don’t have a point. You’re Power Realists now. We look out for each other, for our own. That includes your sister, little Francisco. That includes anyone that’s useful to us. If hell itself comes tearing down that fence, we’ll stand strong.”



A roar of support came from the other members of the gang present.



“There might be more alive out there,” said Francisco, frowning as he looked first at Will and then back into the Exclusion Zone. “Maybe we should…”



“Get in the back of the fucking truck,” snarled Glass.



They all piled in and set off, no doubt headed back to the junkyard for a night of celebration for the few who’d survived. Out of the original group who’d been with Will in the back of the second truck, only Francisco and Kaitlin had survived.



“That was fun,” said Kaitlin. “I always get this… rush when I use my power to kill things.”



Francisco didn’t say anything. Will leaned his head back against the side of the truck and tried to think through what’d just happened. His assumption that the Power Realists would be the largest threat to Lancaster City seemed a little foolish now, or at least only true within the context of humans fighting humans.



He was tired and almost fell asleep on the way back. The sound of hands and fists pounding on the sides of the truck snapped him back into focus. Not an attack, but the rest of his old gang welcoming the successful recruits back from their trial.



The truck opened, and he climbed out, immediately having a bottle of beer shoved into his hand by Tinkerbell, a super he’d previously taken hostage to escape the Power Realists’ old base within the Exclusion Zone. He took a single sip, passed it to Francisco, and used the commotion as a chance to slip out of the junkyard.



Around the corner and out of costume, Will sat down on the stoop of an abandoned building and thought about what had just happened, how things had changed. The Exclusion Fence at risk, a single bad day away from suffering a breach that would put his hometown under siege.



There was no solution, no simple answer to the question of what to do next. He had to let Relic, the Drifters, and the Second Advent know what was coming, but it wasn’t as though he could simply recount to them his foray into the Power Realists as a spy without repercussions. He was still a junior hero, still very much on probation.



He was going to have to get creative.



 



***



 



FIVE YEARS EARLIER



 



Lockpick needed $50,000 to get Halberd out of jail, which was sort of a problem. It was a stupid amount of money – the actual number itself enough to be outside of his means to easily raise on his own while still being low enough to make him feel like there should be a way to come up with it.



He sat in the driver’s seat of his and Halberd’s car, tapping a pen against the steering wheel while holding a palm-sized notebook. He’d only come up with a single idea so far, one he’d written down and crossed out twice.



ROB A BANK



“Yeah, just go rob a bank,” he muttered, shaking his head.



Even if he could plan out a successful bank robbery, figure out a way to cut into one of their vaults with his power… what then? They kept records of the serial numbers of every bill they stored. He’d have to rob the bank and then rush to the jail to bail Halberd out before they discovered the money missing. It wasn’t impossible, but there were just so many failure points. Even if he succeeded, they wouldn’t be “free men,” just running for new reasons.



Where else was he supposed to find that much money outside of a bank?



He turned the question over. What else could he potentially steal that was worth that kind of money? Maybe he could rob a mansion, steal some diamond jewelry, sell it off like he and Halberd had sold the diamond axe months earlier? It was potentially an option, but few pawn shops would give him anything close to what the jewels would be worth.



Cars. He could steal cars easily enough. Selling them was a completely different matter. He supposed there had to be
 someone
 who would buy them, a gang member or syndicate that might be interested in scooping up a suspicious vehicle for parts.



Then again… gangs had money. Lots of money, and it wasn’t like they could simply deposit their illicit earnings into the bank. Why bother selling them a stolen car when he could just figure out a way to take what he wanted with no legal repercussions?



He liked that idea better than the others, even if it posed challenges of its own. Lockpick started up the car and began driving through the city, slowing as he entered one of the rougher sections of town. He could start here, find a couple of drug dealers, scope out where the money went back to.



There was no trick to it. He’d be earning that money. He might have to
 kill
 for that money, but if he was careful, that could probably be avoided. Robbery with a deadly weapon, deadly power, would still be an incredibly violent affair.



Was this really justified? The end result would be inflicting pain to bail Halberd out of prison. Was it any different really than what Halberd was willing to do to secure his own escape?



He spent a few hours watching the dealers from what he considered to be a relatively circumspect position, acting as though he was reading a novel and talking on his cell phone. It was late in the afternoon when one of them split off from the others, heading back to their safehouse if Lockpick’s assumption was correct.



He followed the dealer on foot, staying as far back as he could while keeping him in view. His heart pounded out a fast rhythm in his chest, but he was as excited as he was nervous. It felt strange to be stalking this young man, barely any older than he was, clad in a stained wifebeater and baggy cargo shorts, as though he’d evolved into a predator overnight.



The feeling vanished as he rounded the corner into the alleyway the dealer had disappeared into half a minute earlier and found himself staring into the barrel of a handgun. He flinched back, pulling his arms in front of his face on reflex.



It was what saved his life. The first bullet tore into his shoulder, the report so loud that it made his ears ring in a distant, tinnitus kind of way. The next two bullets hit him in the chest and stomach, punching matching holes out of his back as they continued straight through his body.



“Fucking narc,” muttered a far-off voice.



Lockpick crumpled into a heap, dazed and confused, but faintly aware that there was something he really should be doing if he wanted to survive the next few minutes.
 Mending
 . He needed to mend the bullet wounds before he bled out, if that was even possible.



He did his best. It wasn’t enough.










CHAPTER 24




 



“I wish I could wake you up like this every morning,” whispered Avery.



Will felt her lips close around his cock, the hot, wet downward sink of her mouth. He groaned and ran his hand through her hair, indulging in the building pleasure as he felt her bob up and down.



“I wish you could too,” he whispered. “Mmm. Why can’t you?”



She sucked on the tip, pulling her lips back with a small, sexy pop. Tears were trickling down from either corner of her eyes.



“Sorry,” she whispered.



He felt reality suddenly flicker and turn over. He was on the couch, not in Avery’s bed. Someone was shaking his shoulder and whispering his name, and he most definitely did have morning wood, but he wasn’t naked, and he wasn’t being blown into wakefulness.



“LP,” whispered Jess. “Hey. Heroes aren’t supposed to sleep in so late.”



He winced, wishing he could just dive back into the dream, hold onto it for a few minutes longer. Hold onto
 Avery
 for a few minutes longer. His heart felt as though it had been kicked by a horse.



“I’m awake,” he mumbled.



“You were talking in your sleep.” Jess’s familiar weight settled down next to him on the couch. “Bad dream?”



“No,” he said, and then considered. “Yes”



He opened his eyes. Jess was already dressed: tight jeans, a black sweater, and a pair of gold hoop earrings that looked like something she’d first bought in the nineties. She was smiling lovingly at him, but her expression shifted in apparent reaction to whatever was on his face.



“Hey…” He sat up, looking at her seriously. “Have you heard anything from Avery?”



“You still haven’t talked to her?” Jess frowned and shook one of his knees as though trying to physically sway him. “You need to make that call, LP. What the heck happened between the two of you, anyway?”



“Do you really want me to answer that question?”



“No…” She shrugged, considering just as he had a moment earlier. “Yes. I mean, I want us to be a family again, even if she’s off doing her own thing. All of us.”



He sighed and fell back onto his pillow. Jess stretched out next to him, playfully poking a finger down on his chest.



“Anyway, you need to wake up,” she said. “We’ve got a meeting with the Drifters and the Second Advent. Now that you’re officially a hero again, you absolutely need to be there.”



“Mmm…” He closed his eyes and let out an exaggerated yawn. “Five more minutes.”



“Not happening, mister.”



He cupped her cheek, thumb brushing her lower lip. “Then help me wake up.”



Jess almost smiled. Key word – almost. Her eyes narrowed into a stern glare that made him wonder if he’d ever really seen her get angry in the morning before. She was a morning person, cheery and bright, and unfortunately, not nearly as sexually adventurous as Avery.



God, I miss Avery.



“I’ve already made you breakfast,” she said. “I believe we still have a movie date scheduled. If you get up and behave yourself today, then, maybe later…”



Her hand slowly spider crept its way down his chest, across his stomach. He sucked in a breath as he felt one of her fingers brush his obvious erection through the blanket.



“You have no idea how mean you’re being right now,” he muttered.



Jess smirked and shifted to stretch out next to him, dangling one of her legs over his. “You haven’t seen my mean side, LP.”



Enough teasing. He snuck a quick kiss, a warning shot of what was to come, and then gave Jess a deeper one. She reacted as though she’d been expecting it, perhaps just too playful in the moment to not kiss back.



He rolled sideways, embracing her from behind and making liberal use of her jean-clad butt. She made an exaggerated gasp of surprise, followed by a scoffing laugh, followed by… a silence that was distinctly sexual in nature.



“You need to calm down, mister,” she whispered. “Watch where you’re… poking that thing around.”



“Oh, trust me,” he whispered, kissing her neck. “I know where I’m poking.”



He let it prod between the tiny passageway formed by both her thighs, just underneath the double swell of her ass. Jess reacted even as she made to sit up. Will hooked his arms around her, drawing out a surprised, playful squeal as he ruthlessly humped himself into her.



“You little horndog!” she laughed. “You’re lucky we have somewhere to be, or…”



“Or?” Will covered her mouth with his, still grinding into her with a full night’s worth of young, masculine arousal.



“Or…” She rubbed his thigh and finished lamely with, “…you’d be in trouble.”



“What’s with all the noise?” grumbled Rue, as she came out from the bedroom.



Jess finally found the requisite willpower and authority to extricate herself from Will’s embrace. “LP is having trouble getting himself up. I was trying to help.”



Her hair was slightly frazzled on one side, and her sweater had ridden up. Rue eyed her skeptically and then glanced at Will, her eyes taking in his cocky smile and obvious bulge under the sheets.



“Does he still need help?” she asked.



“I think Will is very capable of helping himself,” said Jess. She cleared her throat and hurried toward the apartment’s kitchen nook. “We’re going to be heading to a meeting with the heroes, Rue. Any interest in joining us?”



“None whatsoever.” She walked into the kitchen in a baggy t-shirt and not much else and began perusing the fridge. “Can you pick up groceries on your way back? There’s like, nothing to eat here.”



“I’ll see what I can find,” said Jess. “Not much has changed with the shortages.”



“Please at least try,” said Rue. “I am
 so
 hungry.”



“There’s breakfast on the counter.”



“Banana bread? No thanks.” Rue walked by Will slowly on her way back to the bedroom, smirking in a way that made him wish she’d woken up before Jess.



He got dressed and took a slice of banana bread for the road. It wasn’t until he and Jess were both in the car that she finally turned to him and asked a question he’d been expecting, if not fearing.



“So,” said Jess. “Where were you last night?”



He remembered reminding himself to come up with a decent excuse last night, but apparently he never had. “I was… out with friends.”



“Uh-huh.” Jess’s expression was unamused, eyes sharp and perceptive. “Please don’t lie to me, LP. I know what you’ve been up to.”



“No, seriously, I was—”



“
 Out with friends
 ,” she said, shaking her head. “Right. It’s getting serious, isn’t it? Between you and her?”



“Between…?” He nodded slowly, more than slightly relieved. “Misty. Right. I wouldn’t exactly say that we’re serious. Nowhere near it, to be honest.”



Jess didn’t say anything.



“Look, you heard it from her own lips,” he continued. “She’s just a friend… who I occasionally have sex with. A sex buddy.”



“I like the idea of you having a sex buddy right now even less than you having a serious girlfriend,” muttered Jess.



“So you admit that you don’t want me to have a girlfriend?” He smiled, feeling like he was starting to peel back the layers of her true emotions.



“That’s not what I mean,” said Jess. “Look, you have a lot on your shoulders right now. On multiple levels. The city needs you, as a hero. Your family, Rue and I, need you. If you’re serious about Misty, if you
 love
 her, LP, of course you have my support.”



“…But?”



Jess sighed. “…But you should be aware of how quickly life can get complicated when you stretch yourself too thin.”



“I am.” He reached over, setting a hand on her thigh. “You make a good point. I promise it’s not that serious between us. She’s more like a sexy vagabond than someone I would expect to move in with.”



Jess scowled at him, mouth pinching together into an annoyed little circle. “Do you really think she’d appreciate you calling her a sexy vagabond? That’s barely a step above calling her easy.”



“She’d probably take it as a compliment.”



 



 










CHAPTER 25




 



The meeting with the Second Advent and the Drifters was set at an upscale café in the mostly undamaged northern section of the city. Will expected a crowd as Jess pulled in, given the food shortages, but hardly anyone sat at the tables outside other than the heroes they were there to meet.



“Huh,” he said. “Did they run out of food?”



“Maybe,” said Jess. “Ah. Look at the menu over there.”



Will eyed a few of the prices scrawled on the chalkboard by the door and immediately understood the restaurant’s lack of customers. He made a mental note to get on Rue about streaming, or possibly get on Rue on stream. His lack of cash would be a pressing issue in the face of such inflated prices.



“We’re meeting our friends,” Jess told the hostess.



They were led over to the group of tables the Second Advent and the Drifters were occupying. Miss Mass smiled and waved to Will. Impact had his head resting on folded arms. Father Darkeye was reviewing a notebook, and Sister Ivy was on her phone.



“Ah, there you both are,” said Father Darkeye. “Please, sit down. We have so much to discuss.”



“Sorry we’re late,” said Jess. “LP was a little… sleepy this morning. I tried to bring Rue along, you know how she is.”



“We understand completely,” said Miss Mass. “Have you checked in with your probation officer today, Lockpick?”



“Not yet,” he said. “I’m planning to.”



Planning to avoid him like the plague.



“I would make sure you do,” said Miss Mass. “Anyway, now that we’re all here, we can get started.”



Father Darkeye nodded. “There are a few recent developments which I believe we need to address with a united front. I’ve been keeping abreast of the situation in the collapsed district. It appears as though the Power Realists have begun recruiting. They’re preying on desperate supers, people put in tenuous circumstances by the recent upheaval within the city.”



“What could they possibly have to offer?” asked Jess, shaking her head. “They’re a bunch of escaped prisoners living in a section of the city that will likely have to be rebuilt from the ground up within the next few years.”



“The alternative for some of them might just be the streets,” said Will. “It’s just about survival.”



“That’s what I think as well,” said Father Darkeye. “Regardless, I feel as though it should be our prerogative to act on this sooner, rather than later. Miss Mass and I were discussing if it might make sense to sit down with a representative from the gang and discuss some… mutually beneficial boundaries.”



“You’re talking about negotiating with them,” said Will.



“Not necessarily,” said Father Darkeye. “Just… opening a dialogue.”



He wasn’t sure how he felt about that. The idea of treating the Power Realists as an organized faction, which they were, as opposed to escaped criminals, which they also were, felt like a shift too far. But… he wasn’t sure there was any getting around it in the near term, especially after what he’d seen beyond the fence.



“You should know that I’ve heard some rumors about the extent of their movements,” said Will. “We know for a fact that they were hiding out within the Exclusion Zone previously. According to a source of mine, they’ve taken control of one of the gates.”



“The gates are under the authority of the federal government,” said Miss Mass. “That shouldn’t be possible.”



“I was told this by someone who saw their members passing through the gate firsthand,” he said.



He felt the weight of Jess’s gaze and wished he’d thought to tell her this ahead of time, even if it might have required concealing a few details.



“If this is true, it’s definitely an issue we’d need to address with them,” said Father Darkeye. “There have been numerous reports of the mutants beyond the fence seeming… agitated, recently. Traveling in unseasonably large packs. It’s not unusual for clusters to form during the winter, usually out of their innate cannibalistic tendencies, but it’s barely autumn.”



“Is there a chance that they might use that as their angle?” asked Jess. “If they have control of a gate, unless we know which one and can reclaim it, they could threaten to open it and flood the area south of Lancaster City with monsters.”



“I don’t think even the Power Realists would be so self-destructive as to attempt something like that,” said Miss Mass. There was an edge of uncertainty in her voice, and she glanced toward Will for confirmation. It wasn’t a fun question to think about, let alone answer honestly.



“They might just risk it, or at least use it as a threat, a bargaining chip,” he admitted. “It fits with their ideology. In their minds, they might even view it as a valid test, a way of forcing people to
 sink or swim
 .”



He thought back to the previous night, the screams and the blood and the crunching of teeth.



“Oh boy,” said Father Darkeye, massaging his temples. “I suppose we need to decide two things here. Should we even open the line of communication to begin with if it might potentially lead to this sort of situation? If we do decide to… which of us would be best positioned to be the point of contact?”



Everyone turned and looked at Will, but he was already shaking his head.



“Trust me, I might understand them the best, but they despise me. If I tried to negotiate with them, it would end with bodies on the floor.”



“I’ll do it.” Impact lifted his head, speaking for the first time. “It’s a prison gang almost exclusively made up of men. It needs to be another man who faces them down.”



“No, I don’t think it does,” said Miss Mass brusquely. “But I also don’t think it matters either way. If you’re up for it, Brad, by all means. It would make sense for you and Lockpick to spend some time discussing their mindset, along with anything he knows about the gang’s leadership.”



“In the meantime, I think we should look into finding which gate is the one they’ve secured access to,” said Father Darkeye.



Will would have volunteered the information there and then, except he wasn’t entirely sure himself. He’d ridden in the back of a windowless truck in the middle of the night, and aside from the farmhouse, he couldn’t remember many other distinctive landmarks. He was sure he could work out which gate he’d gone in and out of, especially with Rue’s help, but he couldn’t say for certain just then.



The meeting ended with various discussions about helping vulnerable, unhoused people within the city and an early plan to help the road crews with restoring the highway. Will didn’t have much to add, given the limitations of his public power. As they adjourned for the morning, Miss Mass pulled him aside.



“I really do think you should go out for a drink with Impact,” she said.



“You want me to start filling him in on my old gang?”



“More than just that,” said Miss Mass. “He’s… still not in a good place after Kat’s death. I think he just needs someone to talk to, and I certainly haven’t managed to get through to him.”



“We’re not exactly friends, in case you didn’t notice.”



“I did. But, as he said himself, for certain things it needs to be a man, or whatever. I think he’ll open up to you.”



“I think he’s going to feel like you’re patronizing him if you try to force this to happen,” said Will.



“We’ve worked together for a very long time,” said Miss Mass. “He doesn’t argue with me like that. Brad? Can you come here for a second?”



Impact looked tired and a lot older than he had when Will first met him as he made his way toward where the two of them were standing. “What?”



“You’re going out for drinks tonight with Lockpick,” said Miss Mass. “I think the two of you need to improve your working relationship.”



“Whatever,” said Impact.



“10 PM work for both of you?” asked Miss Mass. “Good. Now exchange numbers.”



Will did as commanded, feeling very much like he was being set up for a play date as a grown man. It would have been annoying, had Impact been his usual smarmy self, but it was clear enough that Miss Mass hadn’t overstated how much recent events had taken a toll on him.



It would be a chance to not only reset any animosity that may have developed between them, but figure out what the other man’s thoughts were on the Power Realists and the future of the city. If watching Glass run recruitment trials had impressed anything on him, it was that he could use all the allies he could get.










CHAPTER 26




 



The meeting adjourned after some more discussion, most of which Will tuned out for. Jess dropped him off at the apartment, needing to run a few errands.



“I have to fill up on gas,” she said. “I’m not looking forward to searching the city for a pump that’s still both available and affordable.”



“You could always just fly us around indefinitely.” He tapped a hand on the hood.



“I’m reserving that for special occasions,” said Jess. “See you in a little bit.”



He made his way upstairs and into the apartment, coming to a stop just a step or two inside the living room as his ears picked up heavy, sexual moans emanating from the bedroom. He felt a surprising stab of fear before his logical brain took over and he recognized the female voice sounded nothing like Rue.



He opened the door without knocking. Rue let out a tiny squeak and slammed her laptop shut.



“LP!” she said. “Jesus, don’t you know how to knock? I was, um… watching a movie.”



“Right,” he said. “One of those fascinating movies where the actors spend more time naked than clothed. I’m familiar with them.”



“I was just, I mean, I don’t know.” She shrugged, looking surprisingly pouty for someone who’d just been caught under indecent circumstances. “I was doing research, I guess. Is it weird that I’m a camgirl but have never really just… sat down and watched porn before?”



“More cute than weird,” he said. “Want some company?”



“You want to watch porn with me?”



I want to make porn with you
 , he thought, but had the sense not to say.



They sat down on the bed together. There was something incredibly lewd about Rue inching closer to him, angling her laptop so he could see the action on the screen. It was very different than what Will typically went for, with professional lighting and decent dialogue.



A muscular black man stepped out of his hotel shower in a towel, interrupting the attractive hotel maid as she was leaning over the bed to strip down the sheets. They both spoke Spanish, but there was still a palpable sexual tension between them. Good actors, for sure.



“Were you just watching it, or…” He let the question hang, wondering what she’d say.



“I was only at the beginning,” said Rue.



“Jess is running errands,” he said. “We have some time.”



“I really do want to watch this, though,” said Rue. “Just to see, you know… the progression.”



“It’s porn, Rue, even if it’s the higher production variety. This isn’t what happens leading up to real sex.”



The man stepped closer to the woman, his towel bulging outward in a manner that emphasized his clear erection. The woman was flirting with him, but still making as though to finish doing her job, her movements a little faster, tense with excitement.



The scene progressed from kissing to a heavier make out as they collapsed on the bed. Rue paused it right as the woman was being stripped naked and closed her laptop.



“Learn anything?” asked Will.



“No,” she said. “I don’t know. God, it’s so stupid. I just feel like I don’t really know what to do… how it would work. It makes me feel nervous. Like maybe I’m not ready?”



“You don’t have to be ready. Nobody is kicking down the door to take your virginity, Cammie.”



She bit her lip and let out a hot little moan as though the idea was darkly appealing to her. “The bounty is up to twelve grand.”



“Fuck the bounty,” he said. “Or alternatively, let’s fuck and
 get
 the bounty. I’m not going to push you in either direction. It comes down to what you’re comfortable with.”



“Thanks for the sentiment, even if it’s super gross.”



She smiled, tapping her fingers on the laptop and making no move to get up from the bed. Will looked at her until she met his gaze, only then reaching out to gently set one of his fingers along her chin.



He kissed her softly and was surprised by the hunger with which she kissed him back. He didn’t seize the moment or her, even though part of him knew that if he came onto her like the man in the porn clip they’d just watched, she would probably be his for the taking.



“Let’s go do something,” said Rue. “I want to spend time with you.”



He chuckled, feeling a serious answer come to his lips rather than the more sexual comment he’d been about to make. “Funny you should say that. Want to help me find a gate?”



 



***



 



“Why do you have to do this in costume, exactly?” asked Rue.



She’d followed him out into the living room and was watching him change.



“I get the feeling people will answer my questions more readily if I’m dressed like this,” he said. “Plus, it’s not like I have the option of going undercover. I can’t run around as Decay during daylight hours, and my old gang will recognize me even more quickly if I walk around in plain clothes.”



“That’s not really a full answer.” She lifted a leg from where she was sitting on the couch and poked him in the butt with her toe. “I think you’re starting to like being a hero again.”



“Maybe.” He turned and smiled at her. “Why don’t you come with me? Lockpick and Webcam. We can run a quick patrol along the south side of the city while you use your power to try to get a sense of which gate the Power Realists have taken over.”



“Not happening.”



“I figured,” he said. “It’s alright. I’m not going to tease you for being scared.”



“I am so not scared.”



“Of course you aren’t,” he said, mockingly.



“LP!” She glowered at him and folded her arms. “What difference does it even make? I can use my power and just talk to you on the phone from here.”



“In that scenario I don’t get to see you strutting around in costume,” he said.



She shook her head, clearly trying not to smile. “I bet you’d be too busy staring at my ass to even patrol properly.”



“I’m good at multitasking.”



It took another ten minutes of teasing before she finally gave in. Will waited outside the bedroom door as she changed. When the door opened, he had to do his best not to gape as
 Webcam
 made her long-awaited reappearance.



“How do I look?” she asked.



She looked like she’d undergone a body painting creative exercise. Her suit was the same general style as his, except purple and black instead of red and black. There was an incredibly sexual aspect to how much the tight spandex showed off, and he was reasonably sure that he would have been able to see the outlines of her nipples had she not been wearing a bra underneath.



“Earth to LP,” said Webcam. “Do I look okay?”



“Saying you look okay would be the understatement of the century.” He pulled her into an embrace, palming her butt as he hugged her. “We should really find somewhere to hang out a little bit mid-patrol.”



“I, for one, plan on taking this seriously,” she said, wriggling loose from his arms. “If I’m going to dress like a hero, I’m going to act like one.”



“Heroes can have fun, too,” he said.



“I take back what I said earlier,” said Webcam. “You clearly still enjoy acting like a villain more than a hero.”










CHAPTER 27




 



They traveled the city’s streets on foot, having no real option about it with Will’s motorcycle still out of commission. There were far fewer pedestrians than there would have been before the attack, but the ones brave enough to be out and about gave them more than enough attention.



“Slow down,” said Webcam, touching his arm. “I’m trying to survey the area and walk at the same time.”



“Here.” Will took her hand and held it in his. “I’ll lead you along. Feel free to zone out as much as you need to.”



“Perfect.”



Her eyes took on a vacant quality, which was probably for the best as they walked past a public basketball court with a surprisingly intense game underway. Nearly every male present stopped to stare, though some were more blatant about it than others.



It felt strange seeing them leer at Webcam in costume, somehow more bold than even her most extreme moments on stream. It wasn’t fair to say that they were undressing her with their eyes – her costume was so tight that it wasn’t necessary.



“There’s a group of hooligans harassing people next to a bodega ahead.” Rue let go of his hand and whirled around fast enough to bounce in interesting ways. “Come on! There’s a woman walking with her daughter who looks like she’ll be their next target.”



“Webcam!” called one of the basketball players. “Can I get your autograph?”



“Can I get a kiss?” called another.



“Can I suck on your…”



Will spun around, banging the chain link fence and glaring at a teenager in a backwards baseball cap before he could finish his sentence. Webcam giggled as though it was no big deal, which was probably a fair response.



“That’s nothing compared to the DMs I get on CamCasters,” she whispered to him.



“I know, but it’s different when they’re right here catcalling you in person.”



“Jealous?” She grinned and grabbed his hand again.



“Not even slightly,” he said. “I think it’s more my big brother instincts kicking in.”



“Well, reel them in,” she said. “Let’s go deal with the real bad guys!”



The
 real bad guys
 that Webcam was referring to were a group of high school students skipping school and smoking weed. They were harassing people in the sense that they were stopping to ask anyone who looked above 21 if they’d go into a nearby store to buy them beer.



“You should be in class right now!” said Webcam. “Get going. I’m going to watch you the entire way back and make sure your teachers hear everything if you don’t head straight there.”



The teenagers grumbled, but headed off without escalating the situation. Will smiled and gave them a parting wave.



“I think that was nicely done,” said Webcam.



“I wouldn’t exactly say you scared them straight or anything, but the sidewalk has been cleared. Any ideas about where we should be heading next?”



She made a cute face as she focused her power. Will saw a flicker of faint blue cords stretching outward, which caught him off guard, but wasn’t surprising. It was the echo of her power, something he’d discovered he could read while fighting Hive.



“Bank robbery!” Webcam announced, with a tiny smile.



“Seriously? Is it nearby?”



“Merchant Modern Savings!” She gestured down the street to the northwest. “The one that had to close its lobby because of the damage from the attack. Come on!”



She took off at a sprint, and Will followed as quickly as he could. Bank robberies were exhilarating, regardless of which side of them he was on. Sure, it was a step down from a few of the stunts he and Halberd had pulled in terms of heart-pounding excitement, but it felt clean to be one of the good guys again.



The setup of the criminals was a tad basic, if not cliché. A large white van was parked outside the bank’s back entrance. A heavyset man with a pistol and a black ski mask stood guard, looking nervously at his phone every few seconds.



“There’s four more inside,” whispered Webcam, as they knelt behind a car. “Two hostages – the teller at the drive-through window, and a security guard, I think.”



“That makes this significantly more complicated.”



“How so? We kick this guy’s butt and then I use my power to figure out how we surprise the others.”



Webcam started to rise to her feet. The thug by the van saw her instantly, and the report of a pistol shot cracked through the air. Will seized her by the shoulders and yanked her back down into cover, hissing through his teeth.



“You are insanely out of practice,” he said. “You don’t just run up to a criminal with a gun and start punching them!”



“Of course not!” she snapped. “We both run up so he has to pick a target.”



“Okay, you officially are the one that needs supplementary training, not me,” said Will. “His friends probably heard that shot.”



“What does it matter if they… Oh. Um, right.”



The other four men, two of them with hostages as human shields, came out of the bank as a group. They had at least one money bag, but were probably aiming for more than just that given they were still present on the scene.



“Give us the code to the vault, and no one gets hurt!” shouted the man in front.



“What should I say?” whispered Webcam.



“The usual. Let the hostages go, don’t do anything rash, et cetera, et cetera.” His phone vibrated, and he carefully extracted it from his costume’s tiny pocket to see who it was. “Look at that. It’s Jess.”



“Just let it go to voicemail!” said Webcam. “LP! Come on, you know how she is.”



“It would break her heart if I didn’t. Plus, we could use the backup.” He slid his finger to answer the call. “Hey.”



“Hey, LP,” she said. “I’m calling about dinner. I figured we could go out and… Did I just hear a gunshot?”



“A small gunshot,” he said. “It went wide. Webcam and I are currently at the—" He turned his head away from one of the windows of the car they were hiding behind as another round exploded it into glassy shrapnel. “We’re at Merchant’s bank, which is currently being robbed.”



“You both went out in costume together without telling me?” cried Jess.



“I’m telling you now.” He hung up, more pressing matters stealing his focus. The two thugs without hostages had started circling around, preparing to attack him and Webcam from the side and behind.



“I’ll take down the one on the right,” he whispered.



“I’ll hide here.”



He nodded. That’d typically been Webcam’s go-to move, and as a defensive tactic, it was pretty effective. Will stayed low, dodging between cars, not all that concerned about being shot with his mending, though it would be a pain to get his costume repaired.



He threw himself into a roll to close the last few feet to the thug. A bullet ricocheted off the concrete near his shoulder, but he had momentum as he came back to his feet. He punched the thug hard in the side of the jaw, grabbing his arm in the same motion and stripping the pistol loose.



“Get away from him!” bellowed another of the men.



“Don’t shoot!” yelled the one Will now had in a headlock.



“I hate when I don’t get invited to parties,” boomed Relic, from overhead.



She dropped into the center of the melee like an angel from the sky, or to the eyes of the criminals, a demon from hell. She looked damn good in her costume, despite having probably taken all of thirty seconds to throw it on. Her hair was tied back in a ponytail under her circlet, and her cleavage looked incredible within the pinch of her chest piece, as per usual.



“The van!” screamed one of the thugs. “Get in the van!”



“You mean that van?” Relic snapped a finger, and a sunburst imbued with the deep orange hues of an early evening sunset blossomed downward from the sky, incinerating the getaway vehicle.



Will tossed the thug he held to the ground and threw himself onto a particularly brave bank robber attempting to sneak up on Relic from behind. He broke the man’s arm and pistol whipped him with his own gun, laughing somewhat maniacally at how satisfying it felt to dish out violence in the name of justice.



Relic dealt with the two hostage takers, moving in a blur as she seized them both by the neck and pulled them safely away from the poor teller and security guard. It marked the end of the fight, and the beginning of what Will anticipated to be a long lecture on the part of the matriarch of the Crimson Five.



Which, surprisingly, never came. Relic’s smile was overflowing with pride as she rejoined Webcam and Lockpick, pulling them both into a tight hug after scanning them over for injuries.



“You should have told me,” she chastised, with no real anger. “Still, this is such a perfect moment. I’m so proud of both of you. You look so good in your costumes!”



“Thanks, Mom,” said Webcam. “We had it under control, you know.”



Will snorted and shook his head.



“Of course you did, sweetie,” said Relic.



Webcam made a pouty noise. Will put an arm around each of them, enjoying the feeling of their bodies close to his as he watched the guy whose arm he’d broken writhe on the ground.
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The police did eventually show up to make arrests. Will watched Relic signing several autographs and politely responding to the men brave enough to try to flirt with her. Webcam got some attention too from a young paramedic on scene, and Will even found himself waving to a cute young woman around his age in the small crowd of onlookers that eventually gathered.



“What I was about to suggest before we got interrupted was that we go out for dinner together,” said Jess, once they were back at the apartment and out of costume. “Celebrate this mini little Crimson Five reunion properly.”



“It was a one-time thing,” said Rue, folding her arms. “LP wouldn’t stop badgering me until I agreed to go on patrol with him.”



“Well, I suppose I have LP to thank for the incredible memory we just made.” Jess pulled Will into a hug, kissing him on both cheeks and then once on the lips with surprising passion. “Now, come on. There’s a pizza place that’s still open not too far down the block from here.”



“That sounds perfect,” said Will. “Come on, Cammie. You have to admit – that was pretty fun.”



“I’m not saying it wasn’t, just that… it’s super corny for us to be running around as
 The Crimson Five, the extraordinary crime-fighting family.
 ”



“Who cares?” He gave her a tiny slap on the butt. “We kicked ass today. Let’s go eat pizza and drink beer.”



“Rue is nineteen, in case you’ve forgotten,” said Jess.



He pulled Rue into a hug and whispered, “I’ll let you drink form my mug while she’s not looking.”



“Naughty, naughty, LP,” Rue whispered back.



The pizza place was within walking distance. Will felt a little like he was on a date with two women at once, given how keen both Jess and Rue were to be close to him, holding hands or putting their arms around his waist.



He absently remembered that he’d agreed to grab drinks with Impact, but it was still early in the night. They sat down at a booth and began scanning over the rather slimmed-down menu the waitress set in front of them.



“Alright,” he said, reading out loud. “Cheese pizza. Um… tofu pizza. Pineapple and ham?”



“Just pineapple I think,” said Rue. “Doesn’t mention ham. It says it’s dried pineapple, too.”



“Are they trying to start a war or something?” asked Will, shaking his head. “It doesn’t look like any of these pizzas actually have meat on them.”



“We can manage without meat for one night,” said Jess. “Cheese sound good to everybody?”



Will ordered a pitcher of beer for the table and proceeded to play footsies with Rue under the table while Jess headed to the bathroom. A minute or two went by, and Rue suddenly stiffened as the bell above the restaurant’s door announced a new entry.



“LP,” she whispered. “It’s the last person I think you want to see.”



A chill ran down Will’s spine. Despot. Not here, not now, not with Jess out of costume and him unable to fight without holding back. He closed his hand around one of the butter knives on the table and slowly stood to his feet.



“Mr. Sorling,” said Sebastian Gall. “Is there a reason why I haven’t heard from you all day?”



“Oh,” said Will, relaxing, and then immediately tensing again. “It just skipped my mind to check in. Miss Mass reminded me at the meeting, but I just never got around to it.”



“Unfortunate.” Sebastian loomed over their table, tall and dark and probably oily in the hair. “I heard a report from one of my informants in the police department that the Crimson Five made an appearance at a bank robbery.”



“We saved the day, actually,” said Rue.



“I believe Miss Mass was the heroine who you were apprenticing under,” said Sebastian. “Did you receive permission from her to be out in the field with your old team?”



“Not exactly,” said Will. “It was kind of a spontaneous decision.”



Rue mouthed the word
 no
 with a subtle shake of her head.



“From this point forward, you are not to so much as put on your costume without her say so,” said Sebastian. “There is something else I think you need to be made aware of.”



He set a hand down on the table, leaning forward to impress his authority onto Will through his posture. “My daughter works at that bank. She wasn’t one of the hostages, thank God, but I was still absolutely terrified when I heard there was an incident underway. That kind of fear… it’s become commonplace in recent weeks for me as a father. Despite your somewhat brash decision to go out into the field without permission, I am genuinely glad you were able to show up when you did.”



Sebastian clapped Will on the shoulder and flashed a rare smile, perhaps the first he’d ever seen from the man.



“I’m glad I could help,” said Will. “I’ll check in with Miss Mass first next time.”



“I would appreciate that.” Sebastian turned to face Jess as she made her way back to the table, her face uncertain. “Ah, Ms. Sorling. I was just checking in with your son. He did good work today. You all did.”



“Thank you, Mr. Gall,” said Jess. “We were just sitting down to eat. Would you like a slice of pizza for the road?”



“Alas, I’m on my way to meet my daughter,” he said, with a nod. “I’ll let the three of you get back to your meal.”



Will breathed a sigh of relief as he watched Sebastian walk away. “That guy is way too scary.”



“I think that’s why he’s a probation officer,” said Jess.



 



***



 



Will didn’t drink much, mainly because he still planned on meeting with Impact later to stay on Miss Mass’s good side. Jess had a few, enough to have her laughing and tipsy on the walk home, and he managed to sneak Rue an entire beer right before they left, putting her in similarly good spirits.



“Just stay in with us, LP,” said Rue. “Fuck Impact.”



She hugged his arm and started planting kisses on his shoulder.



“Plenty of excuses to pick from,” said Jess. “Maybe you’re still exhausted from beating up bank robbers?”



She glommed on to Will’s other side, running her fingers through his hair. Tempting, so unbelievably tempting. There was no way he’d lack for fun with both of them in such a frisky and cuddly mood.



But it was more than just making good on Miss Mass’s suggestion. He thought back to the way Impact had looked at the first super squad meeting, the way he seemed totally checked out of reality. He’d lost the woman he loved, and that was a pain Will could empathize with, if not relate to in scale.



“I’m just grabbing a beer with him,” he said. “I’ll probably be back by midnight.”



“Are you sure there’s nothing I can say to convince you?” whispered Jess.



There were
 endless
 things she could say, though the vast majority were far too lewd and seductive to ever escape Will’s imagination onto his lips. He walked them both up to the apartment and, after a kiss and a hug each, headed out to meet up with Impact.



 










CHAPTER 29




 



Will met up with Impact outside of Nana’s Nook. The older hero was smoking a cigarette next to the stairs leading down into the tavern, looking unusually tense for someone taking a night off.



“Hey,” called Will. “You sure this is where you want to get a drink?”



“It’s fine,” muttered Impact.



Was it? He remembered coming to this same bar once with Mist and watching Impact cause a scene that had led to a fight breaking out. He could almost understand the other man’s mindset, however. The Impact who’d been so keen on his duty had been another person, existed across a chasm of events that felt like they’d occurred in a different lifetime.



They headed by the bouncer and took up seats at the main bar. The place was surprisingly busy, which meant that even if any of the supers present might take umbrage with having a couple of heroes in their midst, the crowd made it easy to blend in.



Will found himself wondering why he’d agreed to this in the first place as he waited for Nana to come over and pour them each a beer. He wanted to start seeing Impact as an ally, if not eventually a friend. If he was going to have anyone backing him up on how the Power Realists needed to be handled, starting with dealing with their control over the compromised gate, the former leader of the Drifters wasn’t a bad place to start.



“I came here with Kat once,” muttered Impact. “Not to grab drinks, but to make an arrest. Dumb idea.”



He chuckled and drummed his hands on the counter as Nana filled his mug. Will waited until he’d taken a sip of his own beer before responding.



“She was brave,” he said. “I’m sorry for… everything that happened.”



“Let’s not,” said Impact.



“What?”



“This is why Marti set us up to come have a beer and pal around,” said Impact. “So you could join my pity party. That’s not what I want tonight to be.”



“Okay,” said Will. “What do you want to talk about?”



“Your old gang. How do we do it? These bastards are within striking distance of having basically the whole city under their control. How do we take them out?”



Will chuckled and spread one of his hands out flat on the counter. “It all comes down to the gate I mentioned at the meeting, their access to the Exclusion Zone. We have to find it and take it from them before moving against them directly.”



“What’s to stop them from simply making a hole in the fence even if we do secure this gate?” asked Impact.



“It’s a possibility, but I doubt they’d take that route,” he said. “The fence has been electrified again ever since the attack by Genesis and I don’t know if any current members of the Realists have a power that would lend itself to easily cutting through. They could always blow up a section, or drive a truck into it, but that just seems a little too…”



Will trailed off, noticing how Impact had completely stopped listening at the first mention of the abomination. Which, he slowly realized, made perfect sense. Genesis had been born from the womb of Kat, Breathless, who had died giving birth to the monster. Impact had sired the monster into the world, and clearly, he still carried that weight on his shoulders.



“I need a smoke,” said Impact. He drained his beer and shouldered his way toward the bar’s exit.



Will gave it a few minutes before following after him. Miss Mass would be furious if he let their little arranged play date end by having Impact wander off aimlessly in the night. Will found the tired hero down the street, smoking a cigarette while leaning against the wall of an abandoned building.



“Are you good?” called Will.



Impact didn’t say anything for a few telling seconds. Finally, he carelessly snuffed the butt of his cigarette out on the ground and turned to face Will.



“I see him sometimes,” said Impact. “The monster. My… son.”



“What do you mean?”



Impact was already taking out another cigarette. He tried to get a flame on his lighter, but only clicked sparks. He made a frustrated noise and flung the unlit cig away from him and into the street.



“Everywhere,” he said. “In my dreams. Out of the corner of my eye. Sometimes… far in the distance. I know how it sounds, but… I need to find him. I need to understand. Kat couldn’t have died for nothing. She didn’t die for nothing! I—I just… can’t accept that.”



It still wasn’t clear to Will whether Impact was talking literally or metaphorically. He half expected Genesis to show up then and there, reveal some deeper meaning to his actions and presence, but nothing happened.



He stood there in the dirty, pockmarked street, watching Impact trying to light another cigarette.



 



***



 



Will went home shortly after, spending no more than perhaps an hour with Impact in total and leaving with more questions than answers. The door to the apartment was locked, as it should have been at such a late hour, and he texted Rue to come let him in.



The energy inside when the door opened gave him a case of emotional whiplash. Rue was laughing, and the TV was on behind her. She took his hand and pulled him inside, playfully and somewhat drunkenly leaning backward.



“Finally!” she said. “Mom and I were worried we’d finish the bottle of wine we opened before you got home.”



She was wearing Avery’s kimono, the same one Jess had put on the other day. He let out a small chuckle and saw her blink in reaction, but the moment passed as Jess got up from the couch and swept him into a tight hug.



“About time, mister,” she said, with white-wine-sweet breath. “You had me this close to seriously considering instituting a curfew.”



“Please don’t,” he said. “I would hate to have to start sneaking around again.”



Jess let out an offended, overdone scoff. Will kicked his shoes off and stretched his shoulders, sighing as he heard a faint pop from one of the muscles he’d used liberally during the fight against the thugs at the bank.



“What are you guys watching?” he asked.



“Some romcom from the 90s that Mom swears is a classic,” said Rue.



“Finish it with us, LP,” said Jess. “We can snuggle for a bit before heading to bed.”



She settled down on the couch and patted the spot beside her. She was wearing a plain nightgown with no promise of underwear underneath, blonde hair loose and sleepy around her shoulders.



“That sounds like exactly what I need,” he said.



There was an odd, expectant tension on the air, especially as he grabbed a pair of sweatpants out of his clothing bag and changed into them behind the couch, just out of sight. Jess and Rue shifted to allow him more room as he took the center spot on his couch, each of his thighs brushing up against their soft, nightwear-clad bodies.



His focus wasn’t really on the movie, and apparently Jess’s wasn’t, either. She immediately slid closer into him, cuddly in a moderately drunk sort of way. One of her hands gripped the inside of his lower thigh as though taking possession of it, and she let her head rest against his shoulder.



“Did you manage to have a nice heart to heart with Impact?” she whispered.



“Not really. He’s dealing with more than can be sorted out over drinks.”



“I figured as much,” she said. “At least you gave it your best shot.”



Her hand slid up and down, and there wasn’t much fabric separating her touch from bare skin. The edge of her thumb nudged his cock, which was getting hard at a sprint. He let out a soft groan, and shockingly, she did it again.



“Do you want me to grab a blanket?” she whispered.



He turned and kissed her before nodding slowly, wondering if in her mind grabbing a blanket meant the same thing as it did to him. It didn’t matter how drunk Jess was. She wasn’t going to give him a handjob with Rue right there on his other side… was she?



“She gets very touchy feely when she’s drunk,” whispered Rue. “She gave me a foot rub before you got back.”



She reached her hand over and flicked his earlobe, smiling devilishly. He caught her hand and pulled her near enough to share one deep kiss. Jess was still rifling through the closet for a blanket behind them, just far enough away within the dark living room to feel separate.



“What about you?” he whispered.



“What?”



He kissed her neck, fingers tugging suggestively at the belt of her robe. “How do you get when you’re drunk?”



“I’m tipsy, not drunk.” Rue reached down and gave his crotch an exploratory touch. “But either way… usually I get really horny.”



“Found one!” announced Jess. “Did the two of you start it without me?”



Rue pulled back immediately. Will shook his head, grinning like an idiot as he tried to settle himself down. Jess cast the blanket outward like a fishing net, making a point to pull at the edges so Will’s obvious erection wasn’t quite such a mountain in the center.



“There,” she said. “How’s that?”



Her hand immediately slid back to where it had been on his thigh, running a circuit up his leg, along the edge of his crotch, even risking a pass of one finger underneath his shirt and along his waistband.



“Does this count as our fabled movie night?” he whispered, kissing Jess’s neck.



“Mmm…” Her fingers teased at the waistband of his sweatpants, toying with the idea of plunging in. “No, that would have to just be the two of us.”



“Am I the third wheel or something?” Rue slid closer to him, rubbing his other knee.



“Of course not, sweetie,” said Jess. “LP and I just planned on having a night alone together. For… bonding.”



“Do you even realize how weird that sounds?” asked Rue. “Why am I even asking? Of course, you don’t.”



“Rue!” snapped Jess.



“She’s teasing you,” said Will. “You’re way too easy.”



“I am
 not
 too easy, mister.”



He took her wrist gently in his fingers and slid it deeper into his pants until she was cupping his erection through his boxers. “
 Way
 too easy.”



Jess let out an impossibly hot little groan, equal parts aroused and annoyed… but she didn’t move her hand. She didn’t move it away, and unfortunately, she didn’t move it to do what he’d been hoping she might, either. It stayed right where it was, though her thumb did start rubbing gently, a tiny mote of pleasure compared to what could have been.



His brain told him not to push his luck any further, but his hand seemed to have ideas of its own. He slid it under Jess’s nightgown, touching her bare thigh. She tensed, the motion running through all of her body and making her fingers squeeze in a way that popped his cock out of his boxers and into direct contact.



“Your hand’s cold,” whispered Jess.



“Help me warm it up?” He let it brush her panties. She shifted, briefly opening her legs for him before coming to her senses and closing them instead, which left his hand neatly nestled between her luscious, warm thighs.



It wasn’t a bad place at all for it to be. He wriggled his fingers, gently rubbing the front of her panties while simultaneously sinking into the sensation of her palm as she began to stroke his cock under the blanket. Rue was right there, not just in the same room, not just watching the same movie, but on the same couch, snuggling his other side.



The scene in the movie shifted as the two main characters finally had sex for the first time. It seemed to jar Jess out of her mood, the pleasured moans of the woman apparently hitting too close to home.



“I think I’m going to head to bed.” She pulled her hand back and stood up, making it final.



“I’ll come tuck you in,” said Will, standing up behind her and enveloping her in his arms. He buried his cock against her ass, eager for whatever else she’d let him get away with.



“I can tuck myself in, mister,” said Jess, with a yawn. “Rue? Do you want to turn in, too?”



“I want to finish the movie,” said Rue.



Jess didn’t press the point, wishing them both goodnight and closing the bedroom door behind her. Will sat back down on the far side of the couch and looked at Rue, who had a devious smile on her face.










CHAPTER 30




 



“I feel a little smug right now,” said Rue.



Will furrowed his brow. “What? Why?”



“Mom was kind of mopey about you running off to the bar, so I figured I’d let her get you warmed up.” She smirked and eyed his obvious hard on. “Looks like it worked perfectly.”



Will stared at her in horror. She knew. She’d figured it out, or perhaps just glanced under the blanket and seen their blatant touching.



Rue let out a laugh and shook her head. “Relax, I’m kidding, LP. Though I do see the way you sometimes look at her. I bet you would if you could.”



He shook his head, trying to cool off the hotness he felt against his cheeks and neck. “Good thing she didn’t hear you say that. Nice robe, by the way.”



Rue frowned and glanced down at it. “What’s that supposed to mean?”



“Nothing,” he said, chuckling.



“Tell me!”



She slid closer to him on the couch, eyes set into an exaggerated glare. Will touched the inside edge of the robe’s hem, pulling it open far enough to see the plump swell of one of her breasts.



“Avery used to wear this robe all the time,” he said.



“So what?”



“She wore it
 all
 the time,” he said, with a dangerous smile.



“She…
 Oh
 .” Rue bit her lip, eyes darting down to Will’s hand as it began sliding deeper in to cup one of her breasts. “Well, who wears it better? Me or her?”



“I can’t answer that. I love you way too much to pick a winner.” His palm grazed her nipple. “Does no bra also mean no panties?”



Rue shifted her legs sideways and ignored the question. “Pass me some of that blanket.”



He threw half of it over her, but it was obvious that neither of them planned to settle in and watch the rest of the movie. They kissed, building in passion, until the sound of a footstep came from the bedroom, which snapped their mutual attention toward the closed door. No further noise came.



“Can I ask you something?” whispered Rue. She slid her hand over his cock, fumbling it loose from his boxers.



Will groaned and nodded as she began stroking him. “Anything.”



“What was your first time like?”



It was a bizarre contrast to think back to it while Rue, of all people, was giving him a handjob. “Backseat of a car in the middle of nowhere. We were worried about getting caught, but ended up going for it anyway.”



“Was this with… Liz?”



He nodded.



“Was she a virgin, too?” asked Rue.



He shook his head.



“How did you know you were ready?”



He thought about the question for a while, long enough for Rue pull her hand back as though his answer required her full attention.



“I didn’t,” he said. “I was just really horny, and one moment led to the next.”



“You didn’t stop and talk about it or like… make a plan?”



“Other than grabbing a condom?” He chuckled and shook his head. “It kind of felt like she knew something that I didn’t, and kept pushing me to see how far I’d go, if I actually would, in the end… and I did. It wasn’t planned, Cammie.”



She didn’t say anything, and the silence took on a weight of its own across the next minute. Slowly, Rue shifted upward and shimmied herself over, sitting down in his lap. His cock slid in between her thighs, nestled in a way that was both perfectly safe and incredibly dangerous.



“Rue,” he said. “This is—”



“Shhh,” she whispered. “Just watch the movie.”



He gritted his teeth, almost more annoyed than turned on. It wasn’t the same with her as it had been with Liz Laser, and he’d
 never
 want it to be the same. She was so much more than she realized, better than the bounty on CamCasters, better than losing her virginity on a whim.



He ran one of his hands up her body, groping one of her big boobs. She let out a little sigh of pleasure and rocked her hips forward and back, the motion incredibly precarious in how it dragged her kimono out of the way. He’d been right. No bra, no panties.



She kept moving, rubbing herself on him like a cat in heat. He kissed her neck and pulled her robe completely open. If Jess walked out now, they were completely screwed, but even that fear seemed distant and secondary to the warmth of Rue’s body, the needy rocking of her hips.



“Rue,” he growled. “If you keep doing that, I won’t be able to stop.”



“Just… a few minutes like this,” she whispered. “Then I’ll use my mouth?”



She turned her head back, and they shared a horny kiss. Will gripped her hips and started moving her, sliding her back and forth, getting so close to the right angle to spear into her that it felt like a form of self-torture.



Rue moaned and shifted forward, letting his cock briefly catch against her folds. It was like… the opposite of stubbing his toe. Stubbing his cock on the promise of so much pleasure, from Rue, of all people, one of the last people it was appropriate for him to lust for.



“I just… want to feel what it would be like,” she whispered. “Then we’ll stop.”



Bad idea
 , he thought to himself.
 Tell her no. Tell her you’ll go get a condom if she wants to play around like that.



“I’ll just put the tip in,” he whispered.



Just the tip. A lie of mythical proportions in most cases, but this was Rue. This was his sweet little sister still feeling out the boundaries of her own sexuality, figuring out what she was comfortable with and with whom. He knew he could hold back.



He rubbed her hips but didn’t drag her downward with his strong arms like he would have with a more experienced woman. He let Rue feel it out, sliding herself against the tip of his erection. She let it touch her womanhood and straightened slightly like she’d sat on a tack, or at least something clearly intent on poking her.



“Will it even go?” she whispered. “Mmm… Maybe that’s why so many of my fans want to see this? Just to see if I can even… you know.”



“Take a cock?” He rubbed her thigh and gently shifted her to the perfect angle. “Here.”



Rue let out a breathless squeal as she sank down an inch or so onto his tool. The pleasure was unreal, too much for him to look at directly, like he was staring at the sun. He wanted desperately to flip her onto her stomach and fuck her senseless, to do things to her that would make her sore in the morning.



He took a breath and forced his arms sideways, away from her. This was Rue, the same little Rue who used to cry when he’d beat her in foot races and beg him to let her win a round in fighting games. He wasn’t going to just defile her like that.



“Oh, fuck!” she moaned.



“Shhh!” He hugged his arm around her, holding her where she was. “Not so loud.”



“LP!” Rue’s hips started moving. “This is… this feels so…”



He groped her ass, unable to resist dragging her a little lower. They weren’t having sex, not
 really
 . It was more like he was hugging her, holding her on his lap, and it just so happened that his cock was halfway inside of her. A happy, dirty little accident.



She sank a little lower, rocked a little faster. Will kissed her, feeling her tongue greet his so eagerly that he almost lost track of what they were doing. This was just Rue doing some experimentation, testing the waters, learning what a cock felt like so her
 real
 first time could be that much more special.



“LP!” she moaned. “I think I’m… I’m going to…”



He seized her hips and bounced her on his cock, sinking as deep into her as he’d gone into any woman. It felt like she was sucking him in, and her ass made hot little slapping noises that would have been the loudest thing in the apartment if not for her high-pitched moaning.



“Ah!” Rue curled her head back against his shoulder and dug her fingers into his leg. He felt her womanhood squeezing around his cock with tight little pulses. He palmed her breasts, arms still tight enough against her to keep her shaking her thick hips for him.



It was a perfect moment. It was the dirtiest moment. He tilted Rue sideways on the coach and started fucking her from behind like he’d been fantasizing about since… well, since he’d first come home from prison and seen her as a woman.



Quite suddenly, he was over and past his limit… and everything was going wrong. He didn’t realize at first what was missing as he unloaded, his thinking mind eclipsed by the sheer pleasure of his orgasm. The fact that it was Rue, face down, ass up, moaning with less control than she’d ever had on stream, made it that much harder to remember that he wasn’t wearing a fucking condom.



“No…” He pulled out and slapped his hands to his forehead, still spurting out the last few strings of his seed. “Goddammit.”



“What?” Rue rolled over, still wearing Avery’s slutty kimono. “Did you… Oh, God! LP, did you just come inside me?”










CHAPTER 31




 



“Hey, do you know what we’re both going to do?” said Will, gesturing cautiously with his hands. “We are not going to panic.”



“What the fuck, LP?” Rue was pacing back and forth, hugging herself at the elbows. “How could you let that happen? We weren’t even having sex!”



Will opened his mouth, and then slowly closed it. There were more important things to deal with at that moment than straightening out what bizarre preconceptions had led to Rue’s definition of sex.



“I should have pulled out,” he admitted. “I just… didn’t. Damn, Cammie. You were so hot in the moment. I couldn’t stop.”



“Oh, well, I mean…” She shrugged. “Thanks, I guess. But this is a nightmare! What am I going to do?”



He grabbed her shoulders as she made to continue pacing and pulled her into a reverse hug. “What are
 we
 going to do, you mean. We’re in this together.”



“Right.” The relief on her face was palpable. “So, to start. Should we, well, you know… Tell Mom?”



“Are you out of your mind? She’d never let us be alone together for more than thirty seconds again. I wouldn’t be surprised if she tried to send you off to some Second Advent convent. She’s only recently recovered from the shock of that time she caught you climbing into my bed at the Lighthouse.”



“Well, we have to do something!” hissed Rue. “How can I even sleep tonight after this?”



Her hand fluttered down to her stomach, and Will understood her horror. There was nothing romantic or motherly about potentially carrying an embryo that might grow into an abomination within weeks.



Will found it unsettling, and he was practically a bystander compared to the risk it posed to Rue. This was up there with every super’s worst fear, but given how avoidable it was, it didn’t usually rate among his own major concerns on a day-to-day basis.



So stupid
 , he thought.
 Why the hell did I have to go and come in her?



Well, he knew why. He watched as she pulled Avery’s kimono tighter over her dark, curvaceous body, nineteen years old and already a voluptuous goddess.



“We’re going to the store,” he said. “Do you have clothes outside of the bedroom that you can change into?”



“I think there are some in the dryer.”



They both got dressed and slipped out of the apartment as quietly as they could. There wasn’t much to say as they hurried down the underlit stairway and out into the night. Will let out a frustrated growl as they passed by his still out of commission motorcycle.



“We’d be there in two minutes if I had this thing up and running,” said Will.



Rue didn’t say anything, and it wasn’t until he looked her way that he realized how she’d taken the comment.



“I just mean—"



“I know what you mean,” she whispered.



“It doesn’t have anything to do with the bounty, I’m just saying—"



“I said I know what you mean!” snapped Rue. “Could you just drop it?”



He rubbed one of her shoulders, but she brushed his hand away. The night was cold and foggy, with odd sounds coming in the distance. Shouts, laughter, occasionally, the kinds of noises that made the city feel like a very different place than what Will remembered.



They were only walking to the nearest pharmacy. Will had been reasonably certain that the place was 24/7, and he’d been reasonably wrong. The reduced lighting visible through the glass door and empty parking lot tipped them off, but they walked up anyway, staring at the empty interior lobby in silence.



Rue’s shoulders began to shake. Will reached for her, but she pulled forward, walking right up to the door and jiggling the handle with angry movements.



“Come on!” she snapped. “Goddammit… Am I
 that
 stupid. Am I out of my mind? LP… you’re my brother. How did we even get here?”



“I don’t know.” He stepped in close behind her and wrapped her in a hug, holding her in a strong, but gentle embrace. “But I am
 here
 Rue. I’m not some master when it comes to love and all this… obviously not. But I’m here, Rue. And even if I’m your brother…
 especially
 because I’m your brother… I’m not going anywhere.”



He kissed her hair and gently pulled her away from the door. Getting it open was no problem, a mere process of cutting the lock and looking out for the silent alarm. He gestured for Rue to wait behind, having already saddled her with enough issues for one night.



A quick jaunt into the store and a quick jaunt out. The infodump on the back of the box of Plan B promised that all mistakes would be forgiven if ingested within 48 hours of unprotected sex. He set it in Rue’s hand, and then, with a smile, passed her a bag of Skittles, her favorite candy.



“Thanks,” she said. She blinked a few times, forcing a smile as a couple of stubborn tears slid down her face. Will wiped at them with his thumb.



“Come on,” he said. “Also, be careful with the box. If Jess finds that, she’s going to jump to a certain conclusion.”



“I know.” She looked at him thoughtfully, frowning a little. “That doesn’t really count, does it? I feel like I wanted my first time to be an entire night of romance and passion. Not just… a really hot accident.”



“I owe you a proper date,” he said. “We’ll go somewhere romantic and fun and do it over again.”



“I’d… like that.”



“And once that’s out of the way, we can start getting each other off for strangers on stream again.”



“You ass!” She hip-checked him, but fell into a side embrace as he put an arm around her. “I’m alright with us getting that bounty now. It would be enough for you to fix your bike with. I want to schedule it in advance, plan it out so it’s super hot, and get that money.”



“Oh, trust me, you’ll get more than just that.”



“Oh yeah?”



He slid his hand down and grabbed her ass. Rue squealed with laughter and pushed him in the shoulder.










CHAPTER 32




 



Will expected to fall asleep immediately once they’d arrived back and gotten comfortable on the couch. His mind wasn’t on the same page, and as much as the events of the night leaned him toward thinking about Rue… for some reason he couldn’t stop thinking about Avery.



It normally bummed the ever-loving hell out of him to think about Avery, but his mind skipped over the pain of her leaving, arriving instead at how badly he just wanted to talk to her again. He had so many questions. How was life on her new team? Was she settling into life in a new city, or was Color Spray on assignment abroad?



Would there come a moment when he would feel the same need to run away from Rue, like she’d run away from him?



He hugged his pillow, annoyed by how relevant what’d happened between them suddenly seemed. He wasn’t naïve. He knew that in Avery’s mind, she was doing what she thought was best for both of them. Protecting him, even. Was that a perspective he’d eventually settle on, too, if things kept moving forward with Rue?



He took out his phone and, forcing his fingers to move more quickly than he could let himself think, called Avery. The phone rang once, twice… and he hung up, suddenly beyond confused about what he’d even say.



Why was it so hard to try to open back up to someone who’d ghosted him? It felt like the answer was right there, baked into the question. His heart was still pounding, but he wasn’t sure if the idea of just getting her voicemail again was scarier to him than having her pick up and say
 hey,
 to have to delve into what would be a hard conversation on both ends.



It felt less like seeking closure and more like seeking answers, seeking help.



 



***



 



Will awoke to the sound of someone being welcomed into the apartment the next morning. He tensed, still cognizant of his late-night phone call, and forced his eyes open expecting Avery. Jess was at the door in jeans and a loose white blouse, stepping back to let a fully costumed Miss Mass into the apartment.



He wasn’t sure if he was relieved or disappointed.



“I brought donuts,” said Miss Mass. “They’re mostly plain, a few chocolate, a few coconut. The selection from the place I usually go to has thinned out considerably over the last few weeks.”



“I don’t think Rue or LP will complain much,” said Jess. “Thanks, Marti. Come on in. Our young hero is still waking up, but I’ll go prod him in the ribs.”



Will couldn’t resist feigning sleep as he heard Jess’s footsteps approaching. She nudged him gently in the shoulder, and then dropped down to her knees so her head was nearly level with his.



“LP,” she whispered. “Wake up, sleepyhead.”



She shook him again and then kissed his cheek.



“Come on,” she said, rubbing his back. “You have a full day of training ahead of you.”



“Beginning with some questions about a report I received from the chief of police,” said Miss Mass. “It seems as though both Lockpick and Webcam were out together on an unsanctioned patrol.”



“That’s…” Jess stood up and cleared her throat. “I suppose that’s
 technically
 true, but I arrived in time to supervise their activities and lend my guidance.”



“Jess…” said Miss Mass. “I know they’re your children, but you shouldn’t try to shield them when it comes to matters like this. Consequences need to apply uniformly in order for them to have weight.”



“I know that,” said Jess. “But there was no harm done. We stopped a bank robbery together. If anything, the initiative they took was a net positive.”



Will groaned and decided that was a good moment to get up. He didn’t realize he was only in his boxers until he was on his feet. He felt Miss Mass do a double take as she saw his tattoos for the first time, but an odd smile came to her face. Far from approval, but not far from an interest of a more feminine variety.



“Morning, Jess.” He kissed her on the cheek as he headed for the donuts. “Miss Mass.”



“Lockpick.” Miss Mass looked him up and down. “Is this your usual morning attire?”



“I’m assuming you’re here to take me out for training or patrol,” he said. “Easier to just put on my costume when we leave.”



“Well,” Miss Mass chuckled, looking him over once more with an approving smirk. “If you’re comfortable enough as is, I suppose I can’t really object.”



“I object,” said Jess. “Costume or sweatpants, mister.”



She slapped him on the butt. Will chuckled and pulled her into a hug before turning and heading for the bag where he kept his daytime costume.



“What’s the plan for today, boss?” he called to Miss Mass.



“We’re running a patrol along the edge of the collapsed district,” said Miss Mass. “Father Darkeye and Impact spoke to a
 representative
 of the Power Realists about various issues and concerns we share in common yesterday.”



“They did?” Will turned and stared. “That’s news to me, and not good news.”



“They didn’t agree to anything beyond establishing that they need to keep their men out of the more stable areas of the city,” said Miss Mass. “We don’t have the manpower to force them out of the collapsed district as of now, but we sure as heck will react to anything they do in the area outside of that.”



“That’s giving them
 far
 too much leeway.”



“I agree,” she said. “But it’s not as though we have a good alternative. Which is why we’ll be making sure that they’re upholding those terms and punishing any criminals cocky enough to try their luck.”



“That… sounds like a good plan for the day,” said Will. “I might actually get a workout today.”



“Oh, I’ll make sure of it,” said Miss Mass, with a smile.



“Breaking out the whip again?”



“I’ll have it on hand, in case you forget how to behave.”



“I think you like it when I misbehave,” he said, leaning over her to grab a donut off the counter.



Jess cleared her throat. “I think it makes sense for me to join the two of you. Just in case any unexpected bumps in the road rear their head.”



“I think we’ll have it under control.” Miss Mass touched Will’s chest as she slid by him, bodies briefly brushing together.



“Yeah,” said Will. “Miss Mass is an excellent teacher. Though I’m still trying to work out exactly what counts as extra credit.”



“Try bringing an apple to put on my desk,” said Miss Mass.



“Macintosh or Red Delicious?”



“I’m suiting up!” said Jess, stiffly. “The three of us will make short work of this patrol.”



She hurried off to change. Miss Mass furrowed her brow. Will shrugged and shook his head. Less than a minute later, Relic stepped out of the bedroom, serious and poised.



“Is Rue still sleeping?” asked Will.



“She is,” said Relic. “I think she had a bit too much wine last night.”



“Yeah, maybe,” he said, shooting a glance at the door. “Well, I’ll let her rest.”










CHAPTER 33




 



They headed out into the city on foot. It was hot out, to the point that Will could already sense his suit would be sweaty and sticky if he ended up exerting himself. Miss Mass quizzed him on CA protocol as they made their way west, toward the collapsed district.



“You’re in a duel against a supervillain, and one of their attacks puts a group of innocent mundane civilians into danger,” said Miss Mass. “Do you continue the fight or change objectives?”



“This feels like a trick question,” said Will. “I end the fight as quickly as possible and then switch to helping the civilians. This way, the villain doesn’t have a chance to put anyone further at risk.”



“Wrong,” said Miss Mass. “You call for backup. It was a trick question.”



“Just try to think each situation through a little more, LP,” said Relic. “It’ll all start coming back to you.”



“Sticking with the order of operations,” said Miss Mass. “You’re out of costume and an incident occurs nearby. Under what circumstances do CA guidelines give you permission to use your power in public unmasked?”



“Uh…” Will stroked his chin, knowing enough to know that he had no idea. “I suppose if…”



He glanced at Relic, who kept pointing to her eyes and then holding up a series of fingers.



“Don’t help him!” said Miss Mass, pushing Relic’s shoulder and glaring over a smile. “He needs to learn this stuff on his own.”



“It’s a small hint,” said Relic.



“I got it,” said Will. “It doesn’t matter if you’re out of costume if people are in mortal danger.”



“Wrong,” said Miss Mass. “The limit is twelve people. Any fewer and, if you are a full status, non-junior hero, you can use your discretion on displaying your power in an emergency.”



“That sounds really arbitrary,” said Will.



Relic touched his shoulder. “It may sound that way, but it’s part of a greater framework that keeps everyone within the CA safe. You have to learn this stuff, LP.”



Most of the patrol was fairly tame. They stopped a few times on the way to the edge of the collapsed district to interact with the public, with Will being prodded by Relic and Miss Mass to practice being approachable and community-minded.



He took on the role of a crossing guard as they passed a group of school children waiting to use a crosswalk with a broken light. One of them had to have been in kindergarten or first grade and insisted on holding Relic’s hand, much to Will’s amusement.



“I thought you were one of the bad guys,” said one of the kids.



“I’m reformed,” he said.



“What does that mean?” asked the kid.



“It means he’s good again now,” said Miss Mass. “You can trust him. If you need help and you see Lockpick, just run over and let him know.”



Will nodded, smiling a hollow smile as he wondered if putting on a heroic costume actually changed anything under the surface. He would do his best to relearn the rules, keep his
 Lockpick
 persona squeaky clean, all while flaunting the law as he pleased as
 Decay
 .



It unnerved him to acknowledge the pleasure he took in it, the games and the secrecy and the deception. He could fully commit to being a hero that played by the rules if he wanted to, ditch his nighttime outings and become a role model in truth.



Why not? What was stopping him?



They continued into the city’s west side, eventually reaching the unofficial boundary that separated the CA-patrolled city from the area now occupied by the Power Realists. Miss Mass and Relic both took to the sky, though Relic mostly moved from rooftop to rooftop.



He traveled on foot, eyeing each of the abandoned buildings he passed, listening as well as watching for trouble. There wasn’t much going on, other than the sprawling mess that was the city’s collapsed district. Bits of glass from blown-out windows crunched under his boots, and the air tasted of dust.



He heard voices ahead of him and glanced upward, spotting Relic and Miss Mass on the rooftops, but that wasn’t the source. In fact, whoever he was hearing was talking about Relic and Miss Mass, catcalling them from a distance.



“Come on down, but I’m pretty sure as part of the new deal, you have to suck our cocks!”



“Fuck that. I want the whole thing, tits and ass and all.”



“Bonespur over here thinks he could handle women like you. Come prove him wrong.”



Against much of his better judgment, Will rounded the corner, knowing whom he’d find on the other side. Standing just within what appeared to be the boundary between the collapsed district and the rest of the city were Bonespur, Gallop… and Francisco.



He heard someone whistle, not one of his old gang mates, probably Relic warning him to cool off. It wasn’t a warning he could easily heed, not with them smiling like they were, acting like they owned the city,
 his
 city.



“Fuck me sideways,” said Gallop. “Look at this walking joke of a human being. They actually let Pick put his costume back on. Do they keep you around to go to schools and scare the kids straight or something?”



Will felt a cold smile tugging at the edge of his mouth. “No, I’m actually the guy they send in when they need essential body parts removed from inconvenient people.”



“He’s one of the heroes, right?” Francisco was smoking a cigarette, or trying to, and took a big drag that immediately sent him almost doubling over with coughing.



“He’s not a hero.” Bonespur spat on the ground, meeting Will’s gaze with matching intensity. “He’s a fucking traitor who we kicked out a long time ago.”



“You’d been in prison for all of two weeks when I left,” said Will. “I still remember how red your eyes were when you first got locked up. You still cry yourself to sleep, Bonespur?”



“Why don’t you get your mom down here, Pick?” shouted Gallop. “Tell her to make use of those sexy lips of hers and maybe we won’t kick the shit out of you.”



“Trot on home, Gallop,” said Will. “Stick around, and I’m going to have to show you what happens.”



“I bet she’d be all about it,” said Gallop, smirking.



“Yeah.” Francisco laughed and made a jacking off motion over his crotch. “Man, I’d, um… definitely tap that.”



Will could brush off the shit talk, the dirty remarks, but the fact that it was coming from the very same stupid kid he’d dragged out of the Exclusion Zone over his shoulder incensed him to no end. He took a breath and forced himself to walk away.



“He’s a hero now, guys,” said Gallop mockingly. “A neutered dog, basically. He has to respect the
 truce
 , like the little goody-goody he—”



Will was moving before he’d decided to, twisting into an attack that his body had been craving like a drug. Gallop dodged, but Will had fought him enough times before to know exactly where he’d be coming from.



He threw a punch into thin air and connected with Gallop’s smug face. The super went down clutching at his nose as it spurted blood. Bonespur threw himself forward, already unsheathing the bone spears that exited out his wrists.



Will dodged a stab from one of them, seized Bonespur by the hair, and punched him twice in the face hard enough to leave him drooling blood. A shout came from overhead, probably Relic or Miss Mass warning him to stop.



“
 Bloodfeud
 !” called Gallop, voice nasally under a broken nose. “Fight him! Use your power!”



Francisco, or
 Bloodfeud
 as he’d apparently been christened, looked a few steps behind the moment. He hesitated for a crucial second as Will lunged at him, seizing him by the throat with one hand. He saw… fear in the kid’s eyes. Lots of fear.



Sighing, Will just pushed him back and walked away. Relic and Miss Mass landed on either side of him, covering his retreat as much as making it clear that they were near enough to stop him from doing anything else that stupid.










CHAPTER 34




 



“Lockpick! Are you out of your mind?”



Relic grabbed him by the shoulder and pushed him against the wall of an alleyway as soon as they were sufficiently far away from the scene of the brawl. She looked very much like angry Relic as opposed to angry Jess, veering close to the scarily powerful enemy he’d so often faced as Decay.



“They had that coming,” he said.



“They were on the border of the area we just agreed to a truce over!” she snapped. “Not only was that incredibly impulsive and violent, but it might very well jeopardize the current balance of power!”



“Not to second guess you, Relic, but the entire street was the agreed upon boundary,” said Miss Mass. “The street itself was intended to be more of a buffer area… I think.”



The interim leader of the Drifters trailed off as she saw the look on Relic’s face. Will was still the core target of her ire, but he bore the brunt of it without wilting.



“They’re escaped criminals,” he said. “You know as well as I do that if the CA cared about Lancaster City enough to send in some heavy hitters, they’d all be back in prison.”



“The situation is what it is, and we have to work around it,” said Relic.



“Let’s not overreact here,” said Miss Mass, in a placating voice. “It was just a small scrap, and he came away from it looking a lot better than the other guys. Letting them taunt a member of the Champion Authority without consequences would have sent the wrong message.”



“Letting
 him
 do whatever he wants without consequence sends the exact same wrong message, just in the other direction!” said Relic. “I just so happen to hold my son to a higher standard than the Power Realists.”



“Did you even hear what they were saying?” asked Will.



“Why would I
 care
 what they were saying?” asked Relic. “The amount of taunting and catcalling I’ve had to endure over the course of my career is a mountain beyond what they could muster.”



“Well, I play by a different rule book.”



“Knock it off!” snapped Relic. “Enough with this cocky attitude. You are a junior member of the Champion Authority, and I expect you to start acting like it.”



Will gritted his teeth, feeling a resurgence of his lingering anger. “I’m not apprenticing under you, in case you forgot.”



He turned to Miss Mass, who sighed and looked like she’d rather be anywhere else.



“It’s past lunch time,” she said. “Why don’t you go take a walk, cool down, and head home afterward? Does that sound good to everybody?”



Will nodded and walked off, too annoyed to stay in the situation for even a second longer. He was still in costume, still conspicuous amid the street even as he moved into the safer sections of town. He headed for one of the few places where a super could drop in to lounge for a while without drawing undue attention.



Nana’s Nook was nearly empty, outside of one of the few escaped prisoners that Will was happy to run into by accident. Erik sat at the bar, nursing a mostly empty beer and looking rather forlorn. He did a double take as Will walked in, eyeing his costume up and down.



“Holy shit,” he muttered. “Am I allowed to speak with you while you’re on duty, or does that violate some CA code of conduct? Rules about fraternization with villains, or whatever.”



“You’re asking the wrong person,” said Will. “I’m more instinctual than methodical in how I operate as a hero.”



“You say that like it’s a bad thing,” said Erik, chuckling and patting the stool next to him. “Sit. Let me buy you a beer and start getting into the CA’s good graces. Unless that counts as a bribe?”



“Please, just shut up.” Will sat down and massaged his temples.



“Rough day?”



Will nodded. Nana set a beer in front of him, and he downed half of it in a single large sip.



“You still working for the Realists?” he asked.



“I’m not sure I’d characterize it quite like that,” said Erik. “They’re still paying for a few of my copies, though it seems like they’ve scaled back the number they need after their latest recruitment drive.”



“We’re still enemies, then,” said Will, with a dark chuckle.



“One of many reasons why you should consider a career change.”



“To what?” Will turned a hand palm-side up. “I don’t even have a high school diploma.”



“You are all about the self-pity today, aren’t you?” said Erik. “How about… you become a handyman?”



“I don’t have the patience.”



“Lawyer?”



“Too much contempt for the law.”



“You could always get a job pumping gas,” said Erik.



“I think I’ve poured enough gas on my bonfire of a life as of late.”



“Well, aren’t you just a bundle of joy and optimism.”



Will’s phone vibrated, and he pulled it out of his pocket to find a text from Rue awaiting him.



Hey.



He smiled, suddenly feeling as though perhaps Erik had a point about him indulging in his own melodrama.



Hey,
 he texted back.
 How are you feeling?



Fine, basically. I’m probably going to spend the night at Becca’s.



Sounds fun. Just don’t get too wild ;)



I won’t. Cool if I tell her about what happened last night?



Will stared at his phone in numb horror.



Are you out of your mind? Of course you can’t tell her!



I’m not going to tell her it’s you, obviously,
 she texted back.
 Jesus Christ, LP, I’m not an idiot. I’ll just say it was some guy I fooled around with.



He hardly liked the idea of Rue telling her friends that she lost her virginity to “some guy” any better, but he recognized that she needed to process the incident in her own way.



I guess that’s fine. Are you alright?



I think so. Thanks for being you last night. Xox.



Have a good night, Cammie. I love you.



It wasn’t until after Will had finished his beer and walked most of the way home that he realized what Rue spending the night at Becca’s would actually mean. It would just be him and Jess, normally an appealing prospect made much less so by recent events.










CHAPTER 35




 



The tension was already simmering as Will made his way inside the apartment. Jess was sitting in the kitchen nook reading a novel, and she barely glanced up at him as he grabbed his clothing bag and started pulling his costume off.



Neither of them said anything, and the silence rendered a level of tension that made him feel hypersensitive to every noise, from the sound his costume made as it peeled back from previously sweaty skin, to the flick of each page of Jess’s book as she made a point of not looking over at him.



“Where did you go?” she finally asked.



“I grabbed a beer with a friend,” he said.



“In the middle of the afternoon?”



“You’re going to judge me for everything I do now?” he snapped.



More silence. Will pulled on a t-shirt and sweatpants, wishing he had a room of his own to disappear into. There was no escaping Jess unless he wanted to go wandering back outside, and he was too tired for that.



“Was it Misty?” asked Jess.



“Would you stop trying to police my every move?”



“It was just a question,” said Jess, narrowing her eyes. “Believe it or not, LP, it is one of my priorities to try to keep you from making stupid, impulsive decisions.”



“I’m a grown man,” said Will. “I don’t need you hovering over my shoulder and judging my every move.”



“You have no idea what you need,” said Jess bitterly.



He sat down on the couch and turned on the TV, upping the volume in hopes that background noise might override foreground tension. No such luck. Jess shifted to preparing dinner, and the sound of her chef’s knife coming down on the cutting board as she chopped vegetables sounded deliberate and harsh.



He was only really pretending to care about the show he’d picked out. When Jess began setting out plates, he came over, sparing her from having to be the one to break through the barrier of silence that’d formed between them.



“Food ready?” he asked.



“Yes.” She managed a smile and gestured to his chair. “It’s chicken stir fry. The ingredients are a little experimental, but I did what I could.”



“Sounds good,” he said. “I trust your judgment when it comes to cooking, at least.”



Jess’s smile twitched, and she set the pan down heavily. “I’ll let you serve yourself. Wouldn’t want you biting off more than you can chew.”



Will scowled and set about ladling food onto his plate. He was too irritated to resist being drawn back in to the argument, as pointless as he knew it was.



“That’s why you reacted the way you did, isn’t it?” he said. “You think I was picking a fight that I couldn’t win.”



“Your words, not mine,” said Jess. “Though I do think that the focus of your skillset as a hero doesn’t really lend itself toward how impulsive you can sometimes be. What do you honestly think would have happened if Miss Mass and I hadn’t been there today?”



“So, what?” he snapped. “I should just avoid fights against criminals because you don’t take my abilities as a hero seriously?”



“That is not what I said! It’s not about whether you fight or not, it’s about you being reckless and breaking the rules.”



“It’s not being reckless if I’m willing to accept the consequences.”



“Who says
 I’m
 willing to accept the consequences?” shouted Jess. “Dammit, LP! This isn’t a game.”



“This is what you wanted, isn’t it?” he shouted back. “For me to fight alongside you. For me to be a hero again.”



“I wanted you to become a hero, not
 Halberd
 !”



“…What?”



He stared at her blankly, thinking he’d misheard her at first. Hoping he’d misheard her.



Jess crossed her arms. “How do you think he would have handled those three thugs this afternoon if they’d gotten in his face?”



“He would have…” Will closed his mouth and looked away from her, so annoyed by her point that he couldn’t even say it out loud.



He would have done the exact same thing.



“You still have so far to go, Will, before you really understand what it means to be a hero again,” said Jess. “But that’s alright! I’ll help you get there, work with you, each step of the way.”



She reached across the table and touched his hand. He felt like he’d lost the argument, but couldn’t bring himself to concede, as childish and rebellious as it was.



“Miss Mass is the heroine I’m apprenticing under, not you,” he said stiffly.



“Your point being?” asked Jess. “Do you even have one, or are you just that desperate to cut at me?”



“My point is that it isn’t fair for you to treat me like I’m still fifteen. I’m a grown man, and I get to make my own decisions. I don’t need you micromanaging me.”



“How far do you think you’re going to get with this arrogant,
 my way or the highway
 attitude?” Jess leaned forward, expression intense and annoyed.



“Far enough.” He jutted his chin out, seeing the flicker in her eyes. She looked like she wanted to throttle him, but the tension in the air threatened to spill over in other, more interesting ways.



They ate in silence, barely looking at each other, hyper aware of one another. The food was good, excellent, probably Jess’s best meal all week, but admitting that aloud was out of the question.



“I’ll clear your plate for you,” said Jess, as he cleaned up the last of his rice.



“I’ve got it.” He stood up, chair screeching on tile.



“It’s fine!” said Jess, reaching to take it from him.



“Really, I don’t mind,” he said, through half-gritted teeth.



“No, LP, please,” said Jess. “Don’t push yourself on
 my
 behalf.”



They both moved together, neither letting go of the plate, nor acknowledging the awkward dance they did as they pulled back and forth on it on the way toward the sink. Will was behind Jess as the dish clattered into the dirty pile, and he didn’t pull back from her, wanting the closeness even if he was mad at her.



“Do you think I want to be
 anything
 like Halberd was?” he asked.



“I didn’t make that comparison lightly, LP,” said Jess. “I just… I need you to hear me.”



“I’m listening!”



He grabbed her hips, half thrusting into her, angry and lacking a better outlet in the moment.



“Are you?” Jess turned around partway, touching his cheek, suddenly gentle and loving like she’d flipped a switch. But there was no switch… she always loved him like this, even when she was correcting his mistakes and judging his behavior.



“I’m not Halberd,” he said. “We’re different people, with massively different views on the world. There might be some overlap in the way we act, the things we want, the… people we love. But I’m here, Jess. And I’m not going to make the same mistakes he did.”



Jess stared into his eyes, a fond, but tired smile edging its way onto her face as Will ran one of his hands along the side of her body. He wondered what she was thinking, how she viewed the way he felt toward her compared to how Halberd had once felt, once acted.



“I love you, Will,” she whispered.



“I love you more.”



“Not possible.”



He squeezed her and kissed her cheek, holding her tenderly for all of two seconds before the sensation of her soft body tight against him bordered on addiction. He nuzzled his lips against her neck, rocking his hips forward in a slow thrust made that much dirtier for its gentleness.



“I have dishes to wash, mister,” said Jess.



“I’m here to help.”



“You’re here to… Well, I wouldn’t necessarily call this
 helping
 .”



“You can call it whatever floats your boat.” He rocked forward again, grinding his rapidly hardening cock into the perfect softness of her buttocks. “Let’s have our movie night. We keep putting it off.”



“Things… keep coming up,” said Jess.



“That’s just life.”



“I still want to talk with you, Will.” She reached a hand back, rubbing his thigh in a manner that seemed like encouragement. “About… where you’re heading in life. What you
 really
 want.”



“I already told you I’d listen,” he said. “And I will, over a movie. Sound good?”



“Sounds workable.”



Despite his suggestion, he stayed right where he was for a good ten seconds, rocking into Jess until he felt within striking distance of a happy little accident. He was sick of arguing with her, that much was for sure, but emotion still lingered in the air, feeding into the night.
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He dimmed the lights and put on the sequel to the romcom Jess and Rue had been watching the previous night. Jess disappeared into Avery’s room for a minute after finishing the cleanup from dinner. Will glanced toward the door as she came back out… and almost broke down with laughter.



“What?” Jess closed the front of the kimono and narrowed her eyes at him. “I know this was Avery’s robe, but I thought it looked good on me.”



“It looks incredible on you,” he said. “I just… find it strange how you and Rue have both latched on to that singular piece of clothing.”



“It’s incredibly comfortable. I was a tad annoyed that Rue decided she wanted to borrow it last night.”



Jess came over and sat down on the couch next to him, pulling the blanket over her pale, bare legs. Will slid in closer, instantly taking liberties under the blanket. He stroked her thigh, expecting resistance as his fingers hinted at sliding toward her crotch. She didn’t give him any and he stopped, expecting some kind of trap.



“Where do you see yourself in a year or two?” asked Jess.



“Have we crested the valley from no-nonsense Jess to guidance counselor Jess?”



“It annoys me sometimes when you call me Jess, you know.”



“Fine. From the stern
 mother
 to the guidance counselor
 mother
 .”



She smiled and propped her head up against her arm, still ignoring the way he actively teased her inner thigh. “I want an answer. What’s your plan, Will, for after you move beyond junior hero status?”



“Would you believe me if I told you that I haven’t really thought that far ahead?” He slid his fingers higher. Jess was more reserved than Rue, he noted, as his fingers brushed the edge of her panties.



She set her hand atop his and pulled it to safer territory, pinning it against her knee. “I would believe that. But, that doesn’t mean it isn’t something you shouldn’t start considering now.”



“I suppose that’s true.”



“I could see you making out well as a solo hero,” she said. “Traveling as needed to get the maximum value out of your power. You could also consider joining a team, like Avery did, if you wanted to, well… expand your horizons.”



She shrugged, looking dissatisfied even though she was the one who’d brought the topic up.



“I mean, I suppose I’d lean toward joining a team,” he said.



“Do you have one in mind?”



“Whichever offers me the best signing bonus.” He smiled at her and started moving his hand again.



“And here we have another example of your confidence boiling over into cockiness.”



“Hey, I’m just answering each question as you ask it,” he said. “Come on, Jess. I’m not complicated when it comes to my goals as a hero. You know that. There’s a reason why I’m still putting that costume on.”



“What do you mean?”



“It’s got a massive Crimson Five emblem on the front,” he said, soft and serious. “I wouldn’t wear it if I didn’t feel like it was still me. I left the city. I didn’t leave the team.”



“Oh, Will.” She stroked his cheek, eyes tender as she stared at him. “Please tell me you mean that and you’re not just saying it.”



He started to nod and then hesitated, smirking to himself. “I mean, as long as there’s a signing bonus.”



Jess laughed and pushed him in the shoulder. Her eyes never left him, which was a bonus in itself, as the kimono had a tendency to slip open and she clearly wasn’t wearing a bra underneath.



“It would be contingent on good behavior, but I think… a certain bonus could be arranged,” she said.



“Oh? Obviously, it would have to be competitive against what other teams are offering.”



The corner of Jess’s eye twitched. “Did she offer you something already?”



“What? I… wait, you mean Miss Mass?”



“So she didn’t. Good.”



“The topic hasn’t come up yet, but she seemed impressed by my progress,” said Will. “I suppose feeling out the Drifters under Miss Mass as a potential team would only be fair, given how helpful she’s been.”



“You’ve already given me your verbal commitment, as far as I’m concerned,” said Jess.



“Sure, but that doesn’t mean I can’t see what she has to offer.”



He let a smile break through his resolve as he saw Jess’s pretend annoyance begin to shift into something real. He grabbed the folds of her kimono and pulled her in for a quick but passionate kiss.



“I’m locking you into my team, mister,” said Jess. “One way or another.”



“And now we watch as guidance counselor Jess evolves into bossy heroine Jess.”



She gently set a hand on his chest and shifted him so he was lying longwise on the couch.



“What are you doing?”



“Giving you a taste of your signing bonus,” she said, with a devious smile.



He didn’t dare ask questions as she began tugging at his sweatpants under the blanket. In truth, Will really hadn’t thought much about his future beyond continuing the balance between Lockpick and Decay for long enough to deal with his old gang.



The kimono billowed open, and Jess only made a halfhearted attempt at closing it as her plump breasts fell out and into view. Her perfect pink nipples were so impossibly erotic, and the edge of one was still poking out even as she finally managed to get the robe belted.



“Promise me,” whispered Jess. “Promise that you will stay committed to the Crimson Five.



She pulled the blanket back, revealing his boxers and the massive erection tenting them. Jess dropped her head down, her hot breath finding all the seams to sneak through and tease his manhood as she held her mouth mere inches away from his crotch.



“This feels unfair,” he said.



“For which of us?” she asked. She kissed his cock through his boxers and Will groaned, watching a tiny wet spot form from the beading pre-arousal.



“I promise I’ll always do what’s best for the Crimson Five.”



“That’s not what I asked you.” Jess withdrew her tongue right as it was within millimeters of prodding his bulge. “I want your word, Will. There’s at least one mistake that Halberd made that… I can’t just endure a second time around. I need you to be clear on your commitment.”



It was more than just an intensely sexual moment. Will wanted to reassert how unfair it felt, but it wasn’t, not really. He could see how his recent behavior might have stirred these fears within Jess. She needed his reassurance. She needed more than that from him, probably, and he really,
 really
 wanted to give it to her.



“I promise.” He pulled his boxers down.



A proud smile flickered across Jess’s face, followed by a more embarrassed one as she tilted her head nearer to his erection.



“Tell me when you’re about to come this time, mister.”



He nodded, and then almost gasped as Jess brought her lips down on his cock. It was like entering a different realm, one born of hot, sucking pleasure, ruled by an angel who made the sexiest little noises.



He leaned his head back, but almost immediately brought it back up. Watching her was better than simply closing his eyes and giving into the experience, even if the intensity all but demanded it.



Strands of blonde had fallen askew across Jess’s face. He cupped her cheek, gently smoothing them back into place. Jess pulled her mouth off his tool for long enough to briefly suck on his thumb before giving his shaft a lick that started lower than most women would allow themselves to go.



“Jess!” he groaned. “Hold on! I’m… Jesus. I’m already close.”



She pulled her lips back, little strands of saliva and more breaking as the contact separated. “Good. That is the
 point
 of this, in case you forgot.”



“I know, I just…” He chuckled as he stroked her cheek. “I want to enjoy it for longer.”



“Aw.” She grinned at him and shifted to using her hand, though her mouth stayed so close he could still feel her breath. “That is so sweet. Do you remember the first time I carried you while flying with my cloak?”



“Uh…” He winced, caught off guard by the way his childhood memories felt in contrast to the current moment. “I remember it being fun.”



“You were ten years old,” she said, with a fond sigh. “I only brought you up twenty feet or so, not high enough to really put you in danger. But each time I tried to land and set you down, you demanded that I keep going, keep flying you around. Just a minute longer.”



It felt really… uncomfortable, to think about that memory while having his naked cock stroked by her hand, pointed in her face. The feeling didn’t appear to be mutual, and if anything Jess was staring at him even more lovingly than she had been a minute earlier.



“This isn’t a piggyback flight,” he said.



“No.” Jess kissed the tip of his cock again. “It’s not.”



She flicked her hair over one shoulder and let out a satisfied moan as she started sucking again. Her robe was completely open now, and Will took full advantage, fondling her plump breasts as she bobbed her head, faster and faster.



He bucked his hips, meeting each movement, intoxicated by the dirty little churning noise he was rewarded with each time. The thought of being on a team with Jess,
 Relic
 , fighting crime and cuddling up to watch a movie afterward… It sounded almost too perfect.



They could be together as teammates, as a man and a woman… as a mother and son. Some of it was wrong, some of it was right, but above all else, it seemed like it could fit. There was a horrible, dirty, forbidden elegance to it that Will desperately wanted to seize for himself.



He let out a tiny gasp as he humped forward, one hand tenderly positioned against the back of Jess’s head as his hips rudely sought to plunge his cock as deep as it would go. He tapped her hair as he began coming, hoping that would be warning enough.



Jess pulled back and let out a little cough, taking a burst of his seed on the chin. She grinned, clearly pleased with herself, and licked a loose bead of cum off her bottom lip.



“That wasn’t much of a warning,” she said.



“It was about all I had time for,” he said, chuckling.



They cuddled up on the couch next to each other, and Jess rested her head on his shoulder. The movie was a third of the way through, and he hadn’t paid enough attention to be able to name the main character.



“You really wanted me to stretch it out?” whispered Jess. “There’s a… sex term for that, you know.”



“Edging,” he said. “And that’s not really it. It’s more like… I just can’t get enough of you.”



“You really need to get a girlfriend,” she said, with a sigh.



“You’d hate it if I did.”










CHAPTER 37




 



Will fell asleep at some point. He woke up to Jess stretching the blanket out over him and made a sleepy attempt to grab her and pull her onto the couch next to him.



“Behave yourself, and maybe you’ll wake up to something nice,” she whispered.



She kissed him on the forehead, and he heard the bedroom door close a few seconds later. The temptation to sneak into her room was near overwhelming, but her offer of something nice for good behavior was probably a better bet.



The idea of falling asleep and waking to another
 signing bonus
 was enough to make it hard to fall asleep in the first place, but eventually he managed it. For a minute or two, at the very least. His phone vibrated as someone tried to call him, and then again as it collected either a text or a voice mail.



He pawed at the screen, turning it on and wincing at the brightness of the display. Erik had texted him, and he had to read the words twice before the full implication of them set in.



NOT SAFE. GET OUT OF YOUR APARTMENT ASAP.



He surged to his feet, still in his boxers, and started toward the bedroom to grab Jess. He’d made it a single step before a horrible crash came from the front door. The air stirred, like a sudden breeze had snuck in from nowhere, and a surprised shout came from Jess’s bed as it continued into the apartment.



“You bastards!” he shouted. He reached for his penknife, which he’d hidden in the pocket of his backpack.



A dagger-long shard of glass slammed into his palm before he could work the zipper, impaling itself in his hand and jutting out the other side. He gasped in pain and roughly yanked it out, but Bonespur was on him before he even had a chance to mend the wound.



Another shout came from the bedroom. Will dodged one of Bonespur’s wrist spears, coming within an inch or two of losing an eye to its tip. He wrestled with the red-haired super, getting him in the face with an elbow but not gaining any real purchase in the fight.



“Now, now, Pick,” called Glass. “Is that anyway to treat your old boys?”



“Think I found them, boss,” said Gallop.



“Bring them here.”



Will headbutted Bonespur, which, while effective, only encouraged the super to engage his weird bone mask power, which gave off the impression of a grinning skull. He reached for his bag again, but one of Bonespur’s spears nearly stabbed his hand to the floor like a pinned insect, Will’s fingers brushing danger as he pulled back at the last second.



Gallop appeared in the living room, carrying in his arms several of Jess’s artifacts. The Cord of Achilles, which she must have taken off to wear the kimono, along with the Circlet of Ra. Her cloak, scepter, and the water breathing brooch were missing, but Gallop had found the ones which granted her the bulk of her power.



“Let him go!” boomed Jess, voice imbued with Relic’s confidence.



She attacked Gallop, getting a solid punch off in his face before spinning to attack Glass. Gallop blurred, knocking her off balance, and Glass was quick to grab her arms. She was still strong without her cord, but she couldn’t win against someone like Glass in a purely physical fight.



“There we go!” shouted Glass. “Fucking hell, I’ve been waiting so long for this.”



Will snarled and elbowed Bonespur in the face, not caring about the mask. Bonespur tried to bring his spear up to ready another strike. Will flipped him over and began throttling his neck, fully intent on killing him and anyone else who got in his way.



His wounded hand suddenly snapped up in the air, pulled by a tendril of his own blood like a crimson-red marionette line. He glanced over his shoulder in muted disappointment at Francisco,
 Bloodfeud
 , who had an arm raised like a practiced puppeteer.



“Shit, Despot might as well just crown me king in his place,” said Glass, stroking his chin. “Taking down his two greatest enemies in one night. There won’t to be nothing left for him to do when he gets back.”



“If you want me, you’ve got me!” snapped Will. “Let her go. She’s doing her job, nothing more than that. You want to make things personal, make them personal with me.”



“In the sexy Japanese robe and everything.” Glass whistled and turned his head sideways to get a better view of Jess. “Wouldn’t mind taking out some of my own grievances toward you on her, right here in front of you. Fine piece of MILF ass, for sure. But I think I’ll save her for later, once I’m sure she’s calmed down. Learned her new place.”



“If you touch her, I will fucking kill you!” he shouted.



Glass signaled for Gallop to take Jess’s hands in his place. He cracked his knuckles and then, with a telegraphed wind-up, struck her hard against the face. Will let out a bestial snarl and tried to pull free of Bloodfeud’s restraint, feeling the flesh in his hand tear and shred as though he was trying to pull the wrong way off a meat hook.



He felt a cold rage, not just toward them, but toward himself. It felt like his entire discussion with Jess had been a warning that’d come too late. He’d made the very same mistake that had dictated so many of Halberd’s decisions. He’d left himself and his family open to attack, and just like Halberd, he might not ever get a chance to set things right.



“Bloodfeud,” said Glass. “You’re going to help me take Ms. Sexy MILF Ass back to the base. Bonespur, Gallop. Can I trust the two of you to kill him once you’re done having fun?”



“You got it, boss,” said Gallop.



Bonespur nodded, but seemed significantly less comfortable with being ordered around by Glass. “He won’t get a chance to try anything.”



He took one of his spears and, while Will was still being held upright by Bloodfeud’s control, slowly drove one of his spears through the meaty muscle at the crest of Will’s neck and shoulder. It wasn’t a vital wound, more like where an insect collector might place a pin to lock a new trophy into place without doing too much damage.



He gritted his teeth even as tears beaded at the corners of his eyes, refusing to cry out in pain. Bonespur kept going, driving the spear into the wall behind Will and snapping it off after creating two back-facing bone spikes that would keep him from being able to simply slide forward off his skewer.



“LP!” cried Jess. “Stop this! Let him go! I… I’ll go with you! Just don’t hurt him.”



“Don’t agree to anything!” hissed Will.



“You’ll behave if we promise to let him live,” said Glass. “Alright. Bonespur, Gallop. You know what to do.”



Glass made a cut on each of Jess’s hands deep enough for the blood to bead and serve as an anchor for Bloodfeud’s power. He was enough of a gentleman to fix her robe and grab her shoes before leading her out the door. She shot one desperate glance back at Will, her expression fierce, but nearly broken by her concern for him.



Gallop started chuckling as the door shut behind them. “Oh, we know exactly what to do. I’m surprised she bought that so easily.”



He blurred, and a punch slammed into Will’s chin, knocking his head around in a manner that made his shoulder scream with pain as it jostled against the spear. He lifted his free arm, trying to shield his face. Bonespur seized his hand and snapped his middle finger sideways in a merciless break.



He couldn’t help gasping from the pain, but it was all secondary compared to the feeling in his chest. This time, he’d actually lost in a way that mattered. It was hard to tell, given his history, but he was pretty sure this was the worst he’d ever fucked up.








CHAPTER 38




FIVE YEARS EARLIER



 



The rhythmic beep of a hospital heart monitor drew Lockpick from sleep in slow, incremental steps. He became first aware of the noise and antiseptic hospital smell, followed shortly after by the bed and the sheets, with the events leading up to what had led him there clicking into place last of all.



I got shot by a drug dealer
 , he remembered.
 How quaint.



He groaned and began feeling the various spots on his body throbbing with unusual aches. He’d done his best at mending the holes, but there was still some internal damage, likely nothing serious, given that he was still alive. Certainly enough to make moving a few muscles extra painful.



A doctor with thick glasses and a bad comb-over poked his head into the room, saw that Lockpick was awake, and smiled. “You’re awake. Good. How are you feeling?”



“Tired,” he muttered. “Confused. How long have I been in here?”



“You were brought in about ten hours ago. Given the strange nature of your injuries, it’s a miracle you’re still alive. You were found in a large pool of your own blood with no external wounds. If you’re feeling up to it, I would
 love
 to ask you some questions about your circumstances.”



“Ten hours…” muttered Lockpick. He closed his eyes and rubbed at them. Was Halberd still waiting patiently for rescue in the jail, or had he already decided to run with the nuclear option?



“Are you feeling at all short of breath or nauseous?” asked the doctor.



“Not especially,” he muttered.



“I can let you rest more if you need some time to compose yourself, though you do have a visitor waiting for you.”



Lockpick sighed. Not only had Halberd escaped, but he’d made the phenomenally dumb decision to come seeking him at a hospital, of all places. Though, an escape along with tracking him down since he wasn’t answering his phone seemed like a lot to accomplish in ten hours.



“Who is it?” he asked.



“A family friend,” said the doctor. “He said he’d been sent to watch over you until your father’s situation could be resolved.”



“Did he give his name?” asked Lockpick.



“I’m sure he did. Everyone has to at the check-in. I didn’t catch it, though. Sorry, I have far too many cases on my hands right now.”



Lockpick would have guessed that Relic had somehow gotten the emergency contact notification and flown out to worry over him had the doctor not emphasized that his visitor was a man. He tried to think of who else it could be and came up empty. Frowning, he decided there was only one real way to get an answer.



“I feel mostly recovered,” he said. “Send my visitor in.”



“It’s wild to hear you say that.” The doctor chuckled and tapped his knuckles against his clipboard. “The energy of youth. You were covered in blood when you came in. Really, you should let me look into having your case presented as a puzzle to some of the nerds in… ah, we’ll talk about that after. I’ll send your friend in.”



Lockpick waited for a good ten minutes before his mysterious visitor finally revealed himself. He didn’t recognize the man who approached the doorway, and became entirely sure they’d never met before as the hulking giant stooped slightly in the door frame to ensure his seven-plus-foot frame could clear the room’s entrance.



He was freakishly muscular, cords of heavily worked flesh twisted together like ropes, veins bulging in his neck like powerlines, but it was all stuffed into an expensive suit. His hair was tied back in a ponytail not unlike Lockpick’s own, though jet black in color and likely dyed, given the heavy network of wrinkles adorning the man’s face.



He had an air of importance around him, like a movie star, or possibly even an alien from another planet. The first real clue that Lockpick got was when the man rubbed his hands together, revealing that the back of each knuckle had a letter tattoo.



U… D… E… R, and M… A… R… A.



“Lockpick.” The man smiled, pulled a chair up, tested it for his weight, and sat down. “I believe this is the first time we’ve met face to face. You’re older than I expected you to be.”



Lockpick slowly shook his head, a pit forming in his stomach as realization dawned on him like a fever.



“My name is Laurence Alamo,” said the man. “You might know me better as
 Marauder
 . Your father and I are… business partners. Old friends, really.”



He would have made an attempt to rush to the door, but he wasn’t actually sure he could get past a man that huge and through it, not to mention the way his muscles still groaned with pain. Marauder, the same Marauder they’d been running from since the beginning. The same Marauder that Halberd owed an obscene, life-ending amount of money to.



“Please,” said Marauder, smiling and holding up a hand. “There’s no need to make that face. I want you to take a deep breath and think very carefully about your next move. Would I be here in person if I wanted you or your father dead?”



“Possibly, given that everyone else you’ve sent after us has failed,” said Lockpick.



“That they have.” Marauder sighed and leaned back in his chair, which groaned ominously. “If I was in a more playful mood, I’d make you guess why, exactly, I’ve honored you with this visit. But I see that you are not currently at full strength, so how about this?”



He lifted a suitcase that Lockpick hadn’t noticed before onto the sliding side table attached to the hospital bed. There was a lock on the front which Marauder twisted a key into before opening the case to reveal several rows of crisp $20 bills tied together with tight rubber bands.



“This should be enough to bail your father out, with a small remainder for expenses,” said Marauder. “I’m going to leave it right here, closed but unlocked, and when you feel well enough to leave this hospital, I want you to take it with you.”



“This is…” Lockpick shook his head, eyes narrowed. “What’s the catch?”



“There’s no catch.”



“There’s always a catch.” Lockpick swallowed, feeling an oncoming headache, the weakness and blood loss. “Halberd owes you money, not the other way around. Why give him more?”



“I have lots of money. It’s within my risk tolerance to have him owe me, given that I need him free and functional to pay me back to begin with.”



“I don’t want it.”



“You don’t need to want it.” Marauder closed the case but set a hand on top of it, leaving the key within easy reach atop the black leather. “It’s here, regardless of what you decide.”



“Where did it even come from?” asked Lockpick. “Drugs? Human trafficking?”



Marauder chuckled. “You are most definitely your father’s son. Lockpick, I’m afraid I can’t stay longer, but it was an honest pleasure meeting you.”



“I don’t want your money!”



Marauder gave an exaggerated shrug that fully displayed the way his incredible frame filled out his suit jacket. “Perhaps the hospital does, then. I’m sure they would eventually be willing to accept it as unclaimed property if you insist it’s not yours for long enough.”



Marauder got up and headed for the door. He stopped as he began to stoop through the doorway and knocked on the frame with one of his massive fists. “Oh, and be sure to tell Halberd to call me.”








CHAPTER 39




 



“It’s not about torture,” said Gallop. “It’s about making a point.”



One of Will’s eyes was swollen into a useless slit, but he could see the speedster striding toward him through the other. Three out of five fingers on his right hand had been broken, but that was alright. The hand had an upper threshold for pain, and the difference between one broken finger and three wasn’t really that much.



“He might be our enemy, but he’s basically a nobody,” said Bonespur. “He doesn’t know anything.”



“I already told you, it’s not torture,” said Gallop. “Obviously, he doesn’t have any critical information beyond what Relic would already know. This is just about… well,
 you know
 .”



Gallop leaned forward and jostled Will’s shoulder, the one still skewered by the spear. Unfortunately, there was no upper limit for that kind of pain, a literal impalement that tore through tissue and scraped against bone. He tried not to scream and, after failing, tried to take breaths in between screams.



“Ha ha ha,” said Gallop. “What a pussy. God, I can’t believe he used to be one of us. It was mostly before your time, of course, but he was like… one of the top dogs. I don’t know how he managed to fool all of us, let alone Despot.”



“I’m sick of this,” muttered Bonespur. “Let’s finish him and be done with it.”



“If you want to, go right ahead,” said Gallop. “I like seeing him suffer.”



He stomped on Will’s ankle, shattering it for the second time in less than ten minutes. Will had managed to subtly mend the prior damage, still distantly hoping for a chance to escape. That hope was dim now, the last pathetic flicker of a candle running out of wick.



He’d simply lost too much blood. He’d been in a few bad scrapes before, and blood loss was always the real threat. Less blood meant less everything, less movement and power in his muscles, less thinking. Less caring.



“I wish I had a lighter with me,” said Gallop. “Imagine if we lit his hair on fire.”



A heavy thump came from outside the apartment, beyond the closed door. It was followed a few seconds later by frantic knocking on the door. Will closed his eyes, not wanting this, of all things.



Rue. She must have come home, seen something wrong from outside. Run, Rue! Just get away!



“No…” he groaned. “It’s a trap!”



His voice was barely loud enough to carry to Gallop and Bonespur, let alone out the door. The two villains exchanged a glance. Bonespur shrugged. Gallop muttered something under his breath and took on the responsibility of investigating.



He blurred as his power brought him to the door in the blink of an eye, opened it, and stepped outside.



“Huh?” said Gallop. “Who’s there?”



Bonespur turned, still watching Will, but also keeping the door in view. He took a step toward the door, briefly turning his back to the skewered prisoner.



In that same moment, Mist appeared in front of Will in a silent poof. She winced and covered her mouth when she saw his injury. Will gestured with the broken fingers of his free hand to the bone spear holding him, though he was fairly certain if she just pulled it out it would kill him.



“Just these two?” whispered Mist.



Will nodded.



“What was that?” Bonespur spun around, missing Mist by a fraction of a second as she teleported elsewhere. He narrowed his eyes, still suspicious, and took a step toward Will.



“Ahhhhh!” screamed Gallop. “My eyes! My fucking eyes!”



Bonespur swore under his breath and pushed a new bone spear out of his wrist. He stalked toward Will, watching the door, but keen on the advantage having a hostage would give him.



Mist attacked from a blind spot, poofing into existence mid-dropkick. Bonespur was a rather scrawny teenager, and hit the wall with a satisfying crack, almost going down. He spun, materializing bone armor around his face and chest, and punched Mist hard in the stomach.



Will had been expecting her to teleport away, but either she’d mistimed it or simply wasn’t used to fighting in close quarters. Another woman ran in that he vaguely recognized, clad in a skintight green and yellow costume that showed off a hell of a body. A forked tongue snaked out of her mouth, and then she leapt at Bonespur in a hissing tackle.



The young villain managed to knock her away, coating one fist with bone for a heavy punch. He spun to face Mist again, glanced at Will, shifting to keep everyone in view. The move left his back to the door, however, and he was an instant too slow to react as Webcam ran in and thunked him over the head with a baseball bat.



He didn’t go down instantly, given how his bone helmet protected his skull, but Webcam didn’t stop instantly. She wound up and, just before he could dodge out of the way, struck him a second time across the face with even more force. Bonespur’s armor rattled as he hit the ground.



“The other one?” asked Mist.



The woman with the tongue,
 Iggie
 , if Will remembered correctly, nodded. “I melted his eyes. I think he went into shock. Please don’t tell me we risked our asses for nothing?”



She eyed Will critically, thinking what most people would think upon seeing him in his current state.



“I’ll live,” muttered Will. “I just need… help pulling this out.”



“LP!” Webcam ran over to him, wincing sympathetically as her eyes shifted from his impaled chest to his broken fingers. “Oh God! I came as fast as I could when I realized something was happening.”



“She almost ran in while Glass and the others were still inside,” said Mist. “In full costume, no less. It’s a good thing I recognized her and let her know that Iggie and I were also here to help.”



“How did you recognize me, by the way?” asked Webcam, gesturing to her eye mask and costume.



“Um…” Mist glanced down at the substantial curve of her breasts, and then up at her wild hair. “Just luck, I suppose. On both sides – your help was exactly what we needed.”



“Thanks, and likewise,” said Webcam, with a smile.



“Not to break up the girls’ night, but can we get on with this?” muttered Will. “I need to mend the wound before I do any more bleeding.”



“Sure, but, um…” Mist winced and looked at the others. “You really want us to pull it out?”



“Yeah, but slowly,” he said. “I need to… mend the back first. Then the front. Both at once is too much for me.”



“No way he doesn’t pass out from this,” said Iggie. “I’m telling you, we’d be better off calling for an ambulance. This is serious shit.”



“LP, maybe she’s right?” said Webcam.



“There’s no time,” he said, teeth gritted. “I’ll manage.”



The three women looked at each other, more nervous about it than he was. Mist finally stepped forward.



“I’ll do it,” she whispered.



“No, I should do it,” said Webcam.



“I volunteered, and besides, I’ve seen his mending in action before,” said Mist.



“You think I haven’t?” snapped Webcam. “I’m his sister, I should be the one to—”



“Just grab it already,” he hissed. “Both of you. Pull together, but slowly and smoothly.”



They nodded and got to work. The pain, from the very start, was unreal, to the point where Will’s experience hovered between a fever dream and black out. It felt worse than dying, not that he necessarily had a solid comparison point.



He felt an amusingly warm flood of liquid run down the small of his back as the spear slid out the rear exit wound, as though he’d popped an impossibly massive zit. With clumsy, weak movements, Will slapped a hand around to cover the gaping injury, mending it over the course of a couple of excruciatingly painful minutes.



“Go,” he muttered.



He gasped as the last bit of the spear came out the front of him, blood gushing forth even as he tried to cover it with both hands and hold it in. Death was still a possibility, not all that unlikely of one, either. So much blood, more than he would think a single person could spare.



“Pick,” whispered Mist. “Hey… hang in there.”



He blinked his eyes open. His head was on Mist’s lap, and though he’d managed to mend his chest, he was pretty sure he’d blacked out afterward. Opening his mouth to thank her, Will coughed out a few dark bits of blood or something onto her costume.



“You’re welcome,” said Mist, chuckling. She smoothed back a few strands of his hair.



Webcam was holding one of his hands and made a slightly annoyed noise, jostling forward to put herself into his field of view in place of Mist.



“I saw what happened,” said Webcam. “We have to go after Mom.”



“We will,” he said. “Tonight. Whatever they have planned… we can’t let it happen.”



“I only signed up to come help him,” said Iggie. “This was a favor to Erik and, as far as I’m concerned, it’s done.”



“Then go fuck off to the sewer or wherever it is you live these days,” said Mist.



“Don’t be such a bitch,” said Iggie. “You know what I’m saying. And for your information, Erik has me in what passes for a nice hotel these days.”



Iggie waved and headed for the door, but given what Will knew of her powers, her departure was closer to a minor loss than a major one. Mist sighed and stroked his hair again.



“I’ll stick around,” said Mist. “Don’t worry.”



“Thanks,” muttered Will. “We have to… get help. Miss Mass. The Drifters.”



“We will,” said Webcam.










CHAPTER 40




 



To be safe, they did a quick circuit of the apartment, grabbing everything that qualified as essential. Glass and his cronies had made off with not just Jess, but several of her artifacts. While they still had her cloak, her scepter, and the water breathing brooch Will had gifted her back at the Lighthouse, her cord and circlet were in enemy hands, if not already destroyed.



“Those stupid bastards,” muttered Webcam. “They don’t even care how hard she worked to get that stuff!”



“Let’s not start worrying about material losses until we’ve gotten her home safe,” said Will.



He took both of his own costumes, though he didn’t put either of them on right away. It didn’t make sense to commit to being Decay or Lockpick until he had a better idea of what was going on. Not that changing his clothing was high on his list of things he felt capable of doing at that moment. The simple act of remaining upright and walking around made him feel incredibly lightheaded.



They still had food left from dinner, which Will scarfed down to hopefully increase his blood sugar levels across the near term. His foot bumped into Bonespur’s spear as he was headed for the door, and on a whim, he took that too. Most people tended to overlook how useful it could be to have an enemy’s weapon on hand when it was distinctive.



Bonespur himself was left tied up on the living room floor, still unconscious. As much as a part of Will would have liked to settle the score permanently with him, there and then, it felt off. The younger man probably did deserve to die, but Will felt as though he didn’t need that blood on his hands.



“I grabbed Mom’s keys, but I’m super uncomfortable behind the wheel,” said Webcam.



She tossed them to Will, and his reaction time in catching them was a full second delayed.



“Um, how about I drive?” suggested Mist.



“LP, I don’t think Mom would want her driving her car,” said Webcam.



“Cammie, now is not the time for that kind of worry.”



“Alright, well, I want those keys back as soon as we get to where we’re going.”



“Cammie, please just… stop.” He massaged his temples and took a breath, trying to figure out just what their plan was even supposed to be. “Alright. We’ll call Miss Mass. See if she can assemble the Drifters and get them to back us up.”



She picked up on the second ring, sounding surprisingly fresh for the time of the night. “Lockpick? What is it?”



“They attacked us,” he said. “The Power Realists captured Jess. I escaped, but only just. I—"



“Get over here now.”



“Hold on. I think I know where they’ve taken her. If you could—"



“Lockpick, that is an order!” snapped Miss Mass. “Get your ass over to my house right this instant.”



“Ow!” Will held the phone a couple of inches back from his ear, surprised at the speaker’s depth. “Jesus, alright. I’m on my way.”



“What did she say?” asked Webcam.



“We’re going to meet her at her house,” said Will. “Are you alright with that, Mist?”



“I… suppose I could just wait in the car,” she said.



“I think that’s a good idea,” said Webcam.



“Rue!” snapped Will. “Knock it off.”



They drove fast, aided by both the late hour and the reticence of most drivers to even be on the road, given the city’s current state. Mist did a rough parking job in front of Miss Mass’s driveway, and Will and Webcam climbed out.



The act of standing up from the front passenger seat nearly knocked him out. Too much to do, too little blood to do it. Webcam helped him up Miss Mass’s front steps. The older heroine was waiting at the door and opened it before they’d even knocked.



“Who’s that in the car?” she asked.



“LP’s girlfriend,” said Webcam. “Don’t worry, she’s cool… I guess.”



“Huh.” Miss Mass frowned, eyeing Mist critically at a distance. “She looks… never mind. Get inside, quickly. The two of you must have been through hell tonight.”



She brought them in and sat them down at her dining room table. A pot of tea was already steaming at the center, and she poured them each a cup.



“Sit, drink, and try to calm down,” she told them. “I’ve already called my team and Father Darkeye. They’re on their way here as we speak, but… it doesn’t seem like the best course of action is for us to do anything drastic tonight.”



“What’s that supposed to mean?” asked Will. “They kicked in our door! They pulled us out of bed! That’s fucking drastic.”



Miss Mass sighed, looking tired and emotionally conflicted. “The reason why they were able to do that is because they outnumber us, in terms of both raw manpower and ability, especially now that Relic has been captured. Your mom was our heavy hitter, the core of what was keeping the Realists in check.”



“That’s one of the many reasons why we need to get out there and save her!” he shouted. “We can’t…
 I
 can’t just sit here and do nothing, even for a night.”



His heart pounded an angry rhythm in his chest. He saw not just Glass and Bonespur’s faces, but Despot’s, too. He was in that mood again, the one that had him cutting off fingers and fighting like a lunatic back in Mastodon.



“We won’t be just sitting here,” said Miss Mass. “My team is on their way, as is Father Darkeye. He’s already talking to the representative of the Power Realists. I’ve reached out to a few other teams, as well. We’ll come up with a plan that’s foolproof and act with overwhelming force. That’s the only way to ensure that we get her back, Lockpick.”



“I was afraid it would be like this,” he muttered. “I remembered being a hero, but it was all through the lens of a kid, a fifteen-year-old with no real idea about what was going on.”



“Don’t talk like that,” said Miss Mass.



“Can you blame him?” Webcam nudged the table, spilling some of their tea. “You’re writing her off! They could be torturing her right now, or, or…”



Will set a hand on her shoulder. Miss Mass sighed and folded her arms.



“You both have had a long, traumatic night,” she said. “I want you to rest up here, even if it’s just for an hour or two, and then join the discussion and help us save your mom, okay? This is just… how it has to go in these types of situations. It’s hard, but we wouldn’t be heroes if that wasn’t the case.”



We wouldn’t be, now would we?
 thought Will.



He nodded slowly, mechanically. “Right. Of course.”



“I have an extra bed already prepared,” said Miss Mass. “Why don’t you take it for now, Will? Webcam, you should go help his girlfriend get home and then double back.”



“I think it’s better if I go,” he said.



“You need to rest,” said Miss Mass. “That’s an order. Please, just trust me for now, Lockpick. That’s all I’m asking.”



She did have good intentions, and he did trust her, in his own way. He trusted her to be Miss Mass, a by-the-book hero with good intentions and limited means. He stood up, shot a knowing smile at Webcam, and followed Miss Mass into her spare bedroom.



“I promise that we’re going to get her back alive, Lockpick,” she said, voice finally showing strain. “It just… might take some time.”



“You’re doing what you can,” he said. “I appreciate that.”



She surprised him, pulling him into a tight hug. He let his guard down enough to appreciate the gesture, how she cared for him and took her role as a mentor seriously.



“Sorry,” he muttered.



“For what? I know you’re doing your best.”



She rubbed his hair affectionately, almost like Jess would have, and headed out, closing the door behind her. Thirty seconds later, Mist appeared in the room, her grey and black costume making her look like a ghost, or an angel of death.



“Ready to go?” she asked.



“Yeah.”



She hugged him much like Miss Mass just had, and an instant later, they were back outside, next to the car.










CHAPTER 41




 



“She’s going to be pissed when she realizes you snuck out,” said Webcam.



“I can withstand her ire,” he said. “I’ll take it over leaving Jess to die at the hands of my former gang.”



“Where are we going, exactly?” asked Mist.



“The junkyard. That’s where they’ll be holding her.”



“Isn’t that just their normal base?” asked Mist. “Why would they bring her there? It seems too obvious.”



“I would agree if not for the fact that Glass appears to be calling the shots while Despot is out of town,” said Will. “He’s overconfident and bad at improvising. I wouldn’t be surprised if the attack on our apartment was Bonespur’s idea, not his.”



“Miss Mass did have a point about how outnumbered we are,” muttered Webcam. “LP, you’re the only one out of the three of us who can even hold their own in a fight.”



Mist cleared her throat. “Speak for yourself.”



“The plan isn’t going to involve much fighting,” said Will. “I’ll go as Decay and walk right in through the front gate. I’ll find Jess, dispatch whoever they have guarding her, and then with your help, Mist, get her out of there.”



“I don’t know if that’ll work, Pick,” said Mist. “You really think they’re just going to let you in?”



“I went through their stupid trial,” he said. “Technically, I am, or at least
 Decay
 is, a member.”



“In good standing, though?” asked Mist. “Think they won’t wonder about how little time you actually spend around the old junkyard tire fire?”



“I don’t care if they wonder, as long as they let me in,” he said. “Cammie, I want you in my ear.”



“Um, phrasing,” said Webcam.



“You know what I mean. I doubt the Power Realists are used to being careful with their phones. I want you to get a sense of where everyone is, where Jess is probably being held, and anything else that might be useful. Constant stream of intel using your power.”



“I can manage that, but…” Webcam made a displeased noise. “I don’t know about this, LP. What if… Miss Mass is right?”



“We’re not risking that much,” he said. “The worst that can happen is that they discover what I’m up to and kill me.”



“That’s up there with one of the dumbest things I’ve ever heard you say,” said Mist.



“Agreed,” said Webcam. “If you’re trying to convince us, you’re blowing it.”



“This is my old gang!” he snapped. “I know how they work, how they think. After a score like this, they’ll be partying their asses off. Here and now is exactly the time to move against them. Miss Mass may have had a point about us being outnumbered, but numbers don’t matter if the battle is never announced.”



The skepticism in Mist and Webcam’s communal silence was a taste in the air, bitter and hard to swallow. Mist drove to the junkyard, however, parking a block away in between a collapsed building and an abandoned truck.



“This is going to have to be a team effort,” said Will. “I need the two of you to work together. Webcam, you’re going to have to make it clear to Mist where she’ll be teleporting in. Mist, you have to keep Webcam safe. Can you both do that?”



The costumed women exchanged doubtful glances with each other.



“I suppose,” said Mist.



“Yeah, whatever,” said Webcam.



He took out one of the Bluetooth earbuds Rue had given him eons ago and, after connecting it to his phone, slipped it into his ear. “I’m on the line. If there’s anything I need to know, make sure I know it. For the most part, I have a pretty good idea of how this will go.”



He changed into his Decay costume outside the car, smiling a little at the way both Mist and Webcam watched him while pretending not to watch him. Pulling his hood up, Will checked his weapons, making sure he would be ready to do the dirty work when it was time.



“Alright,” he said. “Wish me luck.”



“Good luck, LP,” whispered Webcam. “Be careful.”



She hugged him, and as soon as they pulled apart, Mist grabbed him and gave him a deep kiss followed by a longer hug. He really hoped the gesture didn’t incite the kind of jealousy that might end up getting him killed in the near future.



There was a fair amount of fog in the street, and he could both see and smell the sickly-colored bonfire within the junkyard in the distance. He was nervous, regardless of the brave face he’d put on for the others. Nervous for himself, nervous for Jess.



There was a very real chance she might already be dead by the time he got in there. It didn’t matter what Glass had said about Despot having a “plan” for her. She was not the kind of woman who would simply play meek and follow orders. An escape attempt gone wrong might be enough for them to decide she was too dangerous to be kept alive.



“I believe in you, LP,” whispered Webcam, over the earbud. “You can do this.”



“Keep your eyes open,” he whispered back.



As the junkyard’s gate came into view, his spirit got a major boost. Two of Erik’s doubles were stationed outside, passing a flask back and forth as they kept the graveyard watch. They both reacted with a wince when they saw Will walking up in his Decay costume.



“Ah,” said the double on the right. “
 Decay
 , wasn’t it? One of the new recruits. I thought I’d heard something about you defecting after passing the trial.”



“I’m a busy man,” he said. “Had to take care of a few things. Open the gate.”



“Decay.” The double sighed, and after a glance around to make sure they were alone, leaned in closer. “
 Pick
 . I know why you’re here, and I’m sure you know why I… can’t let you in.”



“Open the fucking gate, Erik.”



He shook his head, exhaling through his teeth. “No. I can’t… and I’m not going to. We’ve been seen working together in public before. If Glass doesn’t work out what happened afterward, Despot will, and that man actually does scare me.”



“Come on!” Will threw his arm out sideways, barely keeping from drawing his pen knife. “They have Relic. My
 mother
 . If there was one time I needed a favor from you, it’d be right here, right now.”



The double hesitated and glanced at his partner, who nodded, both unsurprisingly on the same page. “I can’t just open the gate for you, but… if you were to pay me.”



“What?”



“As I believe our original has told you before, we’re here on contract,” said the double. “We need money, Pick. Pay us out, and we’ll walk off the job.”



“Why do you need money so badly, anyway?” he asked. “I ran into your girlfriend, by the way. She did mention a hotel. Is that it?”



“Erik’s girlfriend, you mean.”



“Whatever.”



The double shrugged. “It’s not complicated. We’ve got mouths to feed. You make thirty-some-odd doubles of yourself, pretty cool shit. Keeping them fed and healthy and recreationally stimulated when none of them can apply for a real job, well, it’s not easy.”



“Well, that’s… a lot less dramatic than what I’d worked out in my head,” said Will. “How much?”



“How much do you have?”



Will winced. He wasn’t exactly flush with cash at the moment. He considered the question for a few seconds more before coming to an obvious realization.



Sorry, Rue.



“Ten grand,” he said.



“Need more than that.”



“I could do thirteen grand, then. Maybe thirteen and a half, depending on certain factors.”



The doubles both swore in unison. “You’re lucky that you’re a friend, Pick. I expect that money by the end of the week.”



“Don’t worry, you’ll get it.”



The doubles nodded to each other and stepped out of the way, one of them pulling the gate open. As expected, Webcam immediately chimed in as soon as he’d made it through.



“Did you seriously just promise to give him the bounty money?” she whispered.



“Yup. There was no other way. Sorry.”



Silence. Surprisingly, there was no anger in her voice when she finally spoke again.



“I’m not mad,” she whispered. “I actually think this is the best use for it. Saving Mom. I don’t think I would feel right about doing something so sleazy for money if it was just for the money and nothing else.”



“Well, I’m glad the notion of family unity is what finally inspired you to let me bone you on stream,” he teased.



“Shut up!” she said, laughing. “You have work to do. Get serious, LP.”



She was right. It was time to get some long overdue work done.










CHAPTER 42




 



Will’s initial assumption that the Realists would be partying under Glass’s leadership in the wake of a successful grab proved accurate. The atmosphere within the junkyard felt like a party, a regular backyard barbecue replete with hotdogs cooked over a tire fire.



It was ideal for what he intended. He passed by a handsome villain attempting to woo one of two women whom he was serenading with a story, expression and mannerisms exaggerated for effect. A circle of supers sitting cross-legged were passing a joint around, talking and smoking and getting their buzz on.



“This place is super sketchy,” whispered Webcam.



“You don’t get out much, do you?”



“You know I don’t,” she snapped. “Jerk. I just mean…”



“I know what you mean,” he muttered. “It’s a place outside of the law. It’s not an environment that’s comfortable for everyone.”



He wanted to begin his search immediately, but the simple act of walking in through the gates had drawn a fair amount of attention his way. He walked slowly, acting as though he was searching for a group to glom onto, a friend to converse with. It worked surprisingly well… too well, in fact.



“Hey!” Francisco,
 Bloodfeud
 , waved him over from the group he was with.



Will waved back, hoping he could let the moment slide off as a passing interaction. That hope was dashed as he saw Bloodfeud excusing himself from his friends and jogging over.



“Decay, right?” he said. “Man, it’s good to see you here. I didn’t get a chance to thank you the other day, and it was sorta weird when you didn’t show up the next morning.”



“You’re welcome,” said Will stiffly.



Now kindly fuck off,
 he almost said. The goal was not to draw attention, and a temper tantrum by a sixteen-year-old was the last thing that would help with that.



“Come on, man!” Bloodfeud laughed and shook his shoulder. “Have a beer with me!”



“You are very clearly not old enough to drink,” said Will, forcing an edge of good humor into his voice.



“Just one more thing that does not fucking matter here!” Bloodfeud laughed again and then gestured as though unveiling the junkyard like a freshly illuminated arena. “We get to make our own rules now!”



I remember feeling like that once
 , thought Will.
 It was the same, even inside the prison. An illusion.



“There are still rules,” said Will. “You just don’t have them explained to you here. Not until it’s too late.”



“Um… aight.” Bloodfeud shrugged and scratched his head. “Hey, they gave me a name, in case you haven’t heard. Like a proper name, you know, a super name for missions and shit. It’s
 Bloodfeud
 , get it? You know, cause of my—"



“Your power, yes, I get it.”



“What’s with you, man?” asked Bloodfeud, smile wilting. “Come on, just chill out with me for a bit. You saved my
 life
 out there. I owe you big time, and I want to repay you if I can. Or just be your friend, and shit.”



“I appreciate that.” Will looked at the kid, reluctantly charmed by his earnestness, despite his role in kidnapping Jess. “Don’t hate me if I end up calling in the favor eventually.”



“Dude, you say the weirdest fucking things,” said Bloodfeud. “Just your style, right? The hood, the mask. Black shirt, black shoes. I think I get it.”



“Where’s your sister right now?” asked Will. “Please don’t tell me you brought her here for the party?”



“Fuck no! I know better than that. She’s safe. Got enough in advance to put her up in a room, at least.”



“Stay close to her,” he said. “Closer to her than you are to this. You can get a lot out of this lifestyle, I won’t lie to you about that. But you’ll never get your family back if you lose them.”



The next breath he took made his chest feel heavy, air catching like the tail end of a painful hiccup. He wasn’t too late. He had to believe he wasn’t too late.



“I… suppose I’ll do some thinking on that,” said Bloodfeud. “Sure you don’t want that beer?”



“I found her!” whispered Webcam, the little bird in his ear.



“Gotta take a raincheck,” said Will. “After?”



“Sure, sure,” said Bloodfeud. “We’ll be going all night, I bet.”



He nodded and waited until Bloodfeud was on his way back over to the group he’d been with previously. Will made as though to head for the row of outhouses in the junkyard’s corner, listening as Rue fed directions into his ear.



“It’s the old eighteen-wheeler in the far back corner,” she whispered. “It has to be. It’s the only place aside from the entrance that has a guard standing by outside of it.”



He made his way there through the shadows, moving quickly, but not rushing. This would have to be a subtle job if he planned on pulling it off without turning the affair into a bloodbath. After what he’d been through earlier that night, part of him
 wanted
 a bloodbath, to simply end his former gang rather than continuing to let them fester.



But it wasn’t that simple. They had serious numbers on their side, and he wasn’t arrogant enough to think that there was any way to win in a straight fight even on his best day. And today was far from him at his best, with the loss of blood still leaving him feeling partially winded regardless of how much breathing he did. He was there for Jess, not for a fight, which meant following a very specific order of operations.



As Webcam had reported, a single guard was on duty outside of the sliding door of the eighteen-wheeler’s cargo bay. He hid behind a junked car and let his eyes adjust to the dark until he had a good idea of who it was. A low-level telekinetic by the name
 Boomerang
 who could manage a few cool tricks with his power, nothing serious.



He waited for a few minutes, gauging the noise he could hear from the main party until the loud voices and laughter were overlapping against the night. He didn’t try to sneak or do anything tricky, which in itself was a trick when murder was on one’s mind.



“Boomerang,” he called. “I thought your shift was up?”



Will took a few steps toward the truck. Boomerang’s face was illuminated for an instant as he pulled at his phone and glanced at the screen to check the time.



“What? I thought I was supposed to—"



Will clamped one hand tightly over his mouth and used the other to propel the short bone spear that Bonespur skewered him with earlier that night up through the man’s sternum, into his heart. Dead, just like that.



It wasn’t a great loss to humanity. Boomerang’s criminal history spanned a swath of brutal incidents, including a hostage situation in which he’d used his power to trigger explosives that’d collapsed an apartment building full of innocent families.



Still, for most people, it wasn’t easy to kill like that, out of combat against an unexpecting opponent. Psychological blocks and the sleeping bear of the righteous subconscious. Will had begun to think he was regrowing that aspect of his humanity, but apparently not.



He took a breath, lowered Boomerang to the ground, and propped his body up to make it look like he was sitting down to take a quick nap. He withdrew the spear and, after giving it a moment of thought, hid it nearby in the bushes in a spot where it would most definitely be found during a search. Bonespur was probably still passed out with a skull fracture in Avery’s apartment, but he’d have some explaining to do when he woke up.



Not only did he fail to kill me, but now he’ll be implicated in Jess’s escape. Fuck you, Bonespur.



The eighteen-wheeler’s door was completely sealed along the seam, metal fused into metal by someone or another’s power. It was no real obstacle for him, and a quick cut from his penknife opened the door like a taped mail parcel.



He slid it upward, masking the faint shriek of metal against the ambient noise. Jess came into view in the far side of the truck’s cargo bay, shackled to the wall nearest to the front cab. Her hands were over her head, attached to a chain that ran through a metal loop above her that forced her to stand, or at least slouch at the peril of her wrists.



She looked awful, probably the worst he’d ever seen her. Avery’s infamous kimono was stained with blood that looked jet black against the bright satin fabric. She wore her underwear underneath, at least, but that was it. Will was relieved that still anything at all was on, knowing the way his former gang could be at times, more bestial than human.



She tilted her head back, a curtain of blonde hair falling out of the way to reveal a horribly battered face. A cut underneath one heavily swollen eye had a long line of dried blood running down the edge of it. It was tough to tell if both her eyes were that swollen, or if she was squinting from the intensity of the moonlight.



Her neck had deep, purple bruises all over it, at least one clearly a finger mark. Someone had throttled her in the time since she’d left the apartment and arrived here. Someone was going to die. Blood matted her hair above one ear, a dark spot that felt wrong and out of place.



Jess bared her teeth and spat on the ground as he climbed into the truck. Not Jess, he realized. He was looking at
 Relic
 , simply out of costume. The line between the two wasn’t demarcated by a mask, not in situations like this.



“I’m not surprised to see you here,” she said. “Figures you’d fall in line with a group of sociopaths like this. Did you get your boss’s permission to be the first to… what did he say, again? Run the
 train
 on me? That’s what he said he’d let happen if I struggled, and I think you know as well as the others that I have been struggling.”



Hearing the steel in her voice stirred conflicting emotions within him. Seeing her like this, pushed to her very limit, still guarded in that unbreakable mental fortress. Jess, in her own way, held more strength and defiance than an entire gang of prison escapees put together.



He held a finger up to his hood, praying that she’d at least be curious enough to stay quiet.



“If you expect me to submit or cower, prepare to be disappointed,” she growled. “Go ahead and try your worst. You’ll get nothing out of me.”



He didn’t say anything, aware that even throwing his voice, he could still give himself away in combination with what he was there to do. Instead, he held a finger up, taking out his phone and turning sideways so she couldn’t see it while hurriedly texting Mist.



Found her. Truck in the corner. Make sure your costume is on.



Mist appeared no more than ten seconds after he’d sent the message. Jess blinked, but didn’t flinch, surprise showing on her features.



“What is this?” she muttered. “Some kind of trick?”



Will pulled Mist close, whispering words meant only for her ear. “Drop her off in front of a street cam if you can. Rue can say that’s how she found her.”



Mist nodded and took a single step forward, hesitating as she saw the fierce expression on Jess’s face. Will had been about to cut her cuffs before poofing her out of there, but he opted to leave them on, deciding that the risk of her attacking was a little too high. Easier for Mist to just teleport away after if Jess decided to push the issue once they were out on the street.



He got within Jess’s kicking range first and, without thinking, reached his hand out to gently wipe a bit of dried blood from one of her cheeks. She hissed through her teeth and drew her head back, which both offended and reassured him. At least she hadn’t worked out who Decay really was, as he sometimes feared.



It was too easy. Mist and Jess disappeared. Will let out a massive breath he hadn’t realized he’d been holding. She was safe. She wasn’t dead, she hadn’t been completely ruined and abused by the bastards in his old gang. He’d pulled it off, and even better, he’d done it without making too much noise.



With slow, careful movements, Will closed the door to the truck’s cargo bay and left the scene convincingly normal at a far-off glance. He resisted the urge to text Mist for his own teleport out and instead looped around to the far side of the junkyard before stepping back out into the light of the tire fire.



If he played his cards right, he could play the long game, preserve his persona within the gang on top of saving Jess. He spotted Bloodfeud sitting at a table made from a wooden cable spool turned onto its side, drunkenly flirting with Tinkerbell, another old friend of his. He made his way over.



“Mind if I call in that beer?” he asked, in Decay’s voice.



“Nah, dude, course not!” Bloodfeud grinned and grabbed a milkcrate for him to sit on. “This is Tinkerbell. She’s like the gang’s fairy godmother.”



“I think you’re getting your fables confused, hun, but I appreciate the sentiment,” said Tink. “You’re Decay, right?”



“That’s what they call me.” He accepted the beer from Bloodfeud and took a long sip. “Most often, it’s an apt description of what I bring to the table.”



“He says lots of weird shit, but he’s a good guy,” said Bloodfeud.



“Coming from you, that actually means something,” said Tink. “Fresh meat. Still haven’t had your morals burned out by this shit yet.”



“I’m… on my way,” said Bloodfeud. “I didn’t mention this before, but we attacked this guy and his mom tonight. The heroes here in the city, Relic and… I don’t remember the guy’s name.”



“Relic is queen bee here in the city,” said Tink. “If you didn’t do what you did, she would have come for us eventually. Don’t think too much about it.”



“If you were smart, you would have simply killed her,” said Will. “She’s not one of those heroes that’s there for the paycheck.”



“Speaking from experience, I hear,” said Tink. “You fought her, didn’t you? Beat her, too.”



Bloodfeud’s eyes went wide. Will chuckled and took a deep sip of the beer. It tasted like victory.



“I tend to get the upper hand against most of my opponents,” he said. “Something to keep in mind.”










CHAPTER 43




 



Will left the Power Realist encampment through the main gate, in no real rush. He called Rue, who’d rendezvoused with Mist after getting Jess safely back to Miss Mass’s, and had her come pick him up.



“What’s all this?” he asked, pushing aside clothes to make room in the backseat.



“I made another trip back to Avery’s to grab more of our stuff,” said Rue.



“That was stupid. We may have tied Bonespur up, but it’s not like he was in handcuffs.”



“I checked his phone first, obviously. He went to some sketchy under-the-table doctor to have his scalp stitched back together.”



“Besides, I was with her,” said Mist. “If we ran into any trouble I could have easily gotten her out of there.”



She was out of costume, clad in sweatpants and a tank top, and exchanged a smile with Rue, who’d also changed.



“Good to see the two of you are getting along, at least,” he said. “Let’s get back to Miss Mass’s.”



He took off his own costume on the way, taking a minute afterward to lean his head back against the seat and rest. His body still ached from the wounds Bonespur had inflicted on him, and it wasn’t as easy to ignore it without a life hanging in the balance as his objective.



“We’re here,” said Rue. “Is Mist coming in with us?”



“You’re welcome to,” said Will. “I can just say that I called you to help with the search.”



Mist started to shake her head, but seemed to rethink it after a second. “…Sure, I guess. I mean, I’d like to see that your Mom is okay after what she went through. It feels weird to save somebody when they think you’re a villain.”



“I mean, you are a villain, basically,” said Rue.



Mist grinned. “And don’t you forget it.”



She pulled Will into an embrace as they stepped out of the car, kissing him twice on the lips before turning and winking at Rue, who scowled back. He wondered if he’d jumped the gun in assuming that they’d found some common ground.



Miss Mass answered the door almost immediately when they rang the bell. She breathed a visible sigh of relief and gestured for them to come in.



“Your mother is going to be happy to see you,” she said to Will. “She spent all of ten seconds regaining her equilibrium before demanding to know where you were, if you were safe.”



“I was out looking for her,” said Will. “I—"



“LP!” Jess jumped up from the couch, now clad in some of Miss Mass’s clothing, and pulled him into a tight embrace. “Oh God! You’re alive! I was so worried.”



She cupped his cheeks and kissed him. Her hands didn’t stop there, touching him all over, forcing a wince as she touched the area around his shoulder.



“I’m fine,” he said, gently but firmly removing her hand. “I put some bandages on after dealing with those thugs at the apartment.”



“I… saw one of them force a spike through your shoulder, though?”



“It just clipped the skin,” he said. “Those idiots immediately let their guard down after putting handcuffs on me. It was a piece of cake to get them off and surprise them, especially with Rue’s help.”



“Good, good,” said Jess. “And you had Misty helping you?”



“I did,” he said.



Jess’s mouth quirked sideways slightly. “She’s aware of your secret, then.”



Mist let out a nervous chuckle and gave a small nod.



“She saved my life,” said Will. “I think she’s earned that trust.”



“Of course,” said Jess. “You’re right.”



“I did what I could, Ms. Sorling,” said Mist, with a shrug. “I’m so relieved that you’re okay. Um… if you don’t mind me asking, how, exactly, are you okay?”



She was a damn good actor, and it saved Will from having to play up his own curiosity.



“I can’t imagine what you went through,” he said.



“I’m fine,” said Jess, smiling through the cuts and the bruises. “I’m made of tougher stuff than I think those bastards realized.”



I saw that for myself,
 he thought.



“After they took me from the apartment, they threw me into the back of a car,” said Jess. “I had a front row seat to them destroying two of my artifacts, my cord and my circlet. I think that was one of their main objectives, honestly, though given that they had me in their power, they could have simply killed me if that’s what they intended.”



“Why didn’t they?” he asked.



“LP!” Rue pushed his shoulder.



Jess led them into the living room, sitting down on the couch and crossing her legs before continuing. “I’m still trying to figure that out for myself. The one who appeared to be in charge mentioned some nebulous ‘plan’ that they had for me, but I find it hard to see what it could have been. My working theory is that they wanted to use me to blackmail you and Avery into serving them as hidden agents within the CA.”



“It’s possible,” said Miss Mass. “Though it does seem a little convoluted in terms of a scheme concocted by a prison gang living in the destroyed half of a city.”



“They’re underhanded like that,” said Will. “Anyway, how did you escape, in the end?”



Her mouth twitched, and he would have probably felt a little smug if not for the overwhelming concern and relief he felt in the moment.



“One of the villains… released me,” she said. “A pair of them, actually. I’m as baffled as you are.”



“You’ve explained it to me already, but can we go through it again?” asked Miss Mass. “There must be something here we can use. This points toward discord within their ranks, at the very least.”



“I was chained within a truck,” said Jess. “They asked me a few questions about the local heroes, whether the CA was planning an attack, but I didn’t answer. They gave me a warmup beating, but didn’t do much more than that, nothing that even approached breaking my spirit. Then, maybe an hour or two later, a villain I hadn’t seen among them initially came in.”



“Did you recognize them?” asked Rue.



Jess nodded. “It was
 Decay
 , the same villain who has a record of being obsessed with me in the past. He had another villain with him, a woman, who used her power to teleport me outside. None of it makes any sense, I know. I would have assumed that this was simply him acting on impulse out of his fixation, but he didn’t say anything. No demands, no taunts, no flirtation.”



“You sound like you’re disappointed,” said Will.



“What? Of course not!” Jess shook her head, fighting a smile, and let her knee playfully bang into his. “I just like to understand where my enemies are coming from. I suspect it probably had more to do with the internal dynamics of the Power Realists, some kind of struggle for leadership, maybe. Regardless, that’s what happened. I’m alive… because of him.”



“A power struggle among the Power Realists.” Will gave a noncommittal shrug. “Sure, that might be it. But it’s also possible that he has like his own code, or something.



Rue coughed and shot him a pointed look.



“I honestly don’t know,” said Jess. “He still seemed as fixated on me as he did when I first encountered him. I suppose that might extend to him thinking he needs to protect me, possess me, even. The classic stalker from afar, unrequited love fantasy.”



Will nodded and did his utmost not to glower in response to the idea, so close, but so far.



“We managed to secure the rest of your artifacts, at least,” said Rue. “Your Cloak of Damascus and the Sacred Scepter, though I suppose you could have just summoned that one back. Along with the water breathing brooch LP gave you, you should really give that one a name.”



“Thank you, Rue,” said Jess. “That means so much.”



She smiled, but it didn’t quite reach her eyes. Will knew what she was thinking, how hard a loss it really was. With her cord and circlet destroyed, she’d lost more than just powerful tools. They’d been a part of her identity, abilities in their own right, the core of her strength.



She could still be a hero, fly around, fight, but without her super strength and sunburst, she would be a shadow of her former self. No longer a heroine in contention to take a seat alongside the greats one day, a guardian capable of protecting an entire city without breaking a sweat.



“We’ll get you some new ones.” Will reached over and rubbed her knee. “If I can find you one, I bet I can find you more.”



“That’s sweet, Will, but I’m alright.”



You are not alright, and I’m being deadly serious,
 he thought.
 Let’s cut open the door to a museum and see what turns up.



There was a silent moment, as though the entire room was slowly processing Jess’s loss in the same way she’d been forced to. Mist cleared her throat and stood up.



“I… should probably be heading home,” she said. “It’s getting late.”



“Oh, of course,” said Jess. “I can give you a ride home.”



She started to stand, but Mist enthusiastically shook her head.



“I have a ride on the way, but I really appreciate that, Ms. Sorling.”



“Why don’t I walk you to the door?” offered Will.



He put an arm around her, waiting until they were out of earshot from the others before speaking in a low voice. “You can stick around if you want. Might be a good chance to curry some favor with the heroes.”



Mist let out a single laugh, but still shook her head. “It’s family time. I think you need to focus on them right now.”



Will nodded and pulled her into a tight hug, one hand gently cupping the back of her head. “Thank you. I couldn’t have even come close to pulling that rescue off without you.”



“What are friends for?” said Mist, irony edging into the statement. “Besides, I like the way you are. With your family, I mean.”



“What’s that supposed to mean?”



“I’m not teasing you, Pick,” she said. “I never really had people in my life like that. Even if they aren’t all necessarily my biggest fans… I don’t know. I just like the fact that you’re so close to them. The way you protect them and love them like you do.”



She drew a heart on his chest and then pulled back. “Keep in touch, okay.”



“I will. Stay safe.”



They shared one last kiss, and then Mist was out the door.








CHAPTER 44




 



Jess was on her feet when Will came back into the living room, yawning and arching her back into a stretch.



“It’s been a long day,” she said. “Miss Mass has been kind enough to offer to put us up for the night. I think I’m heading straight to bed.”



“That is one hundred percent understandable.” He wrapped his arms around her and felt her hugging him back fiercely. “I am so glad you’re alright.”



“You were so strong tonight, Will,” she whispered. “How’s your shoulder?”



“It’s fine,” he said, angling to make it seem more pained than it truly was.



“You really should have someone take a look at it.” Jess pulled back, stroking his cheek as she frowned at his arm. “I… swear I saw that bone super’s attack go straight through your muscle.”



“Just caught the skin.”



“Right.” Jess’s eyes flicked back to his face, and then once more to his shoulder. “Well, I’m just glad you’re alright. I was so busy worrying about what was happening to you back at the apartment that I barely had time to be fearful for myself.”



“What happened to me was kicking their asses with a little help from a certain heroine known as Webcam.” He shot a grin in Rue’s direction. “You should see her with a baseball bat.”



“A baseball bat?” Jess laughed and looked at her daughter. “Seriously?”



“It was what I could find, and it worked,” said Rue.



Jess waved Rue over, and the three of them shared a group hug. Will began leaning from side to side, using his height and strength to tease them by threatening to tip them over, earning a couple of laughs and exaggerated groans.



“Miss Mass has a second guest room upstairs for you, Rue,” said Jess. “You might have to settle for the couch again, Will.”



“I don’t mind, but the second things settle down, we seriously need to find somewhere to live.”



“We absolutely do,” said Jess. “I don’t care if it’s a tent or a shack we build by hand. It’s priority number one once this is all over.”



She gave him and Rue one last loving squeeze before heading for the stairs. Miss Mass, looking ready for bed herself with her hair down across her shoulders, began walking him through his setup.



“It doesn’t fold out, unfortunately, but I have a wealth of extra blankets and pillows in the ottoman.” She showed how the top of the foot stool folded back to reveal all of the relevant sleeping essentials.



“That works well enough for me,” he said. “I think I’ll stay up for a bit. Maybe watch some TV.”



“Sure, of course. Rue, do you want me to show you where you’ll be upstairs?”



“I think I saw it on my way to the bathroom before.” Rue shot Will an interesting smile. “Thought I might stay up and sit out here with LP. I have too much energy to go to bed right away after everything that has happened.”



“I totally understand,” said Miss Mass. “Feel free. My room is on the other side of the kitchen, and Jess is upstairs, so you can have the TV as loud as you want without worrying about waking anyone up. Also, the lights are on a dimmer, in case you want it set to a low level. And, don’t tell your mother, but I opened a bottle of wine before all this began that the two of you are welcome to finish.”



Will nodded, but his focus had already shifted to Rue, who was curling up on the end of the couch in a tiny pair of boy shirts and a tank top with significant side cleavage. “Thanks. We’ll definitely polish that off.”



“Yeah, thanks, Miss Mass,” said Rue, biting her bottom lip. “Have a good night.”



She did them the favor of dimming the lights to single digit candle levels of illumination on her way to her room. Will turned on the TV, flipping through a couple of channels and leaving it on some late-night animated show. He slid closer to Rue, and she slid closer to him.



They didn’t say anything or even look directly at each other right away. It became a game of wandering hands as Rue slowly began stroking his leg, fingers tracing the imprint of his cock through his sweatpants. He acted as though the hem of her boy shorts was the most interesting thing he’d ever touched, following the inner seam upward toward her crotch.



“It’s always been about defeating the Dark Destroyer!” cried the dramatic protagonist of the TV show. “We have to stay focused.”



Rue let out a hot little moan as Will slid his fingers into her shorts. Her panties felt so awesome to touch and prod, and he could feel the muscles of her legs tensing as they subtly slid open to better allow him access. She had her hand completely atop his cock now, thumb rubbing side to side across the head as it hardened at her request.



“These people need our help,” said the protagonist’s sassy female sidekick. “They’ve lost their village’s sacred horn!”



Will was more than happy to go first. He slid his hand out of the leg hole of Rue’s shorts, and then back down through the waistband, fingers slowly delving into her panties. She didn’t make a sound, as though it was a game to see who could react less. Instead, she began undoing the draw cord of Will’s sweatpants, fumbling with the tight knot.



“You’re too easy, Lacretia,” said the protagonist. “When’s the last time you didn’t bend over backward to help a village in need?”



Rue let out a wavering breath as Will slid a finger inside of her. Her own hand stopped moving for a flustered moment before picking back up, matching his own motions in their strange game to see who could make the other lose control first. The sight of her hand gently pumping up and down within his baggy sweatpants was way hotter than it should have been.



“How are we going to know for sure if we don’t try?” asked Lacretia. “That’s your main problem, John Jackson. You only know how to swing a sword.”



Will leaned closer to Rue, nuzzling against her neck and getting a front row seat to her reaction as he softly curled his finger. She took a few quick breaths and then turned to kiss him, mouth sucking against his as though it was her core priority in life.



He didn’t care if he lost their game. He needed more. Grabbing Rue by the thighs, he pulled her sideways across the couch and a little downward, manhandling her into place on the couch with such force that it sent her breasts askew underneath her slutty little tank top.



He flipped the lid of the ottoman open and found not just blankets, but a bucketload of condoms, which was intriguing, given what little he knew about Miss Mass. Rue gave him a tiny nod as he held one up between two fingers.



Everything happened underneath the blanket, and for good reason. Jess could come downstairs to grab a glass of water, or a glass of wine. Miss Mass would have to trek across the living room if she needed to use the bathroom sometime during the night. Underneath the blanket was their own little world. Hot and humid, reeking of sex, ruled by hormones.



He stripped Rue’s clothes off like he was unwrapping a long-awaited present. She still had her socks on when he was finished, and the sight of her lying back, naked brown skin capped off by two cute pink feet, was one of the hottest things he’d ever seen in his life.



She made an attempt at helping him with his own clothing, but they were both too horny to wait. Will’s shirt came off, his sweats came off, his boxers came off… the condom went on.



Rue reached out with one socked foot to brush his bare erection before leaning back, arms reaching to grab the edge of the couch, ready and waiting. Will yanked the blanket over them both and dove right in.



They both gasped as he entered her, senses primed for the pleasure, but also for the potential of being caught. What they were doing was risky as hell. Jess catching them, infinitely loving and forgiving, was different from a hero from another team stumbling into their illicit encounter. It would be a scandal, a life-altering moment.



He weighed that against the way Rue’s nipples looked, hanging at odd angles, begging to be kissed and sucked, her big breasts his to play with however he pleased. He pumped forward, hugging her tight as he fucked her under the blanket. She kissed his neck and ran her hands across his back, briefly reaching down to caress his muscular ass.



The couch did an admirable job of holding up against their horny onslaught, barely creaking or complaining as their bodies did the unspeakable. Their breathing, the tiny sex noises, were mostly concealed by the TV show. It was the perfect crime, and Will lost himself in the sensation of sinking his cock deep into Rue’s tight, recently virginal womanhood.



She lifted one of her arms up, and a new light flashed from somewhere other than the TV. He was too horny to ask what she was doing, but she gave him an answer, regardless.



“Remember,” she whispered. “You have to keep your head out of the frame.”



He looked at her blankly as she pulled the blanket back, only then realizing that she had her phone out and her Crimson Five mask on. She had the CamCasters app running. She was going for the bounty, taking full advantage of the moment to make some serious money.



“Cammie,” he whispered. “Damn. You’re kind of sneaky.”



“Mmm…” she moaned. “Are you too scared?”



Her finger hovered over the big red “begin stream” button. He closed his hand over hers, pressing right as he drove into her hard. The audience’s first greeting from her was a high-pitched squeal.



He had some doubts about what they’d be able to see, whether it would really count toward the promised prize money, but Rue let out a satisfied giggle that told him her fans didn’t care about the lighting as long as it happened.



Leaning back further, she angled the camera to capture the ultimate joining point as Will pumped his cock into her. It was bizarrely hot to watch her trying to focus on filming, her attention torn back each time he bucked forward, like he was reminding her who she belonged to.



“It’s exactly what it looks like,” she said, voice breathless. “Sorry to… surprise you guys with it. It’s not always up to me when I, mmm, get used.”



She shifted her phone back to her face, biting her lip, eyes glazed with pleasure. Will gave her a little break, pulling out and rubbing his cock on her crotch as he watched her chest heaving for breath.



“Of course it’s D,” she whispered to her stream. “I’m not the kind of girl who just spreads my legs for any…”



She trailed off with a little peep as Will drove his cock back in. The intensity of the sensation made her hug her phone to her chest momentarily, too turned on to film herself getting fucked. She cleared her throat, one hand holding her phone while the fingers of the other dug into the armrest behind her.



“Yes, he’s… mmm… wearing a condom,” she whispered. “Again, I’m not the kind of girl who lets people just… come inside her.”



Only me,
 thought Will.
 Probably the first and the last.



“How does it feel?” whispered Rue. “It’s… hard to describe. I’ll try anyway for you, MasterBlaster. It’s like… oh, fuck! It’s like I’m losing myself to him. Like he’s made me his.”



Will thrust faster, trying not to feel annoyed by how hot it was listening to Rue’s play by play to her fans. It was like secondhand dirty talk, and it made him want to get a reaction out of her. He gripped one of her thighs, listening to how she hummed with pleasure, and then slapped her ass.



“Oh, fuck!” she cried. “He’s… God. He knows how to get me going, that’s for sure.”



She let out a little chuckle that broke off into a moan, biting her lip. Her eyes fluttered as she reopened them, and then she looked away.



“D,” she whispered. “DougDanger says he’ll give us an extra thousand if I… get on top.”



Through a force of effort, Will managed to stop thrusting for long enough to make the shift. He stretched out on the couch, guiding Rue to sit atop him cowgirl style. She looked uncertain, but acted the part for her fans, holding her phone at selfie distance as she fumbled his cock back inside of her.



“Good girl,” whispered Will. “Now just move your hips. Bounce for me.”



She shot him a look and held a finger to her lips, evidently not interested in sharing the limelight. Will had no intention of staying silent, though he expected that soon she’d be making enough noise for the both of them, regardless.



With one hand pressed down against Will’s chest and the other still holding her phone, Rue began riding. She seemed unsure of what she was doing and almost confused by the pleasure, like she’d been when he’d first helped her get her vibrator working.



“Yeah, it’s really inside me,” she whispered to her chat room. “What do you guys think? Worth the money?”



She giggled at some response or another. Will wanted to make sure they earned every cent of that bounty, but more than that, he wanted to make sure Rue got it good. He rubbed her hips and took a firm grip of her body, controlling her motions slowly to start.



Her free hand gripped his forearm, as though it were the reins to an unruly stallion. Will slid her up and down, faster and faster, until she was moving at a decent pace, tiny slapping noises coming each time her ass collided with his hip bone.



His arms were easily strong enough to control her body, and soon he had her bouncing at a pace that had her big breasts lagging an instant behind, jiggling and dancing to his tune. Rue’s hair fell over her face, and she was barely even cognizant of the phone still clutched in her hand. He slapped her ass again, delighting in the little noise of surprise she made.



“Oh, fuck!” she moaned. “L… I mean,
 D.
 If you don’t slow down, I’m going to…”



She bit her lip, trying to roll her hips to match the punishing pace he was bouncing her to on his cock. Her eyes flickered open, peering at the phone through her mask.



“They want you to make me come, D,” she whispered. “And if you don’t stop I, I…”



“They’re going to get exactly what they want,” he said. “Remember. Make sure your face is in view.”



“Oh, fuck!”



She buckled forward, only making a meager attempt at controlling the view of her phone’s camera as her body shook with a wicked orgasm. Will rubbed the side of one of her buttocks, still urging her to rock her hips, which she did with dreamy, sex-hazy movements.



“They got their show,” he said. “End the stream.”



“Sorry guys,” whispered Rue. “I think I’m D’s to play with from this point on. See you soon.”



She turned the stream off. Will shifted her upright and bent her forward against the arm of the couch. He was efficient, if horny to the point of being rough, as he took her from behind. Her ass jiggled like the backside of a goddess as he took her in the third position of just that session.



He came so hard that he almost fell forward onto her. Rue reached one arm back to rub his chest. They shifted to lie side by side on the couch, safely under the blanket, cuddling in a manner that was suspicious but not outright scandalous.



“That was… kind of awesome,” whispered Rue. “I didn’t realize it would be such a turn-on to have them all watching like that.”



“It isn’t, for most women.”



“Hey!” she snapped. “I don’t know if that’s true.”



“I didn’t mean it as an insult,” he said, running his fingers through her hair. “I think it’s hot, too. To know that I have you and they want you.”



“Between the bounty and the donations, we cleared sixteen grand,” she whispered.



“We’ll still have some left after I pay Erik.”



“You can have it if you want to fix your bike,” said Rue.



“You know what I really want?”



She shook her head.



“To get my own place,” he said. “Even after Jess ends up getting the money for a new house for the family… I feel like it would be nice for us to have somewhere to be.”



“To be ourselves,” said Rue. “I like it. Whether we can afford it is another question, but… I want that, too.”



She laced her fingers through his, and they lay together, sweaty and happy and flush with illicitly earned camcoins.



“I love you, Will,” whispered Rue.



“I love you, too.”









PART THREE: FALL AS THEY MAY










CHAPTER 45




 



Will was naked when he woke up the next morning… a fact which was made strangely unsettling by the fact that Relic was standing over him, shaking him awake. His perspective didn’t immediately snap back to that of
 William Sorling
 , and for a terrifying instant he felt like he was caught off guard in a fight, naked against the heroine he feared most.



“Bad dream?” asked Relic, with a smile.



“Just surprised,” he said, taking a breath. “What time is it?”



“Just after eight,” she said. “We’re heading out soon. I hate to wake you, but you really should get up and get dressed.”



Her eyes darted to the incredibly obvious bulge poking up from the blanket and then back to Will’s face. He grinned playfully at her, only then noticing what should have been obvious to him moments prior.



“You’re wearing your old costume,” he said. He eyed the Crimson Five emblem on Relic’s chest, and most of the events of the previous day fell back into place.



“My captors destroyed most of my new one along with the artifacts they took,” said Relic, with a heavy sigh. “I’m not sure they fully understood which items I could draw power from and which I couldn’t. It annoys me to think that I might have gotten lucky if I’d just hidden my stuff better.”



“I thought your old costume was red and black, though?” He quirked an eyebrow at the color scheme, a grey base with a yellow emblem as opposed to what he remembered.



“This is my alternate Crimson Five costume.” She shrugged, gathering her hair into a ponytail to put on the finishing touch. “I figured since both you and Rue have taken on unique color schemes, I might as well do the same. Now we all match through not quite matching.”



She did a slow spin, showing herself off. Like his own
 Lockpick
 costume, it was skintight, practically painted on. Will felt a thrill of excitement that hit twice as hard so early in the morning as he took in the way the fabric clung to the curves of her hips, butt, and breasts.



“I love it.” He pulled on his boxers under the blanket and stood up. “It’s perfect.”



“Thanks, LP.”



He pulled her into a hug as she started toward the kitchen, wrapping his arms just underneath her breasts as his crotch made a dangerous amount of contact with her ass. Relic let out an interesting sigh, leaning back into him and the moment even as her hand rubbed his wrist in warning.



“You need to get dressed, mister,” she whispered.



Will kissed her cheek and then her neck. “You should help me.”



“You’re a grown man,” she whispered. “You don’t need my help.”



He couldn’t resist rocking into her, nearly humping her full-on for a few glorious seconds. Relic laughed and finally pushed him away, waving a hand at his crotch and purposefully averting her gaze.



“You’re that excited over a costume and a hug?” she said, laughing. “LP, some poor woman is going to have her hands full with you one day.”



“That poor woman would happen to be you, for the moment.”



“A responsibility which you are incredibly lucky that I’m up for. By the way, you need to call your probation officer ASAP. He left a message on my phone.”



Will winced and finally managed to pull away from her, scooping his phone up from the coffee table next to Miss Mass’s couch. The battery was dead, which explained a few things. He plugged in his charger and rubbed his forehead as he noted the obscene number of missed calls from Sebastian Gall.



He called back immediately, and the diligent probation officer answered on the second ring.



“Do you take me to be a fool, William?” asked Sebastian, with no preamble.



“No, of course not,” he said. “A lot happened last night and—”



“I’ve been informed of the events, no thanks to you. It brings me the greatest relief to know that you are alive and well.”



Does it, though?
 he wanted to ask. Sebastian’s tone sounded more disdainful than relieved.



“I appreciate that,” he said instead. “It was a wild night. I’m sure you understand why it took me so long to return your calls.”



“No.”



“…What?”



“No, I don’t understand,” said Sebastian. “From your reticence to communicate your circumstances to the supposed description of events I received as explanation, there are gaps in your story, Mr. Sorling.”



“I’m lucky to be alive,” he said. “If you have concerns about the details, I’d be more than happy to address them.”



A silence followed, and not the kind Will liked. It felt like Sebastian was speaking carefully, coming to a decision.



“I’m going to be looking deeper into this,” said Sebastian. “It’s my job.”



“Of course. If you’d like, you could speak with my mother. I’m sure she’d…”



He heard a familiar beep and stared at his phone in disbelief.



He hung up on me?



The front door to the house opened, and Miss Mass, clad in her black and silver costume, strode in with a box of donuts. She stopped as though she’d run into an invisible wall when she saw Will in his boxers, head turning at an interesting angle, eyes darting downward.



“I… brought breakfast,” she said. “Donuts. In case you want a snack to start off the day.”



“Thanks.” He put his phone down and grabbed his costume from his bag. “I was just getting dressed.”



“I can see that.” Miss Mass shook her head, made a deliberate quarter turn, and headed for the kitchen. “Sorry, I’m not used to having this many guests.”



“Did I hear something about donuts?” Webcam, also in costume, stomped her way downstairs and almost acted out a replay of Miss Mass’s reaction upon seeing Will. “Oh! Whoa. Morning, LP.”



She smiled and drew closer to him, eyes drinking him in.



“Morning, Cammie.”



“Morning.” She was still staring at him, and Will couldn’t help but laugh at how transparent she was with her attention. Relic poked her head into the room, frowning and licking powdered sugar off one finger.



“I believe he’s in the middle of changing,” she said. “Give him some room.”



“If he wants room, sure,” said Webcam.



“The donuts are this way.” Relic took her by the arm and gently but firmly dragged her into the kitchen.



Will finally began pulling on his costume, joining the others as he slid his mask into place. Relic and Miss Mass were speaking in hushed, serious tones, but they immediately turned to include him as he came through the door.



“We’re heading to a meeting with the other members of my team and the Second Advent,” said Miss Mass. “The situation has changed. We can’t just bide our time and wait for the Power Realists to make their next move.”



“That’s wise,” he said. “Now is the time to go on the offensive.”



Three days ago was the time to go on the offensive, but better late than never.



“A few other teams are going to be arriving in Lancaster City today,” said Relic. “We need to take advantage of the support and finish now. Today.”



“Music to my ears.” He put an arm around Relic, free hand reaching down to touch both his lockpick and his penknife stowed away in the inner pocket of his costume. “Let’s get moving.”



He grabbed a donut to go and joined Relic in the car. Miss Mass took her own vehicle in anticipation of a potential need for the heroes to carpool, depending on the turnout. Webcam grumbled as she climbed into the backseat of the Prius, folding her arms and expressing her annoyance into the rearview mirror.



“Why did I let you talk me into this?” she muttered. “I don’t enjoy doing the hero thing, in case I haven’t been clear. Yesterday was an exception and after today, I’m seriously done.”



“Nobody is going to force you to continue with it,” said Relic. “We appreciate your help. Your power is more useful than I think you sometimes realize, sweetie, and we need it now, more than ever.”



They drove through the city, taking in the morning’s sights and sounds. In some ways, it felt like the recovery was taking place more in the morale of the pedestrians and citizens than the reconstruction itself. People were going about their days, no longer wincing from the damage, resolved and rebalanced.



Will tried to use that fact to motivate himself, a reminder of what he needed to protect, who he was there to serve. The effect was muddled by what he knew, or at least suspected, of the Realists’ plans. They wanted chaos, and the populace was letting its guard down, not bracing for the second impact.



Relic parked the car outside the church, and the three of them headed inside, joining Miss Mass as she found a spot beside them. The other members of the Drifters were sitting in the front row of pews. A group of costumed supers that Will believed to be the Midwest team
 Eclipse Awaken
 were on the bench across from them, and Father Darkeye, Sister Ivy, and Brother Cartwheel stood on the dais in back in whispered conversation.



Numerous sets of eyes turned to look their way as they entered. Will was caught off guard as everyone sitting suddenly drew to their feet, applauding them as they made their way forward. Applauding Relic, really, her existence, her survival, the sheer perseverance of falling into the enemy’s hands and coming out alive on the other side.



“Let’s draw our focus back in,” said Relic, smiling and acknowledging the attention with a modest wave. “Are we expecting anyone else?”



“One more team is on the way, but I think it makes sense to begin now and catch them up when they arrive,” said Father Darkeye. “You are the heroine of the hour, Relic. Would you join us up here and share you experience and thoughts on how we should proceed?”



Even though he presented it as an offer, in truth, it felt more like Father Darkeye was stepping back, deferring to her judgment. Will understood the impulse and honestly found it prudent. Father Darkeye didn’t understand the mindset of the Power Realists, the danger posed, let alone their plan for the city.



“I won’t mince words,” said Relic, taking center stage on the dais. “Last night, a super-supremacist criminal gang known as the Power Realists attacked my family in our home and took me prisoner. During my time within their captivity, I overheard a few critical details of their plan, if it can even be called that.



“They have possession of one of the gates just south of the city. Access to the Exclusion Zone. They’re planning on throwing it open and allowing an overwhelming horde of mutants to come through, compromising the security of this entire region.”



She paused, allowing the gravity of her words to sink in. One of the heroes from Eclipse Awaken, a bald man with a shiny gold costume, stood up and raised a hand. Relic nodded to him.



“
 Goldsmash
 ,” he said, touching his chest. “I believe we’ve met before in passing, but never been part of an operation together. I’m curious about the veracity of what you overheard. Is there any chance that they were feeding you false information?”



“Knowing what I know about them, I can’t say I believe that to be their intention,” said Relic.



“Though it is possible,” chimed in Father Darkeye, from beside her. “You recounted to me how one of their members was, rather unexpectedly, responsible for your release.”



A few whispers came from the assembled heroes. Will glanced over at Webcam, who was scowling, mouth pinched sideways in annoyance.



“I won’t deny that it’s possible, but regardless, we have to move on them now.” Relic swept her gaze across the room, allowing opportunity for objections that she seemed to know would never come. “The Champion Authority has failed this city by allowing the aftermath of the Mastodon prison break to fester to this point.”



She nodded to Miss Mass, who stepped forward to speak in her place.



“The plan is simple,” said Miss Mass. “We’re going to set up a staging area along the Exclusion Fence and wait for them to make their move. Depending on the situation and their response, we will act accordingly. They may have greater numbers, but they lack the training, coordination, and drive to beat us in a fair fight. We also will…”



She trialed off as the doors to the church opened and several new faces made their way inside. Will recognized the woman in front as Sprinter, the leader of Color Spray, which gave him an extra half second to prepare for who’d be following in her wake.



Avery,
 Kestrel
 , looked good, poised and confident and certainly healthier than she’d been the last time Will had seen her. She seemed comfortable in her costume, a tight blue and orange bodysuit with a short cape. Her mask reminded Will of the type of thing a woman might wear to a masquerade ball, but the feeling that rippled through him when her eyes turned his way was far from a matching sensation.



He stared back at her, full of so many questions that he couldn’t ask a single one. She’d left, and they hadn’t spoken since. Actions were loud, and he understood her intent if not the emotion behind it.



“Good timing,” said Miss Mass. “I’m sure most of you are familiar with Color Spray. Please, sit down. We may still have more on the way, it remains to be seen. As I was saying…”










CHAPTER 46




 



Will slid down to the far side of the bench and tried to make his way out of the church without drawing too much attention. Miss Mass had begun re-explaining the situation from the beginning for the benefit of Sprinter and her team, and he felt like he needed air more than he needed to hear the same details twice in a row.



“Where are you going?” whispered Webcam.



He gave her a forced a smile and nodded to the door, as though the vague answer of
 in that direction
 should be more than enough. She touched his hand, but didn’t stop him as he passed by where she sat.



It was windy outside, the breeze pulling through the street and around the corner of the church with enough force to be louder than the ambient noise. Will leaned against the stones of the church, tilting his head back and trying to just exist without feeling like he needed to put his own past actions under a microscope.



“LP. Can we talk?”



Kestrel’s voice was so sad that it almost broke him, the kind of tone that warned him away from even wanting to hear anything from her in the first place. Will took a breath, looked over at her, and nodded.



“Yeah,” he said. “Of course.”



He’d forgotten how much shorter she was than him, but not how much older. The feathers adorning the shoulder hem of Kestrel’s cape danced in the breeze as she slowly walked forward, smiling that catch-all, older sister smile.



God, she was beautiful. Her red hair was short and wild, and he struggled to look into her perfect green eyes without being pulled back into another place and time. This was a different place, a different time, however.



Kestrel took up a spot leaning on the wall next to him, looking straight ahead. It seemed like an intentional choice, as though she wanted to spare them both the pain of whatever they might see in each other’s faces.



“I heard about what happened last night,” she said. “It’s the reason my team is here. I wanted to fly out immediately when I got the call yesterday, but Sprinter begged me to wait. I can’t imagine what you and Mom must have gone through.”



Sure
 , he thought.
 Let’s talk about this. Let’s talk about that. Let’s talk about anything but us.



“She’s tougher than she looks,” he said.



“What about you?”



“I’m about as tough as I look, but I’ve been told I look pretty tough.”



“Ha.” Kestrel shifted, crossing one foot over the other. “You look good in that costume. Congrats on passing your review. You deserved another chance at being a hero.”



“Is that coming from my sister or my probation officer?” he asked, in a teasing voice.



She didn’t hit it back.



“The city is kind of a mess right now,” she eventually said. “I got an aerial view this morning.”



“You didn’t commute with the rest of your team?”



She shrugged. “Sprinter ran ahead with her power. Echo and Sonar are twins, and they kind of have their own rapport, so I always feel like the odd one out when I’m riding in the back of their car.”



“Yeah, that sounds awkward.”



The silence drew out for a few seconds too long. Will had so much he wanted to say, so much he wanted to hear in return, but it was all jumbled and twisted, impossible to untangle. He knew what she
 would
 say, and part of him didn’t want to make that conversation easy for her. Not after how she left, without a word, a single syllable of goodbye.



“I wasn’t planning on joining a team, you know,” said Kestrel. “It just kind of happened. I saw the opportunity and decided it fit. Sometimes… things just make sense in the moment, and this was one of those times. Do you get what I’m saying?”



“I’m happy for you,” he said.



More silence. Had they really grown so far apart, to the point where they couldn’t have a straight conversation without a struggle? He sighed, leaned his head back against the church’s brick wall, and started to walk past her, back toward the door.



“Don’t go,” said Kestrel.



“I haven’t gone anywhere.”



“Do you want me to apologize, LP?” she suddenly shouted. “Because I will. I will as many times as you want me to if it means getting my brother back.”



“You didn’t lose your brother!” he snapped.



“Then talk to me! Tell me you’re mad at me for leaving without telling you or explaining.”



“I don’t need an explanation, Avery,” he said. “It’s not the first time that I’ve been ghosted.”



“What we did was…” She closed her eyes, thumb pressing into the bridge of her nose. “Neither of us was in a good place. I was all over the place with the pills and my mental health, and you were still trying to figure out how to live as a young man after getting out of prison. Throw some alcohol into the mix, the standard hormones, both of us not getting laid…”



She shrugged, her face reddening in a manner he still couldn’t help but find cute.



“You think it was a mistake,” he said. He turned around and took a step toward her, standing so he was facing her with the wall at her back.



“Parts of what we were doing, yeah, I do.”



“People are allowed to make mistakes.” He took a small step forward, putting himself at the edge of her personal space. They were both in costume, and the moment felt unpredictable, futures branching in all directions.



“Not
 these
 kinds of mistakes, LP,” she whispered. “We weren’t getting away with it, not how it seemed like. Mom knew what was going on.”



He felt his face flush even as he shook his head. “Not the entire time. We were careful.”



“That’s not the point, anyway. It’s not any better if we’re sneaking around. It still feels just dirty, just as much like we’re… animals. Not even thinking about anything but our bodies.”



“I was thinking,” he said.



He stepped away from her, feeling as though the line had been drawn. Not the one he wanted, but the one Avery’s heart needed. He glanced in the direction of the church’s front entrance again only to see Webcam slowly walking toward them.



She looked vibrant, pretty in her purple costume, loose curly brown hair bouncing as the wind toyed with changing directions. The two sisters shared a tight hug, and Webcam stepped back to stand next to Will, lingering close enough for her fingers to accidentally brush against his.



“It’s good to see you, sis,” said Webcam.



“Likewise,” said Kestrel. “Though I will admit that I’m shocked to see you in costume. You look awesome in it, by the way.”



“Thanks. LP says it, um, fits me in all the right places.”



The corner of Kestrel’s eye twitched. She cleared her throat and stepped away from the wall.



“We were just having a little chat,” she said, nodding to Will.



“Just catching up,” he said, smiling. “Is the meeting over?”



“Yeah. Mom sent me to find you so we could carpool together.”



“Ah.” Kestrel nodded and looked toward the parking lot. “Well, I should… probably go find my own team, again. Be safe, you two.”



“Right back at you,” said Webcam.



Her fingers brushed Will’s again as Kestrel walked by them. He held her hand in a gentle grip, feeling her squeeze back immediately.



“You and her need to talk,” she whispered.



“We just did.”



“Then talk again, or something!” she snapped. “I’m not a fan of this vibe.”








CHAPTER 47




 



Will and Webcam found Relic attempting to get the Prius started in the church parking lot, clearly past the point of annoyance and deep into disappointed acceptance. She climbed out and turned her hands up in a defeated gesture, but a new look of concern came across her expression when she saw them.



“What’s with that frown, LP?” she asked.



“He finally talked to Avery,” said Webcam.



“Ah.” Relic’s frown deepened. “Oh, I’m so sorry. Come here.”



She pulled him into a hug which, honestly, he felt like he needed. It should have been bittersweet, in part because Jess had clearly said something to Avery about him, possibly even triggered Avery’s sudden decision to join a team in the first place. But it was Relic,
 Jess
 , and he knew that she loved them both and only wanted what was best for everyone.



What is best for everyone?
 he wondered.
 Not such an easy question to answer anymore.



“More car trouble?” asked Webcam. “Are LP and I going to have to carpool with one of the other teams?”



“All three of us are,” said Relic. “Miss Mass pointed out that flying in might tip the Power Realists off to our approach. Better safe than sorry.”



Will saw the van Color Spray had apparently arrived in pulling out of the parking lot. He opened his mouth to let the other two know that their best chance of a ride was about to leave them behind, but then shut it. Carpooling with Avery seemed like a less than appealing option, even if it meant having to squeeze in elsewhere.



The SUV that Eclipse Awaken had showed up in was also full, equipment filling the seats not occupied by their team. Will and Webcam stood next to Miss Mass’s car, which already held Impact and Origami, as Relic explained the situation.



“We can make it work,” said Miss Mass. “At least I think? We only have two seats left, but if the three of you don’t mind getting a little cozy.”



“I could sit on LP’s lap,” said Webcam. “I’m sure he could bear it for a little while.”



“Um.” Relic frowned and folded her arms. “It’s a thirty-minute drive. It might get a little uncomfortable for you, sweetie.”



“I don’t think he’ll mind,” said Webcam, in a voice just a hair too suggestive.



“I’ll sit on Will’s lap,” Relic announced. “That way I have the option of hovering slightly with my cape if needed.”



“You can do that?” asked Will.



“I haven’t exactly tried it before in this context, but I can’t imagine it would be that hard.”



They climbed into the car. Webcam was in the center seat with Impact on her other side. Impact smiled as her costumed thigh brushed up against him and then, catching the looks Will and Relic gave him, artfully steered his gaze away from Webcam’s chest.



“Now, let me know if you need me to shift around or anything,” said Relic.



“I will.” Will sat down and patted his lap. “Hop on in.”



She gave him a look, eyes on the verge of being narrowed, that he could interpret easily enough.



No funny business, mister
 .



He wasn’t planning on trying anything. They were headed into what might be the biggest battle of his life, of most of their lives. It was a serious moment, time for each of them to get centered and prepare for life-or-death combat.



With all that said, the soft crush of Relic’s butt felt unbelievably good against his crotch. She wiggled, first from side to side, then back and forth, arching herself to try to get her body at a comfortable angle. Will put his arms around her and heard her let out a surprisingly playful giggle.



“There we go,” she said. “I take it you’re buckling me in with your arms?”



“Safety first.” He gave her a loving squeeze and kissed her cheek.



He looked out the window as Miss Mass started the car and pulled onto the street, eyes searching for something to distract from Relic’s smell and presence. She always used the same deodorant when she was in costume, a brand for athletes that reminded him of the intoxicating smell he’d occasionally catch a hint of when passing by the women’s locker room in the gym.



Her breathing, similarly, was incredibly hard to ignore, the simple and basic way her body shifted into and away from him at a slow, steady rhythm. Fuck. He could feel himself getting hard, and even after everything he and Jess had been through together, all the lines they’d crossed, it still felt ridiculously embarrassing.



She’s your mother, and she’s in costume
 , he thought to himself.
 For God’s sake, you’re on your way to fight bad guys. Calm down.



“The squeeze isn’t too much for you, is it?” asked Relic. Her voice wavered as she asked the question, the slightest hint of panic. She could most definitely feel it too, and she knew it would just keep inching upward, getting harder and harder, a full-blown erection pressed into her thighs and butt.



“I could do this for hours,” he said.



She rubbed his knee with an odd urgency, and he felt like he could sense a deeper message in it. They were in a car packed full of their peers. It was different from fooling around on the couch, at home. She was probably hoping,
 expecting
 , even, that he could keep all of himself under control under the circumstances.



Will’s costume, despite its durability, was far thinner than it looked, and the one Relic was wearing was just the same costume in a different size and color. He could sense the warmth of her body radiating down into his crotch, feel every curve and contour of her thighs and buttocks.



He squeezed, hoping she’d take it as an apology, as his cock grew even harder. She responded by squeezing his knee. It felt like a promise, or rather, a plea. He was almost sure that if he could stay behaved, in body if not mind, there’d be a reward in it. Just like how she’d sucked him off on the couch, her hot little mouth and sweet lips putting in work to make him come.



That’s really not a good memory to linger on right now,
 he thought.



“Shoot,” said Miss Mass. “They’re finally repairing the lane on Palmer Street. We’re going to have to take the bumpy way through downtown to get on the highway. Lockpick, Relic, you might want to hold on.”



“Thanks for the heads up,” said Relic, in a slightly breathless voice.



Will tightened his arms around her as they went over the first bump. She rose a few inches off his lap anyway, bouncing as she came down in a manner so sexual that he couldn’t help but groan. Relic seemed to have stopped breathing, her fingers digging into his knee with a white-knuckle grip as the car’s motions battered her against her son’s erection.



“Sweetie,” she whispered, rubbing his leg. “Do you want me to… try the hovering thing I mentioned?”



“Do you want me to let go of you?” he whispered, into her ear.



She didn’t answer. He squeezed her tighter and, for the first time, rocked his hips upward, letting his cock stretch the fabric of their costumes as it tapped at her womanhood at a naughty angle. Will let one of his hands slide upward, brushing the bottom edge of her breast.



They were basically in their own dangerous little world. Webcam, somehow, had fallen asleep. Impact was still looking out the window and doing his best to ignore the gorgeous young woman sleeping next to him. Origami was staring straight out the car’s windshield, and Miss Mass was busy navigating the bumpy streets.



“Big one coming up!” announced Miss Mass.



“I’m sure you can handle it.” Will nuzzled Relic’s neck, bouncing her faster. Too fast.



Their costumes made slight squeaking noises for a few passes before he slowed down, feeling her digging her nails into his knee again.



She suddenly surged into the air as they hit the bump Miss Mass had mentioned. Will pulled her down, holding her even as the car rocked them together, goading their horny bodies into continuing the dirty motion.



He didn’t care anymore. There was a point when lust won out against reason, when everything else just got switched off in the face of the power draw of arousal. He slid one hand down, sinking it in between Relic’s thighs, and started touching her through her costume. Rubbing from above, thrusting from below, the car bouncing and bumping like an invisible third participant.



“We’re… going to talk about this later,” whispered Relic.



“I’m looking forward to it.”



He started planting little kisses up and down her neck and, within what seemed like five seconds, her body tensed and shook atop his lap. He felt the pleasure bursting within her as she had the most repressed orgasm he’d ever delivered to a woman. She kept the same posture even as Will watched her eyes flutter and bug out in the rearview mirror.



He chuckled, still slowly rocking into her, though he wasn’t sure he wanted his own release. It would be a pain to deal with that mess in costume, and he felt a little bad knowing he’d already inflicted that annoyance on Relic.



“You brat,” she whispered. “You are so lucky I love you as much as I do.”



They shot glances around the car before sharing a quick kiss. Relic cleared her throat.



“We had a small spill back here,” she said. “Lockpick didn’t put the cap on his soda. Any napkins in the glove box?”



Origami passed her back a bundle. Relic made as though wiping off Will’s lap. With a subtle motion, she undid the conveniently located crotch zipper of Will’s costume. He almost covered himself on reflex until he realized her plan.



His cock was so hard that it practically drilled itself out, but it was still pinned between her thighs. Making as though still wiping herself up, she pinched a napkin over the head of his erection, a tiny wet spot forming almost immediately.



“There,” she said. “Now we can just… enjoy the ride.”



He kissed her on the neck, right underneath her ear. “I love you.”



What happened next was more lust than love. Will seized Relic by the hips and bounced her on his cock as though she was his to use, then and forever. It was sex without penetration, dirty and needy, the type of sexual experience he knew he’d look back on one day through a veil of shame.



“Go slow, sweetie,” whispered Relic. “You’re going to wake your sister up.”



“Oh, fuck!” He pumped her down faster, sinking his fingers into one of her plump, costumed breasts. “Jess!”



Her head was bobbing in the rearview mirror, and Miss Mass finally noticed. She slowed the car down a little as she pulled onto the highway ramp.



“Is it really that bumpy back there?” she asked.



“Um…” Jess leaned forward, grabbing the back of Miss Mass’s seat as Will rocked into her with gross intensity. “Just for the last minute. It’s been… wild.”



He felt himself lose it and had to bury his face against the back of Relic’s shoulder to muffle a groan. She leaned back, quickly setting another napkin down over his spasming cock to control the mess. He thought he heard her let out a little chuckle as she grabbed a third and lovingly cleaned him up.



“It should be smoother sailing from here,” said Miss Mass. “The highway is in good shape, and we’ll only be on it for five minutes.”



“That’s fine,” said Relic. “I think we found our groove.”
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By the time the car reached the staging area, Will and Relic had settled into a comfortable snuggle, bodies entwined in a loving, though no longer sexual manner. She squeezed his knee before climbing out of the car, flashing him a secretive and mischievous smile.



The moment wasn’t about them, however, and their surroundings reinforced that. They stood atop a tall hill with a wide view of the Exclusion Fence to the south. A modest observation tower poked up from another hill slightly to the north of them, but otherwise, the area was barren and abandoned. Few people had any interest in building their homes or businesses so near to the nightmarish badlands that lay beyond the fence.



The other cars pulled up, and various heroes began climbing out. Will spotted Kestrel standing with the other members of her team: Sprinter, Echo, and Sonar. The four members of Eclipse Awaken were already walking a slow circuit around the hill’s slope, alert to hidden threats.



The Second Advent members seemed slightly out of place, dressed in plain clothes or, in Father Darkeye’s case, black cassock. Still, the general sense of the moment was that of a serious operation. Will knew for a fact they’d still be outnumbered, but he also knew his former gang wasn’t combat trained as a collective.



The Power Realists were an alliance of individuals, at heart. They were all supers, undoubtedly capable of doing damage in a fight, but relatively unaccustomed to defending one another and fighting in teams.



They were visible from the hill, saving the heroes from having to do the legwork of finding the right gate, after all. Will could see the mass of escaped prisoners and recruited villains milling around a group of large trucks of the same type he’d ridden in before his trial.



They were a serious threat, but one secondary to the danger they threatened to unleash. The mutants were already piling against the gate the Realists had taken over, lumbering in a mindless fashion toward the smell of fresh meat. From the hill, they looked small, like an array of scurrying insects, one occasionally making direct contact with the electrified gate and seizing backwards.



“Do we have everyone here?” called Miss Mass.



All of the heroes turned her way. Each of the other team leaders, Relic, Sprinter, and Yellow Bear, made their way over to join her, exchanging a few whispered words and nodding their heads. Father Darkeye also found a spot among the operation’s leadership, gesturing with his hands as he impressed whatever his point was upon them.



“How is this going to go?” whispered Webcam.



Will shook his head. “No idea. If it were up to me, we’d be trying to take them by surprise. Attacking by night instead of day. Sneaking up instead of revealing ourselves so openly.”



He looked down at the villains, who had taken obvious notice of them. An oily-looking man who Will didn’t recognize from a distance was flipping them off with both middle fingers, rolling his arms in pantomime of an early 20
 th
 century boxer.



“We’re going to be splitting into three groups,” called Miss Mass. “Group A will make direct contact with the Power Realists and, if necessary, lead the attack against them. Group B will attempt to circle around behind the enemy and potentially recover control of the gate itself. Group C will provide support and intel from a safe distance.”



Will nodded, already feeling an urge to pull out his lockpick and get serious. He’d been waiting for this fight for a long time, waiting for it to be not just him against his old gang, but the Champion Authority itself.



“Group A will consist of myself, Relic, Impact, Kestrel, Yellow Bear, Strongarm, and Father Darkeye,” said Miss Mass. “Group C will be Webcam, Sonar, Exorath, and Lockpick. Sprinter, you and everyone left will compose Group B.”



“Hold on,” called Will. “I think I’d do better on the front lines, or as part of the flanker group.”



“I’m not making these decisions lightly,” called Miss Mass. “Part of your assignment will be to keep the other members of the intel group safe, Lockpick. It’s a serious responsibility.”



He was about to mount more of an objection when he saw Relic take a step forward and knew that the decision was final. Webcam was smiling from where she stood next to him.



“I, for one, am happy to be assigned to the backline,” she said. “Remember when that was our posting by default?”



“I remember getting yelled at by Relic and Halberd for not hanging back as ordered.”



She leaned closer and dropped her voice to a whisper. “Are you going to this time?”



“We’ll see.”



Relic came over to give both him and Webcam quick hugs. Will’s arms lingered around her, holding the embrace for a second or two longer than he normally would.



“You’re not at full strength,” he whispered. “Don’t try to be too much of a hero out there.”



“I’ll stay safe,” she said. “I love you, Lockpick.”



Kestrel was there, too. She hugged Webcam, but hesitated as she turned to Will.



“Don’t overdo it,” he said to Kestrel. “Remember what happens if you push your power too far.”



“It’s not something I often forget.” She glanced away, half turning toward where the others in her group were preparing to set off.



Will stepped forward, opening his arms, and she was against him in an instant, hugging so tight that one of his ribs announced a bruise he hadn’t even noticed.



“I love you, Avery,” he whispered. “Please don’t die.”



“As if. I love you too, LP. So much.”



Group C retreated a short distance back, scaling the observation tower atop the taller hill to gain an even better view of the surrounding area. Webcam was busy from the start, communicating what she could see to the leaders of each team over the same Bluetooth earbuds she so often used to support him as Decay.



Sonar’s power would alert them to anyone attempting to sneak up on the tower, though she seemed more interested in whatever was on her phone than actively searching for threats. Will had no idea what Exorath was capable of and, honestly, didn’t see a point in asking the chubby older man what he could do if he wasn’t volunteering it himself.



He could see the heroes of Group A making a slow approach toward the Power Realists’ trucks, making no effort to conceal themselves. He assumed Group B, which had disappeared in the process of circling around, would be the ones to attempt a surprise attack if the situation called for it. Group A came to a sudden stop, and a villain that Will couldn’t make out from the distance walked toward them slowly, their apparent negotiator.



“Uh-huh,” said Webcam, into her phone. “Okay. Well, I think… No, I haven’t. I can ask.”



She covered the phone and looked at Will. “Miss Mass says their messenger is threatening to open the gate if Group A gets any closer.”



“Which is entirely what we should have expected,” he said.



“She wants your opinion on whether they’ll actually do it,” said Webcam.



Will ran a hand through his hair, giving the question some thought. A significant gathering of mutants was already assembled on the other side of the fence, far more than he’d seen during his trial. Opening the gate would let them in, and the Power Realists would be first in line to bear the brunt of their ferocity.



It wasn’t a controllable weapon, more like lighting a house on fire to ward off invaders. They’d have to hold the gate to maintain its efficacy, on top of that. If they simply retreated and left the heroes to pick up the pieces of the situation, that’s exactly what Relic and Miss Mass and the others would do – defeat the mutants, secure the gate, save the day. In a sense, the Power Realists’ hands had already been forced.



“Yeah, I think they will,” he said. “They aren’t logical actors when it comes to their thinking. Especially right now, given their downgrade in leadership.”



He blinked, suddenly realizing exactly what he needed to do. Webcam began talking to Miss Mass and the others. Sonar looked incredibly bored and withdrawn from the situation, and Exorath muttered something about needing to take a piss and started walking toward a small line of trees to their north.



He caught Webcam’s eye for a second, giving a subtle nod to his bag, and then started down to the tower. He jogged along the edge of the area, speeding up as soon as he knew he was out of view, and found a spot to pull on his Decay costume behind an ancient, rusted-out car.
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The question of how to play the situation was still on Will’s mind as he made his way into the Power Realists’ staging area by the gate. He expected more scrutiny from them, but nobody even noticed he’d infiltrated their ranks. The gang’s numbers had bloated to nearly a hundred over the past few weeks, just enough to render him a face, a costume, among many.



To most, at least. He saw Bloodfeud do a double take as he walked by. The teenager grabbed Will’s shoulder, pulling himself forward to walk alongside him rather than pulling him to a stop.



“Where did you come from?” asked Bloodfeud. “I didn’t see you get on any of the trucks.”



“I didn’t come here on one of the trucks.” He pulled Bloodfeud closer and lowered his voice. “We don’t have much time. I need to know where you stand.”



Bloodfeud narrowed his eyes. “What’s that supposed to mean?”



Will gritted his teeth, gaze darting to where Glass sat atop one of the trucks, holding court over a small group of his closest allies within the gang. “He’ll follow through with his threat to open the gate if he has to. Glass would rather make a catastrophic move than a losing one.”



“And? That’s why we’re here, isn’t it? It’s like what we went through with our trial. It’s the city’s turn to sink or swim!”



“What exactly did we go through with
 our
 trial, Francisco?” asked Will.



He saw both shame and anger on the younger man’s face, but Francisco slowly nodded, not pulling back from the debt still owed between them. “Fair enough. But I still don’t see what you’re getting at.”



“Where’s your sister right now?” he asked.



“She’s safe. I made sure of it.”



“How long do you think she’ll stay safe in a city full of mutants?” Will held his hand up, cutting Bloodfeud off before he could reply. “How many heroes do you think will be left to look after her once the ones here get slaughtered in the process of trying to prevent this disaster? You think the Realists are going to bend over backwards to keep the
 mundane
 citizens of Lancaster City safe in the coming weeks?”



“Glass… knows what he’s doing.”



“I’m calling in my favor,” he said slowly. “I need you to have my back.”



“What are you planning?” hissed Bloodfeud. “I can’t just give you my loyalty like a blank check, Decay!”



“You’re going to have to give it to someone,” he said. “And it certainly won’t be Glass once I do what I have to do.”



He took a step backward. Bloodfeud clearly wasn’t done talking to him, but it didn’t matter. Glass’s voice boomed out from where he was lording over the procession of villains atop one of the trucks.



“Decay,” he snarled. “I have some questions for you to answer. Get the fuck over here.”



The hair along the back of Will’s neck tingled and itched. He began to question the wisdom of delivering himself into the hands of the enemy after how liberally he’d been using his infiltration of their gang to his advantage. It was possible that Glass knew he was the one who’d freed Relic, possible he knew even more than that.



He’d played his cards already, however, and was past the point of no return. He had to shoulder his way by several villains who seemed to take an interest in passively intimidating him. A ladder hung down the back of the truck’s cargo bay, and he quickly scaled it, coming to stand atop the truck next to the leader of the Power Realists as they stared up the slope of the hill at Relic and Miss Mass and the other approaching heroes.



Glass didn’t turn to acknowledge him as Will walked over. He leaned his head sideways, lips twisted into a cruel smirk, and let the silence hang for an uncomfortably long moment.



“I look at those heroes up there, and what do I see?” Glass gestured to the figures in the distance with an arm. “Miss Mass. Kestrel. Impact. And… what’s this? Who could that be? Looks to me like none other than Relic, free and recovered.”



Will didn’t say anything. His fingers were twitchy, hyper aware of the exact movements needed to draw his lockpick or penknife.



“I heard a rumor,” continued Glass, “that you fought Relic once, Decay. That you somehow beat her at full strength.”



“That’s… quite the rumor,” said Will, hiding his relief. “It’s close to the truth, but the fight ended in a stalemate. The fact that she’s still alive should tell you that much.”



“She escaped from our custody last night, and nobody seems to have a fucking clue about how that happened,” growled Glass. “The rest of the heroes I can predict, but she’s different. What’s your read on her? Does she think I’m bluffing?”



Will chuckled and, at the behest of a sudden dark premonition, decided to tell Glass the truth. “She thinks you’re weak. She doesn’t view you as being as smart or as scary as Despot. But most of all, she’s just wondering how long it’s going to take you to figure it all out.”



“The fuck is that supposed to mean?”



Will gestured for Glass to lean in closer, into whispering, conspiratorial distance. It was over in a single movement, so fast it felt anticlimactic and unreal. Will drew his penknife and stabbed it upward through the man’s chin in a single motion, pulling the tool out after giving it a decent side to side, spinal cord severing shake.



“Goodbye, Glass,” he said. “You never suspected a thing, did you?”



A gurgle came from Glass’s throat. There were no shouts of alarm from below, despite the fact that dozens of villains had just watched him kill their leader. It was a surreal moment, a sudden fork in what had previously been a straightforward path ahead. Will gently laid the body of the Power Realists’ interim leader down on the truck and set a foot on the dead man’s chest, reinforcing the obvious point.



“I give the orders now,” he shouted. “Does anyone have a problem with that?”



Glass’s blood began to bubble upward from the wound in his neck, rising impossibly high in a gusher of dark blood. It swirled around Will once before collecting in two arcs that intersected behind his shoulders, rendering him as a demon with wings of blood. He caught Bloodfeud’s eye in the crowd and gave him a small nod.



Nice touch, kid.



“Are you staging a coup?” shouted Bonespur. He stepped forward with two other villains on either side of him, though with his heavily bandaged head, he didn’t pose the most intimidating figure.



“I’m correcting a mistake,” he shouted. “Opening that gate would be a mistake. The heroes didn’t show up with these kinds of numbers to negotiate. Glass backed us all into a corner. Think of this as me showing you the way out.”



“You didn’t answer my question,” said Bonespur.



“Because it isn’t a question that matters,” said Will. “Here’s one for you. If I give you, my lieutenant, an order… will you follow it?”



Bonespur could challenge him for leadership. It was obvious that the young redhead was considering it, weighing his position. If he did, Will would simply climb down from the truck, challenge him to a fight, and kill him just like he’d killed Glass. He’d been at Despot’s side for long enough to understand how this particular aspect of the gang worked, the foundation of egos and violence underlying the natural order.



“I take orders from Despot,” said Bonespur. “Not you, and not Glass. I only obeyed him because Despot ordered me to.”



“Well, Bonespur, you should think very carefully about the fact that Despot isn’t here right now.” The blood wings behind Will stretched further outward as Bloodfeud fed them more of Glass’s vital essence. “What’s it going to be? Sink or swim?”



An ominously slow applause sounded from the section of the gang nearest to the fence. Will scanned the nearest villains, and his heart skipped a beat as he caught sight of an all too familiar figure standing on the other side of the gate, just within the Exclusion Zone.



Genesis was recognizable only through the basic colors of his body and the intensity of his dark eyes. Like all abominations, his growth was accelerated. In the time since Will had last seen him, he’d sprouted shoulder spikes, an extra set of arms, and elongated his skull.



In addition, the abomination’s face looked wrong, a detail from an actual nightmare. The bone structure underneath shifted, like insects crawling under burrowed skin, unreal and unsettling.



“So many here, all at once,” called Genesis. “Take pride in sharing this experience.”



The abomination slashed one of his four arms through the air. Lines of dark red energy followed the tips of his fingers, extending outward to shred a vast portion of the fence in the blink of an eye.



The gate was suddenly irrelevant. A breach nearly a hundred feet long lay exposed in front of Genesis, the metal of the remaining fences sagging at the edges as though the barrier itself was aware of the severity of the damage.



For a good ten seconds, nobody said a goddamn thing. Heroes and villains alike stared at the compromised fence, each one struggling to comprehend the enormity of what’d just happened.



Breaches in the Exclusion Fence of that size were
 major
 incidents, the kind of problem entire cities were evacuated for and hundreds of heroes hurried to the scene of. The fences existed for a reason and did their jobs remarkably well, a point no better demonstrated than by looking at the aftermath of a failure.



Genesis leaned his head back, mouth opening to unleash a high-pitched noise that reminded Will of a dog whistle, faint and loud at the same time. A hideous chorus of screeching responses came from far off in the distance, each howl bringing back memories of the Power Realists’ trial and his time trekking across the Exclusion Zone to find Avery.



The nearest mutants were already charging toward the breach, but what Genesis had called to was a greater force. Thousands of mutants came over the horizon in a dense pack, flowing like water as they answered their summons to action. There were so many that they stopped being individual monsters and became a nebulous, abstract threat.



Only then did people start moving, but it was already too late. Bonespur began giving orders to the Power Realists, but the first super he pointed to and commanded to take up their defense was attacked by a mutant, a hideous wolf monster with rippling neck muscles, before he’d taken three steps.



Hundreds of mutants rushed through the fence, and the members of the Realists nearest to the fence were forced to choose between fighting and fleeing. The majority of the horde was still half a mile distant, but Will couldn’t help but wonder if most of them would even be necessary.



He heard something hit the metal of the truck underneath him, followed by heavy scampering. A mutant cougar with blood already sticky on its lips flew at his face. He cut it in half with his penknife and decided he needed to make his departure.








CHAPTER 50




 



Chaos is a mood, a distinct weather of ambience and collective emotion. In truth, Will was ready for a fight, but a straight fight was not what the situation presented him with. He had his camping machete out, but it felt like a liability as he tried to push through the members of his former gang, all sense of discipline within the ranks having completely broken down.



Bonespur was trying admirably to lead a group of heavy hitters in fending off the mutants as they attempted to press in from all directions. His team surrounded a truck that was slowly rolling up the meandering road through the hills. Every villain that could fit inside was already packed within, and a few stragglers were actively holding up the escape as they tried to climb up the front or find places on the roof.



Will could see the heroes reluctantly getting involved further up the hill, with Relic and Miss Mass flying overhead as their group spread out in an attempt to contain the situation on a basic level. Anyone with eyes could see they had no hope of managing even just a makeshift barricade across the destroyed section of fence, given how wide it was.



Could they hold against the tide of mutants for long enough to push them back and regain control of the area? Probably not. It was hard for Will to imagine them putting up a defense like that, given the knowledge he had of the heroes present. Even if the Power Realists decided to join in the defense, there were simply too many monsters.



Screams came from ahead of him, right where the line of fleeing gang members met the vanguard of monsters. Will saw a villain named Ticktack go down as a mutant coyote lunged low and bit a chunk out of his calf. The man was swarmed immediately, his screams lost amid the strange snarls and grunts of a pack of mutants tearing him apart, eating him alive.



He remembered watching a team of ants take down a large beetle once during his childhood, using the suffocating press of their bodies as a weapon. There were enough mutants coming through the breach for them to use that tactic on each and every one of them, if they so chose.



Will knew what he had to do. He rolled out of view and hurriedly pulled off his Decay costume, which he was grateful he’d worn over his Crimson Five bodysuit. In the span of ten seconds, he became one of the heroes again, one right there on the front lines, ready to fight.



Genesis was his target. He had a feeling if he could take down the abomination, the monsters would lose their coordination, if not their drive. It was still an audacious objective to set out toward, especially given he could no longer see far beyond the other side of the fence through the surging mutants, let alone see Genesis.



The Power Realist truck that had been slowly fleeing up the hill suddenly tilted sideways, falling over under the unbalancing weight of the mutants attempting to scale its front and sides. Will slashed his machete at a lizard mutant as it scampered toward his leg, tongue outstretched.



He spun, knocking away another monster that went down in a bleeding clump of black fur and thrashing muscles. Two more came at him from his left. He slashed once, using his power and easily slicing through both only to make room for another monster to rush in behind them.



For the next few minutes, his experience was just that of swinging his sword. He didn’t think, didn’t even look further around outside his immediate space. The muscles in his arm tensed in that familiar way, announcing how much energy and burst potential he had left before risking a cramp.



A rush of air came from behind him. Will turned and swung, pulling his machete downward to strike the ground at the last second as he recognized ally in the place of enemy.



“What are you doing here?” snapped Relic. “You’re supposed to be with Group C!”



“I was,” he said, knocking back another mutant. “Now I’m here.”



“Come on!” Relic grabbed his arm and pulled him in the direction of the slope. “I’m getting you back to the other heroes.”



She lifted into the air with her cloak, stooping to get her arms underneath his. He heard her let out a strained grunt as she tried to keep hold of him while simultaneously lifting into the air. She only managed to get him perhaps ten feet up as they quickly glided back into safer territory, the loss of her superstrength cord more evident than ever.



The heroes of Groups A and B had formed a defensive line, though obvious gaps were visible in which the mutants were pushing through. The chaos took on a different flavor as Will watched the heroes fighting with their powers, struggling to hold ground but far more organized than the Realists.



Impact sent a mutant dog flying through a thick group of monsters like a bowling ball, leaving them scattered along its overpowered trajectory. Sister Ivy was controlling the grass, locking mutants in place as they began their frenzied sprint up the slope.



Kestrel was, somewhat surprisingly, one of their heaviest hitters. She was airborne, but using her power to project force into the monsters wherever needed, quickly knocking mutants back whenever they began to close on one of the heroes. She’d occasionally lift one into the air and simply let gravity do its work, dropping her target from fifty feet and shattering bones.



Father Darkeye’s shadowblast attacks were also a huge offensive boon, though the priest’s face was contorted with anguish, as though the very act of violence came unnaturally to him. Brother Cartwheel was by his side, fighting with acrobatic movements whenever a monster got too close.



Will flung himself into a section of the line near buckling as soon as Relic set him down, swinging his machete like a madman and severing limbs and heads and bodies. He heard Relic shout his name, glanced over to see her taking up a position at his side, Sacred Scepter in hand.



“You need to fall back!” she hissed.



“Not happening,” he said. “You forget that you’re just as vulnerable as I am now.”



More vulnerable, even. He could shrug off a bite or two with his mending, but Relic was basically a glass cannon. A glass mace, really, given she didn’t even have a ranged attack she could rely on without her circlet. She wasn’t used to having such vulnerabilities, to having to fight defensively, which only amplified Will’s worry.



He heard a shout of agony and glanced over in time to see Yellow Bear, the leader of Eclipse Awaken, going down under a mass of mutants. One of his teammates threw himself forward to try to extricate him from the press of surging death only to be immediately pulled into it, lost in the whirlwind of bodies.



Sister Ivy let out a gasp and tripped over a rock as a mutant wolf leapt at her. Father Darkeye dove into its path, and the monster sank its teeth into his arm, tearing it off at the elbow. He dispatched it with his power before falling to one knee, bleeding profusely.



“Look out!” Will knocked Relic sideways as a monster attempted to attack her from a blind spot.



They rolled together briefly. Relic swung her scepter, knocking back the offending mutant as it attempted a second strike.



He stood up and took a look at the battle from a wider point of view. The Power Realists had given up on trying to get out in their trucks, which was prudent, given it would have been like trying to navigate a wide load through a street packed with pedestrians… blood thirsty pedestrians.



There was no real option for the heroes other than to pull back and hope their own vehicles, parked further up in the hills, would fare better through the chaos. Relic was already shouting the order, and everybody seemed eager enough to obey.



Everybody minus one. Impact held his ground, staring past the mutants, toward Genesis in the distance. Will knew what the man must have been thinking, his fascination with the abomination that he and Breathless had inadvertently given birth to.



Origami, his teammate, grabbed him by the shoulder and made an aborted attempt to pull him back. Impact tugged free and began sprinting forward, not toward safety, but down the slope and deeper into the mutants. Origami went after him, but was cut down immediately, the mutants swarming in that telltale, death ball manner.



“No!” screamed Miss Mass. She began rising into the air, desperate to do something, anything, to save what remained of her team.



Relic flew up to grab her, the two briefly spinning in a midair embrace.



Will did his best to cover the heroes’ retreat as they all rushed back to the vehicles. Webcam was standing outside Miss Mass’s car looking terrified, mouth moving as she tried to do what she could, reporting what she could see to the heroes who could still make use of the information.



There was a sense of genuine panic as people began rushing to get inside the cars, the kind of panic that undermined the very definition of a “hero” to begin with. Miss Mass jammed her keys into Will’s hand and waved with her arm for him to get moving. Along with Relic and Kestrel, she could simply fly to escape.



Webcam climbed into the front seat. Will helped Sister Ivy get Father Darkeye, who was moaning softly in pain and holding one hand over his gory stump, into the car.



“Cartwheel?” he asked.



Sister Ivy just shook her head.



Sonar, from Color Spray, was there, too, and she refused to go when Will tried to offer her the last seat.



“My sister!” she cried. “Echo! She’s not here. I… I have to wait.”



“Get in the fucking car!” screamed Webcam.



It wasn’t Will’s proudest moment as he forced her into the backseat, ignoring her protests and even the way she clawed at his forearm. He still had his machete out and had to use it twice in quick succession to cut down mutants on his way back to the front seat.



He floored the gas as soon as he was inside, hitting one mutant with a crunch and swerving around another. They were in the car, safer than they had been, but still not safe. Will drove with a balance of speed and caution, trying not to look in the rearview mirror at the growing collection of mutants giving pursuit.



To call it a demoralizing defeat was an understatement. They’d set themselves up for disaster, and walked right into it.










CHAPTER 51




FIVE YEARS EARLIER



 



Lockpick quickly discovered that there was a certain inescapable vibe to carrying around a suitcase stuffed with five figures’ worth of money. It’s not a thing a person could do casually, without glancing around, and then back at their hand to make sure it was still gripped around payday, eyes darting upward, snapping to anyone nearby who might seem suspicious.



People seemed to notice, as though the money itself had a distinctive smell to it that they picked up on even before taking in the other clues. As he walked into the jail and approached the prison guard behind the front desk, he saw the man’s eyes lock onto the suitcase, the way he even cleared a few papers off his desk to allow Lockpick to set it down more easily.



“This should be enough for bail,” he said.



“I would expect so!” The guard whistled as Lockpick opened the case. “David Sorling, right? I’ve got to count this. Might take a minute, not really accustomed to people paying in cash, but supposing it’s all here…”



It was all there. Half an hour later, Lockpick stood up from his chair in the waiting area to see Halberd being led out from the jail’s detention wing, already free from handcuffs. The older man grinned when he saw him, grabbing his hand like an old, respected friend.



“Nice going, LP!” he said. “I was expecting you to have to take more of a brute force approach. You didn’t just get me out, you did it by the book.”



Lockpick nodded, wincing as he considered how to address telling him the means behind the method. “It wasn’t my money that I used.”



“Of course not,” said Halberd. “You can tell me where you
 found it
 after. Let’s go get some food. I’m desperate for a meal that doesn’t look like it came from a school cafeteria.”



“I don’t know if it can wait until later,” said Lockpick.



They slowed down as they entered the jail’s parking lot. It was a cloudy day, heavy with wind and the suggestion of an oncoming storm. Halberd rubbed his hands together against the chilly air and furrowed his brow at his son.



It was as though he saw it in Lockpick’s expression, recognition and horror both dawning in the same unfortunate instant. Halberd let out a soul-weary groan and covered his face with his hands.



“Just let me explain,” said Lockpick. “It wasn’t my first choice.”



“Not Marauder,” muttered Halberd. “Please, LP. Please fucking tell me that you didn’t take money from Marauder!”



He snarled and punched a nearby lamppost three times in quick succession, the metal ringing so loudly that Lockpick was left wondering about the damage done to his knuckles. Halberd closed his eyes and shook his head slowly, sighing as he finally reopened them.



“It is… what it is,” said Halberd. “I supposed they would have cornered us eventually.”



“I didn’t agree to anything,” said Lockpick. “I took the money, sure, but it’s not like you weren’t already in debt.”



“Look over your shoulder.”



Lockpick whirled around, wincing again as he saw two men in finely tailored black suits waiting in front of a black Escalade with tinted windows. He would have tried to be more circumspect with his attention if not for the fact that they were staring right back at him, clearly there for a pickup.



“We could… double back around,” said Lockpick. “Shake them off our trail and come back for the car later?”



“Not this time,” said Halberd. “They’re supers, like us. Probably handpicked for intercepting targets. We can’t risk it this time, LP. If I tried to fight them, I’d probably get you killed.”



“You don’t know that! We’ve taken on long odds before.”



“Not this time,” repeated the older man.



Lockpick looked at the two men again, noticing the patient smile one of them had on his face.



“I… led them straight to us,” he muttered.



Halberd set a hand on his shoulder. “No. I did. They probably got word of my arrest through one of their informants. Maybe you could have gotten me out some other way, but I doubt there’s any chance that we would have escaped through this jail’s front door.”



“We can’t just give up. This entire time, we’ve been keeping ahead of them!”



“We’re not giving up, LP,” said Halberd. “But… for now, we just have to play the cards on the table. Stay close. No matter what, don’t let them split us up.”



Halberd started walking toward the Escalade, and Lockpick reluctantly fell into step beside him. Another pair of men separate from the ones in suits began walking to their left and right, matching their pace as neatly as a military escort.



The passenger side window of the Escalade rolled down, revealing the same weathered face Lockpick had first seen from his hospital bed. Marauder flashed a satisfied smile and curled his index finger in a come-hither motion.



“It’s good to see you, Halberd,” he said. “We have a lot of catching up to do. I met your son, and I must say, I quite like him. Very reasonable.”



Halberd didn’t say a word as he climbed into the back of the car, and not for the first time or the last time, Lockpick followed his example.








CHAPTER 52




 



The drive away from the Exclusion Fence was a harrowing affair at first, but Will did eventually manage to outpace the pursuing monsters. He stopped to briefly touch base with Relic, who landed in the road in front of him with room to spare.



“There’s nothing left for us to do, here and now,” she said. “We need to regroup in the city.”



“Father Darkeye is missing an arm,” Will pointed out.



“Alright.” She ran a hand through her hair, looking tired. “Get him to the hospital. Then, get to Miss Mass’s.”



He did just that, pulling into the hospital just off the other side of the highway. Sister Ivy helped Father Darkeye out, who was enduring his injury remarkably well. A small cap of shadow all but sealed the wound, an elegant enough solution for an injury sustained during battle.



“I wish that had gone better,” said Father Darkeye, with a sigh. “I’ll rejoin with the rest of you as soon as I’m capable.”



“Take your time,” said Will. “We’re going to need you at full strength.”



The nurses rolled him off in a wheelchair. Nobody said a word during the remainder of the drive back to Miss Mass’s, but Sonar’s soft, suppressed weeping spoke for the collective mood.



He couldn’t help but notice on his way through the suburbs that a fair number of people were already packing their cars, beginning their evacuation. It made sense – they were primed for it, given recent events. Everyone had their threshold for holding their ground, and while a singular attack by a powerful abomination might be within it, an open siege from thousands upon thousands of mutants might not.



Will parked Miss Mass’s car neatly in her driveway and made his way inside with Webcam and Sonar. Avery had arrived ahead of them and was already out of costume. She hugged first Webcam and then him. Will stared into her eyes with his arms around her and, without really thinking about it, kissed her.



Webcam had already gone into the bathroom to change out of her costume, and there was an empty moment when Will and Avery just looked at each other, acknowledging themselves as a pair within the situation.



“I was scared,” she whispered. “Mom had me following your car to make sure you stayed safe, but I… lost sight of it.”



“We’re fine,” he said. “We made it. We’re still together.”



She forced a smile onto her face and nodded. “Good. Um, you should probably… watch this.”



She gestured to the TV news, the volume on low. Even before Will could hear what the anchors were saying, the expressions on their faces told him enough, especially when paired with the informative ticker bars scrolling across both the bottom and top of the screen.



OFFICIALS ARE ASKING FOR CITIZENS TO AVOID PANICKING OR HOARDING SUPPLIES.



SOUTHERN SECTIONS OF CITY NOT SAFE TO EVACUATE ON FOOT.



“How are they moving so fast?” he asked. “We were a good half hour south of the city by car.”



“That’s just it,” said Avery. “They’re saying that there may have been more than one breach.”



He stared at her, unable to process the enormity of her words even though he’d heard them just fine.



“There are reports coming in from all over the country,” said Avery. “There was some analyst talking about how it might have been… orchestrated, but they cut him off, said it was too early for speculation that might induce panic.”



“How would that even be possible?” muttered Will. “Are we talking about multiple abominations working together?”



She could only shake her head. Rue came out of the bathroom and hurried over. Will took her hand and held it, not wanting to repeat what Avery had told him just yet.



Sprinter arrived next. Will had been harboring a vague concern that Miss Mass’s modest rented abode might not be large enough to comfortably fit all of the heroes that would need a place to stay for the night, but it seemed like a nonissue as he began to consider who was still left alive.



“Two out of three,” said Sprinter, eyeing Avery and Sonar. “Not that bad. Really, it’s not.”



Sonar was sitting on the floor in the corner, holding her knees and softly crying. Sprinter walked over and nudged her in the shin with her toe.



“Get up,” she said. “Enough. Crying isn’t going to change anything. On your feet.”



Sonar took a wavering breath, shook her head, and clutched her knees tighter.



“Get up!” snarled Sprinter. “Do you see me crying? We all lost her, and if we don’t hold it together, we’re going to lose even more!”



She dropped down to seize Sonar by the shoulders and shake her hard.



“I can’t,” cried Sonar. “Please… no. Echo… I can’t.”



“Hey.” Avery set a hand on Sprinter’s arm. “Easy, Stacy. After what she’s been through, maybe she needs to—"



“You’re barely even a member of this team!” snapped Sprinter. “Stay in your lane.”



Avery blinked and stepped away from them. Will and Rue had taken up seats on the couch. He patted the free spot to his right, and Avery sank into it with a sigh. The TV’s volume was still low, but he faintly overheard one of the anchors explaining how to barricade doors and windows and block staircases with larger pieces of furniture.



Relic and Miss Mass arrived a few minutes later. Will rose to greet them, though Miss Mass’s heartbroken expression made it clear she needed space more than encouragement. He pulled Relic into a hug, for once feeling the truth of her size and feminine profile now that her superstrength was a thing of the past.



“What’s the city look like right now?” he asked.



She shook her head. “It’s not good. I wanted to try to do something but… it’s really not good. Even if I still had my other artifacts… well, it’s pointless to speculate. This is a full-on breach. It’s not safe to travel the streets by foot right now. Within an hour or two, I wouldn’t be surprised if the same applied to traveling by car.”



He didn’t ask the question he wanted to. It didn’t seem fair to make Relic have to bear the burden of considering whether the city was doomed. Even just repairing the damage from Genesis’s first attack had been a monumental challenge. It was too much, too fast, and the people who stuck around would bear the brunt of the consequences.



“I think I need to… lie down for a bit,” said Miss Mass. “Is that alright with all of you?”



The older woman’s eyes were rimmed with red, and her hands were shaking. Her team had already suffered such a blow in losing Breathless, and now with Origami confirmed dead and Impact more than likely dead, she was the only one left.



“Of course, Marti,” said Relic. “Rest as long as you need. I’ll keep things under control down here.”



Will’s eyes pulled toward one of the windows as he saw a man run past at full sprint. He hurried over, searching the street for whatever the man had been running from, but didn’t see it.



“They’re talking about how we should… barricade the windows,” said Rue. “Should we? I mean, we’re all supers, but…”



“Not just yet,” said Jess, as she took her mask off. “We need to get a full idea of how this situation progresses, and that means being able to see out into the street.”



Her words made Will pull back and take a broader view of who might be in danger. He pulled out his phone, hoping to call Mist and Erik. He had several bars’ worth of service, but his phone refused to dial, hanging on silence and never connecting.



“Holy shit,” said Avery. “The Board of Directors is giving a statement. Astroman is with them.”



The news broadcast had cut to a live statement filmed from one of the CA headquarters. Will recognized Ice Nine, Pulse Master, and Galaxy Maiden. Astroman sat apart from the others, an old but healthy-looking super with an oddly satisfied expression.



It was Galaxy Maiden who spoke, and Avery hurried to turn up the volume so they could all get a sense of where the CA leadership stood on current events.



“…identified several breaches across the country of varying severity,” said Galaxy Maiden. “Astroman, Ice Nine, Pulse Master, and myself will each be arriving at the affected areas to survey the situation and determine the best course of action.”



She smiled at the camera, and there was a coldness to it that Will wondered whether anyone was picking up on. He knew without needing to be told that it would be Galaxy Maiden coming to survey Lancaster City, Galaxy Maiden determining that the damage was beyond repair.



Galaxy Maiden, coming for revenge.



“That’s good news, isn’t it?” asked Avery.



“On the surface, though given how much the Board dragged their feet in aiding with the prison break, I’ll believe it when they actually show up,” said Jess.



“We’ll have to at least make it through today,” said Rue. “What should we do while we’re…?”



She trailed off as a horrible scream came from outside, overlapped by a frenzy of hisses and crunches.



“Barricade the windows?” suggested Will.



“Barricade the windows,” said Jess, nodding. “But leave one open so we can see what’s coming.”
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