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PART ONE: IT ALL FALLS DOWN










CHAPTER 1




 



The city was out of balance, too loud where it should have been quiet, dead silent where there should have been noise. Will was tired, and unclear on when he’d last slept for longer than an hour at a span. Three days ago? Five?



He was in costume, though that had become his default state. The street ahead was empty save for a heavy scattering of newspapers knocked loose from an upturned street stand. The wind sent them rattling back and forth at its every whim, the faint sound of paper slapping on concrete like jangling bones, bringing him back to the wrongness of everything around him.



Will caught a glimpse of movement in the townhouse to his left and immediately made a beeline for the door. He forced himself to calm down, contain his urgency, as he knocked loud and hard. His eyes didn’t leave the street as he waited, darting from dark alleyway to abandoned car, expecting another monster ambush.



The woman who opened the door held a heavy kitchen knife in one trembling hand and immediately began speaking in a voice too fast to be reasonably understood. Will held up a hand, bidding her to silence.



“My name is Lockpick,” he said. “I’m a hero with the Champion Authority, and I’m here to help with the evacuation. There’s no time to grab anything other than your shoes and your loved ones. We’re leaving
 right now
 .”



He spoke the words with the practice of a call center veteran, though with a fair bit more intensity. The Champion Authority’s official evacuation of Lancaster City had begun in the first few hours after the breach, during a time when the gathered heroes had been more interested in licking their wounds than getting back out into the field.



Lives had been lost, team members and loved ones, but they weren’t unique in that. The news relating to the incidents elsewhere across the country had painted a stark picture of the greater situation at play. Lancaster City was one of many actively besieged population centers, a horror story that would be lucky to get a few sentences in the news reports next to urban juggernauts like San Diego and Dallas that had fallen on the same day.



“Let’s go,” said Lockpick. “Just your shoes. Come on.”



The woman who’d opened the door was shaking her head and trying to explain something about either her daughter or granddaughter’s prescription. Will pushed past her, finding the girl in question and stooping to quickly tie her shoes for her.



It took him another five impossibly long minutes to get them out through the door, and that was the easy part. His phone began to ring, the sound an insistent ping in his right side through the Bluetooth earbud.



“LP, where are you?” asked Webcam.



“I found another family. Hopefully the last one in this section of the city.”



“It’s the last one, regardless. We’ve only got another hour before the evacuation deadline. Get them over here, fast.”



“We’re on the way, Cammie. Let me know if anything is headed in our direction.”



“I always do.”



The family he was escorting looked at him expectantly. He waved his arm, gesturing for them to follow close, but not too close. The street still seemed empty, but he sensed they weren’t alone.



The first attack came from an alleyway, the low hisses and chittering clicks announcing the presence of enemies a good half-minute before they arrived. Will threw himself into the pack, a group of four mutant dogs, each the size of a small bear, corded muscles rippling underneath mottled fur.



Several of them already had crusty stains around their snouts, but they were anything but sated. The largest hurled itself toward Will, jaws flexing open to tear out his throat. He hacked it down with his machete, using his power to slice through flesh and bone like wet tissue paper.



The other mutant dogs moved to encircle them. One of the children from the family, a brave boy of perhaps twelve armed with a baseball bat, took an uncertain, unfortunate step forward. Will shouted and tried to warn him back, but it was already too late. A monster lunged and snapped its teeth, coming back with the child’s hand and the lower portion of the bat.



Will swung again, decapitating the beast before quickly dispatching the last two. The young boy was in shock, crying in that expected, exaggerated way that suggested the real pain hadn’t even set in yet. There was one other adult among the group, a youngish man, perhaps the father or uncle.



“Carry him!” snapped Will. “Make sure somebody keeps pressure on the wound.”



It was bad, seriously bad, a red chunk of missing flesh and splintered bone, but the older woman immediately clamped a handkerchief down on it and held tight. She whispered strained, soothing words to the boy as his crying grew louder, no doubt in response to his growing agony.



“We’ll get there!” said Will. “I promise. Stay close. Don’t slow down.”



In truth, he’d said that to a lot of people over the past few days, and he hadn’t saved all of them. A group of teenagers who’d been in their car had panicked when he’d tried to lead them around a horde of mutants, crashing their vehicle. By the time he’d caught back up with them, it had been too late. That moment wasn’t one he could ever forget, flailing limbs and blood-splattered windows and those horrible, overlapping screams.



He pushed the memory away, focusing on the lives he could still protect. The family was moving at a solid jogging pace and following his every direction. He waved them closer as they rounded the corner onto one of the busier, multi-lane downtown streets. A pileup had occurred at the intersection, and an entire block’s worth of cars had been abandoned bumper to bumper, overflowing onto the sidewalks on both sides to make the street a pain to traverse.



“Stay together!” he shouted.



It was more of a sentiment than an achievable goal. They had to walk in single file between the cars, spreading out into two lines rather than a singular distinct group. Will kept his head on a swivel, constantly searching for monsters, double checking every movement out of the corner of his eye.



A blinding pulse of red energy blurred through Will’s vision from east to west. He spun and ducked on reflex, pulling the older woman down underneath him as he felt one of the buildings on his left violently burst into rubble. He stayed low, watching from in between two cars, as Genesis floated overhead.



The abomination had been a terrifying constant across the past few days, never staying in one area of the city for long, but always being sure to make his presence felt in passing. Genesis carried himself with a dark disinterest, savoring the destruction, trying to stretch it out.



Will wished, not for the first time, that the bastard would drop low enough for him to attack directly. A pointless urge. There wasn’t enough of a city left for it to matter if he struck a grand final blow against the big bad evil. The chaos was already a fact, a foregone conclusion.



The maimed child’s soft whimpering trailed off as they hurried onto the next street. Will heard one of the women saying his name over and over again, each repetition more harrowing than the last.



“Michael!
 Michael!
 Oh God… Michael!”



Genesis suddenly dropped down to the ground in front of them, body pulsing in and out with a bright crimson glow. He pressed the palms of all four of his hideous hands together, posing in mock prayer for reasons beyond anyone’s comprehension.



Will attacked with his machete, the best of his various bad options. The abomination dodged as though each strike was in slow motion. Will knew that even if he landed the perfect hit, Genesis was capable of reforming. He’d seen it happen before, regeneration so advanced that it trivialized even his cuts.



The glow around Genesis intensified, but before he could unleash his power, a purple blast of energy struck him and knocked him sideways into the heavy bricks of a nearby building.



Pulse Master
 , the man, the myth, the legend, ambled over from further down the street. He moved with the aching hesitance of an elderly man, which of course, he was. Will watched as the superhero with arguably the most powerful offensive power in the world groaned and leaned sideways on a polished wooden cane.



“Run along now,” said Pulse Master. “I’ll hold here.”



A crimson burst came from within the building that Genesis had been knocked into, followed by an intense rush of air and pulverized brick. Will pushed the family forward, looping around to make sure everyone was in front of him, coughing from the dust.



“How far out are you?” asked Webcam. “There’s not much time left, LP.”



“I’m nearly there,” he said, shouting over the noise. “It should be just around the next…”



He rounded the next corner and finally emerged onto the street that would bring the evacuation zone into view. A wall of monsters feeding off corpses and fighting among one another greeted him instead. Will shouted, wordless and weary, as he hurried to put himself in front of his charges, already sensing there was little hope of him defending them all safely.



He tried his best, regardless. The first two mutants were easy enough to take down with a slash from each of his weapons. He attempted to slash through the entire next wave with his machete and managed to kill one mutant coyote and disable another, but one got by him, judging from the screams of the family.



He caught sight of a flash of orange and blue and spun around to find Kestrel driving the mutant down into the sidewalk with telekinetic force. He breathed a sigh of relief and tried to ignore the lingering edge of awkwardness he still felt around Kestrel,
 Avery
 .



“Lockpick,” she said, nodding to him. “This is it?”



“This is everyone who was left,” he said. “Everyone I found, at least. What’s up ahead?”



“Mostly clear, thanks to Pulse Master and Galaxy Maiden.”



“Good.”



She nodded and took to the sky again. Will urged the family forward, ignoring the faint crying and noises of disgust as they traversed the gore of the mutants he’d recently cut down. He could see it now, the small crowd of civilians ringed by heroes in familiar costumes. Relic and Miss Mass were watching the surrounding area, poised to defend against danger.



“Run,” he said to the family, pushing them on. “Go. Get there and follow their instructions.”



They took off without a word of thanks, but the fact that they’d all made it alive was really all the thanks Will needed. He leaned against the side of a car, briefly catching his breath and letting the chaos fade into the background.



It was a passing indulgence. Galaxy Maiden landed in the street beside him, her eyes ablaze with prismatic starlight. She’d been a constant presence in the city since she’d arrived the previous day, saving lives and assisting in the evacuation.



To him personally, she was as much of a threat as Genesis. More of a threat. Will felt the weight of her gaze as it roved over him and wondered if this would be it, her moment of revenge.



Another crimson energy blast tore through a building next to them. Galaxy Maiden hurled herself into flight. At first, Will thought she was attacking Genesis, but she was falling back instead, drawing nearer to where the civilians were evacuating.



He felt a worrying rush of air as she unleashed an attack of her own, another building disintegrating into dust and shrapnel beside him. He couldn’t see through the cloud of debris and stumbled blindly with no coherent direction, expecting either Galaxy Maiden or Genesis to strike him down at any second. It felt
 exactly
 like the kind of moment people died in, too much happening at once for luck or fate to have any weight.



“Look out!” Relic’s voice sounded in his ear as a strong arm yanked him sideways.



Will fell onto her in a sprawl, barely missing being crunched into a bloody smear by a massive chunk of concrete that appeared to be the disconnected balcony of an apartment from the building Galaxy Maiden had just destroyed. He absently wondered why, exactly, she’d chosen to destroy it as he felt the side of his cheek press against Relic’s wonderfully soft body.



“Are you alright?” she whispered.



“I’m alive,” he said. “What’s the situation?”



“We were just waiting on you.” Relic sighed, tightening her arms into a brief but greedy hug. “We can’t buy any more time for the city. We’re evacuating one last group and then getting out ourselves.”



“When was this decided?”



She didn’t answer him with words, instead just squeezing, very nearly apologizing with her arms. She saw it as her failure, but he’d already tried and failed at getting her to see that it wasn’t.



Slowly, they pulled themselves up, covered in dust and breathing just as much in.



This is what a dying city tastes like
 .










CHAPTER 2




 



The evacuation zone was centered around the community center, the same one Jess had once worked at. A crowd of civilians had been clustered outside the entrance when Will had last seen it early that morning, but only a few stragglers and late arrivals gathered there now.



The family he’d rescued was among them, minus the wounded boy, who’d likely been rushed through with an earlier group to ensure he got the medical attention he needed. Will saw Webcam in her purple costume off to the side of the double doors, brow wrinkled and lips in motion as she continued to feed intel to the heroes still in the field.



“Kestrel is doing one last scan from above,” said Relic.



“What’s the point?” asked Will. “There’s no way we could get anyone she finds out in time, if this is the last transfer.”



He tried not to sound as cynical as he felt. It didn’t sit right with him to be on the verge of giving up on Lancaster City, the only place he’d ever really called home. Relic closed her eyes, breathing as she smoothed back a few strands of blonde hair running astray from her ponytail.



“I’m not any happier with our current circumstances than you are,” she said. “But this is our job. We have to follow our orders.”



He said nothing. In the distance, red and blue energy blasts were traded back and forth across the skyline, Genesis and Pulse Master engaging in a fantastically pointless display of destruction.



“There has to be something more that we can do,” said Will. “Something more that
 I
 can do.”



“I wish there was.” Relic closed her eyes. “God, I wish there was. LP… I know what you’re feeling, and I know how hard this is. I
 know
 how hard this is, more than you do, in all honesty. But it’s just not within our control this time around. We have to accept that, even if it’s a struggle. We can’t do anything more… and now we have to leave.”



He wanted to argue, but the pain he heard in her voice eclipsed his own emotions. Relic had lost the lion’s share of her power right before being thrust into a battle for Lancaster City’s present and future. She was brushing up against her new limits, adapting to the fact that she couldn’t have the same impact. Compared to that, he was just there, doing Lockpick shit.



Galaxy Maiden landed in the street next to them, Kestrel following a moment later. Will stiffened reflexively, expecting an attack despite knowing that the matriarch of the Champion Authority was far too intelligent to pick a moment like that to take her vengeance.



“Is your team accounted for, Relic?” she asked.



Relic’s eyes darted toward Will, Webcam, and Kestrel, all the former members of the Crimson Five. “Everyone’s here.”



“Good,” said Galaxy Maiden. “Pulse Master and I are going to level certain sections of the city to preemptively thin out some of the larger groups of monsters and looters. On top of buying time for the communities further north of here, I believe it will simplify future reconstruction.”



She took to the sky again without waiting for a response. Will watched as she used a blast of focused starlight to level an old retirement home that he’d once volunteered at in his youth. A few monsters emerged from the dust cloud that mushroomed outward in the wake of the destruction.



“We don’t have to watch this,” said Relic.



“I know.”



She took hold of his hand, and he squeezed his fingers through hers. Kestrel came over to stand on Relic’s other side, and after a moment, the three of them moved to stand near Webcam and help oversee the evacuation of the last of the civilians.



Will was exhausted, and it took him several seconds to recognize a certain familiar face amongst the crowd. Mist was standing next to an elderly man in a wheelchair who looked like he’d been recently rolled out of the retirement home Galaxy Maiden had just destroyed. She met his gaze but seemed uncertain as to whether to acknowledge him in costume.



“I’ll be right back,” he said, already stepping away from his family.



In truth, he doubted anybody would notice or care about the hero
 Lockpick
 paying special attention to a certain attractive, blue-haired woman, just another anxious face amongst a group of refugees in transit. He pulled her into a tight hug, but didn’t know what to say. She didn’t seem to, either.



“Diana, who is this?” asked the old man. “Is this one of your friends from the office?”



“…Diana?” Will smiled and eyed her skeptically. “Seriously?”



“My aunt is named Diana,” said Mist. “This is my grandpa, and he struggles a bit to recognize faces.”



He nodded and felt an urge to ask a question other than the obvious one. “Is he the reason why you stuck around?”



“Yeah,” said Mist. “He is. I don’t know where we’re going now, or what happens next.”



“None of us do.”



Mist crossed her arms. “Are you really going to say goodbye without asking?”



“If you wanted to tell me, you’d tell me.” He blinked and pulled her into a sudden hug. “I’m going to miss you, either way.”



“Goodbye, Pick,” she whispered, voice wavering. “It’s Annalise.”



“Annalise,” he repeated. He cupped her cheek, glancing at her grandfather. “You take good care of Annalise, alright? Look out for her for me.”



“I used to bounce her on my knee,” said the old man. “Little Annie. Peed on my jeans once. Where’d she go, Diana?”



Mist laughed, but it bit off into something more like a reluctant sob. Will kissed her once on the lips, hugged her tight, stroked her hair.



“We’ll meet again,” he said.



“I know we will. I hope we will.”



Miss Mass had begun waving the civilians forward. Will stepped back, letting Mist get into place behind her grandfather and start to push his chair. Webcam came to stand next to Will, fingers brushing his.



“You okay?” she asked.



“I don’t even know what okay is anymore,” he said, with a sigh.



A series of howls and bestial snarls echoed in the distance, monsters sounding off. The report of a gunshot followed soon after from some brave soul who thought it would do any good. Trying to take down mutants with bullets was like taking on a bear with an airsoft rifle, impractical posturing at best.



Will, Kestrel, Webcam, and Relic waited with the remainder of the evacuees as the group ahead of them containing Mist, her grandfather, and close to a hundred others packed into the community center’s gymnasium. It was their turn shortly after, though the simple act of walking into place felt to him like a dereliction of duty.



Zone
 , the hero in charge of the evacuation departures, was a bald man with a stick-thin build and a fairly upbeat personality. He smiled as he waved people into place, talking nonstop in a voice better described as piping than booming.



“Quick, quick, quick,” he called. “Pack right on in tight. Is this everyone?”



“Last group,” called Relic. “It’s just Pulse Master and Galaxy Maiden outside, and they’ve made it clear that they plan on leaving on their own timeline.”



“Perfect!” said Zone. “Beyond perfect. You guys are coming home with me, then, which is actually just
 so
 beyond perfect. Hands away from the walls and windows. Pretend you’re on a roller coaster. It’ll help with the nausea. Everybody ready?”



Nobody really got a chance to reply before Zone did his thing. Will’s experience of the transfer was akin to having the floor dropped out from beneath his feet, or perhaps closer to missing the final step on a staircase. The room around him shifted, and he was abruptly somewhere else, somewhere distant and strange.



Groans came from the others in the group, and a few people threw up. Will stumbled backward as he regained his equilibrium, bumping into a young girl. He turned around to apologize and was briefly staring into the narrowed eyes of Francisco, or as he was known among the Power Realists,
 Bloodfeud
 .



Bloodfeud immediately pulled the girl back, all but shielding her with his arms. Presumably, she was the younger sister Will faintly recalled him joining up to protect in the first place, his motivation for turning to a less than lawful life. Will saw Bloodfeud’s own gaze turn toward Jess and the rest of his family, a similar calculation taking place.



“Here we are!” called Zone. “If any of you feel sick, the floor in this room does have a drain, so don’t feel too guilty about giving in to… typical bodily functions. It’s what this room is for. We’re about two thousand miles north of where we just were. When you’re ready, you can head straight out the doors you see right ahead of you. These doors, right here, right this way.”



Will exchanged glances with Relic and Webcam, who both looked too tired to do anything but follow along. They left the building, a large, unattached warehouse, and stepped out into a brisk, sunny day.



“Where are we, exactly?” called Will.



“Safe and sound at Baffin Academy,” called Zone. “I happen to be the headmaster here, but we’ll get to that in just a bit. For now, if you all could follow my faithful assistant Casey right over that way. That’s it, right over there. Not you five.”



Zone waved a hand at Will and the others as the core of evacuees began following a woman toward another building off to the side. He could see now that they were on the edge of what did in fact appear to be a college campus. A large, red brick school building loomed ahead, flanked by a number of sister buildings, detached wings or dorms, maybe.



“You saved countless lives,” Zone said, to none of them in particular. “I can’t imagine how hard it must have been to watch that happen to your city.”



Will and his family were silent. Miss Mass wasn’t a Lancaster City native, but she’d lost just as much, her entire team, no less.



“We’re safe,” said Relic. “That’s all that really matters. We did our best, and now we’re safe.”



“A practical mentality, for sure,” said Zone, nodding generously. “I understand and appreciate that. Here. Let me help you get settled. We can talk more once you’ve had a moment to breathe.”








CHAPTER 3




FIVE YEARS EARLIER



 



A gasp escaped Lockpick’s throat as an incredibly itchy bag was torn off his head. He thrashed at his bindings on reflex, blinking as the too bright light stung his eyes.



“I believe Marauder instructed you to deliver him to me unharmed?” purred a feminine voice.



“He’s fine,” replied a gruff voice. “The bag was necessary to keep his power in check. There’s more to it than his name would suggest.”



“I’m aware. It’s why I wanted him in the first place. Make sure you—"



There was a deep roar from nearby, followed by the sound of a heavy thump. Lockpick’s vision adjusted in time to see Halberd surging to his feet, knocking back the nearest guard like a bucking stallion.



The details of their circumstances came back to him, piece by piece. Marauder had cornered them as they were leaving the jail. Lockpick had fallen asleep in the back of the car they’d been riding in, despite neither being tired nor comfortable. Drugs, or perhaps a super with a knockout power.



“Contain him!” snapped the woman.



“We’re trying. He’s stronger than he looks.”



Lockpick’s eyes came back into focus in time to see Halberd sweeping a man into a wall with one of his arms. The older super roared again and elbowed another guard in the face, but there was a flash and crackle of electricity as another primed a taser.



“Calm down,” said the woman. “You aren’t going to help anyone by acting like an animal, Halberd.”



Lockpick felt Halberd’s hand knock against his as he finally dropped to the ground. He held his father’s hand, feeling fingers still recovering from the shock slowly tighten against his.



“That’s better,” said the woman. “Take a deep breath. Listen to what I have to say, and think about it calmly. My name is Kim. I’m… a teacher, of sorts. Halberd, your son is going to be coming with me for a while. This is the last you’ll be seeing of him for—"



“No!” screamed Halberd. “LP, run! Get away from them! Go!”



“There’s nowhere for him to go, you oaf,” sighed Kim. “This is very much a contained environment.”



Halberd didn’t stop screaming, and it seemed like the only thing that kept him from immediately flinging himself back into the fight was the lingering effect of the taser. He flailed, trying to rise to his feet and attack even as a guard seized each of his arms, two men holding him from behind at full strength.



“You bastards!” screamed Halberd. “I won’t let you have him!”



“Halberd…” Lockpick aimed for a soothing voice, but what came out sounded small, young, and uncertain. “It’s… it’s alright.”



“I’ll kill every one of you!” screamed Halberd. “I’ll kill you all! I’ll make you suffer!”



He made a snarling noise that broke off into a high-pitched, agonized scream. He spat and hissed, pulling at the men that held him with every muscle defined, shoulders bent near to their popping point.



“I will kill you if you don’t stop!” shouted one of the men. “Shut the fuck up!”



He tried to grab Halberd’s face for some poorly thought-out reason. Halberd bit two of his fingers off, adding a new set of screams to the mix.



“He’s my son!” Halberd took a breath, and Lockpick realized, startlingly, that he was sobbing. “Please…”



“I’ll get through it,” said Lockpick. “We both will.”



Halberd seemed like he was too tired to keep going, but he suddenly surged against his captors for one last round of defiance. Kim made threats, mentioned that his refusal to obey would only make things harder for both himself and Lockpick. Halberd thrashed his arms and kicked his legs, screaming like they were pulling one of his eyes out.



Kim set a cold hand on Lockpick’s shoulder. “We’re heading out that door. If you think he’ll listen, you can say goodbye.”



Lockpick nodded. He took a step toward Halberd and found that his father’s face was like the sun, impossible to look at directly, not like this. Not tear-streaked and agonized and full of that horrible knowing.



He knew Halberd wasn’t perfect, and he knew how deeply Halberd felt his emotions. It wasn’t about not wanting to see him weak… or maybe it was. One of them had to be strong, right then and there.



Why the hell did it have to be him?



“We’ll get some burgers after this, okay?” said Lockpick. His face felt hot, and he had to stifle the reflex to wipe a sleeve across his upper cheek for some reason.



“I’m sorry,” whispered Halberd. “Don’t let them… break you.”



“That’s enough,” said Kim. “Come this way, Lockpick. We have much to cover, and so very little time.”



She led him toward the door, and Lockpick stepped through without looking back.








CHAPTER 4




 



It took Will longer than it should have to notice what was off about the Baffin Academy campus. The ground, the air, even the wind all felt warmer than it should have. Before heading off to help tend to the refugees, Zone had answered Rue’s question about where, specifically, they were.



“Technically, we’re on an island just off the main Baffin Island, but it’s a small technicality,” he’d said. “Northern Canada is so extensive that a margin of error of even a hundred miles still lands you in about the same place.”



They’d found a bathroom to change out of their costumes just within the main building. None of them had gotten a chance to grab much during their harrowing last days in Lancaster City. Will’s backpack held both of his costumes and only a few other pieces of clothing. His greatsword and motorcycle were likely both lost forever, if not already destroyed.



“Okay,” said Jess, as she rejoined the others outside. “I think we can relax now.”



“You think?” asked Rue.



“I don’t know what the situation is. I don’t want to make any promises at this point.”



“Most of the breaches that the news was reporting were near cities,” pointed out Miss Mass. “At the very least, we won’t be on the forefront of things here.”



“Northern Canada doesn’t have an exclusion fence, though,” said Avery.



“Because there’s nothing up here,” said Will. “Few people. Mostly just mountains and a bunch of frozen islands. Speaking of which…”



He held his arms out, gesturing to nothing in particular.



“What?” asked Rue.



“I also caught that,” said Jess. “It’s too warm here. In fact, it’s warmer here than it felt in Lancaster City when we left, which makes no sense whatsoever given the time of year.”



Will, along with everyone else, began looking around. He could see into the distance to the south, the edge of what must have been the main Baffin Island poking out along the horizon, and it did in fact look extremely snowy.



“I’m not about to complain about this little island being surprisingly inhabitable,” said Avery. “Probably someone’s power.”



“Probably,” said Jess.



The shorthaired young woman who’d been helping Zone,
 Casey
 , ran up to them. She smiled and gave a small bow.



“Hello,” she said. “Zone said he’s ready to meet with you in his office. Assuming you’re up to it.”



“Lead on,” said Jess.



Will and the others followed along, tired and still not quite relaxed in the new situation. The academy seemed emptier than it should have been, but they did pass a few students near the campus’s entrance who seemed like they’d also just arrived.



The main building’s interior felt distinctly old, but in a way that made it feel intentional, like a design choice. Beyond the lobby, a long hallway branched off into various classrooms. Casey led them up a staircase to the third level, up to a door that could only be the headmaster’s office from its prominent positioning.



“Headmaster Zone?” called Casey, knocking gently. “I have the Crimson Five and Miss Mass.”



“Oh!” Zone cleared his throat on the other side. “Send them in.”



Five chairs had already been neatly arranged for them in front of Zone’s desk, though it was a slightly crowded arrangement. Zone had a pair of reading glasses on and looked surprisingly bookish, sitting behind a desk busied with papers and pens and a heavily worn stapler.



“Please, have a seat,” said Zone. “Can I get any of you some coffee? Water?”



“Coffee would be nice,” said Will.



“Casey, go grab some coffee from the cafeteria,” said Zone. “From the good machine in the back.”



“Right away, headmaster.”



Zone leaned back in his chair, steepling his fingers, smiling with a touch of awkwardness. “Alright then. No doubt all of you are wondering just why I brought you here?”



“Not especially,” said Jess, with a sigh. “Until now.”



“I just figured it saved you a trip,” said Will.



“Seems safe enough here,” said Avery. “Warm enough, too.”



“Well… I suppose it is sensible to bring you here, in its own right, but, uh…” Zone drummed a finger on his desk and gave a guilty shrug. “I do have an ulterior motive.”



“Cool,” said Will.



“I hope you’re not mad,” said Zone.



“We’re extremely tired,” said Jess. “Please, Zone. You can speak plainly with us.”



“Of course.” Zone smiled and spread his hands flat. “This is, as I mentioned before, Baffin Academy. A newly created alternative educational environment for superpowered individuals ages fourteen to eighteen. We were due to start our first fall semester tomorrow, but as it happens, the world decided to end at a rather unfortunate time.”



He paused as though his last statement had been a joke. Nobody laughed.



“Here at Baffin Academy, we teach life skills and thinking strategies alongside Champion Authority standards and conventional academics. It’s a place where teenagers who may have struggled in one capacity or another can discover how to thrive with adjustment.”



“Why are you telling us all of this?” muttered Miss Mass.



Zone chuckled and awkwardly tapped the desk. “Well… As it happens, we are short on teachers at the moment. Dangerously short on them. That is in fact why I brought you all here.”



Miss Mass sighed and folded her arms. Jess barely reacted, one hand toying with her ponytail.



“You must be really desperate,” said Will.



“Not just so,” said Zone. “Jessica, you come highly recommended. When I mentioned I was due to evacuate Lancaster City, it was in fact my new academic coordinator who suggested that I see about recruiting you.”



He smiled and waved a hand at the open doorway. A new but familiar figure who’d apparently been awaiting her cue strode into the room.



“Hi Jess,” said Isabelle,
 Invisibella
 .



“Ah.” The corner of Jess’s mouth twitched. “I must
 really
 come highly recommended, then.”



“I brought up the fact that I know you in passing, and the headmaster latched onto the idea,” said Isabelle. “I was one of his initial hires. Wanted a change of pace after my recent foray back into field work.”



“A fresh start,” said Jess, with a touch of bitterness in her voice. “I can see how that might appeal to you.”



“I was of the hope that it would appeal to you as well, Jessica,” said Zone. “I know this is a large decision and it’s unfair for me to thrust it upon you so soon after everything you’ve been through. With that said, please consider the potential upside here. We would provide you with free housing on top of a salary and stability.”



“I have a family to look after, headmaster,” said Jess. “I respect your hustle in trying to run your school, but I can’t just settle down here without discussing it with the people I love first.”



“The offer is one I extend to you and your family.” Zone gestured to the entire room with his arms. “And Miss Mass, of course. Kestrel and Lockpick would make suitable teaching assistants under Invisibella. Webcam… well, she’s obviously too young, but we do have an early college program that’s filled with other students her age that she could earn credits through.”



“You’re seriously that desperate for help?” asked Will.



It was Isabelle who answered, her tone grave and audibly strained. “More than half of the staff who’d signed on for this semester were called out to assist with containing the breaches. Curved Arrow and Sparkler are still in the field. Moonheart was, uh… She was among the CA’s casualties.”



“I realize the five of you likely have a focused view of what’s been happening on the frontlines,” said Zone. “There are cities that fared far worse than yours. The world as a whole has fared poorly.”



“It was my idea for Zone to bring all of you here,” said Isabelle. “Everything has happened so fast over the last few days. We have over a hundred students enrolled here, the vast majority now with no home to return to, no place to be other than here. We need help.”



“I’m sorry,” said Miss Mass. “My answer is no. I’ve been through… hell, these past few weeks. With all due respect.”



“I understand completely.” Zone kept his eyes straight ahead, but the shift in his attention was clear.



Jess was frowning, and Will could guess why. She might have been more likely to accept the offer had it been coming solely from Zone, rather than Isabelle, the woman who’d gone behind her back with Halberd. Will let his hand brush hers, and she glanced at him, giving the slightest shrug.



“I think we need some time to think it over,” said Will.



“Yes, of course!” said Zone. “Take your time. But I do need to have an answer by the end of today, as we start classes tomorrow. Trust me, I am just as overwhelmed as you. I just cope with it well. Casey?”



Zone’s assistant had been waiting by the door with the drinks she’d run off to grab earlier. She quickly served everyone while leading them out of Zone’s office. Isabelle stayed behind, already grabbing a chair to slide in close to the headmaster for further discussion.



“Ugh,” groaned Jess. “Why does it feel like everyone always needs something?”



“Because everyone always does,” said Will.










CHAPTER 5




 



They left the main building as Casey, full of peppy energy, began leading them on a tour of the campus. Will and the others walked slowly, a fair distance behind her, talking amongst themselves.



“I didn’t mean to blindside you with my decision like that,” said Miss Mass. “After… everything that’s happened, I feel close to your team. I just… I don’t know how I feel about having to stand up and be a person again just yet.”



“Marti, it is beyond alright,” said Jess. “You don’t have to explain anything to us.”



“I need to check in with my team,” said Avery. “Sprinter left with Sonar among one of the earlier groups of refugees. Neither of them seemed to have their shit completely together. I’m not actually sure I have a team to go back to.”



“I don’t know,” said Rue, with a shrug. “It would be a change of pace. I suppose taking classes here wouldn’t be so bad. I mean, it’s no Seattle Super Academy, but…”



“Seattle was among the cities attacked,” pointed out Avery. “I don’t think they’re going to have a fall semester at the Super Academy this year.”



They fell silent as Casey stopped ahead of them, waiting for them to catch up before continuing her underappreciated tour. She waved a hand to the area ahead of them, and it took Will a few seconds to make sense of what he was seeing.



“If you look closely, you can see the edge of Terra’s influence,” said Casey. “Terra is one of the few remaining teachers here who has the power to influence geothermal energy. She keeps the academy warm throughout the year, but her range doesn’t extend to Paallavvik, the island’s main town.”



Will could see the town in the distance, slightly downslope from where they were. It was a fairly barebones little seaside outpost, with as many structures made from discarded shipping containers as built from scratch.



“Is that where the refugees will be housed?” asked Jess.



“Some of them, I’m sure,” said Casey. “Zone will likely shuffle them around a bit. He’s serving in double capacity right now, helping with ongoing evacuations even as he prepares the school for the upcoming semester.”



“No wonder he’s so desperate for help.” Jess folded her arms, looking pensive. “How do you feel about the idea of being a teaching assistant, LP?”



“Honestly?” Will turned one hand up and shrugged. “I’m a little surprised that he even extended the offer my way, given my past. And given the fact that I’m only a couple of years older than most of these kids.”



He eyed a pair of teenagers who were walking a lap around the field track that encircled the campus’s outer wall.



“Yeah, I was surprised by that, too,” said Rue. “I can’t really see you as a teacher, Will.”



“He’d be a teaching assistant, not a full teacher,” said Jess. “I think you could do well in that capacity.”



“Yeah, I don’t have any objections to us sticking around for a bit,” he said.



He looked at Jess, along with everyone else. She seemed the most hesitant of them all, in tone and body language if not directly. It was a big decision to make, one that would hoist new responsibilities onto their shoulders at a time when they were already at a crossroads.



“I used to imagine retiring one day to become a teacher or professor,” she finally said. “It never seemed like a practical option given how competitive those roles were at the Super Academy. Maybe this is a sign.”



“The fact that we don’t have anywhere else to go seems like a pretty big sign,” muttered Rue.



“Why don’t I show you to the dormitories that Headmaster Zone has prepared for you?” suggested Casey, ever helpful.



They walked across the school’s campus, coming to a stop in front of a squat building with a plaque out front that read “Jerrigan Hall.” Casey led them inside, revealing a comfortable communal living space with carpeted floors and three couches arrayed in a u-shape around a central flatscreen TV.



“There are eight bedrooms in total, but the entire building would be yours,” she explained. “The headmaster wanted me to extend the offer to you, Miss Mass, if you’d prefer to stay here and consider his proposal. Otherwise, he did say that he can transport you elsewhere as thanks for all of your help.”



“I’d like to take him up on that,” said Miss Mass. “No offense to any of you, of course, but I feel as though I… need to keep moving.”



Jess nodded and stepped up to her, pulling her into a hug. “Take care. And keep in touch. You’re a solo hero now, like me.”



Will half-expected those words to land hard on Miss Mass, but she smiled, a rare thing for her as of late. He was caught a little off guard when she pulled him into a hug next.



“Look out for your family, Lockpick,” she whispered. “Rough seas ahead.”



“I will,” he said. “Thanks for having me as your junior apprentice.”



Casey left with Miss Mass, and for the first time in over two days, Will felt as though he finally had a moment to relax. He collapsed onto one of the couches, followed soon after by Jess and Rue on either side.



“I’m starving,” muttered Avery. “Think we can send Casey off to wrangle us up some food?”



“I would assume so,” said Jess. “There’s not much in the way of a kitchen here.”



There was a counter and a dining table along the back of the common room, with a sink, a microwave, a hotplate, and a toaster oven, but nothing that extended beyond the base level cooking capacity of the average boarding school student. Will sighed and put an arm around Rue, feeling her settle her head against his shoulder.



“Are we really going to do this?” he muttered.



“It seems like it might be for the best,” said Jess. “To be completely honest, I think we’d be doing Zone a big favor. He seems desperate for any available, reasonably qualified supers to replenish his teaching staff. We were in the right place at the right time. And if we pass on this, I’m not sure whether our situation is going to get any better.”



Avery grabbed the remote and turned on the TV. Even with the sound muted, the news was a depressing affair, a slideshow of photos and footage of destroyed cities interspersed with maps of areas compromised by the breaches.



“What’s happening to the world?” whispered Rue.



Will shook his head. “I don’t know.”



“That’s not a question that we have to answer right now,” said Jess. “Let’s just take things day by day. We’re as safe here as we’ll be anywhere, given how remote this academy is.”



“I can get on board with that.” Will let out a soft sigh. “Me, as a teaching assistant. That’s going to take some getting used to.”



 “You have a unique perspective that you could share with the students.” Jess smiled and rubbed his shoulder. “I think that’s valuable.”



He nodded, though it was hard to square away her sentiment with recent events.



Glass… Complex… I became a killer again without even flinching.



“Why are you making that face?” asked Jess.



He dragged his fingers through his hair and shook his head. “It’s just weird being dropped into this role. I’m not sure I feel like the type of person a bunch of kids should be looking up to.”



“It goes both ways, Will,” she said. “Maybe this is an opportunity that gives you as much room to grow as it gives them.”



“Interesting theory.”



“One which you’ll see play out in front of you.” She nudged him playfully with her foot, and then stood up with a slow, back-arching stretch. “Why don’t we go check out the rooms?”



As Casey had already explained, there were far more available rooms than they would need, though each was small, under-furnished, and identical. They were true dorms, each with a standard twin mattress on a wooden bedframe that took up the lion’s share of the room’s floor space. A generic black desk in the corner and a shallow closet with narrow shelves rounded out the bare basics.



“This, at least, I’m looking forward to,” said Will. “Having my own space again.”



“You’ve been couch banished for a while, haven’t you?” asked Rue. “I bet you’re looking forward to finally having a door you can lock again.”



“Do the doors lock?” asked Avery.



“They lock.” Jess flipped the tab on the nearest handle, confirming it.



“Perfect,” said Will. “Let’s claim beds.”



They were all on the same floor, four doors to either side of the common room with two bathrooms in back, probably once divided into a men’s and a women’s side. Will took one of the corner rooms, as, unsurprisingly, did everyone else, spreading out as much as they could within the confines of their new living situation.



He tossed himself onto the bed, groaning with satisfaction as he felt the mattress bouncing out his momentum. He took out his phone and was surprised to find that he had service, though he shouldn’t have been. Not just service, but a voicemail and a few missed calls.



He listened to the message first, expecting something from Erik, or perhaps Mist. Disappointingly, the voice of Sebastian Gall, his probation officer, was what greeted his ear.



“William, I’ve been pushed to evacuate the city along with my daughter,” said Sebastian. “I expect that… well, I don’t expect much of anything good happening in the near term, given what the news is reporting. The world seems like it’s… under pressure. I would ask that you do your best to stay out of trouble. I will give you the benefit of the doubt in my reports to the CA based off what little information of your activities comes my way. You’re off the hook, young man.”



Will didn’t feel as relieved as he would have expected, given how much of a pain the man had been to him. It was something in the tone of his voice, the resigned quality to his abdication of duty. Not unlike the indifferent quality to Zone’s voice as he’d pronounced the Crimson Five, Lockpick included, his school’s new hope.



Rue knocked on his door and entered the room in the same step. She took a seat on the edge of his bed, dropping down heavily enough to bounce slightly against the springs.



“My room is two doors down from yours, on the same side,” she said.



“Congratulations. Have you started decorating yet?”



“I took off my socks and left them on the floor.” She wiggled bare toes in his direction. “Does that count?”



He grabbed her ankle and yanked, pulling her toward him and eliciting a delightful squeal from her lips. The sound broke off into laughter as he started tickling the underside of her foot.



“LP!” she shouted. “Stop! Please, I give up!”



The door opened an instant later and Jess stepped in, arms crossed and frowning. “What’s going on in here?”



“Testing Cammie’s defenses against tickling.” He prodded the pad of her foot with a finger, drawing out another gasp. “Found a weak spot.”



“I’ll get revenge for this!” she cried, swinging a pillow at his head.



“You’re welcome to try,” he said, blocking her strike.



This would have been the point he’d normally drag her in close for a kiss, for more, and it felt as though everyone, including Jess, knew it. He let go of her, both of them still on the bed, and waited out a few awkward seconds of silence.



“Casey just came by to drop off dinner,” she said stiffly. “If the two of you are done rolling around on the bed, why don’t you come out to eat with Avery and I?”



“I’m sure we can pick up where we left off later,” he said, with a smile.



Jess’s blue eyes gleamed with a scary coldness that made him wish he could take the words back.



“William,” she said, nudging him as he tried to slide past her in the doorway.



“
 Mother
 ,” he said. He smiled, prodded her in the ribs with a finger, and kissed her on the cheek. “You mentioned dinner?”



She sighed, shooting a parting look of disapproval in Rue’s direction, and turned to lead him into the common room. He pulled Jess into a hug from behind as she took the first step forward, kissing her cheek again, his strong arms squeezing and holding her.



“Thank you,” he said. “For looking out for us.”



“You’re welcome,” she whispered. “Though I wish you’d do a better job of looking out for yourself. Keeping your
 hands
 to yourself.”



He wiggled his fingers, which were still tight against her soft body.



“I’ll do my best,” he said. “I will. It’s just… been a while since we’ve been able to relax.”



“I know.” She sighed and rubbed his shoulder. “Come on. Dinner will help with that. Casey brought us fried chicken from the cafeteria along with two bottles of wine that were a gift from Zone.”



“Good man.”










CHAPTER 6




 



Will took a seat across from Avery at the table without stopping to properly consider how awkward it still was between them. They didn’t look at each other, which meant constantly craning their necks to either side. They didn’t speak to each other, asking Rue or Jess to pass the fried chicken and biscuits, the gravy, and the wine.



 “It’s going to be weird, isn’t it?” said Rue. “Me, taking classes at a high school, I mean.”



“There are plenty of students here your age or slightly older in the pre-college program, from what I’ve heard.” Jess smiled, clearly trying to ignore Will and Avery in the same way they ignored each other. “It’s the first year this academy has run its academic program, regardless. Everyone will be new and awkward.”



“I suppose that’s good news,” said Rue. “Maybe I can make some new friends. Becca’s family evacuated to Montreal. Who knows when I’ll even be able to see her again?”



“Maybe you could finally get a boyfriend,” said Avery.



The silence hung for a few painfully uncomfortable seconds.



“Yeah, maybe,” said Rue.



“There will be plenty of boys interested in you,” said Avery. “If you did want to start getting to know new people.”



Her eyes flicked toward Will for a second. He chewed on a drumstick methodically, hating the way his heart seemed to hang off a ledge at the idea.



“She hasn’t even shown up for her first class yet,” said Jess. “I think discussing the evolution of her love life is a little premature.”



“I think LP would get jealous if I started dating someone.” Rue flashed Avery a slightly mean smile. “I’m sure you know how protective he can be as a brother.”



“…He can be, at times,” said Avery.



Will cleared his throat and took a sip of his wine. “So, Jess… Did you know Isabelle was a teacher here ahead of time?”



“Well, she’s the academic coordinator, not just a teacher,” said Jess. “But no. I was completely blindsided by that, not that I would have objected if I had known in advance.”



“I thought the two of you were friends?” said Avery.



Right
 , thought Will.
 She never found out about Halberd’s infidelity.



“We are,” said Jess. “Just… well, you know. We’re the kind of friends that sometimes have a little too much in common.”



“What’s that supposed to mean?” asked Avery.



More silence, more pain. Will wanted to start saying the things his family seemed so keen on dancing around, but it really wasn’t his secret to simply thrust on out there.



“Why don’t we watch some TV?” suggested Jess.



She turned it on before waiting for an answer. There was a second button on the remote that swiveled the screen around a full 180 degrees, letting them see it from where they were at the dining table. Two strained and tired newscasters were busy detailing the newest catastrophe rundown from a major city.



“Chaos in Denver as twenty thousand people were trapped on the wrong side of a Champion Authority cordon,” said the female newscaster. “Several dozen people died in a mutant attack, but over a hundred were crushed to death by the sheer press of desperate bodies, most of them the elderly and young—"



“Never mind,” said Jess, turning the TV off with a tap of the remote. “Do any of you have, um… music in mind that we could listen to?”



Avery put on some soft jazz on her phone, and they shifted to lying on the couches and simply relaxing. It was such a stark change of pace from what had felt like grinding through the end times in Lancaster City. Will found that he couldn’t keep himself from glancing toward the door every few minutes, constantly seeking reassurance that they were actually safe and not just fooling themselves.



Despite his attempt at keeping vigil, he eventually fell asleep. He awoke to Jess softly shaking his shoulder, with the lights dimmed and the music off.



“Bedtime, mister,” she whispered. “I’d let you sleep out here, but I think you deserve a real bed.”



“What time is it?” he muttered.



“It’s not even nine yet,” she said, with a chuckle. “I’m actually surprised we didn’t all fall asleep the second we got here.”



She helped him up and gently led him by the hand to his room. Will pulled her into a hug as she started to guide him into bed. She stiffened, perhaps expecting seduction, and then gave in to the embrace as it became clear that he just wanted to hold her close.



“This might be it,” she whispered.



“This might be what?”



“The fresh start we needed.” She cupped his cheek and kissed him softly on the lips. “I hope it is. Goodnight, LP.”



“Goodnight. I love you.”



“I love you, too.”



 



***



 



He’d only been asleep for an hour, tops, when the door to his room creaked open. Soft footfalls announced the presence of a barefoot intruder, and a brief peek through half-lidded eyes revealed a mostly naked one, at that.



“LP,” whispered Rue. “Are you awake? I can’t sleep.”



He nodded and pulled his sheet and comforter back. She slid onto the bed next to him, which put her in direct contact, small as the mattress was. Rue was only wearing her bra and panties, and he was in just his boxers.



“Is anyone else awake?” he muttered.



“I don’t know.”



She reached her hand down, cupping his crotch. He already had most of an erection, and her soft touch stirred it the rest of the way toward hardness. He kissed her, his body reacting to the idea of passion like the first shift of an avalanche down a mountain, picking up speed.



He got up to lock the door, finding the tiny click of the handle so immensely promising and satisfying. Rue was ready for him as he climbed back into bed, her body moving against his with such perfect, horny symmetry.



He kissed her neck. He sucked on her neck. Pulling her bra down, he sank the fingers of his hand into one of her fat breasts. She made a little cooing noise and bucked her hips against him, reaching her own hand down to pull his cock loose.



“We have to be quiet,” she whispered.



“Not really.”



“LP! Seriously…”



“You heard Avery and Jess at dinner,” he whispered. “They know.”



“Still… Let’s at least not make them bend themselves into knots trying to pretend things are still normal.”



“I’m going to bend you into a knot.” He grabbed one of her thighs and squeezed, sliding his fingers sideways to yank her panties down.



Rue let out a moan and seemed momentarily torn between spreading her legs for him and pulling closed. She reached up, stroking his cheek.



“Condom?” she whispered.



“I don’t know if I have one,” he whispered.



He prodded forward, letting his cock brush her womanhood.



“Will…” Rue rolled sideways. “I’m not risking another accident.”



“We wouldn’t be,” he said, feeling evil. “Come on.”



He slid in behind her, knowing how unfair he was being, but also knowing how good it would feel to get in between her hot thighs. She was completely naked, and he ran his hands up the full length of her body, cupping her breasts and squeezing them together.



“We’re on a college campus,” she whispered. “You can find some tomorrow, I bet. Wait until then.”



“I’m going to have to do
 something
 while I wait.”



He rocked forward, letting his cock brush the entrance of her womanhood. The tip caught on her entrance, nestling in at the sexual tipping point and testing the limits of her resolve.



“Don’t be mean,” she whispered. “This is… exactly what Mom is worried about.”



“Why would you say that right now?”



“I don’t know, just, mmm…” Rue rocked backward, letting him sink his cock half an inch in, just enough to feel how wet she was. “…Just don’t fuck me tonight, LP.”



“You’re making it so hard,” he muttered. “So easy.”



He seized her hips and pumped into her without meaning to, but also without stopping, stealing three full thrusts that, from the noises she made, were just as hideously pleasurable for her as they were for him. Forcing himself to stop, Will slid his cock out and past her womanhood, groaning as he hugged her.



“I’m going to be horny all day tomorrow,” he whispered.



“You better not leer at me in my school uniform,” she whispered.



“I’m going to fuck you in your school uniform,” he growled.



He stole another thrust… and another after that, pumping into Rue’s tight hole with far too much enthusiasm, given the risk. She twisted away, digging her nails into his side, and then flipped around to face him directly.



“Come find me with a condom in hand tomorrow and I’ll let you do whatever you want,” she whispered.



She disappeared under the blanket, and an instant later, Will felt her mouth close over his cock. A head-shaped lump under the blanket bobbed up and down as her tongue and lips began to pick up pace. The idea of finding her in her school uniform and simply stripping her panties off and taking her in an empty classroom or messy storage closet was horrifyingly tempting.



“Oh, Cammie,” he groaned. “Damn. We should be streaming this.”



“Perv,” she whispered, pulling her mouth back. “You know they’d want more.”



“We’d give them more, if they paid for it.”



She snorted. “Please. As though you even need an incentive.”



“I didn’t say I did, just that I know how to work a crowd.”



He slid his hand between her thighs. The angle was a little weird, but she swung sideways, bucking her hips into his palm as he played with her. Neither of them lasted long, and, as good as it felt to bust a load in Rue’s sweet mouth, he was really looking forward to tomorrow.



“You should head back to your room,” he whispered.



“Why? You said it yourself. Mom and Avery already know.”



“Yeah, but they will take it as a personal insult if we wake up together tomorrow.”



“I suppose that’s true. I wouldn’t want them thinking I lost too much sleep before my first day of school.”



He kissed the top of her head. “I love you.”



“I know. It’s super convenient.”



“Fuck you,” he said, laughing.



She threw a pillow at him. He pinned her and blew a raspberry on her stomach.










CHAPTER 7




 



Will was ready to fall back asleep as Rue slipped out of his room. He closed his eyes, thoughts still awhirl with the sudden changes of the previous day, but what greeted him was not the rest he needed.



He entered the worst kind of dream state, events playing out over the dim awareness of his paralyzed, unmoving body still in bed. He was watching a scene unfold across the section of the Exclusion Zone he’d explored during the Power Realists’ initiation trial, right where the breach had occurred.



Genesis stood in the middle of a dark, moonlit field. Two of his arms were folded, while the other two hung loosely at his side, dangling like strands of a torn cloak. He wasn’t alone, either. Impact, the man whose seed had contributed to the abomination’s creation, faced him a few paces away, still in full costume.



Impact was speaking, his face full of both pain and passion, but Will couldn’t hear any of the words. He wasn’t sure he needed to — Impact was gesturing, almost pleading, lost within a search for meaning he would never find.



A deeper silence held over the scene as Impact stopped talking and waited for a response that Will somehow knew wouldn’t come, not from Genesis, at least not in the form the broken man wanted. Panic flooded through Will, and he was seized by a desperate need to wake up, to not bear witness to whatever was about to happen.



Genesis reached out with all four arms. Two of them seized Impact’s face, while the other two took hold of either wrist, locking him in place. Genesis flexed all twenty of his fingers one by one, a ripple of movement like a run across piano keys.



With no warning or hesitation, Genesis rammed both of his thumbs deep into Impact’s eye sockets. The man twitched once, slumping forward past agony into shock. Genesis held him up by the head, still pressing forward, and it was only then that the transformation began.



Scales formed across Impact’s flesh, each one imbued with a distinct silvery, rainbow hue. A ridge of bumps formed across the edge of his skull, following the upper limit of his hairline and encircling his entire head like a crown. Spikes jutted from the backs of Impact’s elbows, as well as from the fronts of his knees.



When Genesis drew back, pulling his thumbs free and removing his hands, Impact looked more abomination than human, still eyeless, but standing upright under his own power. He touched his face, his arms, feeling what had been done to him as opposed to seeing it.



Genesis swung around abruptly, staring right at where Will felt as though he was viewing the scene from. The abomination took a slow step toward him, arms stretched wide as though seeking a long-awaited hug.



Wake up
 , he felt himself think.



Genesis took a step forward, and then another, closing the distance.



You have to wake up,
 a part of him screamed.
 Move, dammit! Get out of bed!



He felt his body again, limp and useless, trapped in a slow cycle of breath. He could feel the prickle of danger, the primordial gaze of an ancient predator. Genesis came closer, and closer still. Will could see the blood from Impact’s eye sockets coating the monster’s thumbs like finger paint. Genesis reached out, hands moving out of view as they passed beyond the edge of Will’s peripheral vision and prepared to clamp down on either side of his face.



He awoke with a shout, flinging back a sweat-dampened sheet. He already knew where he was, that it had all just been a dream. Strangely, it didn’t make him feel any safer.



“Will?” Jess’s voice came in time with a soft knock on his door. “I heard something. Are you okay?”



“I’m fine.” He sighed and turned sideways, letting his feet settle on the floor. “Just a rocky little dream.”



The door opened, and Jess came into the small bedroom. She was already dressed in clothing that looked shockingly appropriate for an attractive, mid-thirties teacher. Her glasses were making a rare appearance, probably more for style than out of need, and she had on a long-knit cardigan over tan capris and Birkenstock sandals.



“Did you bring all of that clothing with you when we evacuated?” he asked.



She shook her head. “Zone’s assistant Casey stopped by to give us first pick from the lost and found. They used to hold CA training seminars here and various bits and pieces were always being left behind. I grabbed some stuff for you to try on, too.”



She smiled, but her eyes were still all concern. Her gaze flitted down to his tattoos, and he could almost sense what she was thinking, primarily because he was thinking the same thing.



“I have half a mind to ask Zone directly just why the hell he’s so comfortable anointing me as a teacher,” he said.



“You’re a TA, not a full-fledged teacher,” pointed out Jess.



“It still feels like too much. Not the authority aspect of it, but in terms of influence upon young minds.”



“The headmaster isn’t worried, and neither am I,” said Jess. “You have a good heart, and I think as long as you keep your mind on what passes as appropriate conduct, you’ll manage just fine.”



He nodded, appreciating her confidence. Smiling, he reached out and tugged at the front of her cardigan and played at adjusting the fit.



“Looks good on you,” he said.



“Hands to yourself, mister,” she said. “Especially, well… you know.”



“What do I know?”



“All of the students here are teenagers,” said Jess. “Fourteen to eighteen years old. I hope we’re entirely clear on—"



“Oh my God, you are not seriously lecturing me on fraternizing with my students?”



“I know you already know better, I just—"



He playfully tackled her and, with exaggerated movements and cave man noises, pretended to grope her.



“What are you doing?” laughed Jess.



“I’m just so out of control!” he teased. “Anything I see, I hump.”



“You joke, but sometimes it seems like that isn’t so far from the truth.” She shot him a mocking glare and stabbed a finger into his chest. He caught her hand, lacing his fingers through hers, and kissed her on the lips.



“I’ve never really been into younger women, as a general rule,” he said.



Jess looked like she was trying not to smile. “I’m going to get the clothes that I snagged for you.”



She came back a minute later with a decent assortment of, in Will’s opinion, some of the most boring articles of clothing he’d ever seen. He settled for a black turtleneck over a pair of tan khakis and dress shoes that were a size or so too big. He looked at himself in the mirror, slowly shaking his head.



It wasn’t a bad look for him, just a misleading one, as though he was wearing the guise of a man who’d made the opposite choice at every set of crossroads. With that said, it was just clothing, and if it helped the students he’d be interacting with to take him seriously, it was worth enduring.



He joined the others in the common room. Avery had also dressed upward for the occasion, red hair twisted into a neat bun that made it seem longer than it was and paired nicely with her maroon sweater.



She looked good, but he didn’t feel like he wanted to tell her that. He glanced away as she looked toward him and got the distinct sense that she was similarly hesitant to spark a conversation.



Rue wore the academy’s student uniform, a pleated skirt, short-sleeved dress shirt, and navy vest.



“I feel so stupid right now,” muttered Rue. “Ugh. I didn’t realize I would have to wear a uniform when I agreed to this.”



“You look fine,” said Avery.



“Well, I feel ridiculous,” she muttered. “Is it too late for me to opt out?”



“You’ll be getting college credit, for what it’s worth,” said Jess. “And it’s not as though there would be much else for you to do other than sit here in the dorm all day. There’s not much on this island.”



Rue crossed her arms and slumped down on the couch. Will moved to stand behind her, giving her a quick shoulder rub.



“Does everybody have everything they need?” asked Jess. “Pens and pencils, make sure you have at least a few, and… Oh, shoot! Lunches! I forgot to pack lunches!”



“They’ll have food in the cafeteria, I’m sure.” Will shifted his focus to Jess, smiling as he squeezed her hands. “Is it your turn for a pep talk? It’s the first day, we don’t have to be perfect.”



“I know, and you’re right.” She took a breath and checked the time on her phone. “Come on. We should all get moving.”



They left Jerrigan Hall, making their way out onto the dew-studded grass of the academy’s campus. It was far livelier than it had been the previous day, with uncertain-looking students milling together in pairs and small clumps.



Will had harbored the passing concern that he’d struggle to get the students to take him seriously as a TA, given how relatively close in age he was to the older teenagers. Now, that concern had flipped completely around, seeing all the fresh faces, how short most of them were.



He looked down the road leading out of the academy toward the harbor town on the island’s other side. Road, singular… it was the only one on the island that he could see and seemed a bit like a formality, given it only spanned half a mile and served minimal purpose.



The town itself was just far enough off to be hard to make out in much detail, other than that it was small enough to feel claustrophobic, the kind of place life tended to trap people in. Jess nudged his arm, and he turned his attention back toward what was in front of them as they approached the main building.



Few of the students milling about in the school’s lobby were with their parents or families, which made sense. Baffin Academy was the definition of a far-flung boarding school. Will wondered how many of the anxious expressions he could see on those young faces could be attributed to the chaos taking place elsewhere in the world, affecting their homes even, as opposed to first day of school jitters.



“I’ll wait here,” said Rue.



“Are you sure?” asked Jess.



She nodded and forced a smile. “Better for making friends if I’m on my own instead of in the company of a bunch of teachers. I’ll see you guys later today?”



“Of course,” said Jess.



“Try to enjoy yourself,” said Will.



He would have loved to give her a parting hug or kiss, but he could tell from Rue’s body language that it wouldn’t be the right move. She seemed surprisingly eager to be a student again. It made sense, from a certain point of view. There was a stability in academic life that had been sorely missing from their family’s routine over the past few weeks.



Zone was in his office and in the middle of doing three things at once. Casey had a form in front of him that he was quickly signing off on while also speaking with Isabelle and another woman who must have been a teacher or staff member.



“Good,” said Zone, as they entered. “I expected you earlier. Grab a teacher’s manual and read as much of it as you can during the opening ceremony. It’s fairly comprehensive, and you could basically teach straight from it, but I’d like you all to be familiar with its contents first. And most importantly, remember to… Hold on, Casey. I need the other form. Casey!”



“You look tired, Zone,” said Jess.



The bald headmaster managed a smile as he scrawled his signature on another clipboard. “I haven’t slept in over three days now. Well, not in a bed, at least. As soon as I’ve given my opening statement to the assembly, I’m done. Speaking of which, all of you will be on stage with me, and each will be taking the lead of a different class.”



“All of us?” Jess furrowed her brow. “I was under the impression that my son and daughter would be TAs?”



“TAs with a bit of extra freedom, under Isabelle’s guidance,” sighed Zone. “Closer to interim instructors. Trust me, with everything that’s going on in the world right now, a few underqualified teachers at a boarding school for alternative learners is far down the list of problems in need of addressing. Casey, I said the
 other
 form.”



“Sorry, headmaster,” said Casey.



“Why don’t I handle getting the new teachers into place?” suggested Isabelle. “You can finish up here in the time you have left before the opening ceremony.”



“You’re a lifesaver,” said Zone.










CHAPTER 8




 



Isabelle guided Will, Jess, and Avery out of the office and downstairs. She didn’t say anything right away, and her hesitation led to a deeper silence, one that thrust the tension between her and Jess back to the forefront.



“I never really had you pegged as a teacher, Aunt Izzie,” said Avery.



“Never full-time, but I filled in for a few semesters at the Super Academy,” said Isabelle. “Their Infiltration Mechanics classes, mostly. I’ll be honest, I was excited about taking a position here at Baffin Academy, but that was in the time before… recent events.”



She was silent for a few seconds. Jess sighed, seemingly unable to manage a complete front of coldness toward her oldest friend, regardless of past wrongs.



“We were there when the breach south of Lancaster City occurred,” said Jess. “Trust me when I say there’s nothing you could have done to stop it, or likely any of the other incidents. What’s going on right now is larger than any one super, any team of heroes, even.”



“That’s what I’ve been telling myself,” said Isabelle. “The instinct to try to save the world is a hard one to suppress. But I’ll manage. The students here need us, and the world is going to need them. This is important work that we’re doing.”



Jess nodded slowly, as did Avery. Will felt like he was out of his element again, a sensation made worse by the knowledge that he
 was
 the replacement and nobody would step in to fill his shoes if he couldn’t do the job.



You’ll just be helping with the students,
 he thought.
 Compared to fighting for your life, it should be a breeze.



They entered the auditorium, which was about half full. Baffin Academy, by Will’s rough estimate, had only about a hundred or so students. The classes seemed weighted more toward the older demographic, with lots of sixteen, seventeen, and eighteen-year-olds, and only a handful of younger teens. They looked nervous, which was oddly reassuring to him.



They made their way up onto the stage and took their places next to the dozen or so other teachers. Casey was present, and there was another woman among the various other teachers that Will felt like he should also recognize. She had dark hair and strikingly familiar features, but he couldn’t quite place where he knew her from.



They waited for only a minute or two before Zone entered and hurriedly took a position behind the microphone. He smiled and tapped a finger on it as the crowd went quiet.



“Hello,” called Zone. “Welcome to Baffin Academy. My name is Mark Alberg,
 Zone
 , or as most of you may know me more readily, Headmaster Zone. As all of you should know by now, this a school for supers with an alternative curriculum. You’ll still be receiving an education on par with that of any other school, the Seattle Super Academy included, but with allowances for your individual educational needs and…”



He trailed off, eyes flicking across the faces of the assembled students. A fair number of them had their phones out, though Will suspected it was more likely they were watching updates on how the world was falling apart as opposed to secretly texting or watching videos. Zone seemed to sense the mood of the room, and he slid the notes he’d prepared off his lectern, grimacing with good nature.



“Let me be completely honest,” he said. “I wrote this speech two weeks ago when it seemed like this year would be fairly typical. Baffin Academy is a pilot project, sure, but what I expected was more or less a normal school year. Not this, not an attempt at education with the world burning outside our window.



“What’s happening right now is larger than any of us, which makes each of us
 larger
 than we were. I’m not going to obscure the truth. Every single one of you students within this auditorium right now will be coming of age in a world that’s going to expect a lot out of you. As a person, as a hero. A lot of
 hope.
 I can only ask that each of you do your best, because the world I see us heading into in two, three, four years… will desperately need you at your best.”



Zone’s hands were shaking. Will wondered if anybody else noticed the way he gripped the edge of the lectern, the grim resolve underlining his tired expression. He took a step back, and Isabelle swept forward, clapping until the students and other teachers joined in. She patted Zone on the shoulder and took his place at the lectern as the headmaster made his way toward the exit in back, looking beyond exhausted.



“The headmaster’s time is extremely valuable, as I’m sure any of you who’ve heard about his role in the various worldwide evacuations can understand,” said Isabelle. “My name is Invisibella, I’m the academic coordinator here, and I will be introducing the rest of your instructors. Keep in mind that everyone goes by their hero name here, instructors and students alike.”



She began introducing the teachers, one by one, to the polite applause of the students.
 Instructor Relic
 in particular received a fair amount of noise.



“Instructor Lockpick,” called Isabelle.



The response was muted, but that matched Will’s own reaction. The title seemed like more than what should have been hoisted onto him as a humble teaching assistant, but it was already out there, too late to take back. Isabelle continued on, announcing which students would be in which homeroom and sending each class off to get started.



Will followed the example of the other teachers, moving to stand with his group on the auditorium floor as they were listed off.



“Maximum, Klash, Pasithea, Daydream, Physique, and Bloodfeud will all be in Instructor Lockpick’s homeroom,” said Isabelle. “Moving on to Instructor Kestrel…”



Will stared in abject surprise at Francisco, who seemed similarly unnerved by the arrangement. It wasn’t the only surprise, however. He knew one of the girls,
 Physique
 , already, and used that familiarity to distract himself from the confusing headache that was Bloodfeud.



“Helga, right?” he said, pointing to her. “I believe we met before, back in a high school library in Lancaster City.”



She blushed fiercely and nodded. She was muscular and tall for a young woman, with dark hair and an expressive face.



“Sorry,” she whispered. “For breaking your arm.”



“Don’t worry about it,” he said. “We can just pretend it never happened.”



He smiled, trying to conceal how unbelievably uncertain he suddenly felt. It threw him off to have Bloodfeud among his charges. Truth be told, he wanted nothing more than to slam the little bastard against a locker and start questioning him about what moves the Power Realists had made during the last few days of chaos in Lancaster City.



He might be Lockpick’s enemy, but he was Decay’s friend,
 thought Will.
 Though it’s a toss up whether that will mean anything here.



“Lockpick,” said Isabelle. “Your homeroom will be class 2-B. I’m going to show you there and help you get settled.”



“I’ll be assisting you with this class from there?” he asked. The image he had in his mind was of Isabelle, or even Jess or Zone, leading the class while he served as the jack of all trades and gofer for everything needed.



“Assisting with heavy freedom,” emphasized Isabelle. “I’ll be in and out to check up on you. Right this way, I have to help Instructor Kestrel with her class next.”



She led them up to the second floor and into a silent, sunlit classroom with desks for a teacher and around ten students. Various motivational posters adorned the wall, brooding teenagers alongside platitudes like
 Your Actions Define You, Not Your Power
 and
 Win or Lose, Show Up At Your Best.



“Here we are,” said Invisibella. “Now, homeroom will always be first block. Second block for 2-B alternates between, let me see… Science, History of Superpowers, and Power Physiology, none of which you’ll be teaching them directly. Lunch is after that, and they’ll be back here for either the block immediately after or block four at the end of the day, depending on their schedule. Sound good?”



“It sounds like you’re just… dropping these kids in my lap,” he said, lowering his voice.



“Exactly. I’m glad you understand.” Isabelle grabbed his shoulders and smiled encouragingly. “Just do your best. And make sure, first and foremost, that they at least call you
 instructor.
 ”



She was out the door before he could ask any of the various questions he had for her. The students were in their seats, a few of them talking in bored, uncertain tones. First day of school voices when nobody knew anybody else and everything was still on the table.



The class’s new instructor cleared his throat. “Uh, hi. Let’s all… take our seats to begin.”










CHAPTER 9




 



“My name is William Sorling, Instructor Lockpick,” said Will. “I’m new to this role, but I’m going to be doing my best to teach you all for the next few days.”



A hand shot up instantly. It was a girl with brown hair and glasses,
 Daydream
 , if Will remembered correctly.



“Yes?” he said, pointing to her.



“You said the next few days,” she began. “Are you going somewhere?”



“I don’t know, to be honest,” said Will. “I would assume that eventually…”



He trailed off, realizing it wouldn’t inspire much confidence for him to admit that he was already looking forward to when Zone would bring in a “real teacher” to replace him.



“Anyway, don’t worry too much about that. We live in uncertain times. Let’s just start off from square one. We’ll go around the room and introduce ourselves so you can all get a sense of who you’ll be learning alongside. Name and power, I want at least that much from each of you.”



The class already had a rapidly evolving group dynamic to it.
 Bloodfeud
 and
 Physique
 were sitting apart from the other students to either side, both uncertain and socially withdrawn for their own reasons, some of which Will could guess at. The other four sat together, though
 Maximum
 and
 Pasithea
 were the only ones talking. Flirting, from the playful tone Will could pick up on underlying their whispers.



“Does anybody want to go first?” he asked.



Nobody raised their hand.



Duh. Has it really been that long since you were in high school?



“You.” He jabbed a finger at Maximum. “Why don’t you kick the introductions off?”



“Absolutely.” Maximum flashed a perfectly confident smile and pushed himself up to standing. “My name is
 Maximum
 , Max, for short. Thomas Calloway. I can enhance any specific attribute of my physical condition to the upper human limit. Speed, strength, eyesight, hearing,
 endurance
 .”



He winked at Pasithea, and she scoffed and rolled her eyes. Max was tall and handsome, with dark eyes and dark hair, muscular and confident in that cookie cutter quarterback kind of way. Will wondered how he’d ended up at Baffin,
 alternative learning
 academy as it was, but that same question could just as easily be applied to most of the other students.



“Fun fact about yourself?” asked Will.



“That’s such a hard question.” Max gave an exaggerated shrug. “I like to dance, I guess. I’m a good dancer.”



Bloodfeud let out a mocking snort. Klash, the other male student, waved a hand.



“What kind of dancing?” he asked.



“Are you coming on to me?” asked Max.



“Fuck you,” said Klash, flipping him off.



“Lighten up, homie, it was a joke,” said Max.



“Knock knock, who’s there, go fuck yourself,” said Klash.



“Why don’t you go next?” suggested Will. He took a seat leaning on the teacher’s desk,
 his
 desk. It felt strange to acknowledge ownership of it, even if it was only temporary.



“My hero name is Klash, guess that’s what we all go by here,” said Klash, speaking quickly. “Ali Abara. My power is being able to hit things in… just the right way.”



He slapped the desk, but didn’t use his power, judging from the lack of effect. Klash was shorter than Max, but stocky in his own right, with short, spikey dreadlocks and heavily pierced ears.



“Fun fact?” prompted Will.



“I got one, teach, don’t worry,” said Klash. “I actually can dance a real style, unlike Mr. Face over here.”



“Excuse me?” snapped Max. “What’s that supposed to mean?”



“It’s called flexing,” said Klash.



“I wasn’t flexing, I was being serious,” said Max.



“No, the style.” Klash made an annoyed gesture and stood up from his desk. “Here, watch.”



He demonstrated a move that involved lacing his fingers and contorting both shoulders with faint, awful pops. A chorus of impressed and, or, disgusted groans came from the other students.



“Mark that
 not life safe
 next time, please and thank you,” muttered Pasithea.



“Alright, moving right along,” said Will. “Daydream?”



The girl with the glasses and brown ponytail stood up, giving a small bow to Will before speaking in a quick and quiet voice. “I’m Daydream. Emma Rosenberg. Um, my power lets me make people hallucinate through their imagination if I’m near enough. My fun fact is that I wrote a short story that won a prize at my last school.”



She sat down as quickly as she’d stood up. Will rubbed the side of his chin, tempted to ask how a teenager writing award-winning short stories ended up at a boarding school for teenage superpowered misfits. He had the sense not to ask.



“What was it about?” asked Pasithea, in a bored voice.



“Um… it was about a teddy bear that, um, it got passed down from a mother to a daughter. She died, but she had it at the same age as her daughter, who gave it to her—"



“You wrote a short story about a teddy bear, of all things?” laughed Max. “Are you like ten years old or something?”



“Enough,” said Will. “Pasithea, you’re next.”



She was up, already on her feet, halfway posed for the room. Pasithea’s blonde locks were held back by a gold and maroon hairband, and Will made an effort to ignore the way she’d undone the top few buttons of her uniform to emphasize a generous swell of cleavage.



“My name is Pasithea,” she said, speaking the last few syllables like a siren song. “Thea Larue. My power is, well, it’s actually a lot like Daydream’s. I can influence people’s dreams. I don’t have to be nearby, though, I just have to think of someone.”



“Interesting,” said Will. “Maybe the two of you can share tips.”



Both girls shrugged with varying degrees of social awkwardness.



“Fun fact?” asked Will.



“I chose this school over the Seattle Super Academy,” said Pasithea.



“Seriously?” asked Max.



“Yeah.” Pasithea curled her fingers, admiring her nails. “I knew it would piss my parents off. They told me this place would ruin my career as a super. One can only hope.”



“Moving on…” said Will, with a sigh. “Physique?”



Physique’s chair scraped as she stood up. She was tall, with a serious presence and, with her hair cut almost boyishly short, serious style, too. It was mostly undone by her anxious posture, the way she pulled her shoulders in and stooped to try to seem smaller than she was.



“I, um… I’m Physique,” she muttered. “Helga Dulcey. My power is, um… I get stronger when I’m, you know… when I get mad. My fun fact is that I…”



She kept speaking, but it was in a voice too quiet and fast for anyone to hear.



“Speak up,” called Max dryly. “We can’t hear you.”



“I said I um… I look up to
 Relic.
 ”



“Is that right?” Will grinned. It made sense, given that Helga was a Lancaster City native. “How would you like to meet her in person?”



“Judging from how she’s acting right now, she’d probably have a meltdown,” said Pasithea.



Physique turned bright red and sank down into her chair. Will sighed, sensing he was losing control of the class around the edges. Turning to face the last student in line for intros only made that sensation all the more pressing.



“Bloodfeud,” said Will, in a challenging voice. “Well, well, well. We know each other already, but given that you’re here right now and among my students, I’m open to letting bygones be bygones. Are you?”



Bloodfeud didn’t say anything. Will doubted that the teenager believed him, even though it was very much the truth. If he could get the Bloodfeud that Decay had known to show his face, he’d have at least one student figured out.



“You really want me to do my intro,
 Lockpick
 ?” asked Bloodfeud. “Say my fun little fact?”



“Yeah, I do, so get to it.” Will snapped a finger and waved him to his feet.



“My name is Bloodfeud. I’m not going to tell you my real name, because—"



“It’s Francisco,” provided Will.



Max and Klash snorted and, from the way Bloodfeud glared hatefully at them, Will suspected he hadn’t done the group dynamic of his class much of a favor.



“I’m only here because the headmaster said he’d find a place for my sister,” said Bloodfeud. “The second she’s comfortable here, I’m out. I got other shit going on, but I think you already knew that, didn’t you, instructor?”



“That is a very fun fact,
 Francisco
 ,” said Will. “Thanks so much for sharing.”










CHAPTER 10




 



The tension within the room abated into a much more boring and mundane atmosphere as Will shifted into the actual lesson. Isabelle or possibly Zone had marked a few of the beginning pages of the notebook with sticky notes that said
 READ TO CLASS
 , giving him a fairly straightforward path through the actual teaching.



“Let’s see here,” he said, trying to explain the material to them even as he read it for the first time. “This is, um, a little different from the training I went through when I was starting out. It seems as though the CA has shifted to using an instructional system known as
 FIELD
 .”



He could sense the students losing interest as he hurriedly scribbled down the letters on the chalkboard.



“It’s an acronym to make it easier to remember what you’re going to be graded on,” he continued. “F is for
 finding personal strength and mastery
 . I is for
 intelligence gathering.
 E is for
 extracurricular expansion…
 ”



Maximum lowered his head onto his arms, not even trying to pay attention. Pasithea was chewing bubblegum and staring at her phone underneath her desk.



“L is for, um,
 group learning
 ?” He furrowed his brow. “That one doesn’t really fit. I guess learning is the operative word, but…”



“Can I go to the bathroom?” asked Physique, raising her hand.



“Of course,” he said. “D is for…
 defending society
 . Okay, I think someone just liked FIELD as an acronym and backfit some of these. Anyway, next, we’ll go over the various aspects of grading associated with each of these different standards, so we’re all on the same page.”



Everyone was, in essence, on the same page already — the page of the book where the heroes die of boredom. Will shut the instructor’s manual and folded his arms, feeling as though a different tactic was needed to draw the class back into focus.



“Before that, how about I introduce myself?” he suggested. “Properly.”



He dangled it out there, wondering if any of them would bite. Bloodfeud knew a bit about him, obviously, and he would have assumed Physique did as well, given her admiration for Relic. If the others knew or cared, they didn’t show it.



“I’m one of the few supers who can claim to have been both a hero and a villain at one time or another,” he said. “I’ve robbed banks. I’ve been to prison. I’ve saved lives, entire cities worth of people. I was at one of the breaches that we’ve all been hearing about on the news… this news.”



He walked over to the classroom’s ancient-looking CRT monitor and turned it on. It was already tuned in to one of the news channels, and Will didn’t even have to raise the volume to make his point. The chaos was visible on screen, a silent procession of horrific scenes and disaster maps.



“It’s my job to prepare you for this, as far as I’m concerned.” He tapped the screen with a fingernail with a tiny pinging noise. “Let me be clear — I don’t honestly know if I’m fully qualified to do that. I don’t know if anyone is. But apparently, I’m the guy who showed up. So I expect all of you to sit up in your fucking seats, stop looking so bored, and get ready to learn.”



“Eloquently put, Instructor Lockpick.” Isabelle pushed into the classroom through the half open door. “Can I steal you for a minute?”



“Of course,” he said. “Class. Why don’t you, uh, review the section we just went over?”



He stepped out into the hall. Isabelle grinned and gave him a playful punch in the shoulder.



“Not bad at all,” she said. “I was worried I’d have to put out another fire here. Your sister isn’t doing quite as well.”



“Which one?”



“Kestrel,” said Isabelle. “One of her male students tried hitting on her, and she got a little bit scary, apparently.”



He nodded absently, surprised at the sudden stab of jealousy he felt. “Yeah, compared to that, no drama here so far.”



“Good, good.” Isabelle nodded slowly. “I’m so glad. A few of the more behaviorally challenged students ended up with you, just a heads up. That kid Bloodfeud is one of the refugees from your hometown and was running with a pretty rough crowd before Zone convinced him to enroll.”



“Oh, I know,” said Will. “I’m not too worried about him.”



“Hold onto that confidence,” said Isabelle. “First day’s not over yet. If you need anything, I advise you to send one of your students to find me in the main office. Don’t leave them alone for too long, alright?”



“Got it, but I get the feeling that all they’d do is fall asleep. They’re about as anemic as teenagers come.”



“Better safe than sorry,” said Isabelle. “Well, I need to go check in with your mom next. Keep up the good work.”



She smiled and left. Will slipped back into the classroom at the same time Physique arrived back. He grinned, sitting down behind the desk and flipping to the next page in the instructor’s manual.



“Where were we?” he said. “Right. So, as the acronym FIELD would suggest, a part of your training is going to be… what?”



Max and Pasithea looked like they were only barely holding back laughter. Klash was smiling too, but he shook his head and refused to meet Will’s gaze.



“Sorry, Instructor,” mumbled Daydream.



“Did you have a little accident, teach?” asked Max.



Will looked down at his chair, only then noticing the dark, oily splotch against the chair’s navy plastic exterior. Someone had poured ink onto it, and the seat of his pants likely had a massive stain across the ass. A juvenile prank that cut a bit deeper, given that he only had two other changes of clothing. His chair screeched as he slid it back.



“Who did it?” he snapped. “Fess up now, and the punishment will be a little less severe.”



“It’s on that note right there in front of you,” called Bloodfeud.



Will saw a folded piece of paper next to his manual. He opened it and made the mistake of reading its contents.



LICK MY BALLS



“Awesome,” he muttered. “This is going to be so much fun.”



 



***



 



He never managed to get any of them to fess up to the crime. The next hour passed by with him continuing to read the section Isabelle had marked in his notebook, trying to keep the rage in his voice evenly suppressed.



When it was finally time to dismiss the students for their next block, he did it with a wave of his hand and no parting words. He waited until he was alone in the classroom before slumping forward onto his desk, mentally, if not physically, exhausted.



There was a knock at the door, followed by a familiar face poking in.



“Is this a good time, Instructor Lockpick?” Jess had a broad, infectious smile, and he couldn’t resist chuckling and gesturing for her to come in.



“Of course not, Ms. Sorling,” he said. “Come right on in.”



She did, closing the door behind her and scooting one of the students’ chairs up to the other side of his desk. “So… how has your first day been going so far?”



“I need a new pair of pants,” he said.



“What?”



He sighed and stood up to show her. Jess laughed and pulled out a handkerchief to press into his hand, which he made a modest attempt at cleaning himself up with.



“That’s one of the oldest pranks in the book,” she said. “I’m surprised you fell for it. I would have expected you to be savvier about that sort of thing.”



“I was out of the room for a minute, at most,” he said. “It was the barest of openings for whichever little monster did it. Did your students try anything on you?”



“Nope. I got a few from the freshman class. They were in awe of me the entire time. I almost felt like I needed to prompt them to get anything resembling an interesting response or a flash of character.”



“What? How is it that you get the youngest students while I’m stuck with juniors and seniors?”



Jess shrugged. “Ask Zone, not me. I’m not just saying that you might honestly want to ask him. It might not be too late for him to jiggle around the teaching assignments and put you in another class.”



“Maybe,” he said. “Did you know that Bloodfeud is here? In my class, in fact.”



Jess stared at him blankly, shaking her head.



“Bloodfeud,” he repeated. “One of the villains who… was there the night you were taken prisoner.”



“You’re kidding me. The young one? That’s concerning. How in the world could Zone think it was appropriate to let him enroll?”



Will almost pointed out that it was no crazier than assigning him to a class as what amounted to a substitute teacher, but bit back the remark for his own sake.



“Yeah, well, he’s in my class,” he said. “And he’s not a fan of me. I’m not sure what to do.”



“I’ll brainstorm with you tonight.” Jess reached over and threaded her fingers through his. “In other news, this school has a historical research wing.”



“So?”



“With historical
 items
 in it,” said Jess, grinning. “Potential artifacts. Zone says I need to check in with Terra before casing the displays, but if she’s alright with it, I might be able to borrow something to make up for what I’ve lost.”



“That’s awesome!” said Will. “Let me come with you when you go to look.”



“If you want to, sure. I could use the company. Speaking of which, I was on my way to grab an early lunch.”



“I think I have to finish planning out my afternoon block first,” he said. “I want to try to salvage what I can of today, and that’s going to start with having an idea of what I’m supposed to be teaching.”



Jess smiled, leaning her head sideways as though trying to view him from a different angle. “I had a feeling you’d take to this.”



“I wouldn’t say I’ve taken to it at all.”



“That you’d at least take it seriously, I mean,” said Jess. “You’re so competent these days.”



“That’s bordering on a backhanded compliment. I’ve always been competent, just… historically misguided about where I chose to apply it.”



“Well, I think the version of you that’s trying to keep young, impressionable minds from making similar mistakes is a worthy one.” She came around behind his desk and hugged him, kissing one cheek. “Come find me later, instructor. We can lesson plan together tonight.”



He swiveled his chair around and tried to pull her into his lap. “I like the sound of that.”



“Hands to yourself, mister,” she said, pushing a finger into his chest. “We’ll be an instant scandal if you don’t behave.”



“I don’t think anybody is going to misinterpret our affection.”



“You do more than enough misinterpretation on your own. Be sure to soak those pants in cold water when you get back to the dorm.”










CHAPTER 11




 



The rest of Will’s school day was blessedly uneventful. He went to the cafeteria for lunch, grabbing a surprisingly tasty sub with chips and a seltzer. He sat at a table by himself and had a front-row seat watching Rue and a few students from her class eat together. She looked unsure and slightly bored, but the simple fact that she’d found girls near enough to her own age to socialize with seemed like a win.



Will’s students were on the verge of passing out in their seats when they arrived back for their final block with him. He mostly just read from the instructor’s manual, trying to draw out the occasional question or response. It was only Daydream raising her hand, but at least the others seemed too tired to actively sabotage his educational efforts.



He headed straight back to Jerrigan Hall once he’d dismissed them, wondering if he should have made an attempt at giving them some kind of homework-like assignment. The dorm’s common room was empty, and he took Jess’s advice, stripping off his ink-stained khakis to soak in a bowl to loosen the stain.



Rue burst through the dorm’s front entrance, kicking her shoes off and ditching her uniform’s vest in the same motion. She eyed him in his boxers and turtleneck with a small shake of her head.



“Do I even want to ask?”



“Probably not,” he said. “Today kind of sucked. Teenagers are awful.”



“Teenagers are lame,” she muttered. “God. If I have to listen to one more conversation about whether cool guy Jason has a girlfriend back home or not, I’m going to jam a pencil straight through my ear drum.”



“At least you’re making friends,” he said. “You had a full table at lunch.”



“A bunch of immature, cliquey airheads. I have to assume that they were overcompensating for being stressed out with everything that’s happening in the world right now. Because otherwise, they’re just really dumb and shallow.”



“You’re not going to get anywhere coming to snap judgments about people like that.”



“Says the man soaking his pants in a bowl of ice water,” she countered.



“I don’t see how that’s at all related.”



Rue drew something out of her pocket and, smirking, flicked it at him. A wrapped condom bounced off his shoulder and landed on the floor in front of him.



“I found an entire box of them in one of the hallways and grabbed a couple handfuls,” she said. “I had to time it so, you know… nobody saw me taking them. Didn’t want to gain a reputation as the girl snagging a week’s worth of love gloves on day one.”



“Yeah, I can see how that might be problematic.” He picked the condom up and strode toward her. Rue glanced toward the door leading to his room, and he could all but see her doing the same calculations in her head.”



“Mom’s probably going to be home any second, not to mention Avery,” said Rue.



“The door to my room has a lock, as I believe you pointed out last night.” He pulled her into an embrace as she rolled her eyes and turned away from him. The sensation of her plump butt against his crotch was beyond heavenly.



“Mom would throw a fit if she found us alone together behind a locked door,” she said.



“Just tell her I was helping you study.”



“That would make it even worse. She’d probably report you to the headmaster as a lecherous teacher, in that case.”



“I’ve only got eyes for one student,” he said.



“Aw.”



“This girl in my class, Daydream. She was the only one brave enough to raise her hand, and—”



Rue elbowed him in the ribs. Will laughed and enveloped her deeper into his arms, smothering her with exaggerated kisses. The dorm’s front door opened and Jess walked in, smile fading into a much sterner expression.



“I took your advice,” said Will, quickly drawing back. “Pants are soaking.”



“Uh-huh.” Jess folded her arms and narrowed her eyes. “You could have put another pair on in the meantime.”



“Oh, that’s no fun.”



“We aren’t here to have fun, LP,” said Jess. “And Rue, I would appreciate it if you didn’t encourage him. You know how he can be.”



“Oh, I know.” With a sly foot movement, Rue nudged the condom she’d thrown earlier under the couch and out of sight.



Will made a quick trip to his room to throw on his sole pair of sweatpants. Jess was still displeased when he came back out.



“There’s a formal dinner for all of the teachers and staff tonight,” she said. “We have to make an appearance, at least.”



“Ugh. Isn’t it enough that I’m already taking on the responsibility of teaching these kids to begin with?”



“It’s likely going to involve a discussion of emergency procedures and student release guidelines,” said Jess. “Zone will be explaining what happens if the situation here or elsewhere becomes unsustainable.”



“Do I have to go?” asked Rue.



Jess shook her head. “It’s just for the teachers.”



“Thank God.”



“What about Avery?” asked Will.



“Her class went… poorly today,” said Jess. “She’s working with Isabelle on developing a better range of de-escalation strategies.”



“What the hell does that mean?”



Jess sighed and shook her head. “Ask her yourself if you really want to know. You’re not the only one struggling in your new role.”



Avery arrived back at the apartment a few minutes later, not saying a word as she entered and collapsed onto one of the couches. Despite how rocky their relationship had grown over the past few weeks, Will still felt an impulse to put an arm around her, cheer her up, but he held back.



“Did Isabelle tell you about the staff dinner?” asked Jess.



“I’m so not hungry,” muttered Avery.



“You’re coming anyway,” said Jess. “On your feet.”



They left within the hour, trekking across the academy’s campus to the main building. Will hadn’t noticed the previous day just how early the sun set so far north. The moon was a spectacle in the sky, and it lit up the snow on the island across the channel in a white-blue hue, eerie in contrast to the academy’s superpower-warmed climate bubble.



The teachers’ dinner was a surprisingly formal affair. It was held in the event hall, as opposed to the cafeteria. Nobody was sitting down when they arrived, instead rubbing shoulders in small groups and sipping wine from glasses as uniformed waiters carried it out on trays.



Most of the supers present, as far as Will could tell, weren’t teachers or employees of the academy. He could only assume that Zone had used his power to bring people in, potential donors, maybe, or otherwise influential figures within the CA.



Jess led them forward with confidence, scanning the room. A waiter came over, and Will happily accepted a glass of wine, hoping that if he got drunk enough he might be able to find a way to enjoy himself.



It was a stillborn hope. His eyes locked onto one of the last people he was hoping to encounter. Galaxy Maiden was standing next to the female teacher Will had been on the verge of recognizing during the opening ceremony, and the familial resemblance was impossible to miss up close.



“According to Zone, Galaxy Maiden pushed hard for the funding for this school by the CA,” said Jess. “I suppose getting her cousin Terra a job was part of the bargain. Though admittedly, her geothermal warming power is the entire reason why this academy can thrive in this climate to begin with.”



“Is she just visiting?” asked Will.



“I would assume so,” said Jess. “Especially given everything that’s going on right now. She’ll be needed elsewhere. I’m a little surprised she’s even here to begin with.”



“I’m sure she has her reasons.”



Galaxy Maiden turned toward them, and Will saw a dark recognition flutter in her expression upon seeing him. She had to have known ahead of time that Zone had secured the Crimson Five as teachers. It was too perfect… for her, at least. Too easy, given how remote Baffin Academy was, to easily dispose of someone whom she’d already threatened.



“I need more wine,” he muttered.



“Don’t drink too much,” said Jess. “You’re waking up early tomorrow. And every day from now on.”



Some of the supers among Zone’s little clique were already waving Jess over, and with a parting smile, she split off to go mingle. Will looked toward Galaxy Maiden one last time, confirming that she wasn’t actively moving to kill him at that very second, and then walked toward where a server had a small wine bar set up in the corner.



A harpist played soft music that made the silence slightly easier to endure, at least for a few seconds. Avery was also at the wine bar, and they both had to stand next to each other, too close to keep up the mutual silent treatment they’d maintained over the past few days. Will sighed, mourning the loss of the closeness they’d once shared, and decided he’d had enough.



“So,” he began. “How was your first day as a teacher?”



Avery downed the glass the server had just refilled and waved for him to top it off a second time. “It was fine.”



“That’s not what I heard.”



Avery glared at him and started to walk away. He was torn between following after her and staying where he was, and similarly… Avery seemed torn between whether she actually wanted to leave or not.



“It was a shitshow,” she said, with a sigh. “Do we have to get into it?”



He made a face and sipped his wine. “My students poured ink onto my chair, and I spent the entire day with a black splotch on the ass of my pants.”



Avery smiled, but cut off her laughter before it picked up. “Sorry. That sucks.”



“My students suck.”



“Not as much as mine. One of them repeated everything I said in a mocking voice. This other little douchebag had the balls to try to come up behind me and rub my shoulders. I nearly choked him to death with telekinesis.”



“Jesus,” he muttered. “Was that what the emergency meeting with Isabelle was about?”



“More or less. She switched the little fucker to a different class so at least I won’t have to resist the urge to murder him moving forward.”



They took a seat at one of the tables, sitting across from each other. The ice had been chipped, but not broken. Will looked at her, saw her looking at him, feeling paradoxically comfortable and awkward.



“Think we’ll be here for long?” asked Avery.



He shrugged. “Until we move on, we’re kind of stuck here.”



“There are worse places we could be.”



“True enough,” he said. “The world is so crazy right now. It could be a lot worse.”



Avery caught his gaze and held it for half a second. She glanced toward Jess, who had an empty smile plastered on her face as she listened to one of the guest heroes tell a story with exaggerated movements.



“What’s going on between you and Rue?” asked Avery.



He stared at her, unsure of how to answer. “What’s that supposed to mean?”



“Don’t play stupid, LP.”



“Ask Rue,” he said.



“I did. She said to ask you, not that I really needed any more confirmation.”



“Then why bring it up in the first place? You can’t judge her for making the same mistake that you did.”



“It’s pretty telling that you refer to it as a
 mistake
 , LP,” said Avery, folding her arms. “But no, I don’t blame her for whatever’s going on.”



“You blame
 me
 , then,” he said. “I’m sure that does wonders for clearing your own conscience.”



“It’s going to end up the same, you know.” Avery leaned toward him, almost getting in his face. “If anything, she’s going to handle it even worse than I did when it inevitably blows up.”



“It didn’t blow up, you
 blew
 it up,” he said. “Mind your own business.”



“Gladly.” Avery grabbed her wine and stood up from the table. Will glared at her back as she walked off, hating the fact that a part of him feared she might be right.










CHAPTER 12




 



Will’s table didn’t stay empty for long. Surprisingly, it was Zone, the headmaster himself, who took the opportunity to sit down next to him. He looked tired but serious, and Will noted that he was drinking a glass of seltzer in place of wine.



“Instructor Lockpick,” said Zone. “How was your first day teaching here at the academy?”



“Somewhat of a mixed bag, if I’m being completely honest.”



“Good. If you weren’t struggling at all, I would actually be more concerned.”



Will drummed his fingers on the table, figuring now was as good a time as any to broach the subject. “Why aren’t you more concerned?”



“What’s that?”



“You know about my past,” he said. “You must also know that I don’t even have a high school diploma to my name. What are you expecting here?”



“Look, Will, every instructor has their confidence shaken on their first day,” said Zone. “I heard your sister had a time of it, herself.”



“It’s not a matter of confidence,” said Will. “I am objectively unqualified for this job. Hell, I was a junior hero on probation back in Lancaster City.”



Zone slapped a hand on his shoulder, let out a good-natured laugh, and then dug his fingers in deep enough for the nails to bite. He narrowed his eyes, intense and angry in that over-stressed, borderline breaking point way.



“William. The world is falling apart, and nobody has time to give a fuck about whether you’re qualified or capable or the best man for the job. You’re a member of the Crimson Five, you have years of experience in the field, and you’re here. This isn’t about you. If you try to make it about you, then it’ll
 be
 about you, and then we’ll have a problem. Are we clear?”



“Crystal.”



“Awesome.” Zone chuckled and released his hand. “Now, I’m going to go save your mom. I left her with my partner, Michael, and he’s undoubtedly talking her ear off about wine and cheese pairings or some other uptight nonsense.”



The headmaster departed, and Will was left with a fair bit to think about. He stayed at the table for long enough to pour back another glass of wine before heading off in no direction in particular. He was hungry, but it seemed like the catered dinner was still a few minutes off.



The main lights were off in the academy’s halls, which left the school’s interior feeling mysterious, filled with secrets. He rounded a corner and nearly ran directly into Bloodfeud.



“What are you doing here?” asked Will accusingly.



“None of your fucking business.”



“I’m your teacher. I’m assuming you were a student for long enough before falling in with the Power Realists to understand the range of my authority.”



“Well, you know what they say about assuming, Lockpick.” Bloodfeud took a full second to glare hatefully at him. “Fuck off.”



The temptation to wring the teenager’s neck was only barely balanced out by the temptation to tell him the truth. He expected the revelation would land doubly hard on Bloodfeud, perhaps birth a new sense of guilt in the young man over the night he invaded Will’s home and helped kidnap Jess. It would be a huge coup to have what could be his most troublesome student on his side from the beginning.



He tossed the idea aside. It was too risky. Bloodfeud could easily blackmail him with the information, if he so chose. On top of that, there was a fair chance the kid would eventually fall in again with the Realists, and Will wasn’t going to serve his old gang his secret identity on a silver platter. If he wanted Bloodfeud’s respect, he was going to have to get it the old-fashioned way, start from square one.



Well, maybe not square one.



“How’s your sister?” he asked.



“Again, none of your fucking business.” Bloodfeud shook his head and started to turn away.



“You come see me if she needs something,” said Will. “Anything. Food. Clothes. Whatever.”



Bloodfeud hesitated, not answering right away. “…Maybe some clothes. But like I just said, that’s none of your—”



“Fucking business, yeah, I get it. But I’ve also got two sisters of my own. I’ll talk to them, see if they can help source some stuff.”



“I’m not letting my guard down that easy, Lockpick,” muttered Bloodfeud. “Don’t expect me to give up any of my gang’s secrets in return.”



“I know more of their secrets than you do, kid. Ask me why I quit sometime.”



Bloodfeud spat on the hallway floor and stalked off. Will still wasn’t sure what to make of him. The idea that he’d left with the other refugees during the evacuation fit a little too neatly. It would be just like Despot to sneak a sleeper agent into a school, especially an
 alternative learning
 focused one like Baffin Academy. But Despot hadn’t exactly been in charge when the chaos had broken out, and Zone’s decision to bring the refugees to the school had seemed spontaneous.



He returned to the event hall for dinner, wolfing down his food back at his table. There was room for him to sit with the other teachers, but his encounter with Bloodfeud had put him out of the mood for conversation.



After finishing his food, he made to sneak back to Jerrigan Hall and see if Rue was still awake. Jess grabbed his arm on the way. He briefly thought she was attempting to drag him back into the event before realizing that she had the exact opposite idea in mind.



“Get me out of here,” she muttered.



“Absolutely,” he said. “Avery?”



“Already headed back. She seemed tired and a little upset over something.”



He nodded and didn’t volunteer any pertinent information. “I thought you’d want to stick around for longer. Plenty of familiar faces in attendance.”



“Ah, yes,” she said, with a sigh. “It’s so much fun to sip wine alongside my former best friend who slept with my husband. Or alongside Galaxy Maiden, who seems more hostile and prickly than ever. Oh, and they were all talking about which European country has fared worst so far, which historical cities have been wiped off the map. Truly riveting stuff.”



“Point taken,” he said. “At least we got some free wine out of it.”



“It was the only thing that got me through dinner, not that I took my time with eating. Let’s go back to our dorm and watch TV or something.”



He put an arm around her, and Jess leaned in closer. “I can get behind that.”



“I bet you can,” she said, voice amused.



He stopped and took both of her hands in his own. It had started snowing at some point, but the effect of the academy’s climate bubble meant that each flake dissolved into moisture, casting a faint, sinking fog over the campus that made everything seem dreamlike.



Jess held his gaze and smiled, but stopped him as he leaned in to kiss her. “You’re going to cause a scandal, mister.”



“Nobody can see us in the fog.”



“At least hold your horses until we reach the dorm.”



“If you insist, Instructor Relic.”



She laughed and swatted his shoulder. “Quit teasing me.”



“Never.”










CHAPTER 13




 



Jerrigan Hall was perfectly silent as they entered the common room, and they both went to great lengths to keep it that way, taking their shoes off and padding across the carpet on tiptoe.



“I think Rue and Avery are both asleep,” whispered Jess. “I don’t want to wake them up by turning on the TV out here.”



He wrapped his arms around her, nuzzling his cheek against hers. “So let’s watch something in my room.”



She rubbed his arm, and he felt her nod. “Alright. Let me change into something else first.”



Not for the first time, Will found himself appreciating the fact that he had the amenities of a door, a proper bed, a space of his own. He changed into a t-shirt and his sole pair of sweatpants, meeting Jess at the door in a similarly dressed-down state.



She had on a loose t-shirt, probably a new one secured from the lost and found stuff Zone had provided them with, along with a pair of what looked like shorts on first inspection.



“Hey,” he said. “Those are my boxer briefs.”



“They fit me perfectly as boy shorts, though.” She smiled and turned from side to side, demonstrating the way the baby blue fabric clung to the awesome curves of her thighs and buttocks.



“I want them back,” he said. “Right now. Take them off and give them back.”



“Did you really think that was going to work?”



He took her hands and pulled her deeper into the room. “It was worth a shot. Maybe if I ask nicely in a few minutes…”



“In your dreams, mister.”



She held her ground as he led her the final stretch to his bed. The only light in the room came from a single moonbeam from the window, but it was enough to let him see the conflict in her expression clearly.



“I want us to be able to be together safely,” she said.



He almost blurted out that Rue had secured a bunch of condoms before catching himself. She didn’t seem to mean what he thought she meant.



“We can lay down together,” she whispered. “Kiss, cuddle. Physical affection. I’m fine with that. It makes me feel so close to you.”



“I feel the same,” he said. “I just…”



“You want more. I get it. But I can’t give you more, LP.”



Her voice sounded so apologetic that he couldn’t point out how many times she’d already given him more. With her hands, her mouth, small, intense slip-ups along the way.



“Do you still want me in your bed, knowing that all you’ll get to do tonight is cuddle with me?” she asked.



Will chuckled, wrapped his arms around her, and dramatically tipped them both onto the mattress. They bounced as they came to a stop and shared a kiss, his lips finding hers. She’d drawn the line. He’d wait until she stepped over it, and that moment would be sweet and eternal.



She put her arms around his head and hugged, let out a satisfied sigh. Despite what he’d promised her, he could already feel himself getting hard. He would just have to suffer, he decided.



Jess put on a TV show on her phone and shifted to spoon with him. There wasn’t much else for him to do with his burgeoning erection other than to press it into the heavenly little gap in between her butt and thighs. If it bothered her, she showed no sign.



“Comfy?” she whispered.



“Oh yeah.” He kissed her neck and humped into her with a small motion. She’d let him get away with that much, right?



“You have such strong arms,” she whispered, tracing the crook of his elbow with her fingers.



“The better to hold you with,” he said. He gave her a squeeze and slid a hand up. Jess let out a little sigh as he palmed one of her breasts. Her t-shirt was thin, and she didn’t have a bra on underneath.



“Easy,” she whispered. “Here. Just lie still with me.”



She threaded her fingers through his with one hand and used the other to rub his leg. Will took a breath, remembering her earlier request, tamping down on the voice that had all sorts of dark ideas about why he should push on forward.



“There,” said Jess. “You’ll be asleep before you know it.”



“What if I don’t want to fall asleep yet?”



“Try anyway?” She patted his hip and wiggled back into him. He wanted to point out that she wasn’t helping his excitement, but pointing it out would probably make her decide to stop.



He did make an attempt at sleep, and almost drifted off at one point before hearing Jess make a sleepy, sexy noise that stole his attention back. She was rocking into him, and the noises shifted into obvious moans.



Will ground his cock against her, feeling so much heat coming off it that it felt like it might burn through his sweatpants. He tugged at Jess’ boy shorts,
 his boxer briefs
 , and was surprised when she offered no resistance to them sliding down off her waist.



“Do you… still want them back?” she whispered.



Will growled out his lust through his teeth, yanking the underwear downward. She was perfectly nude underneath, and it only took him a second to ditch his sweatpants and join her.



She set a hand against his chest. He still had his t-shirt on, and he felt Jess’s conflict through the way her fingers opened and closed. Push him away… or pull him closer?



He made up his mind first, pressing down on top of her, spreading her thighs open. A single, preliminary thrust, and he was in. Jess’s fingers dug into his back as he started moving, pumping once, twice, staring into her face in disbelief. She looked dazed, too horny to think straight, let alone have an opinion on whether what they were doing was a good idea.



“Oh, sweetie.” She bit her lip, one hand sliding up to stroke his hair. “That’s… oh!”



It was too much. He couldn’t have stopped himself if he’d tried. He began thrusting into her in the same way he might have tackled a rigorous set during a workout, every muscle in his body fixated on slamming his cock into her, stirring her up.



The mattress creaked underneath them and the bedframe began to tap against the wall. Both just seemed like indisputable facts, noises that nothing could be done about. This needed to happen. Will couldn’t stop, wasn’t going to stop.



Jess let out a whimper and kissed him, her lips mashing against his with shameful need. It was too much, to see her like this, to
 have
 her like this. He was already so close to blowing his load, and a single look at the lewd edge to her dark brown eyes was enough to tell him that she’d still come before he did.



Dark… brown eyes?



“Oh God…” Will pumped into her a few more times on sheer momentum. “God fucking dammit.”



He sat up and roughly pushed “Jess” out of the bed. A slight aura of blue power pulsed around her as she hit the floor. He heard a surprised, singular chuckle in another voice escape her lips, a familiar teenage voice.



“Relax,” said Pasithea. “I’m eighteen. I’m surprised you figured it out so quickly.”



“You can’t be fucking serious,” he said, through gritted teeth.



“I didn’t pick her, I just kind of fell into the dream,” she said. “A little Oedipal, lusting over Instructor Relic, of all people, but I don’t judge people on their dreams. Obviously, I could be someone else, if you wanted. Anything you want, Instructor Lockpick. I’m sure we can come to an arrangement.”



Will stood up from the bed and pulled his sweatpants back on, feeling a little ridiculous at covering up within his own dream. “Detention tomorrow, Pasithea. I will see you after class, and we’ll discuss the essay you’re going to write on responsible power usage.”



She laughed and stood up, her proportions blurring as she shifted from looking mostly like Jess back to herself. It wasn’t a massive change aside from the face, and it left Will wondering how much her power was even necessary for her to engage in proactive seduction.



“Are you sure that’s what you want?” asked Pasithea. “We could have so much fun together. I think you might like it more than you realize.”



“Two essays, then,” said Will. “One on responsible power usage, and one on why it’s a bad idea to vaguely allude to potential blackmail.”



“Come on! So not fair!” She made a face and began wiggling back into the pair of boxers Jess had been wearing. “What gave me away? I did have you fooled in the beginning, didn’t I?”



“I wasn’t born yesterday, Pasithea.”










CHAPTER 14




 



Jess shook Will awake the next morning. He opened his eyes to see her laying out coffee and a breakfast burrito on the nightstand next to his head.



“Breakfast in bed,” she said, grinning triumphantly. “Your reward.”



“For what?” He sat up with a groan.



“Behaving yourself. It felt so nice to just sleep with your arms around me without having to worry. You were out like a light.”



“I had an interesting dream,” he said. “Where’d you get the ingredients for this? I didn’t think we had a stocked kitchen.”



“I snagged everything from the cafeteria,” said Jess. “Bacon, eggs, cheese. I also toasted the tortilla so it… why do you look so disappointed?”



He shook his head, doing his best not to remember the intensity of Pasithea’s illusion. “No reason.”



Jess sat down on the bed and kissed him on the cheek. “I would have woken you up with a
 different
 reward if it was just the two of us here.”



He blinked, almost annoyed by her admission. Her words held far too much innuendo for her not to mean what he suspected she meant. He wondered why Jess sometimes seemed to swing back and forth between shutting him down and egging him on. Maybe that was just what people on the fence did, the truest evidence of her internal conflict.



“It really did mean a lot to me to be close to you like that last night, Will,” she added.



“I know. It meant a lot to me, too.” He forced a smile and took a bite out of the burrito. “Mm. This is amazing.”



“Thank you. But eat fast. You only have a few minutes to get ready for your class.”



He pulled on his clothes, more or less the same outfit from the day before except with jeans subbed in for his stained khakis. Rue was in the common room with Jess, and she hurried over to pull him into a hug.



“Hey,” she said. “Sorry I fell asleep last night. I meant to wait up for you.”



“Oh, don’t worry about it. Excited for your second day of school?”



She sighed and gave a small shrug. “It’s not so bad. I have Instructor Terra for homeroom, and she’s pretty cool. It’s actually kind of nice to hang out with girls around my own age with powers, even if they’re a bit shallow.”



“Glad to hear it,” said Will. “Hey, do you have any clothes too small for you?”



“Maybe. Why?”



He explained the situation with Bloodfeud’s little sister.



“Yeah, I can probably find a few things,” said Rue.



“Did Avery leave already?” he asked. “I wanted to ask her, too.”



“Yeah, she already left to go sit in her classroom and sulk until her students show up,” said Jess. “I think she’s struggling a bit adjusting to being a teacher.”



“I can relate. Some of these students present… unconventional challenges.”



He frowned as he considered what the hell he was going to do about Pasithea. Detention and extra essays were deterrents at best. He was far from certain whether it would be enough to dissuade her from making a second attempt, and just as unsure of whether he’d be able to effectively ward off her dream advances again.



I’m going to have to,
 he thought.
 Letting a student seduce me, even in a dream, will only further undermine my authority.



“Do you want to hang out after school?” asked Rue.



She gave him a quick, suggestive smile. Will couldn’t help but eye the buttons on the vest of her school uniform, already imagining how quickly he could undo them. He absently wondered if it was any better to fool around with Rue in real life than Pasithea in a dream.



Rue’s only a student by technicality.



“I do, but I have to stay after,” he said. “I’ve already given one of my students detention.”



“You gave someone detention on the first day?” asked Jess. “What for?”



“Uh…” He scratched his head, not wanting to get into the specifics. “Improper power usage.”



“Improper power usage as in… what?” asked Jess.



“It doesn’t matter,” he said. “I should get going. I don’t want any of my students beating me to the classroom after the prank they pulled yesterday.”



“I notice that you dodged my question,” said Jess. “I’ll just peek in after school and get the story directly from the source.”



“Please don’t.”



He could practically picture Pasithea smiling devilishly as she revealed to Jess how she’d entered Will’s dream, what’d happened during those furious moments of illicit, illusory fucking. He sighed and found himself wanting to commiserate with Avery, even if they weren’t currently on the best of terms.



He finished his breakfast on the way to class. His intention had been to arrive early, use the extra time to review whatever lesson plan was in his instructor’s manual, center himself for another grueling day of dealing with teenage personalities.



Will arrived to find Physique standing at the door to class 2-B, eyes wide with surprise. He pushed past her as he heard a crash, stepping into a scene of upturned desks, scattered papers, and two brawling students.



They were wrestling together on the ground, Max with one arm tightly around Bloodfeud’s neck, seemingly in control.
 Seemingly
 … one of Max’s cheeks was bulging outward, a small tendril of blood pulling at his lip in the manner of a finger fishhook.



“Hey!” shouted Will. He shouldered past Klash, who was filming with his phone, and seized both students roughly by the arms.



Max thrashed, trying to knock Will back more out of primal brawl instinct than anything that seemed intentional. Will gritted his teeth and pushed the teenager sideways, spinning to yank Bloodfeud out of reasonable attacking distance.



Bloodfeud punched Will in the face, the blow a glancing one and not all that technical in the way it was thrown. A deep, cold fury seized Will as he rounded on him. Bloodfeud blinked, reacting to his teacher’s expression in a manner that told Will that he must look as scary as he currently felt.



“Stand up!” he snarled at both of them. “Explain.”



“He’s a fucking punk,” snapped Max. “He had it coming.”



“He swung on me first!” said Bloodfeud. “I was only defending myself.”



“Detention,” said Will. “Both of you. After class. You want to fight each other? Bang egos together, chase that alpha male adrenaline? Guess what — it’s only going to lead to you staying after class and doing pointless essay.”



He took a breath and unclenched the fingers of his right hand. The entire class seemed nervous, and he suspected it had more to do with the energy he was giving off than the lingering effect of the fight. He took a breath and sought out Daydream’s gaze.



“Now, what actually happened?” he asked her.



“Um…” She shrugged, looking like that was one question she wasn’t eager to answer. “They bumped into each other in the hall.”



“He shouldered me on purpose!” said Max.



“You almost ran into a group of girls running backwards while using your power!” said Bloodfeud. “You’re lucky I didn’t trip you instead, Maxine.”



“Fuck you, you little bitch!”



“Enough!” Will slammed a hand down on his desk hard enough for the crack of impact to override his own voice. “Get in your seats and get your books out.”



Max and Bloodfeud glared at each other for another second or two before making a point of slowly walking to desks on opposite sides of the room and sitting down. Will felt like he’d only nicked the surface of both the animosity between them and the way they chafed under his authority.



He let the silence bleed itself out as he took a seat at his desk, only then stopping to consider what a pain it would be to have to babysit both of them along with Pasithea, especially if they began discussing her reason for being in detention in the first place.



“Alright,” he said. “Let’s clear the air. There’s a fair amount of tension between some of you within this class, but you’re all here for the same reason. You’re all going to be on the same side once you put on your costumes.”



He eyed Bloodfeud, daring him to interrupt and claim otherwise.



“Open your books,” he said. “A lot of this first block is just FIELD work, FIELD as in the acronym. It’s going to be boring, which hopefully will give us all time to calm down, recalibrate, and refocus our attention.”



If you can’t get them to behave, bore them to death.
 Solid strategy.










CHAPTER 15




 



Will couldn’t tell if his plan was working, or if he’d simply found the eye of the storm. First block proceeded in much the same way it had the previous day, with only Daydream and, in one instance, Klash ever raising their hands to answer his questions to the room.



“There’s a homework assignment for tonight,” he said. “It’s in the book. Don’t write your answers in the actual book, just on another piece of paper.”



There were a surprising number of groans from the room, given it only contained six students. Will wasn’t looking forward to having to do it, either, as it would mark the beginning of his own crucible — having to grade papers on a regular basis.



He had a break for the next block in which he took the time to review the next day’s lesson in between keeping up with news from elsewhere in the world on his phone. The abomination attacks had mostly died down, but a massive refugee crisis remained in their wake that was, in its own way, a more challenging and resource-intensive problem to solve.



He searched the cafeteria for Jess at lunchtime but couldn’t find her. Rue was sitting with her new friends, looking comfortable, if still not fully engaged by their conversation. Avery sat at a table by herself, but she hadn’t noticed him yet.



The idea of sitting down to eat with her, given how rocky the atmosphere had been between them, felt like it would be a mistake. Paradoxically, sitting at a
 different
 table and making a point of avoiding her also felt like the wrong move.



“Hey,” he said, setting his tray down.



“Hey,” she said.



He dropped down into a chair, hoping something resembling an innocuous idea for a conversation would pop into his head. Nothing did, and the first intensely awkward minute of his lunch was spent in dead silence.



“Um,” said Avery. “How’s your class going?”



“I walked in to find two of my students trying to kill each other,” he said.



“Oh.” She made an amused noise, followed by a sigh. “Could be worse.”



“Could it?”



“I’m still struggling with a sincere urge to murder one of my students,” said Avery. “Not only does he keep hitting on me, but he’s decided his new strategy is to misbehave and have me assign him detention so I have to stay after class with him.”



“That’s where I’ll be with three of my students this afternoon. A full half of my class.”



“Well, I suppose it does make me feel better to know that numerically, my students are better behaved as a whole.”



She smiled at him, and he smiled back, missing her so much in that moment despite her being right there. At least they were talking, trying to take that first step again.



They ate, judging their food and making jokes about nothing, speaking their thoughts without speaking their minds. Will headed back to class feeling marginally better about his day. Isabelle was waiting for him, legs crossed in a pencil skirt as she all but struck a pose leaning against his desk.



“Good, you’re here before the students,” she said. “Next block is combat training.”



“Hell yes,” he said. “Finally. I can start teaching these kids something worthwhile.”



Isabelle frowned and crossed her arms. “Everything you’re teaching is worthwhile, Lockpick. You can’t just skim over the stuff that doesn’t personally interest you.”



“Of course, I know, it’s just… I’m a man of action.”



“Still very much Halberd’s son, I see,” she said, with a slight teasing tone.



It always made him feel strange to hear Isabelle talk about Halberd, to have to think back to the affair and drama from another time. She appeared to sense his vibe and quickly cleared her throat.



“Anyway, I came to make sure you changed into your costume,” said Isabelle. “Zone thinks it sets a good example overall for the students. In your particular case, I also personally think it might help you present yourself better as someone they can look up to.”



“Alright, I’ll get it from my dorm.”



“Meet me in the training hall afterward,” she said. “It’s on the lower level of this building. I’ll wait here for your students and bring them down.”



He nodded and headed off to change into his stuff. The training hall was a massive, empty space, the super analogue of a gymnasium. The walls were made of white panels that were, presumably, both reinforced and replaceable. A single tinted two-way observation window high on the chamber’s back wall allowed interested instructors, or more likely, recruiters, to watch without being seen.



Physique and Daydream had already changed into their gym clothes, white t-shirts and tight grey shorts. They were waiting in one corner, looking comfortable in each other’s presence if not engaged in active conversation. They blinked as they saw him walk up in costume, seeming not to recognize him at first.



“Are the others still in the locker room?” he asked.



Daydream nodded. “Pasithea is doing… something with her makeup. We haven’t seen the boys yet.”



Will nodded and immediately began heading for the men’s locker room, justifiably worried that he was going to have to interrupt another fistfight. Max and Klash came out before he reached the door, both of them laughing and talking shit to each other.



“Where’s Bloodfeud?” asked Will.



“In one of the bathroom stalls doing God knows what,” said Max. “
 Bloodfeud
 . It sounds more like something a serial killer would adopt as a moniker than a proper hero name.”



“How about you start keeping thoughts like that to yourself, for everyone’s sake?” suggested Will.



Bloodfeud emerged right as Will reached the door. His expression turned bitterly sour when he saw
 Lockpick
 in costume. Will couldn’t help but grin back and nod, taking a deliciously petty sense of enjoyment in the teenage villain’s obvious tension.



Pasithea had joined the other girls and flashed him an over-eager smile as he made his way to the center of the training hall.
 Invisibella
 , also in her black jumpsuit costume, came out of the back room pushing what appeared to be a robotic training dummy on a rolling gurney.



“This is SAM,” she said, stepping back from the dummy. “A combat training animatronic created by the hero Hard-Sculpt.”



“Wasn’t Hard-Sculpt that hero who got arrested for running an illegal counterfeit art operation?” asked Klash.



“Yes, but that’s irrelevant to your training,” said Invisibella. “Before you begin both singular and group combat challenges with other students, you’ll be cutting your teeth on this guy and a few other similar robots.”



A few groans and skeptical whispers came from the students, especially Max and Klash. Invisibella pushed a button on a remote in her hand, and SAM sat up, lights flashing from various LEDs as the single front camera began panning and pivoting.



A shock of surprise and dark familiarity ran through Will as he watched the animatronic balance itself on two feet with more than two arms. It was humanoid, with four additional appendages in the form of long tendrils coated in non-lethal rubber. The way they stretched out to either side reminded him far too much of Genesis, but in a way, that was almost ideal.



“He doesn’t look that tough,” said Max.



“He’s on loan from the Seattle Super Academy,” said Invisibella. “I’ll have you know that only two students have ever managed to take down SAM at full strength on their first try. Only about a quarter of all graduating Super Academy students reach the point of ever defeating him in a real sense. It’s not necessarily the point of the exercise.”



Invisibella pressed another button on the remote, and the robot strode toward the center of the training hall, its rubberized feet taking surprisingly quiet steps. A fair amount of thought had been put into moderating the robot’s power, with each potential contact point blunted for safety.



“Did you ever beat it, Instructor?” Klash asked Will.



He shook his head. “I was on a mentor team. I never went to the Super Academy.”



“And they let you teach us?” asked Max.



“They let me try.”



“Not all of you will be in combat roles when you eventually graduate and find teams,” continued Invisibella. “We understand this here at Baffin Academy. As such, those of you with support powers, come with me. We’ll be working solely on strength and conditioning instead of sparring with SAM.”



Daydream took an uncertain step forward, glancing over at Pasithea, who flicked her ponytail over one shoulder and also moved to stand next to Invisibella. That left Will with Max, Klash, Bloodfeud, and Physique.



He accepted the remote from his fellow instructor and examined the various buttons on its surface, far too many for him to quickly make sense of. Invisibella set a surprisingly warm hand on his shoulder and stepped in close behind him, breath tickling his neck as she spoke.



“
 Shift Target
 and
 Confirm Target
 ,” she said, setting her free hand over his and pantomiming each press.



“Got it,” he said.



“The numbers one through ten represent how hard you want him. Double press
 Begin
 , single tap
 Stop
 . Be ready to end each session when it’s clear whichever student is fighting is spent. SAM will keep going, otherwise.”



“I’ll keep that in mind.”



Invisibella pulled her hand back, but instead of drawing away from him, she leaned in even closer, whisper close. Will felt the tight fabric of her costume as one of her breasts brushed his shoulder, bringing up a faint memory of when she’d used her power to conceal him during a sneaking mission.



“Just for your information,” she whispered. “They’re going to want to see you go a round, too. Be ready to get sweaty.”



He smiled and held her gaze for an interesting second. “I always am.”










CHAPTER 16




 



“Alright,” said Will. “Who wants to go first?”



Max’s hand shot up instantly, and he began striding forward even before Will officially pointed and selected him.



“Set it to ten, Instructor,” said Max. “I wonder if there’s a way to get me into the hall of fame at the Super Academy after I finish trouncing this thing.”



“We’ll be sure to look into it.” Will chuckled, already anticipating the fight. He had no idea how powerful Max was when push came to shove outside of seeing him wrestle with Bloodfeud. He was genuinely curious to see how his student would match up against the training robot.



Max certainly wasn’t lacking for confidence as he took up a position across from SAM. He fell into a slightly deeper than normal combat crouch and brought his hands up. He seemed more intent on glancing toward Daydream and Pasithea to see if they were watching — they weren’t — than sizing up his mechanical opponent.



“Ready?” asked Will.



Max nodded. Will pressed the 10 button,
 Confirm Target
 , and then double tapped
 Begin
 .



SAM didn’t immediately rush forward as he would have expected, instead bouncing on the balls of its rubber robo-feet in a manner reminiscent of a character in a fighting video game. Its tendril arms danced like braided hair, and its eye camera tracked Max with movements that made faint, but audible noises.



“I would assume you need to attack it first,” called Will.



“No problem,” said Max.



He darted forward with shocking speed, using his power to close the distance. There was an obvious shift when Max switched his maximized attribute from speed to strength, an opening where he had one arm pulled back pre-punch that any competent opponent would have taken advantage of.



“Gah!” cried Max.



SAM seized him by one leg, yanking him off balance, and then slammed a rubber-coated fist into soft human flesh. Max grabbed his stomach and crumpled, groaning as though on the verge of throwing up.



“I’m calling it,” said Will, pressing the
 End
 button. “You okay, Max?”



Max made a pained gurgling noise, but managed to nod his head. Will helped him onto his feet and brought him over to sit against one wall.



“I’ll bring him a cup of water,” offered Invisibella.



“Thanks.” Will folded his arms and eyed the remainder of his students. “Next?”



There was more hesitance, now that they’d seen what SAM could do. Klash eventually stepped forward, pulling out a hair tie to quickly pull his dreadlocks up into a manbun.



“My power might do some damage to the floor, teach,” he said.



“I think this room can handle it,” said Will. “Show me what you’ve got.”



He clicked the buttons on the remote, switching SAM’s target. The robot was anything but subtle in the way it swiveled from person to person with its camera eye and direct body language.



“Ready?” asked Will.



Klash nodded, and Will double pressed
 Begin
 . He watched, curious about how Klash’s power worked, exactly.



Klash slapped the floor, and the ground underneath SAM shook hard enough to destabilize the robot. It still seemed as though Klash was holding back, perhaps not willing to take Will’s word about the room’s integrity, which was fair.



He did alright for the first minute of the fight, keeping his distance and using the floor shakes to stop SAM from being able to effectively close the distance. Eventually, the robot managed to skip forward in between shakes, grabbing Klash’s ankle with a tendril much as he had with Max.



This time, however, the robot slowly reeled the young man in. Klash shouted in panic and tried, ineffectively, to use his power to shake SAM off his feet.



“I give up!” he cried, right as the robot was gearing up to punch him in the face.



Will ended the fight.



Bloodfeud fared slightly better, which was surprising, given that his power was useless against the metal robot. He had a boxer’s instincts and threaded his way past the robot’s flailing appendages to land a hard and painful-looking punch against its chest.



The fight still ended in much the same way. SAM pulled his ankle, knocking him off balance, and used an arm to slam him down flat on his back with a painful crack. Will ended the fight, noticing a clear trend. Bloodfeud quickly rose to his feet, not even giving his instructor time to ask if he was okay.



“Alright,” said Will. “Physique. You’re up.”



He smiled at her and gestured for her to step forward. She didn’t meet his gaze, looking far more uncertain than she should have, all things considered. All of the other students had lost, the stakes were low, and her power was fairly suitable for the matchup. She looked like an Olympian, with her hair cut short and a lithe but heavily muscled build.



Max made a joke to Klash that, though inaudible, was obviously at Physique’s expense. Klash burst out laughing and leaned in to whisper his own jibe. Physique seemed to take psychic damage from the exchange, blushing and withdrawing internally from the moment.



Will was about to punish the boys and give what little encouragement he could when Relic strode into the training hall. She wore her alternate Crimson Five costume, a match for Will’s own in style, if not color. The tight bodysuit looked painted on, and he knew he wasn’t the only one staring as she strode across the floor, bits and bobs bouncing with tantalizing little movements.



“Instructor Lockpick,” she said, grinning at him.



“Instructor Relic.” He put an arm around her for a quick side hug. “What brings you out this way? And where are your students?”



“Studying
 Super History
 under Instructor Terra,” said Relic. “We’ll be in here next block. I wanted to come and get a sense of the academy’s setup.”



“We’ve got SAM out for the day.” Invisibella came over, smiling uncertainly at her old friend. “So far, he’s been more than a match for Lockpick’s students.”



“Instructor Relic.” Pasithea had momentarily abandoned her exercises to run over to the teachers, smiling in a manner Will found off-putting. “It’s so nice to finally get a chance to meet you in person. Mind if I pick your brain for a minute?”



“Of course,” said Relic.



“In just a minute.” Will set an arm on Relic’s shoulder and turned her so she was facing Physique, who immediately blushed in response. “I want you to watch this matchup.”



He wasn’t sure what would happen, and knew it was a gamble. Physique looked up to Relic, by her own admission. Would having the attention of her idol on her during a training exercise compromise her mental state even further, given how sensitive she was?



“Ready, Physique?” he asked.



The short-haired teenager nodded wordlessly. Will double tapped the
 Begin
 button, and SAM lurched into motion.



Physique was shockingly fast, not the human-limit level of agility of Max, but still far beyond what Will could have managed. She moved with confidence that was so contrary to how she acted in class, first testing SAM’s reaction time and then pacing around the robot with critical and analytical focus.



She feinted forward several times and then made to finally commit to an attack… only to shift into a roll at the last second. SAM slapped his rubber tendrils down on the spot on the floor where she’d been an instant earlier, missing by a good few feet.



“Punch it or something!” shouted Max. “Did nobody ever teach you how to attack?”



Physique hesitated, far more affected by the jibe than she had any right to be. Will saw exactly what she was doing and knew it was the best approach. By slowly baiting the robot into revealing an opening, she was putting herself in the best position she could, given her power. When she did attack, she’d only get one chance to do damage before it would retaliate.



“If she times it right, she just might win,” whispered Relic.



“I know.” Will grinned, torn between cheering her on and remaining impartial. “Here she goes.”



Physique finally made her move, spinning past three of the four rubber tendrils. She grasped at one of the robot’s arms, missed the grip she wanted, and grabbed onto a tendril instead. Yanking with a wild amount of force, she pulled it completely out of its socket, metal grating against metal as the contacts came apart.



SAM, being a robot, obviously didn’t flinch or hesitate from pain. It seized Physique and quickly flipped her down in the same way it had handled Bloodfeud. Will slammed his thumb down on the button to end the fight, smiling as he walked over to help her up.



“I tried my best,” mumbled Physique. She looked past Will, toward Relic, who smiled and gave her an encouraging nod. Physique’s face lit up, and for the first time Will could remember seeing, she looked confident and happy.



“The arm reattaches,” said Invisibella. “No harm done.”



She quickly pushed the loose tendril back into the correct hole, and SAM’s body twitched all over, performing a diagnostic. Will waved the other three combat students over, wondering if he should make them all try again on a slightly lower difficulty.



“Your turn, teach,” joked Klash. “Show us what you can do against the metalhead.”



Will chuckled and eyed them seriously. “Is that what you really want? It’ll cut into a few minutes of your training time.”



“Um…” Physique shrugged. “I don’t mind. But you don’t have to, if you don’t want to…”



He could see the skepticism on their faces, bordering on outright disdain on Max’s part. Even Relic looked a little uncertain, likely less due to the risk of him getting hurt and more in regard to how a bad loss might lose what respect they currently had for him.



“Do you mind doing the honors?” Will handed the remote to Invisibella. “Oh, and keep it set to 10.”



“Of course, Lockpick,” she said slowly. “Just wave a hand when you’re ready.”



He rolled his shoulders out, giving his body the bare minimum of a warmup, and then waved his hand. SAM lurched forward a step and a half, reaching with its rubber tendrils as it had with the other students.



Will rushed forward, baiting SAM into trying to grab his ankle as it had with most of the other students. He stomped down on the tendril with one foot, and then the other, and then was close enough to strike a killing blow.



Obviously, turning the training robot into a heap of shaved metal would interfere with the students’ long-term training, so he settled for tapping it on either side of the head with the sides of his hands, the kind of playful karate chops an adult might use while teasing a child.



SAM spun, trying to get into a better position to grab him. Will put an arm around the robot’s shoulders, set one leg behind its legs, and tipped it neatly off its feet. Invisibella hit the
 End
 button.



“Keep this in mind when you have an opponent that trends toward a single attack strategy,” he said. “The weaknesses they prefer to attack you on are usually ones they share themselves. It’s easy to have a blind spot in that regard.”



“Where the hell did you learn how to fight?” asked Klash.



Will smiled and rubbed his chin. “Oh, you know. Around.”










CHAPTER 17




FIVE YEARS EARLIER



 



“Lockpick,” purred a feminine voice. “Are you finally awake?”



Lockpick stirred, more confused than anything. He was lying in a soft bed, and a warm hand was stroking his hair. His mind jumped to Relic, her soft, loving touch, but the face he saw staring down at him was pale and sharp.



“We had to give you something to help you sleep,” the woman whispered. “We didn’t want you to hurt yourself like Halberd did.”



“Where am I?” he muttered.



“Does it matter? You’re safe, and we’re going to help you reach your full potential.”



The woman… her name was Kim, if he remembered correctly. His thoughts were coming to him across a mental fog, distorted by the surrealness of the moment. He looked down and saw Kim fastening some kind of harness onto his ankle.



“What are you doing?” he asked.



“I just told you,” Kim whispered. “I’m helping you reach your full potential.”



“Please…” Lockpick groaned and tried to sit up. “Just let me…”



“I’ll explain it to you, Lockpick.” Kim began turning a wooden wheel in the corner of the dark, dungeon-like room, each movement letting out an unsettling click. “You’re only going to be able to move so far from this post. I will attack you, and you’ll do your best to defend.”



He tried to process her words, wishing it was as much of a joke as it would have sounded like on paper. A tug came from the harness on his ankle as the line was yanked toward the post in the center of the room. He slid out of the bed, blanket falling sideways and exposing him to the room’s chill in only his boxers.



“Why?” he muttered. “What’s wrong with you?”



Kim let out a darkly amused laugh. “Oh, so much more than you know. But you can relax, pup. This is only the beginning. It’s not going to hurt nearly as much as what’s to come.”



The harness pulled him further across the floor until he was in the center of the room, mostly naked and shivering as his breath came out in white puffs. The room was dimly lit, and he could only see Kim’s outline, not enough detail to make out whether or not she had a weapon.



“This is your first lesson,” she said, in a far too soothing voice. “It’s one of pain, one of control. You must come to understand, Lockpick, that you won’t always be able to win or run away. Sometimes survival comes down to the simple act of pushing through, giving yourself over to the struggle.”



She shook one of her hands, and he saw a long rope unwind and droop down to the floor. No, not a rope, he realized as she drew her hand back.



He tried to shield his head and face, but she was expecting that. The whip tore into his exposed, bare chest, tearing a thick, bleeding gash with skin welted on both sides. It felt like being stabbed with a hot iron, a pain far beyond what Lockpick was expecting.



I can handle this,
 he thought.



Except… Kim had already stopped. She held the whip in both hands, watching him intently. Waiting for him to use his power to mend himself. Lockpick shifted his arm even as he’d been reaching to do just that, an automatic reflex by that point.



She made a noise, a little amused huff, and then drew the whip back. Once, twice… the whip lashed out, the pain so real and intense that it left him confused, ears ringing with mild-grade shock.



It hurt to move, and he screamed even as he dragged himself across the floor to the limit of the chain around his ankle. Crawling exposed his back, and the pain she brought down upon it was simply too much. He was the human anvil, and she was the smith with melted iron and shards of glass.



“You’re not even trying, pup,” said Kim. “Show me what you can do. Marauder told me everything. How you baffled those doctors in the hospital, all the blood and torn clothing, none of the wounds. Show me what you can do.”



Is this what Halberd was afraid of? The beginning?



“Fuck you!” he snarled.



He wasn’t there for what happened after that. The whip lashed out, and it was like a command, a prompt for him to scream. He tried to hold it in at first… but it was relief, defiance. All he could do, and nothing at all.



She was holding his face suddenly, so close to hers, and he blinked. One of her thumbs slid up and slowly traced the bottom edge of his eye socket.



“A person only really needs one eye to see where they’re going,” she whispered. “Could your power restore that, pup? Would you like to tell me, or would you like me to find out?”



He felt his will to hold out crack, and then fracture entirely. With slow movements, Lockpick began mending one of the whip gashes on his chest, hissing through gritted teeth as the relief of one healed wound brought the others back to the fore.



“You’re so talented!” said Kim. “I am so impressed. Your eye, though, that wouldn’t be something you could heal?”



He didn’t answer.



“Well, that’s good to know,” said Kim. “Here, sit down, pup. I’ll rub your shoulders while you fix yourself up.”










CHAPTER 18




 



Will gave the combat students in his class each two more runs with SAM before reaching the end of the block. He stood to one side with Relic as Physique took her last turn, coming incredibly close to taking the robot down in much the same way he had.



“She’s giving it everything she’s got,” he said. “I think I might actually be able to motivate these kids, after all.”



“I know you can, but I wouldn’t let your guard down just yet.” Relic was watching Bloodfeud, and Will knew what she must be thinking. He touched her hand, letting his fingers hold hers.



“He got picked up during the evacuation with his sister,” he whispered. “As far as I can tell, he’s completely separated from the Power Realists and just looking out for her.”



“That doesn’t necessarily mean he’s harmless,” she said. “Especially grouped together with other young, impressionable minds.”



“He’s not the cool kid in this class. He’s not going to be indoctrinating anyone.”



“Still, I feel like I should speak to Zone about this.”



“Please don’t,” said Will.



Relic’s mouth quirked sideways. “You seem like you’re defending him.”



“I’m not, it’s just… This feels like a second chance.”



Relic’s hand closed on his, and she leaned in, touching his chest after making sure nobody was looking their way. “You have a big heart, LP. But please don’t project yourself onto this kid, for your sake and for his.”



“I’m not projecting myself onto him!”



Relic rubbed his shoulder. “I just mean that I hope you’ll be careful. With him and all of your students.”



“I will,” he said.



“I’ll see you tonight. I have to run some errands for Zone, so I won’t be back until the evening.”



“See you then.”



She left the training hall. Will called all his students over, smiling at how sweaty and worn they looked. Invisibella had left after making sure Daydream and Pasithea were fine to run their sets on their own, but both teenagers had still gotten a serious workout.



“Hit the showers,” said Will. “You can head straight to your next block once you’re done.”



He noticed, as he grabbed his own change of clothes and headed down the hallway for the locker rooms, that there were actually three. One for each gender of students, along with one more for instructors, which felt like a nice touch. He wasn’t eager to have to run through the old ordeal of explaining his tattoos to his students.



It wasn’t until he’d reached the door that he realized he’d forgotten to grab a towel. Doubling back to grab one, Will was moving a fair bit faster than he should have as he finally pushed his way into the locker room… running straight into Isabelle, wearing a towel.



She made a surprised noise and pulled back, towel falling uselessly to the floor. Will had seen her naked before, also accidentally, but he hadn’t truly appreciated the depths of proportions, or her pale, flawless skin. She was busty, with faint tan-lines of a bikini with an interesting half-moon shape. Her nipples were tiny little circles, with a small drop of moisture from the shower or sweat sliding down the edge of one.



“Instructor Lockpick.” She blushed, giving him an odd smile and looking away.



She didn’t rush to cover herself, and she didn’t turn invisible. He thought about those two facts as he tried to pull his eyes away. It didn’t feel intentional, at least not in that first surprised second.



“There’s no soap in the first stall,” she eventually said.



“I’ll keep that in mind.” He wasn’t even subtle about it as he looked her up and down again. “Thanks.”



“Any time.” Isabelle finally cleared her throat, picked up her towel, and stepped aside. Will had to take a breath as he disrobed and climbed into one of the showers with soap… and then another to dissuade himself from taking care of his erection right there and then. Not during school hours, especially not in a public locker room.



He dried off, changed into his mundane clothing, and headed back to his classroom. He had the next block free, and spent it getting a head start on planning an original lesson. Teaching straight from the instructor’s manual would only get him so far.



He was ready to leave at the end of the day, which made remembering that he still had to babysit three of his students for detention that much more annoying. It felt like he was the one being punished as he stood by the door, welcoming them into their seats.



“All three of you have at least one five-hundred-word essay to write,” he said. “Pasithea, you already know what yours needs to be about. Bloodfeud, Max, I want five hundred words on what the worst that could have happened during that fight might have been. And if it’s not an actual worst-case scenario, I will make you redo it.”



Max and Bloodfeud grumbled and shook their heads, but pulled out their notebooks. Pasithea was smiling at him and had already started writing, or at least had written her name on the page. Will tried to immerse himself in a novel he found in the second drawer of the desk presumably belonging to the classroom’s previous teacher.



He glanced up every now and then to make sure they were still at work. A few whispers passed between the students, but he let it slide, knowing it would be a pain for him to have to police them to that degree.



“You and me should have played hooky,” Max whispered to Pasithea. “I bet we could have found something else interesting to do.”



“How about you and him play hooky?” Pasithea gestured to Bloodfeud. “Leave me here alone with the instructor to actually get some real studying done.”



She flashed a smile at Will that left him wondering if detention was really the way to discourage her from invading his dreams. The rest of the hour passed relatively uneventfully, and with ten minutes left, he began letting each student leave as they finished their essay.



He gave the fruits of their labor a quick scan to make sure the paragraphs weren’t complete gibberish before setting them on the corner of his desk, intent on depositing them in the circular file at the end of the day. Pasithea was the last to finish, slowly carrying it up to him and leaning far enough forward for her school uniform to pull taut against her bosom in a manner that Will refused to look at directly.



“Here you go, Instructor,” she said. “Be sure to read it. I went into detail about what might happen if I tried what I did again.”



“If you didn’t take the assignment seriously, I’ll make you do it again,” he said.



“You can make me do anything you—"



“Pasithea, knock it off. I’m not going to play this game with you.”



“What game?” She pulled back, looking like she was trying not to smile. “You don’t have to worry. I learned my lesson. I’ll be careful about diving into your dreams.”



“You’re dismissed.”



“I am eighteen, you know,” she whispered.



“I’m your instructor, and your age is totally irrelevant to me.”



“Well, if you do happen to dream about me again, just know that you don’t have to feel guilty. You don’t have to hold back.”



She waved with her fingers and quickly made her way out the door. Will groaned, quickly reviewed her busywork once over, and then set it in the pile with the others.










CHAPTER 19




 



Will immediately kicked off his shoes and collapsed onto one of the couches when he made it back to Jerrigan Hall. Nobody else appeared to be home on first glance. He took out his phone and only then overheard a faint noise coming from underneath Rue’s door… a faint noise that sounded a lot like heavy, erotic breathing.



He crept over, pressing his ear to the door even as he felt a little guilty for the invasion of her privacy. Rue was working up a sweat, and he really wanted to know what that was all about, but he loved her enough to not simply fling the door open. He knocked gently and heard her gasp in surprise, followed by rustling as she no doubt made herself decent.



“Oh!” she said. “LP. It’s you.”



She smiled and took him by the hand, gently drawing him into her room. She was still in her school uniform, but a pair of purple panties lay atop a pile of dirty clothing next to her bed.



“I see you took full advantage of being home alone,” he said, with a wry smile.



“Shut up!” She pushed his shoulder as they both sat down on her bed. “I can explain.”



“I’m all ears.” He took her foot into his lap, giving her a foot massage through her girlish pink sock with wandering fingers.



“I had to fix one of my shoes today, and I caught some weird guy staring at my panties on the lower level of stairs,” she said, shifting to angle her hips toward him. “It made me so wet… not the guy, obviously. I didn’t even really see his face. But that feeling. I was suffering and resisting the urge to show off more all day.”



“Were you streaming?”



“CamCasters is down,” she said, with a sigh. “I got home and I was really in the mood to, well, you know… Make some money. Have a bunch of horny guys tell me I’m pretty.”



“Have a bunch of horny guys watch you finger yourself.” His hand slid up her calf.



“Mmhmm,” said Rue, smiling. “I suppose I’m just that kind of… oh!”



His hand covered the distance up her thigh and snuck under her skirt. No panties, as he’d predicted. Rue arched her back, lifting her hips in the air, and made a waving motion toward her nightstand.



“Condom,” she whispered. “Second drawer.”



“How many did you grab?”



She shuddered as though the idea that he might run through them all on her was nearly too much to handle. Will got up to lock the door, grabbed one of the condoms, and all but fell into an embrace with her even as he was unwrapping it.



They unwrapped each other in much the same horny, eager way, tugging clothes this way and that. Each new point of contact between their naked bodies sent fire rushing through Will’s blood.



“Oh God,” moaned Rue. “The door?”



“Locked.” He kissed both of her tits, falling on her nude body as he made intentionally clumsy thrusts at her womanhood.



Rue angled her hips each time, doing this hot little wiggle as she tried to lock him in.



The first penetration was so smooth and clean that he would have guessed that she was lubed up had she not mentioned how horny she’d been all day. Rue moaned and bit her lip. Will started moving, listening to the bed rock as it passed over a creaky noise threshold.



“That’s it, Cammie,” he growled. “You waited all day for this, didn’t you?”



“Give it to me!”



“Oh, you’ll get it!”



It was effortful, almost combative sex. Will anchored one hand on the bed’s headboard, driving into Rue like he was trying to teach her a lesson. She kissed him and sucked on his lower lip. He seized her by the hips, moving her enough with each thrust to send her big breasts jiggling with wildly lewd movements.



He flipped her over, and she immediately stuck her butt out for him, bracing herself against the bed. It was such a hot pose that he found himself wishing they were streaming, for those addictive little chimes of donations coming in as lustful men watched him ruin her.



He speared into her from behind, watching her butt ripple as he started fucking her with hot, rhythmic claps. Rue was in perfect sync, pitching backward with such force that it almost felt like she was trying to buck him off for the first few thrusts. He leaned forward, reaching around to cup her dangling breasts and breathe on her ear.



“We’ll run through all those condoms, you know,” he whispered. “You’ll have to do the walk of shame to grab some more.”



“I’ll make you get more,” she growled. “You want me that bad, LP? I’ll make you bring the condom if you want to fuck me.”



She dug a hand into the mattress. Will threaded his fingers into her poofy ponytail, pulling hard enough for her to feel it. He grunted and sped his pace up, reality shrinking down into the sensation of Rue’s thick body, the way he was trying to grind her down on the bed. The smell of sex and sweat and laundered school uniform.



“Cammie!” He hugged her tight, still moving his hips, as he felt the pleasure consume him.



Rue moaned and kept wiggling her hips. He held out for her sake, waiting until he saw her fingers splay outward and then dig into the sheets with that shuddering, orgasmic intensity before finally letting himself finish.



The aftermath was made simple by the condom. Will still held her as he pulled out, her body so warm compared to the room’s ambient temperature. It was a perfect moment by his reckoning, and from the ditzy smile Rue was favoring him with, she shared the sentiment.



“Afternoon delight,” she whispered.



“We should make this a regular thing.”



“Avery and Mom will be here most of the time.”



He chuckled. “Come to my classroom after school then. 2-B.”



“As if. The rumors would start flying so quickly.”



There was a noise from the common room, the TV with the sound turned up, if he had to guess. He shared an uncertain glance with Rue, and they both began pulling their clothes back on.



Avery was sitting on one of the couches, not looking at them directly, but not needing to. The expression on her face went beyond disapproval, beyond anger, toward something cold and detached. Vengeful, almost. Hateful… almost.



“Sound travels pretty easily in this building,” said Avery.



Will sighed, wishing that the right words existed to explain how he currently felt toward her.



“Your point?” asked Rue.



“You know exactly what my point is.” Avery stood up and folded her arms. “I know what I just heard.”



“Again, if you have a point, you need to come right out and say it,” said Rue. “If that’s too hard for you, then maybe you should just mind your own business!”



Avery stepped in front of Rue, jabbing a finger at her. “You’re my family! This is my business. You’re his family!”



She spun to face Will, gesturing to him like he was a storm cloud in the distance. Will groaned and rubbed at his forehead with one hand.



“How about we all just sit down?” he suggested. “We can talk this out. We
 have
 to talk this out.”



He was far too reasonable to be heard amidst the intensity of his two sisters.



“Go ahead and get mad, Avery!” shouted Rue. “Listen right outside the door. I’m sure that will make you feel
 so
 much better about how you panicked, and ran away, and broke LP’s heart!”



“I didn’t break his…” Avery looked at Will again, but this time, he didn’t want to meet her gaze.



Breaking his heart
 wasn’t exactly how he’d describe what’d happened, but it also wasn’t an accusation he could save her from.



“Just let us be happy,” muttered Rue.



“Being selfish is not the same thing as being happy!” Avery’s anger flared again as she raised her voice. “The rest of the world doesn’t suddenly go away just because you decide you like spreading your legs for your fucking brother!”



“Fuck you!” shouted Rue. “That is so unfair. You know what? You’re not even talking about me, you’re…”



Projecting
 is what Will assumed Rue had been about to say. Several objects had lifted into the air, including a pillow which crossed the distance toward Rue with jerky, suppressed motions. It struck her across the face, not hard, but not softly either, though the distinction was small, given it was just a pillow.



“Oh…” groaned Avery. “Get… back.”



“Avery!” Will rushed forward, recognizing all the signs of one of her power breaks, but he only made it a single step before being lifted into the air.



Rue turned to look at him, expression worried. She opened her mouth, presumably to ask what was going on, but no sound came out. Her lips moved for a wordless second as the color fled from her face and she began grabbing at her neck as though caught by an invisible noose.



“No…” muttered Avery. “I… can’t stop it.”



“Avery!” cried Will. “Look at me! Just breathe and…”



He felt the word catch hard in his throat as her power stole his breath, as it had Rue’s. It was a horrible sensation, like having his throat plugged by a perfect obstruction. She had him in the air, a good ten inches above the ground, unable to breathe or even reach anything that might save him.



The possibility that Avery might accidentally kill one of them, if not both, nudged its way into view, too pressing and evident for Will to ignore. An argument after listening to two people she loved, one romantically in the past, have loud sex… It was the textbook setup for a crime of passion.



He suddenly gasped in the same instant as he fell to the ground, landing off balance and grabbing the back of the couch to steady himself. Rue was coughing and sucking in pained breaths. Avery was on the floor, hugging her knees.



The pillow was suddenly yanked across the floor along with several couch cushions and the remote, a storm of living room objects snapping to attack Avery herself. She winced and covered her head ineffectually, at the mercy of her own psychic self-harm. Will could tell that she wasn’t just… enduring it. She was used to it. She preferred it.



He slid down next to her on the floor, putting his arms around her, one hand cradling her head to shield her from herself. A few objects grazed his back, one striking his neck on its way past. Avery was crying, and when she looked up at him, it was only to shake her head.



“I’m sorry,” she whispered. “I didn’t… mean to.”



“I know,” he said. “We both know.”



“It’s not your fault, Avery,” said Rue.



“No,” she whispered. “It is.”



“I still love you,” he said. “And I always will.”



“As a sister…” muttered Avery.



Will looked at Rue, wondering if she understood or could guess at the conflict in his heart, the knots of emotion it had been twisted into. Her eyes flicked to Avery, and she slowly nodded.



“You don’t have to be alone, you know,” he said.



“I don’t need your pity, LP,” muttered Avery.



“He’s not giving you pity,” said Rue, with a hint of annoyance. “He’s saying… I mean, look. He’s your brother too, Avery. Which is kind of a blessing and a curse.”



“Thanks, Rue,” said Will dryly.



“If you like, wanted to, Avery, you could, you know…” Rue shrugged. “Spend some time with LP. Patch things up.”



It was a weird moment, and all of them knew it. On top of the general awkwardness of listening to one of his sisters suggest sharing him to the other, the idea brought the reality of his life back into clear focus. Did it really make sense to move in this direction, for them as much as for him? They were both beautiful women, with lives of their own, bright futures awaiting them.



The front door suddenly swung open. Will and Avery stood up on reflex, Will clearing his throat, Avery hurriedly wiping away tears. Rue grabbed the pillow Avery had flung at her with her power and acted as though she’d just been lying on the couch, whiling away time on her phone.



“Perfect!” said Jess. “You’re all here! I was hoping we could… what?”










CHAPTER 20




 



Jess kicked her shoes off, smiling and full of infectious enthusiasm. Will joined her as she began rifling through the kitchen nook, feeling as though Rue and Avery needed more time to sit with one another as sisters.



“I’m not in the mood for cafeteria food tonight,” said Jess. “I’m also not really in the mood to cook. What do you guys say to going into town for dinner?”



“Does that tiny outpost even have any restaurants?”



“Three of them, in fact,” said Jess. “Pizza, Chinese food, and one place that’s more fine dining.”



“I’m down for pizza,” said Will.



He looked at Avery, wondering if she’d be up for a family dinner after her tumultuous afternoon.



“Pizza… sounds good,” she eventually said.



“Yeah, let’s do pizza,” said Rue.



Jess reminded them all to bundle up, which they did, to the best of their ability, with jackets, hats, and gloves allotted to them from the lost and found. It felt unnecessary during the first few minutes of their walk across campus, until they reached the edge of the warming influence of Terra’s geothermal power.



Stepping out of the bubble was very much like stepping through an unseen door. Snow was falling on the other side in fat, lazy flakes, and a good six inches had already accumulated on the ground. Will only had his sneakers on and felt the kiss of cold against his ankle as a few stray bits of powder snuck their way by.



“It’s so beautiful,” whispered Rue. “The snow always looked so dirty back in Lancaster City. Here, it’s pure white.”



“Lack of engine smog and litter will do that for you,” said Will.



She was right, however. The tiny town of Paallavvik looked like a scene from a snow globe, despite the abundance of shipping containers retrofitted into buildings. Every other house and shop was unique in its own way, some with wild paint jobs in bright colors, some with odd layouts and extensions.



A pair of houses was connected by a thin hallway, as though the buildings had quite literally been joined through marriage. A weathervane atop a squat house with a seemingly out of place bell tower creaked as it slowly turned in the wind. A group of kids too tiny to be members of the academy were having an energetic snowball fight, running and sliding and laughing with the ardor of youth.



“We made the right choice in coming here,” said Jess.



“Did we even have a choice?” asked Rue.



“We always have a choice, and I think I agree,” said Will. “This is nice.”



He smiled and reached for both Rue and Avery’s hands. Rue instantly threaded her fingers through his. Avery gave him a slightly skeptical smile before grabbing on, her thin cotton glove making her hand seem even smaller within his bulky, gloved grip.



He was a little worried that Jess might say something, and she did, but not what he was expecting.



“Aw.” Jess smiled and hopped a few steps ahead of them. “I have to get a photo of this, hold on.”



She pulled out her phone and was in the process of the getting the shot in view when a snowball tagged her on the shoulder. Letting out an exaggerated gasp, she grinned and slid her phone back into her pocket.



“Which one of you threw that?” she asked the kids, balling up one of her own.



The gaggle of boys and girls laughed and ran in all directions, a few brave soldiers remaining behind to ready more ammunition. Will scooped a handful of powder and started pressing it into form, chuckling as comfortable chaos broke out in the middle of Paallavvik’s sole street.



Snowballs were hurled in all directions, and the line between child and adult broke down as Rue seemingly defected to the other side and began flinging her payloads back toward her own family. Will went back to back with Avery, the two of them spinning and finding targets with exaggerated seriousness.



“Look out!” He ran at Jess, shielding her with mocking movements. “I’ll save you!”



“LP, don’t you dare!” laughed Jess.



He dumped a handful of snow into her hair, delighting in the way she squealed and slapped his shoulder.



Eventually, after a few more minutes of pitched combat, they made it to the pizzeria. Will kicked snow off his sneakers as he stepped inside, appreciating the welcoming warmth of the restaurant. The hostess seated them, and they placed an order for a large pizza, garlic knots, fried pickles, and a pitcher of beer.



Avery had a few snowflakes in her hair still, and Will brushed them off for her on reflex. She shot him an interesting look, annoyed and yet somehow appreciative, and shifted toward him on the booth bench.



“How’d your classes go today, Rue?” asked Jess.



“Boring,” she said. “All of the other students in my group barely even know the basics. I feel like I’m just sitting there, waiting for them to catch up.”



“You have a chance to set a good example for them, then,” suggested Jess.



Rue just shrugged. Jess sighed and looked at Will, turning the question his way.



“You were there for a good portion of my day,” he said. “The rest of it, if I’m being honest, was kind of a shitshow. I had to break up a fight and keep a full half of my students after for detention.”



“You have to earn their respect,” said Avery. “My class went surprisingly smoothly today.”



“I bet it did,” snorted Rue. “Even some of the guys in my class were talking about how scary
 Instructor Kestrel
 was.”



“I’m not scary!” snapped Avery. “I just… I don’t put up with any BS.”



The waitress arrived with their drink order, and Will began filling everyone’s glasses. Jess set her hand on his wrist as he made to pour Rue hers.



“We’re in Canada,” he reminded her. “The drinking age here is 18.”



“It actually varies between each of the former provinces and the city states,” said Avery. “But I believe she’s still above the line.”



“There’s more to it than just age,” said Jess. “She’s a student. We’re faculty members.”



“Whatever,” said Rue. She nudged Will’s leg under the table, and he gave her a subtle nod.



What kind of brother would I be if I don’t let her get her chug on when Jess’s back is turned?



Their food arrived a few minutes later, and it was everything they needed and so much more. In coming to Baffin Academy, they’d found a reset of sorts, dug their heels in after what felt like weeks on the backfoot.



They took their time eating, and Will did eventually get a chance to slide his beer Rue’s way when Jess was busy with the waitress and paying their tab. When it was finally time to leave, they stepped out into the snowy street to find that the snowball fight was still ongoing with several new participants.



“Who threw that?” shouted Bloodfeud. “Get over here and apologize to my sister this instant!”



He was glaring menacingly at the kids even as his sister, who couldn’t have been older than fourteen, was gearing up to fling a snowball back. He spun around as Will and his family started walking up the street, meeting his instructor’s gaze.



“What are you doing here?” snapped Bloodfeud.



“You need to breathe,” he said. “I’m out with my family. Save the animosity for another day.”



“Is this the girl that you wanted to get some clothes for, LP?” asked Rue. “She looks like she’s almost the same size as me.”



She grinned and moved to introduce herself to Bloodfeud’s sister. Bloodfeud stepped into her way, face set into a grim expression of unyielding protectiveness.



“Francisco, stop it!” snapped the girl. “She’s trying to be nice.”



“I’m Rue, Will, er,
 Instructor Lockpick’s
 younger sister.”



“I’m Maria.”



“You should come over to Jerrigan Hall, where we’re staying,” said Rue. “I have a bunch of clothing that’s just a little bit too small for me. I bet my sister Avery has some stuff, too.”



“I would love that,” said Maria.



“That is not happening!” snapped Bloodfeud. “I’ll get the clothes and bring them to you.”



“Stop being such a psycho!” cried Maria.



“Can we talk for a second?” Will asked it as a question, but grabbed Bloodfeud by the shoulder and dragged him sideways without waiting for a response. “You need to break out of the sink or swim mentality.”



“You don’t know a single thing about me,” snapped Bloodfeud.



“I know more about you than you do about me,” said Will. “Nobody in my family is going to hurt your sister or use her against you. See,
 we
 have standards.”



He held Bloodfeud’s gaze, making sure his implication was understood. Will had no intention of, say, breaking into wherever they were staying in the middle of the night to stage a kidnapping, like the one Bloodfeud had willingly participated in when the Power Realists had taken Jess.



“You want an apology or something?” he muttered.



“I want you to start acting like a man,” said Will. “Maybe even like a hero, one day.”



“As if.”



“I said one day, not today.” Will sighed and shook his head, frustrated, but determined. “You have a decent heart, Francisco. The energy you put into looking out for your sister comes from a good place. I just want to see more of that side of you.”



“Prepare to be disappointed.”



“Oh, trust me, I am,” he said. “I figure if it doesn’t work out, I could always just kill you.”



Bloodfeud went still. Will slapped him on the shoulder.



“That was a joke,” he said. “Obviously.”



“Are you done, Instructor Lockpick?”



“Oh, I’m far from done. And you should be grateful for that.”










CHAPTER 21




 



It wasn’t quite time for bed when the family arrived back at Jerrigan Hall. Jess made a satisfied noise as she kicked off her shoes and ditched her heavy coat.



“Alright,” she said. “I have several lesson plans to finish. Avery, LP, I suggest the two of you make sure you stay on top of yours, too.”



“It feels a little like you’re assigning us homework,” said Will.



She just smiled back at him.



“I’m… actually going to go for a walk,” said Avery. “Too much energy left. And I’m all set as far as lesson plans go.”



“You’re more than welcome to,” said Jess. “Just don’t stay out too late.”



Will was tempted to go with her, but there was an aspect of her body language that seemed to demand space. He waited in the back of the common room, leaning against the counter. Rue had an interesting smile on her face.



“Hey, LP,” she said. “There’s something I wanted you to come take a look at. In my
 room
 .”



Her smile broadened, and one of her fingers kept twirling absently through her curly hair. Rue had taken more than just her jacket off when she’d come inside, opting for her favorite home outfit, a baggy t-shirt and bare chocolate thighs.



“I’ll come take a look.” He tried to contain himself as he glanced toward Jess, who was busy flipping through her notebook. “Real quick.”



“I’m sure it won’t take long,” she said.



Even his footsteps sounded suspicious and guilty as he followed after Rue. She bit her lower lip and tugged his hand toward her bed as he came inside, but he paused for a moment. They hadn’t closed the door all the way. They couldn’t really close it all the way, not with how even the noise of the handle clicking would set off Jess’s matriarchal, no-fun instincts.



“I bet we can be quieter this time around,” whispered Rue, voice barely above a breath.



“Oh, most definitely.” He tugged her to him and kissed her passionately.



Rue spun around, grinding her ass into his crotch like a horny cat.



He groped her all over for a second before feeling like he needed that and so much more… and a condom. Grabbing it, Will tore the top off and was in the process of yanking Rue’s panties down when footsteps came from outside the door, much less quiet than theirs had been.



Rue threw herself away from him and yanked her underwear back up just as Jess came through the door. Will stuffed the opened condom into his pocket and tried to act as though he’d been casually leaning against the wall next to the mirror.



“Sorry, I had to finish the page I was working on,” said Jess. “What was it that you wanted to show us?”



“Um…” Rue shook her head, clearly at a loss. “A website on my phone. Just… nothing really.”



“Oh, okay.” Jess folded her arms, smiling without looking pleased. Her eyes flicked down to the carpet, and she stooped to pick up a tiny torn scrap of condom wrapper, the top of an M, top of an A, top of a G all fully visible.



“We have to try to keep these rooms
 clean
 , you know,” said Jess. “We are guests here. It’s only appropriate.”



“Yeah, of course.” Will let out a defeated sigh. “Well, thanks for showing me that, Rue.”



“No prob, LP,” she said, disappointed.



He left alongside Jess, who firmly closed Rue’s door behind them. She folded her arms and gave him the better portion of her ire.



“Seriously, Will?”



“What?” He shrugged and turned away, trying for something resembling innocence. “She just wanted to show me something on her phone.”



“Really? So what was it, then?”



He didn’t answer, knowing that if he did, she’d just march back into Rue’s room to ask her and expose the inconsistency. He sat down on the couch and was surprised when Jess dropped into the spot next to him, folding her legs sideways underneath her and putting a hand on his shoulder.



“Part of me was hoping that this academy might give us all a reset,” she said quietly. “It felt like it had that first night, when you were so controlled.”



When I was being tricked into briefly dream-banging one of my students,
 he thought.



“It might be a different place, but we’re still the same people,” he said.



“That should hold true in reverse, then,” said Jess. “That’s still Rue,
 Cammie
 , in there. Your little sister.”



She pointed to the door, furrowing her brow for cringe-inducing emphasis.



“She looks up to you so much, Will,” whispered Jess. “It might seem like fun, fooling around, but to her… Have you ever thought that maybe she’s worried about losing a connection with you? That maybe a part of this stems from her just wanting your approval, or wanting closeness?”



That… didn’t really fit at all. Not with Rue, who’d been horny enough to stream for strangers before he’d arrived, and very nearly blackmailed him with mutually assured destruction into joining in on her erotic profiteering.



He was about to tell Jess as much when he realized that what she’d said applied perfectly to
 her
 , and not Rue. She only had her own interactions with Will to go off of, with huge pieces of the puzzle missing from her perspective on his relationship with Rue.



“If
 Rue
 felt that way,” he began, looking at her eyes, her face. “I would tell her that our connection means far more to me than… you know. Just fooling around. I would tell her that, and then ask her to be honest with me. About what
 she
 wants.”



He rubbed her knee and nodded a little at the last sentence. Jess looked like she was caught between scowling at him and smiling back.



“I really wish you’d never discovered how much your muscles and boyish good looks let you get away with,” she muttered.



“But I did, and here we are.”



“Here we are,” said Jess.



Tension flooded in around the edges, a tension not all that different from the ambiance of following Rue into her room to look at an imaginary video. He could sense, however, that what Jess needed in that moment was far from an attempt at seduction.



“I’m going for a walk.” He leaned sideways and kissed her on the top of the head. “Give you some space to work on your lesson plans.”



“Sure,” said Jess. “If you run into Avery, make sure she doesn’t stay out too late.”



“Trust me, you don’t have to worry about Avery and me anymore.”



“I think I still do,” said Jess. “Just… for different reasons.”



He left, heading out onto Baffin Academy’s unnaturally warm campus. There was enough light spilling out from windows and overhead lamps for him to see clearly enough to easily make his way around.



Nobody else was out, as far as he could see, and he did a lap around the main building, hoping to run into Avery. He wasn’t sure what he even wanted to talk to her about. Nothing. Everything.



Jess had a point, and that fact nagged and gnawed at him. He’d blown things with Avery, or maybe she’d blown things with him, but either way, their brief sexual relationship had ended with the two of them on worse terms than when he’d first arrived back from prison.



Was he just setting himself up for a repeat with Rue? His heart said no. Reality screamed yes, including knowing he’d felt that exact same confidence with Avery.



If she wasn’t outside, then she was probably somewhere within the main building, assuming it was unlocked. It was, which he found a little surprising, though Paallavvik and Baffin Academy were the definition of a small-town community.



He almost gave up right there in the lobby, given how large he knew the building to be. He wasn’t there to search every room. Where would Avery gravitate toward? She’d nearly had a power break earlier that day, during that intense moment of arguing between her and Rue. Maybe she’d decided to go to the training hall to work on her control?



His assumption was rewarded by the faint strip of light bleeding out from underneath the training hall’s double doors as he approached. He opened the door a crack, peering through instead of pushing in.



Avery wasn’t there, but
 Physique
 , Helga, was. She was in leggings and a sports bra, a clothing combination that highlighted her incredible power. Every inch of her body was covered with muscle, some running into a river of twisted ropes, like her biceps and shoulders, others taking firm possession of their territory, like her glutes and powerful thighs.



She was fighting SAM. Some instructor, or perhaps Zone himself, must have okayed an extra training session. It annoyed him slightly that she hadn’t come to him to ask, but he’d basically gone straight to dinner tonight with his family, so maybe she’d tried and just been unable to track him down.



Physique fought with savage intensity, every punch and kick and individual, singular movement riddled with commitment. It was a step up from her performance that afternoon, and she’d already been a step up from the other students.



But… it still wasn’t enough. SAM caught her in an off-balance moment, wrapping a long arm around one ankle and yanking one way before grabbing her and taking her down. The robot held her for a three count before reaching some kind of internal conclusion that it’d won and automatically pulling back.



Must be a setting on the remote for that,
 he thought.



He stepped into the training hall, closing the door to draw her attention.



“You’re close,” he said.



Physique blinked, her arms briefly hugging her bare stomach as though she considered it to be too much skin to politely show off. “Close… but I’m not there yet.”



“It’s not a straight path to get
 there
 .” He added air quotes to the last word. “Even when you’re
 there
 , you won’t feel like you’ve arrived.”



He walked over and waited. Physique relaxed after a couple of seconds of silence, seeming to react to the space between words opposite the way many people would have stiffened up.



“I’m not like the other students, you know,” she said. “I’m not here to make friends or obsess over boys. You should hear the nonsense they talk about. They don’t even care about what’s really happening in the world.”



“I get it,” he said. “We both saw what happened to Lancaster City. It’s not real until you experience it up close. Can I give you some advice, though?”



Physique nodded slowly.



“Don’t focus on how you aren’t like the other students,” he said. “Focus on how much you have in common. Force yourself to talk to them, even if it sucks.”



“Talk to them?” Physique made a face. “About… what? It would be a waste of time. I already told you, I don’t care about—"



“You’re going to be on a team one day, Physique,” said Will. “One day soon. More than likely, it’s going to be a team with some of your current classmates.”



Physique glowered at the floor. “I’d rather be on a team with people like me.”



“Nobody is like you,” he said. “Nobody is like me. That’s where all the pointless small talk comes in. It helps bridge the gap.”



He let the silence hang, feeling like more was exchanged by it than their actual words.



“Will you spar with me, Instructor?” asked Physique.



“How about this?” He folded his arms, looking at her seriously. “For each round of sparring we do, I want you to tell me a story.”



“A… story?”



“Or a joke. Or a random thought. Just whatever is on your mind.”



“…Why?”



This girl is going to take some serious work
 .



“Just because.” He took his shirt off, watching her react to both his muscles and his tattoos. “Deal?”



A tiny smile blossomed on Physique’s face, and she slowly nodded.









PART TWO: DEATH WISH










CHAPTER 22




 



Will’s training with Physique ran late into the night. She fought him close, winning nearly as many rounds against him as she lost, though he did have the upper hand most of the time from sheer experience.



She held to the bargain, sharing stories from her life, a few jokes, and the occasional random thought. She told him about how she’d been bullied, but also about friends she’d had in her time before high school.



Her adopted parents, how they’d left in a different evacuation group at Zone’s insistence so she could end up at the academy. Her little brother Billy, who looked up to her. She couldn’t stop smiling when she talked about him, and Will shared some of his own stories of Rue and Avery in return.



For once, he actually had a good alibi for arriving back home late. Jess was in bed, and the dorm was quiet. He took a shower, rinsing the sweat from his body and hair, and headed straight to sleep.



He awoke after what felt like not nearly enough sleep to the sound of Jess welcoming someone into the dorm. After quickly throwing on the few clean clothes he still had left, he made his way out into the common room.



“The man in question,” said Jess, gesturing to him. “Will, you remember Casey, Zone’s assistant?”



“Hi,” he said. “What’s up?”



“Um, the headmaster wanted me to bring you to his office,” said Casey. She smiled and brushed back a few brown bangs. “He said you should grab a coat, gloves, warm clothing, along with whatever you need to use your power.”



That was enough to raise Will’s curiosity. “What, exactly, does he have in mind for me? Some kind of errand?”



“I’m also curious,” said Jess, frowning.



“He didn’t elaborate,” said Casey. “I’m so sorry. I’m sure he’ll explain everything to you in person.”



Will was already grabbing his jacket. He made a quick trip back to his room to grab his lockpick, briefly eyeing Rue’s and Avery’s doors as he came back out.



Still asleep. I’ll have to catch up with them later today.



“Lead on,” he said to Casey.



“I think I’ll tag along, too,” said Jess.



“The director only requested Instructor Lockpick,” said Casey.



“Right,” said Jess. “But I’m still coming.”



She put her coat on, pulling her blonde braid out from within the neckline, eyeing Casey as though daring her to object to her presence.



“Of course, Instructor Relic,” said Casey. “I’m sure he won’t mind.”



It was still dark outside, surprisingly so, a constant reminder of just how far north they really were. They headed straight into the main building and up to the headmaster’s office. Zone was at his desk, and he winced visibly as he saw them walk in.



“Casey, I said
 just
 Lockpick,” he muttered.



“I know, but Instructor Relic was, well…”



“Never mind.” Zone wiped a hand over his bald pate and gestured to the two chairs. “I suppose you can both have a seat. Galaxy Maiden?”



Only then did Will glance toward the leftmost corner of the room, the one in his blind spot upon entry. Galaxy Maiden stood there in full costume, her expression empty, cold, unreadable. A horrible prickle of premonition ran down Will’s spine.



“We have a situation in the surrounding area that necessitates the attention of a member of the Champion Authority,” she said. “Upon considering the powers of everyone we have available here at the academy, I’ve come to the conclusion that you, Lockpick, would be… best suited to address it.”



She flashed a cold, knowing smile. From behind his desk, Zone let out a sigh and rubbed his fingers along his forehead.



“You’re serious?” asked Jess. “Can you at least expand on this situation? What about it exactly requires Will’s skill set?”



“We’ve lost contact with a remote monitoring station on the coast of Hudson Bay,” said Zone. “Not exactly nearby, but in our backyard in the sense that we’re the closest members of the CA. We think something unfortunate may have happened, but the base itself is designed to withstand… well, just about anything. We think Lockpick is one of the few who can get inside, if our assumptions are correct, without demolishing the place in the process.”



There was a hint of doubt in his voice as though he was reporting words he’d been told, rather than a conclusion he’d drawn himself.



“What’s the station designed to monitor?” asked Will. “The weather?”



“Ah, if only,” said Zone. “We’d likely be able to write it off if that were the case. The team there was monitoring an older abomination that lives deep in the ocean under the Arctic Ice, codenamed Pleistocene. It’s a powerful but long dormant monster speculated to be on par with Meltdown. Given the events of the past few weeks, we need to know what’s changed.”



“I understand completely why I’d be picked for an assignment like this,” he said, looking right at Galaxy Maiden. “I’d say it’s a pretty obvious choice, all things considered.”



“How is anything about this obvious?” snapped Jess. “If you need someone to investigate, why not send a flyer, someone who can get there, give preliminary observations, and report back?”



“With my assistance, that’s not a deciding factor,” said Zone. “I’ll be transporting Lockpick to and from the base. He’ll only be there for two hours, tops, and can even teach the post-lunch block of his class when he gets back if he desires. Instructor Terra will fill in for your morning block.”



“Still, it seems like there are better ways to approach this,” said Jess. “My daughter, Webcam, even. She could check in on the base and let us know what she can see.”



“Rue’s power doesn’t work that well at this kind of distance,” said Will.



I appreciate the concern, Jess, but Galaxy Maiden isn’t going to let this chance slip through her fingers.



He felt strangely calm in the face of what might be the most dangerous situation of his life, a trap that he had no choice but to waltz right into. The only ambiguity was in how Galaxy Maiden would attack, from which direction, in which moment.



He wasn’t going to back down. If she wanted him, she could come and fucking get him.



“Should I put my costume on for this?” he asked.



“Oh, that’s up to you,” said Galaxy Maiden. “Whatever you’re comfortable with.”



Jess touched his knee, fingers squeezing tight. “I don’t agree with this. I think it’s worth taking some more time for discussion, perhaps expanding this into a multi-hero mission.”



“Instructor Relic…” Zone sighed and made a defeated gesture. “Jessica. I’m sorry, but my hands are tied. The Board of Directors was very specific about what resources should be made available for this particular investigation.”



“It’s alright,” Will said, rubbing her hand. “I’ll be back before you know it.”



He smiled at Galaxy Maiden, letting her see his confidence. In truth, he was projecting more of it than he actual felt. She was smart and she was dangerous, and she’d be taking him to what amounted to a battlefield of her own choosing.



Hell, she could well just threaten Zone into teleporting him out and never bringing him back. The Canadian tundra would kill him just as surely as anything during this time of the year, over the course of a few days.



There wasn’t much more to be said, and after agreeing to return and meet Zone in his office after finishing his preparations, Will left alongside Jess. She didn’t say anything, but he suspected he knew what she was thinking.



“What’s going on here, LP?” she asked, taking his hand. “What am I missing? This doesn’t feel like normal CA decision making.”



“I can’t explain it either,” he said, shaking his head.



“Promise me you’ll be careful?” she said, squeezing his fingers in her grip.



“I always am.”



Rue and Avery were awake and lounging together on one of the couches in sisterly harmony. Jess explained the situation to them while Will hurried to put on his costume. He walked out as Lockpick, well… as Lockpick with a heavy winter jacket, snow pants, and a parka. It was really just his mask showing through the snow wear, which somewhat defeated the point.



“This is insane!” snapped Rue. “You have to say no. LP…”



She knew about Complex, and no doubt easily connected the dots of the situation. She shook her head, her plea written all over her expression, unable to speak it freely.



She knows I’m walking into a trap
 , he thought.
 Where do I even begin reassuring her?



“I’ll be back before you know it,” he said, hugging her.



“He’ll be fine,” said Avery. “Will, I feel like… we should talk when you get back. Really talk.”



“Yeah, for sure.” He rubbed Avery’s shoulder, tucking the prospect of repairing his relationship with her away as survival fuel.



“Dinner tonight can be whatever you want, LP,” said Jess. “I could do stir fry, or walk into town to pick something up. You just have to get back in time to eat it with us, okay?”



“Sounds like a plan.”



She kissed him on both cheeks and hugged him tightly. “Be safe.”



“I’ll be fine.”










CHAPTER 23




 



Will made one more stop on his way back to Zone’s office. His students were already in class 2-B, looking slightly confused at their apparent lack of an instructor for the day. He saw them react to his costume and winter clothing, a few furrowing their brows, others putting obvious effort into not caring.



“Are you going somewhere?” asked Max.



“Yeah. A group of researchers went missing from their observation station. Zone is taking me out to assess the situation and collect what’s left of their findings.”



“Does that mean we get to skip today?” asked Klash.



“You’ll be glomming onto one of the other classes.”



“You didn’t technically say no,” said Max, with a sly smile.



“Interpret it however you want,” said Will. “For today at least, you guys aren’t my responsibility.”



“Will you bring me back a gift,
 Instructor?
 ” asked Pasithea.



“Stop that,” he said.



Physique raised her hand, the gesture a bit odd, as everyone else was speaking freely. “Um… Thank you. For last night.”



The gaze of almost every other student in the room swiveled to stare at her as imaginations began to run wild off her words.



“I helped her with some extra training,” Will said quickly.



“Can you help me with some extra training,
 Instructor
 ?” asked Pasithea.



“Seriously, knock it off,” he said, pointing a finger at her.



She blew him a kiss.



Daydream also raised her hand. “Why are they sending you? Shouldn’t a full team be sent out if there’s suspicion of foul play?”



“They’re sending me because that’s who they’re sending,” said Will. “I’m not privy to the inner workings of the Board of Directors. I’ll be back later today, possibly tomorrow. And don’t think I forgot that you have a homework assignment that’s still due.”



A few groans came in reply. Daydream and Physique both pulled out the aforementioned assignment with respectable haste, but he held up a hand, gesturing for them to hold onto it for the time being.



Finally, Will made his way to Zone’s office. The bald headmaster was on the phone with someone, but his side of the conversation was mostly just him listening and a few short syllables before he hung up.



“Good, you’re back,” he said. “Look, I’m as surprised as you are that the Board of Directors named you specifically for this assignment, but we’re going to do it straight by the book. You’ll have two hours from when I drop you off to investigate, and if possible, get a backup of their main computer.”



“How will I know which one is the main computer?”



“Second floor of the outpost, right across from the stairs, up against the window,” said Zone. “It’s apparently quite prominent. Now, if you can get access to the computer, all you need to do is see if you can get it online and connect it to the cloud and make sure the files resync.”



“If I can’t?”



“Take the hard drive,” said Zone. “It’s the part of the computer where all the files are stored. It should look like a—"



“Yeah, I’ve encountered a hard drive before,” said Will, smiling. “I can do that.”



“You’ll come back to the same spot I’m taking you to shortly in two hours for pick-up,” said Zone. “I suggest waiting within the outpost or one of the other buildings in the meantime. It is going to be pretty cold, and the last thing we need is for you to pull this off only to die of hypothermia.”



“Uh-huh,” said Will. “Is there anything else I should know, Zone? Anything at all?”



He narrowed his eyes ever so slightly behind the mask, knowing if a moment to get a straight answer out of the man existed, this was it. Zone sighed and shook his head, regret and questions evident in his body language.



“Your mother was right,” he said. “We really should be sending a larger group, or one of the heavy hitters on the board, to a situation like this. It feels too unpredictable. But I still want you to do your best, just like you have been with your students. You’re capable of this, Lockpick. Be careful. Be safe.”



He gestured for Will to come closer and then stepped in that same direction, putting them almost chest to chest. Zone held his arms out front to back, and then left to right, taking measurements for his power, undoubtedly.



The sensation was no different from what Will had experienced when Zone had first brought them to Baffin Island, as though a trap door had opened underneath him, one that crossed an enormous distance through space and left him gasping for breath.



Which was a shame, because it hurt to breathe. It hurt to have a face. It was so cold that Will suddenly felt as though his mask served a practical purpose, covering at least a small amount of exposed, vulnerable flesh from the painfully dry, sub-zero air.



“Jesus Christ!” said Zone. “Okay, not to rush this parting, but I’m going to head back. The station is just down the hill. Two hours, set a timer. If anything comes up, look for a satellite phone around the computer you’re on your way to find.”



“Got it,” said Will. “See you in two hours.”



Zone was already gone, which was fair, given that he wasn’t even dressed for the weather like Will was. Snow gusted in windswept swirls, giving the air currents a visually perceptible quality. A crust of ice crunched and gave way underfoot as he took the first step forward.



“Two hours,” he muttered. “Alright.”



It wasn’t all that much time to perform the investigation he’d been sent out for, but it was plenty of time to stumble into a trap, assuming he was right about being set up. A part of him wondered what would happen if he just stayed right where he was and refused to play along.



Hypothermia, undoubtedly. Should have grabbed some hand warmers.



He pulled up his jacket’s hood and got moving. Each step left another crunch, another footprint, leaving an annoyingly obvious trail behind him. The outpost itself was small, a single specialized observation tower surrounded by a number of geodesic dome structures, storage or barracks of some sort.



The area felt deceptively calm and normal from a distance. Nothing looked off, no wide-open doors or smashed out windows. Few windows at all, from what he could see, which made sense given the inherent heating and insulation cost each one would demand.



He entered one of the geodesic dome structures. The door felt locked at first, but it was just caught on some loose snow that’d spilled into the doorframe. The interior was unlit, unheated, and empty, no more than a basic sleeping area with cots, a tiny fridge, and a few personal possessions.



Will opted to head to the observation tower, and this time, the door was locked. It only took him two quick cuts to render the main lock and the deadbolt ineffective. The door opened outward, and he spent more time scraping snow out of the way to let it swing freely than he had dealing with the locks.



It was dark and quiet inside, but there was a stale, copper scent in the air that ticked off a few too many familiar boxes. He pushed the door open further, letting enough light into the tower’s first level to reveal a scene of silent, frozen death.



There was a man in a hooded sweatshirt lying on a bench with a dogeared novel on the floor next to him. His eyes were still open, though a thin layer of frost coated them both. A horrific gash in his chest was the obvious cause of death, a gaping, impractical wound that had bled heavily, dripping down to the floor.



The cold had preserved the scene in a manner that Will’s nostrils appreciated, at least. He held his lockpick at the ready as he made his way through the lower level. There was another body in the bathroom, still poised on the toilet, a young woman who’d been caught with her pants down and killed in the same manner.



A curving metal staircase led up to the second floor. Will’s feet clanged as he made his way up, but he was already fairly certain that nothing was alive within the tower. Another dead researcher, an older man who’d been struck from the back, was at a chair at a workstation that Will assumed held what he’d come to investigate.



The killing blow appeared to have gone straight through his body and into the relevant computer, demolishing a fair portion of the build. Will carefully pulled the man out on his office chair and took a look at what he was dealing with. Most of the components were smashed to the point where it didn’t even seem worth bothering to attempt to turn it on.



He cut through the computer’s case and carefully extracted the hard drive, only then stopping to consider the situation he’d stumbled into. The researchers had been killed quickly, probably in under half a minute, judging from their relaxed postures in death.



He couldn’t imagine that Galaxy Maiden would kill three innocent, unrelated people just to lure him into a trap. He found himself doubting whether it even made sense to hold to that initial assumption anymore. He’d already been on site for half an hour. Was it possible that he’d been chosen for this errand for another reason?



Regardless of why he was there, he still needed to be on guard. If whatever killed those researchers had done so to keep them from being able to report a discovery, the obvious motive, then it may well extend its focus his way.



He checked the timer he’d set on his phone, also confirming that he had no service, as expected. Eighty-two minutes to go. Enough time for the entirety of a B-grade horror movie.



The wait was fairly anticlimactic. The minutes slowly ticked away, and Will played a game on his phone, trying to judge whether he could make a battery at nineteen percent charge last until pick-up time.



Part of him wanted to leave the main tower for one of the geodesic domes to get away from the dead bodies, but it was more out of a sense of what a normal person
 would
 do rather than because of his own feelings. They were dead, and at some point in his life, after a few kills of his own, his brain had wired up an unfortunate connection between death, safety, and quiet.



He was still playing a silly fantasy-themed match three puzzle game on his phone when another phone rang. Not his, but the satellite phone near the computer that Zone had mentioned. Apparently, the station did still have power, maybe reserves for critical functions.



He answered and immediately heard Zone’s voice.



“Lockpick?” asked Zone. “Is that you?”



“Yeah,” he said. “I’m here.”



“What’s the—"



“Everyone’s dead,” he said. “I don’t know how or why. I’ve got the hard drive, and I’m just waiting for you to get back here.”



“Jesus Christ,” muttered Zone. “Alright. Look, I have to run a quick errand. I’m helping with the evacuation of the Orkney Islands in Scotland. Tack another hour onto our originally scheduled departure time.”



“Seriously?” asked Will.



“Yes, seriously, assuming you’re alright with it. These people need my help, and if you’re not in any immediate danger, it should be fine.”



“Alright. I can manage for that long.”










CHAPTER 24




 



Will felt around the area surrounding the computer. There had to be a phone charger around somewhere, didn’t there? He slid the dead man’s chair out of the way again and stooped low to look for any hidden outlets under the desk.



It was only then, as he stood back up and looked out through the tower’s sole window, that he noticed movement in the distance. He tried to dismiss it as billowing snow at first, but no amount of snow could look that menacing, move that intentionally.



A group of mutants was approaching the outpost, all but following the line of tracks he’d made coming in step for step. He was assuming that they were mutants, terming them that based off his understanding of abominations and reality. If he was being honest, they looked like something out of a horror movie, legitimately undead, shambling threats.



They were humanoid, which in itself was incredibly unusual, but they were also coated with ice and snow in places, much of their naked skin frost-burned black. Will made a connection as he took notice of their bulky jaws, their oddly forward-angled posture. Humanoid, but not human, which had him thinking back to the name of the abomination.



Pleistocene… That’s the last ice age. But the first abominations didn’t show up until the 1950s. What am I missing?



Whatever it was could wait until he wasn’t under siege by frozen zombies, or whatever the fuck was approaching the research tower. Will doubled back to the door, feeling confident as he considered how secure the place felt… less confident as he remembered he’d cut the door open.



He had the option of taking the fight. Even as intimidating as the monsters looked, there were only fifteen, maybe twenty of them. With his
 machete
 , it would have been simple to keep them at range and slowly hack them down to size. He’d left it behind because he’d thought that the sight of it would make Jess worry, or possibly even think back to Decay’s usual weapon choice.



Yeah, I’m sure getting myself killed is a worthy alternative to some awkwardness. Thanks, brain.



He took his lockpick out, frowned, and made the executive decision to case the tower’s interior for weapons. After a minute of frenzied searching, he found a storage closet with a packed survival kit.



It was surprisingly stocked, with an insulated pop tent, a sleeping bag, cooking stove, emergency rations, everything except what he was looking for. He supposed survival in a place so far north had more to do with fighting the cold than fighting off enemies.



It still felt worth it to keep the survival backpack close, but he’d used up his time buffer. The first shambling frozen zombie mutant was approaching the door. He set his back to it, groaning a little as he felt the metal buck significantly under the weight of the first monster’s push.



Something about the situation simply didn’t fit. The timely cascade of ice mutants right after his own arrival. The locked door he’d arrived to discover, and all the originally undisturbed snow surrounding the base. It didn’t add up to a cohesive picture of what’d happened.



The door bucked again. Will sighed, gripped the handle, and greeted his first guest. The frozen zombie groaned and stretched wide a jaw with only a few blackened teeth left in their sockets, lining up a bite. Will slashed with his lockpick, taking a few chunks from the monster’s head until he was shaving off skull and brain.



The pieces he cut were only frozen on the surface, which boggled his mind. They
 weren’t
 actually dead. He wondered if it was his own bias that made it seem more sensible for them to be dead in the first place, as opposed to under the sway of some kind of ice preservation power.



“Too many zombie movies,” he muttered. “Whatever. Close enough.”



A second ice zombie lumbered at the door, shoving it hard enough to knock Will’s arm back and strike the side of his head. Stunned, he took a step backward, which allowed the zombie and the one behind it to rush inside the outpost along with a gust of unpleasantly cold and dry wind.



It wasn’t a good matchup for him, and not just because it was two against one. He had to get close to cut them with his lockpick, and close just happened to be exactly where each monster wanted him. He couldn’t just hack off limbs with a single strike, limited by his lockpick’s underwhelming length. One of those cases where size did in fact matter.



He drew from his speed as he hacked away at them. One managed to get a burly, seven-fingered hand with ice-hardened claws onto his shoulder. He felt jacket, costume, and flesh all tearing in unison as he spun free.



It was an ordeal of a fight. He ducked low, cutting one of the zombie’s tendons, which worked surprisingly well to disable it. The other one tried to pile onto him while he was bent low. He stabbed it twice, once in each eye. A third eye blinked open on its forehead.



He stabbed that too, and then hacked at its neck until its head tipped backward like the top of a Pez dispenser. Another zombie was already pushing into the tower. Will slammed the door in its face, opening it in an attempt to quickly slash in counter.



It didn’t go as expected. The zombie grabbed his arm. Will tried to tug back, fighting a surge of panic as he remembered how much he loved having five fingers and a meaty palm. One of them bit a chunk out of his tricep, which hurt on a level that he rarely experienced.



Bellowing, he tried a rolling motion with his wrist, blindly working to make room for his arm to escape with his lockpick. He felt the grip of the zombie slacken and finally seized back possession of his limb.



An annoying amount of blood spurted free from his arm in short, heartrate-synced pulses. He clamped a hand over the wound, trying to mend it while simultaneously putting his back to the door again to hold off the frozen horde.



He felt woozy, probably a combination of blood loss, lack of food, and the cold climate shaking up his body’s equilibrium. The door banged against his shoulders, and the hand of one of the mutants snuck in through the crack, tearing another gash out of his shoulder.



He tried to mend his wounds, well aware of how dangerous the blood loss would be, let alone how the injuries would affect him for the rest of the fight. The door was his true weapon, and by keeping his body weight strategically levered against it, he managed to use it as a sluice valve, letting in a single monster to quickly cut apart.



It was a slow, arduous process. He had to stop to nudge a few of the hulking humanoid monsters’ bodies away from his kill box midway through. Eventually, however, Will struck down the last one. He was exhausted, still shaky from blood loss, and ready to go home.



He’d won, at least. He’d accomplished the mission and could go back to the academy with the hard drive in hand and smile smugly at Galaxy Maiden for thinking she could be rid of him so easily.



Or not. A costumed figure dropped from the sky onto the snow in the research outpost’s central area.



“Why did I have to go and jinx it?” muttered Will.



Galaxy Maiden turned to face the tower slowly, her eyes passing over the slender crack in the door Will was watching her through without noticing him. She didn’t need to see him to know where he was. The evidence was all there, Will’s own tracks along with the oversized footprints of the mutants he’d just finished whittling down.



It was possible that she thought he was already dead. He couldn’t help but suspect that she’d somehow corralled the frozen mutants his way in the first place. It was hard to imagine how, or even why, she’d take that approach as opposed to killing him directly, especially with the grudge she held against him, but the timing was suspect.



Regardless, she had him now, and there was nobody around to stop her from taking her revenge. Will had once viewed the matchup against Galaxy Maiden with a fair amount of confidence. With his machete or greatsword, a bit of forewarning and a bit of luck, his odds might have been one in three, one in four. Low, but not impossibly low, given the edge his power and the element of surprise might give him.



Right there, with just his lockpick, woozy from blood loss, shivering from his own sweat in the cold, he couldn’t imagine his odds were nearly that good. He did have one small advantage, and that was the simple fact that Zone would be coming to pick him up eventually.



Zone
 would
 be coming to pick him up eventually… right?



Can you really count on that? Galaxy Maiden used him to set you up, and he just happens to have an errand to run to give her extra time to kill you?



She wasn’t giving him time to wait her out, in any case. She began walking toward the tower, each footstep giving off an ominous crunch of ice and the squeak of subzero snow. Her eyes held that dangerous, starlight gleam, the grey streaks in her hair giving her a horribly blasé middle-aged intensity.



He quietly padded deeper into the tower, making sure to grab the survival backpack. Maybe if he went up to the second level, crashed through the window, and tried to make a run for it across the snow? It was a hopeless gambit, like running into the desert to escape a rattlesnake. He would die just as surely in these temperatures, it would just take a few days longer, and that was assuming she didn’t just fly after him and laser him from on high.



He almost shouted as a hand clamped down on his shoulder, whirling about with his lockpick at the ready. It took him several seconds to process the person he was staring at, to acknowledge that she was there and not a stress-induced hallucination.



“…Mist?”



 










CHAPTER 25




 



Mist wore a purple hoodie, tight jeans and black sneakers. She smiled and looked out the window at Galaxy Maiden, who was still fixated on the tower’s front door. Will extended a single finger and poked her in the cheek, confirming that she was made of solid, non-imaginary material.



“You have your sister to thank for this,” she whispered. “We’ll get out of here as soon as Galaxy Maiden steps through the door so we can keep an eye on her from a distance.”



“You’re an angel,” he whispered, shaking her a little too appreciatively by the shoulders. “A sexy, heavenly, blue-haired angel.”



“Are you drunk right now?”



“I lost a lot of blood,” he admitted.



He pulled her into a hug, both to express his well of emotions, and to get her near enough to do her thing. Galaxy Maiden kicked aside one of the monster bodies as she pushed her way into the tower, and abruptly, Will and Mist were somewhere else.



“Holy hell, it’s cold out here!” she hissed as they appeared amidst a group of trees behind a rolling snowbank. “Cold, cold, cold!”



“Here.” Will took off his jacket, which she accepted gratefully despite a few tears and one obvious blood stain. “I also have an insulated tent.”



“How about I just teleport us both to Miami?” asked Mist.



He shook his head. “I have to be here when Zone, my headmaster, shows back… wait, you could seriously get us both to Miami?”



“It would take a few minutes and might make you sick to your stomach a few times over, but yeah,” she said. “I did several thousand jumps in sequence on the way here.”



Will whistled. The tower was only barely visible in the distance. He opened the survival backpack and began pulling out the tent, confident Galaxy Maiden wouldn’t be able to see it from so far away.



“Is that thing as warm as it looks?” asked Mist, still shivering.



“How about we find out?”



The tent had a snow camo pattern that felt tailor-made for the current mood. It unfolded on its own as soon as he undid the main strap, knocking loose a few dollops of snow from the tree branches above that only helped further conceal it as the powder accumulated on the canvas.



Mist immediately dove inside. Will lobbed the rolled up sleeping bag at her, took off his sneakers, and climbed in. The tent wasn’t that much warmer than outside, but he could sense it trapping their warmth even as he rezipped the opening flap.



“Cozy enough,” he said. “Now, how exactly did you find me here? I take it Rue called you, but still. I don’t even know where I am.”



“I didn’t stop to ask how she figured it out,” said Mist. “She was speaking so fast that it would have felt rude to interrupt her. She said something about Galaxy Maiden wanting to kill you and then gave me the exact coordinates. I wouldn’t have been able to get here without them, that much is for sure.”



“Rue is the best,” he said, chuckling. “God. What would I ever do without her?”



Mist folded her arms and looked at him expectantly.



“You are also awesome,” he said. “Thanks, by the way.”



“Don’t mention it,” she said. “It was a nice change of pace.”



Her teeth chattered and she rubbed her hands together. Will slid in behind her, letting his legs sit on either side of hers and cloaking her in his own warmth.



“How have you been since the city’s evacuation?” he asked.



“Pretty good, actually,” she said. “My grandfather did, in fact, end up in Miami. He’s been loving it. I actually managed to secure the funding to put him up at a nice, resort-style old folks’ home.”



“I have to imagine you’ve been having fun, too. Lounging on the beach in the sun and whatnot.”



She shrugged. “Yeah, I suppose. What about you? Your sister didn’t really give me a good explanation of why I’d find you here or what you were supposed to be accomplishing.”



He explained his mission in basic detail, along with what’d happened with the frozen mutants.



“No shit,” she said. “So, you’re still working for the CA?”



“Sort of. We ended up at this alternative academy for supers in Northern Canada. My older sister and mom and I got roped into serving as substitute teachers.”



“Seriously?” She laughed and shook her head. “You, as a teacher? What do they even call you?”



“Instructor Lockpick,” he said, unamused.



“Oh,
 Instructor Lockpick
 , would you please teach me the meaning of heroism?”



“Oh, shut it.” He ran his fingers up her ribs and tickled her arms.



Mist laughed and twisted around, grabbing him by the shirt.



“So how much time do you have before this headmaster of yours comes to pick you up?” she asked.



“A little over ninety minutes.” He stood up and began unrolling the sleeping bag. “How warm do you think this thing is?”



“Well now,” said Mist. “I suppose that depends if it’s just one person inside… or two.”



“I think in situations like this protocol is to go in naked,” he said. “Skin to skin.”



“I mean… when in Rome. When in… Northern Canada.”



She shrugged off his coat and her sweatshirt and pulled her t-shirt up and over her head. It’d been too long since he’d last seen Mist naked, her pale skin and thin frame, those modest-sized breasts that seemed to punch above their weight.



“
 Instructor Lockpick
 ,” she whispered. “How will we ever stay warm in this weather?”



“I’d never get any work done if you were one of my students. You’d be in detention, non-stop.”



“I still cannot believe they let you serve as a teacher, even in a substitute capacity.”



“Oh, shush.”



“I can say whatever I want,
 Instructor.
 ”



He spared one last glance out the door of the tent. Galaxy Maiden was standing outside the tower, staring at the door with a perplexed posture. Good enough for him, though they would have to stay fairly quiet.



Mist grinned, pulling the sleeping bag up to her chin as she watched him undress. “Maybe… you should start with a condom on.”



Will winced as he realized that, obviously, he would need one. He felt around in his pockets and realized, miraculously, that he had one. It was from the previous night, when he’d been gearing up to go deep inside Rue before being interrupted, and it was already open. He appreciated the way Mist clearly noticed, but didn’t ask the obvious question.



It wasn’t a huge sleeping bag, and the simple act of climbing into it with an erection was almost enough to tug the condom off by the time he’d wiggled inside. Mist kissed him on the lips, a quick, teasing peck. He ran his hands up the front of her body, warmth radiating off her like an open oven.



“I thought we were doing this just to warm up,
 Instructor
 ,” said Mist, in a teasing voice. “You can’t touch one of your students like this!”



You’re older than I am
 , he thought, but had the sense not to say.



“We’ll warm up faster with some friction,” he whispered. “It’s all about sharing our heat.”



She wriggled upward, still feigning girlish reluctance, and opened her legs. Will kissed one of her breasts and then her neck, sighing as he sank his cock in and felt the real warmth he’d been seeking.



Sleeping bag sex was a game of confinement, dirty and needy in its own way. This one in particular was heavily insulated and lined with some luxury faux fur material, the sensation so soft and encouraging against Will’s naked skin.



“Oh goodness me,” moaned Mist. “Is this why you held me after class?”



“I told you there was a special way you could get your grades up,” growled Will.



The roleplay hit a little too close to home for him after dealing with Pasithea, but while his mind objected, other parts of him burned hotter within the scenario. What had Mist been like as a student? Oh, he could guess. She was that girl with the lollypop and dress code violations, pawning her homework off on the nerd with a crush on her.



“You need to learn to pay attention in my class.” He pinched one of her nipples and doubled the speed of his assault, feeling the smooth glide of his cock into her womanhood.



“I… I thought I was?” she moaned. “Oh, Instructor Lockpick!”



They kissed, and it was about the moment again, that greedy, probably unwise sleeping bag fuck with the superheroine equivalent of a polar bear in the distance. He could worry about Galaxy Maiden after.



They rolled sideways at Mist’s urging. She bit his shoulder and attempted to ride him, but the angle within the tight sleeping bag was wrong. She grinded, the motion more back and forth than up and down, and gave him a hot, sucking kiss.



He kissed both of her breasts, tasting salt and sweat on one. Mist reciprocated, kissing his chest, sliding off him to kiss lower than that.



“I wasn’t done with you yet, young lady,” he said. “You keep misbehaving, and I’m going to have to call your…”



Parents,
 was how he’d planned on finishing. Mist began blowing him in earnest, and the sensation of her mouth was above and beyond what he’d been ready for. He felt his heart skip a beat as he realized that he was less than five seconds away from depositing his load on her tongue. He didn’t want to be done, not just yet.



“Hey!” cried Mist.



He’d given her hair a small pull to guide her back upward, and she was glowering at him when her head emerged from the sleeping bag’s cave-like entrance. He pushed her flat on her stomach and mounted her, inhaling the scent of her hair and neck as he impressed upon her just how much larger his body was in the most primal way.



The angle was rough. Mist squealed as he missed on the first push, prodding her in the thigh. Finally, he slid back into her tight, dripping womanhood and began what felt like the final march. Mist’s butt was small, but the cushion of it was still exquisite, his own personal crash pad for a hard, humping fuck.



“Instructor… Lockpick,” moaned Mist.



“I expect to see your homework on my desk first thing tomorrow morning,” he said. He slapped her ass and tried not to think too much about how weird it would be to use that same authoritative tone on his own students from that point forward.



Mist rolled around during a moment between thrusts, and the two of them made out passionately as he began moving again, pumping into her, sharing a perfect, sexual embrace. She made a noise and dug her fingernails into his back, not hard enough to puncture skin, more in the manner of pleasured convulsions, oblivious little movements in response to her body’s release.



He cupped her head, hugging her tight as he blew his own load. The pleasure was so blissful, so perfect, but it underlined a fundamental truth about this woman in particular. He had her in his arms, but she could disappear at any time, whenever she wanted to.



And he was alright with that. She wasn’t his to have forever, or even his to protect. Hell, she’d saved him more times than he could count, whereas he couldn’t remember a single case of him doing the same in reverse.



“Annalise,” he whispered.



“Please don’t start calling me that.”



“What? It’s a pretty name.” He stroked her cheek with the edge of a finger. “I’m glad you told me.”



She shrugged. “So am I, weirdly enough. I don’t want you to call me it, but… I want you to know it.”



“I suppose I have to tell you my real name now, too.”



“…What?”



“I was born one Gustav Edgeworth,” he said. “The Third.”



“God, you are such a loser.” She nuzzled her head in closer and playfully bit his shoulder. “Don’t ever change.”










CHAPTER 26




 



Getting dressed in subzero temperatures was a minigame unto itself. Will and Mist took turns grabbing pieces of their underwear and clothing and, in some cases unsuccessfully, pulling them on while still within the sleeping bag.



“I’ve got… thirteen minutes left,” he said.



“No timer for the next date,” said Mist. “Maybe I’m just a needy girl, but it
 kind of
 kills the romance.”



“We’ll see. Have you heard anything about what’s going on in Lancaster City?”



“Bits and pieces. Erik and Iggie stuck around, God knows why. The Power Realists seem to still be holding territory. Despot, um… came back into town with some new recruits. They’re kind of the de facto authority.”



“For now.” Will pulled on his t-shirt and sat cross-legged on the end of the sleeping bag.



“I don’t understand why you care about them anymore, Pick,” muttered Mist. “Revenge never leads anywhere productive.”



“This isn’t revenge, it’s… more like evening the score.”



She rolled her eyes, and then opened the tent’s door flap far enough to peer out across the snowbanks in the distance. Galaxy Maiden was still standing in front of the research tower, eyes ablaze with the power of the stars, seemingly at the limit of her patience.



She rose up into the air while Mist and Will were still watching, taking off into the southern distance. Mist cleared her throat meaningfully and gave him a serious look.



“Speaking of revenge…” she said. “Why does one of the most powerful and famous heroines in the world want you dead?”



He might have tried to brush the question off, had it been anyone but Mist. He owed her honesty and then some.



“Her son tried to kill me after I discovered that he was extorting and raping a group of women,” he said. “I turned the tables on him.”



“Turned the tables as in…?”



“I killed him, along with two of his friends,” said Will. “Complex. Benny Smoke. Glidemaster.”



“Damn…” She whistled and nodded appreciatively. “You’re kind of scary.”



He scowled and started pulling his socks on.



“I meant that as a compliment!” Mist quickly added. “I just mean… I’m glad you’re not my enemy. I know you have a heart, Pick. A heart and a head. You’re not a sociopath.”



“I wonder about that sometimes,” he said, with but a touch of sarcasm.



“I should get going. Do you want me to bring you to wherever you’re meeting your boss at?”



“I can walk. Thanks, though.”



She leaned forward, kissed him once on the lips, and was gone in the blink of an eye.



 



***



 



It only took Will a few minutes to pack up the sleeping bag and tent. He didn’t really need them, but it seemed like littering to just leave them behind in the middle of a bunch of trees. He tried not to chew at his cold, cracked lips as he waited for Zone to arrive at the pick-up point.



“Ah!” Zone appeared abruptly, only a few feet away from him. “There you are. The mission was successful, I take it.”



“I suppose you could say that,” he muttered. “I have the computer’s hard drive.”



“The, uh, research team?”



“Dead. All of them. I’m not sure how, either. The place was locked up tight when I arrived.”



“That’s… unfortunate.” Zone sighed and shook his head. “The data was what I was asked to retrieve, but I will solicit the Board of Directors for more resources in hopes of investigating, and of course, laying to rest the bodies.”



Will eyed the hard drive as he slowly passed it to the other man. “What are you expecting to find on this thing? Are we going to have another world-ender abomination on our hands?”



“Hopefully not, but this data may be the answer to the question,” said Zone. “Now, come on. Let’s get you back to the academy. Your mother is worried sick about you.”



Zone made sure he was positioned correctly and then, for what felt like the hundredth time that day, Will was teleported elsewhere. He took a small, staggering step backward in surprise, bumping into Zone’s desk.



“You did a good job,” he said. “Thanks again for being so understanding about all of this, Instructor Lockpick. Your students are still with Instructor Terra. I’m giving you the day off, but I would recommend checking in with them, just to make sure they’re aware you’ve returned safe and sound.”



“Will do.” He ran a hand through his hair, a bit nauseous and too warm in his winter jacket.



Classroom 2-B was empty. Will assumed his class was in the training hall, but he actually ran into them in between destinations, walking behind a very tired-looking Instructor Terra, who’d been doing double duty with both her class and his.



“Instructor Lockpick.” She eyed him up and down, frowning at the obvious tears and blood stains on his jacket. “I see that you’re back.”



“I am,” he said. “How have they been?”



“It’s… been a challenge keeping their energy level within appropriate parameters.” She eyed his six students, all of whom looked distinctly bored. “We were headed to the training hall for the last block. Why don’t you… take a rest and pick up with them tomorrow?”



“Thanks,” he said. “I feel like I could use it.”



He smiled and stepped toward his students. Max and Klash were whispering to each other. Physique looked uncomfortable, and Bloodfeud was a few steps back from the others.



“What happened to your jacket?” asked Pasithea, with a frown.



“A mutant tried to tear my arm off.”



Max and Klash snorted as though he’d told a joke. Daydream furrowed her brow.



“Um… are you sure you’re alright, Instructor?”



“As good as could be expected after what I’ve been through,” he said. “I’ll see you guys tomorrow. Be ready to pick up from where we left off.”



There wasn’t really a chorus of agreement from them, but he did see Physique and Daydream nod and at least act like they’d heard him.



His exhaustion caught up with him as he made his way back to Jerrigan Hall. He took off his jacket and shoved it into his newly acquired backpack before heading inside, not wanting to worry Jess and the others more than he needed to.



Kicking off his shoes, Will turned toward the couches in time to take a tackling hug to the ribs from Rue. He grunted, patting her head and straining to breathe through the tight vise grip of her arms.



“Oof,” he muttered. “Looks like I was missed.”



“I was so worried!” she hissed. She patted his shoulders and other spots on his body as though checking for hidden injuries. “Never do that again, LP!”



He could see a story behind the expression in her eyes, no doubt one detailing what had triggered her suspicion to such a degree to call Mist and beg her to rush to his rescue. It’d been a smart choice for numerous reasons, not the least of which being the fact that Mist was in the know on most of his secrets.



“I’m fine,” he said. “Why are you here and not in class right now?”



“My last block is open today,” she said. “Mom and Avery are still teaching, as far as I know.”



“Good.” He sighed and collapsed onto one of the couches. “Thanks, by the way. How did you know I was in danger?”



“I was watching Galaxy Maiden and could just tell from the way she was acting. The hard part was figuring out where Zone had sent you. I had to spy through the camera in his phone while he was on his computer to get the exact location.”



“Mist showed up just in time and turned what would have probably been a fight to the death into a pretty enjoyable afternoon.”



Rue’s mouth quirked sideways slightly. “A
 pretty enjoyable
 afternoon? What, exactly, does that mean?”



“Come here.”



He sighed and stretched out on the couch. Rue sat down and, at the urging of his arms, stretched out to spoon in front of him. She smelled like clean clothes and clean shampoo, and he squeezed her like a teddy bear as he felt himself slowly drifting off to sleep.



She wasn’t there when he woke up, but he could hear movement. Jess, Rue, and Avery came around to the other side of the couch, speaking in hushed tones. Jess knelt down, bringing her face close to his as he tiredly blinked his eyes open.



“Enjoying your nap?” she whispered.



“Mmhmm,” he managed.



“I’m so relieved that you’re back safe and sound, LP,” she said. “I’ll cook whatever you want for dinner. Just name it.”



“Food.”



“Hilarious. I have stuff for stir fry, so speak now or forever hold your peace.”



“Stir fry sounds divine.”



She stroked a hand through his hair for another few moments before heading to the common room’s kitchen nook. Avery took up a spot on the couch by his feet, wiggling underneath them and wordlessly taking up the duty of giving him a foot and calf massage.



“Your feet smell,” she whispered.



“Thanks.” He tried to lift one closer to her nose to give her a more compelling chance to appreciate the aroma.



Avery yanked playfully on his big toe and pushed it back down.



The night mostly progressed in a similar fashion. There was an aspect of anxiety, especially coming from Jess and Avery, as though they knew something had happened but couldn’t quite find the right question to ask to find out what.



He was starving and devoured dinner in seconds from his spot on the couch before quickly falling back asleep. The sensation of someone draping a blanket over him was the last thing he was aware of.










CHAPTER 27




 



Jess and the others somehow managed to let Will sleep in the next morning, which was a blessing and a curse. He was left scrambling ahead of his class, grabbing clothes to throw on along with eating breakfast, still following in everyone else’s wake despite rushing.



He received odd looks from Daydream and Physique, both sitting primly in their school uniforms, having arrived at the classroom early, as he entered. He sighed as he sank down into his seat behind the teacher’s desk, only then realizing he’d forgotten to grade their first homework assignment.



Which made perfect sense, as they’d turned it in to Instructor Terra instead of him. He took the answer sheet out and hurriedly began grading the work, feeling as though the world really had come full circle.



Grading homework is the real homework,
 he thought.



Pasithea was next to arrive, and she’d done a thing with her outfit, unbuttoning a generous portion of the top while leaving the vest tight underneath. She smiled and slowed as she passed by his desk.



“Morning, Instructor,” she said, with a wicked smile. “I baked you a cookie. It’s yours to eat, whenever you decide you’re hungry.”



She leaned forward, all but dangling her cleavage in front of him, and set a large cookie with a chocolate chip smiley face on it down on his desk. Will hurriedly finished grading the current assignment, hers, incidentally, and thrust it into her face.



“Fifty-eight percent,” he said. “F.”



“Oh no! Are you going to have to hold me after class again? Are you sure there’s nothing I can do to earn some extra credit?”



She slid one of her hands forward and let it brush his.



“Why do I get the feeling that you made sure to fail on purpose?” he mused.



Standing up, Will took both of her hands by the wrists and pressed them against each other into a chaste prayer position. He spun her around by the shoulders and gave her a small push toward her seat, ignoring the bemused glances of Daydream and Physique.



“Bro, I’m serious!” called Klash from down the hall.



“Bullshit!” boomed Max.



“You don’t have to believe me for it to be true.”



“Bullshit, bullshit, bullshit!”



“Alright, calm it down,” said Will, as the two young men entered the classroom.



“I’m telling you, one of my friends saw it with his own eyes. They had a thing going.”



“BUULLLLLSHIIIIIIT!” boomed Max, in a long, loud, exaggerated voice.



“Enough,” called Will.



“Bullshit,” Max said quickly, smirking.



“Hallway.” Will stared at Max and snapped a finger to the door, in no mood for, well… for bullshit.



“I’m good right here,” said Max.



“Excuse me?” asked Will.



Max kicked his feet up on the desk. “I think you heard me.”



I hate this so much.



Nearly every fiber of Will’s being screamed for him to do what he would have in prison, when someone challenged his rank. Fight, force them into submission. Why even bother with words?



It was an instinct uniquely unsuited for a teacher and again, he was left baffled by Zone’s decision to toss him in as a substitute. What else could he even do? Raise his voice? Or, God… try to
 reason
 with the cocky little shit?



A rumble came from the hallway, too loud to easily be ignored. He sighed, sensing that an interruption here would only serve to undermine him even further, encourage Max to push him more next time around.



The rumbles, footsteps, he realized, led straight to the doorway of classroom 2-B. An enormous man stooped low to bring his head through the threshold. A man with a face that Will still sometimes saw in his nightmares.



He stared in disbelief at a grey-haired hulk of a man with insanely broad shoulders, a weathered face, and a terrifying presence. An ancient warlord brought forward into the modern world, kicking and screaming and terrifying his enemies. The moment lasted for only a fraction of a second before Will was in motion, standing up so fast that he knocked his chair back.



“So,” rumbled the man. “Lockpick. It seemed impossible, but it’s you, after all.”



“You…” Will shook his head, fingers twitching. “How are you here?”



 



FIVE YEARS EARLIER



 



Pain and noise had Lockpick twitchy, even when it wasn’t there. The crack of the whip, the horrible slice and hot fire of each tear it left against his skin. He was in his cell, head resting on Kim’s lap, after another session of torture and mending.



“You did good, pup,” she cooed. “Here. Have some more water.”



She brought a cup to his lips and tilted it so he could drink. It wasn’t just water, he’d figured that out days earlier. Lockpick had just enough experience with drugs and alcohol to pinpoint the feeling it gave him, relaxed muscles, faintly euphoric tingles across his skin.



“You’ll get there eventually,” whispered Kim. “Oh, and when you do, I’ll be so proud of you. So much potential, a mountain of it. You just have to climb high.”



She ran a hand through his hair, finally sliding his head from her lap and heading for the door. Lockpick shivered and pulled his knees to his chest. The cell was always cold, always damp. Always dark.



Kim’s footsteps faded down the long hallway. There was a new sound behind them, one that he’d only recently placed as a noise separate from the faint wind blowing up through the grates from the lower caverns. Breathing, heavy and loud, and ever so slightly inhuman in its depth.



“Has she broken you this time?” rumbled a voice from the next cell over.



“I don’t know,” muttered Lockpick. “I don’t care anymore.”



“You don’t have to care to stay strong,” rumbled the voice. “A rock does not care. The tallest oak does not care.”



“Why?” hissed Lockpick. “Why do they want to break me?”



“Because that is simply what my brother does.”



 



***



 



“
 Giga.”



Will rubbed one of his eyes, still not entirely convinced of the truth of what stood before him. Giga had been his cellmate in the dungeon within Marauder’s base. He’d also been Marauder’s fraternal twin brother, born with a matching power.



“Lockpick.” Giga flashed a smile that creased a watershed of wrinkles across his broad face. “It is good to see that you are still unbroken.”



“Likewise,” said Will. “We need to… catch up when you have a minute.”



“That we do,” said Giga. “But for now, it seems I must fulfill my obligation to my workplace.”



He strode forward, each step shaking the floor. The lane between the desks was too narrow for him to walk down without turning sideways. Max gaped, shoulders slumping like a puppy that knew it was about to be shouted down.



“I am Baffin Academy’s disciplinarian,” rumbled Giga. “I have been on assignment elsewhere for these first few days, helping where my talents are most needed.”



He crouched down, putting himself at eye level with Max, not that the teenager dared to meet the massive man’s gaze.



“Would you like to discover what happens when I need be called to a classroom?”



Max coughed and shook his head. “N-not really.”



“Good.” Giga smiled and began backing up the lane of desks like a truck too large to turn around on a dirt road. “I am just down the hall if you need me, Instructor Lockpick.”



Will nodded, still staring at the other man in mild disbelief. The last time he’d seen Giga had been a lifetime ago, and he’d always assumed the super had simply disappeared after escaping, gone on to live a humble life in obscurity.



Doesn’t working at Baffin Academy qualify as obscurity?



He refocused his attention on his students, quickly grading the rest of their assignments and passing them out. Giga’s appearance had rendered his class speechless, and miraculously, the vibe persisted as he went through his lesson.



There was even time left as he finished. He turned away from the board, surprisingly pleased with himself despite the mostly bored faces staring back at him. He was caught off guard by Daydream, who looked completely distraught, tears edging into the corners of her eyes.



“Daydream, what’s wrong?” he asked.



She shook her head. “I’m sorry, Instructor. I… didn’t want to say anything because I saw it on my phone, but…”



She took her phone out and held it in front of her. Will made his way over, as did most of the class, leaning out of their seats to read the headline of the news article displayed on the smartphone’s screen.



NEW ORLEANS ATTACKED BY AQUATIC ABOMINATION, CITY RUINED BY FLOOD



“My gram lives in New Orleans,” whispered Daydream.



Will winced, trying to think of what he could possibly say to comfort her.



“They play it up for the news,” said Klash. “Abomination attacks don’t actually kill that many people. It’s all played up for ratings, I mean, shit. Why would we hear about it so much otherwise?”



“It’s not played up!” shouted Physique.



“Easy,” said Will. “Daydream, you can head out to get some air if you’d like. Or talk to me, I’m always here to listen.”



“I just want her to be okay…” whispered Daydream.



“Hey,” he said. “Come here.”



He put an arm on her shoulder and brought her out into the hall. Daydream told him a story about her grandmother, or at least tried to, most of it lost to tears and emotional digressions.



“I’m sorry, Instructor,” she eventually said. “I think I just need to go lie down, if that’s alright.”



“Absolutely,” he said.



Max and Bloodfeud were sniping at each other with lame insults when he returned to the classroom, which suggested that they’d been arguing for a while.



“Enough,” he said. “I’m letting you go early this block since we’re basically finished. I just need you to—"



Chairs screeched ahead of him finishing his sentence.



“Hey!” he snapped. “Make sure you read chapter three and come prepared for a discussion on heroic ethics tomorrow. And Max, you need to see me before leaving.”



The other students left. Max rolled his eyes and looked incredibly put off by the minor imposition as he stood on the other side of the teacher’s desk.



“You didn’t do the assignment,” said Will.



“I turned it in.”



“Without a single answer written down.” Will tapped the mostly empty sheet of paper. “What’s your deal? Why not at least try?”



“Are you surprised that I find pointless busywork to be beneath me, Instructor?”



“To be completely honest, yes, I am surprised,” said Will. “You seem motivated, ambitious, even. It’s hard for me to imagine that you don’t have dreams of leading a team someday, being an influential hero within the CA.”



Max glanced away, an edge of vulnerability suddenly obvious in his posture. “I… didn’t understand the assignment.”



“What do you mean you didn’t understand it?”



“This is a waste of time,” snapped Max. “Just give me an F and be done with it.”



“Hold on,” said Will. “Just explain to me what you meant by that!”



“Reading… hurts my eyes.”



“…What?”



Max made an annoyed noise and suddenly surged out through the door, not looking back as Will called after him. He mused on the teenager’s words, finding it both hard to believe and harder to doubt. It felt flimsy as an excuse, but he’d basically had to force the admission.



He had the next block off, and he spent half of it lesson planning and the other half on an early lunch. His students were back with him for the third block, but it was Super History and they watched a documentary on Meltdown.



Actual voiceovers of Astroman, Galaxy Maiden, and Pulse Master spoke over reenacted footage of powerless actors in familiar costumes. It felt incredibly whitewashed even compared to the historical account, which in itself had a few gaping holes. Questions about what’d really happened to the people trapped within the first Exclusion Zone after Meltdown went into hibernation that, at least in Will’s opinion, had never been properly answered.



He spent more time watching his students than watching the TV. Pasithea appeared to be passing notes with Daydream. Wait… no. She was passing a note on
 from
 Daydream, trying to subtly flick it onto Max’s desk. Max caught the note, which had been folded into the shape of a paper football, and flicked it back to them, shaking his head.



His eyes hurt when he reads? Was he being serious about that?



He wanted to follow up, but his students were out the door at the end of the third block, and his curiosity fell to the wayside. Giga’s footsteps gave Will a good thirty seconds of forewarning before the hulking super arrived.



“Is now a good time for us to talk?” asked Giga.



“Absolutely.”










CHAPTER 28




 



They went up to the main school building’s roof, which gave them a somewhat surreal view of the rest of Paallavvik Island. A fair amount of snow coated the town itself, along with sections of the shore, further emphasizing how drastic the influence of Terra’s geothermal warming really was.



“You seem to be doing well, all things considered,” rumbled Giga.



“Well enough,” said Will. “Certainly faring better than I would have in your brother’s dungeon.”



“I don’t begrudge you or your father for how things ultimately played out,” said Giga. “I thought many times about whether I should have stayed, whether it would have changed anything, but I know how my brother was.”



The wind blew across the rooftop, distinctly colder and drier than the ambient air. Will turned and leaned against the railing. He barely knew a thing about Giga, but being locked up next to someone always engendered a sense of comradeship. It was a lesson he’d learned more than once.



“How did you end up here?” he asked.



“I eventually became an informant for the CA,” said Giga. “They didn’t hold my association with my brother against me, and I had much to share. My record was surprisingly clean, even though I aided him in the beginning. The CA allowed me a fresh start in exchange for what I knew, which eventually lead me to this opportunity.”



“I bet the school is happy to have you,” said Will. “It certainly helped me today. I think you scared my students straight.”



Giga slowly nodded. “I hope you do right by them, Lockpick.”



Will stared over the edge of the railing. “I’m certainly trying to.”



“I am glad to hear it.”



He clapped Will on the shoulder, which nearly sent him off the roof. They shared a laugh, and Will pointed to the pizzeria he and his family had eaten at the day before last.



“Let’s go get a beer,” he said. “Didn’t we say we’d meet up one day and grab one back in that dungeon?”



“Alas, I no longer drink,” boomed Giga. “I would gladly sit with you and sip a lemonade, or perhaps orange juice.”



“Count on it.”



Will stayed on the roof for a few more minutes, listening as the sound of the gargantuan man’s footsteps faded into the distance. Giga looked so much like Marauder in appearance that he would have been hard pressed to tell them apart, a fact which was a little unsettling, even after so long.



He sighed, wondering how much gang-related baggage he still had waiting for him out there, off in the distance.



“There you are.”



He turned to find Jess coming out onto the roof, hair done up into a quick and messy bun, knitted cardigan sweater open and lagging behind her in the wind. She looked the part of a teacher, but even more than that, she looked like Jess. Jess, as opposed to Relic. It was a nice change seeing so much of her.



“Hey,” he said. “What’s up?”



“I’ve got the last block off today and, according to the teacher schedule in Zone’s office, so do you,” she said. “Want to go artifact shopping with me?”



“Absolutely.” He grinned and playfully did up one of the rarely used buttons on her sweater, dusting off her shoulders afterward. “Have you taken a look at the historical wing yet?”



“Not yet,” she said. “It’s still not technically open to the public, but Zone said I can have my pick as long as I’m careful with whatever priceless piece of the past I end up taking.”



“That’s so perfect,” he said. “You might find something really powerful.”



“I’m not getting my hopes up just yet.” She smiled and took up a spot leaning against the railing next to him, her shoulder brushing his. “It took me nearly a decade to curate my old set. I’m not even planning on taking anything today, just getting a sense of what’s available.”



“Look, but don’t touch? That’s no fun.”



Jess laughed and pushed a few unruly strands of hair back into place behind one ear. “I saw the school’s disciplinarian on his way down while I was heading up. I take it the two of you have met? He’s a useful friend to have.”



“An old friend, kind of,” said Will.



“From where?”



He shrugged. “Ah, you know. Way back.”



She didn’t probe any further. She never had when it came to the time he’d spent away with Halberd, not really. There was still a wall there, a partition, keeping the glare of the past out of view.



“Anyway, let’s go artifact shopping,” he said, offering her the crook of his arm.



“Let’s do it.” She hooked her arm through his, but hesitated, her expression taking on a slightly worried edge. “LP… Are you happy?”



“What?” He laughed and shook his head. “Is that a trick question?”



“I just mean… We basically uprooted our lives over the past week. You were only just getting settled back home.”



“And then our home burned down,” he pointed out.



“That’s what I mean.” She waved her free hand out at the campus down below. “You were only just beginning to get a chance to rest and regain your balance… and now you’re a substitute teacher. At a school that I’m not sure either of us could find on a map.”



“If you’re asking me if I feel aimless, or out of my comfort zone, then yeah, I suppose I do. At least to a certain extent. But that’s just how change works. I’m fine, really.”



“Actually, really?”



“My students are… keeping me busy.” He shrugged and turned one hand palm up. “I kind of see myself in them, at times. If I can just get them to a point where they seem capable enough to avoid making the same mistakes I did, I’ll be satisfied.”



“I’m sure you can.” Jess’s smile flickered a little. “You look like you’re still worried about something.”



He started to shake his head, but she had a point. “To be honest, I’m worried about Avery.”



Jess nodded slowly. “She has seemed a little withdrawn over the past few days. I suppose I should try to have this conversation with her. She was the same, you know. Just getting a second chance, starting out on a new team.”



Recovering from a drug addiction
 , he silently added.
 She almost had a power break when she overheard Rue and I the other day.



“Rue, on the other hand, seems like she’s starting to thrive,” said Jess. “She’s hanging out in the senior girls’ dorm room right now. I was worried she’d close herself off after having Becca leave with her family early on in the evacuation, but she really seems to like going to school with her fellow supers.”



“It’s what she always wanted. It only took the end of the world for her to get it.”



“Oh, hush with that. The world is bruised, not broken. Now let’s go peruse Baffin Academy’s selection of artifacts and take a step toward keeping it that way.”










CHAPTER 29




 



Baffin Academy’s historical wing was separate from the main building, on the far corner of the campus, overlooking a rocky cliff on the island’s northernmost edge. The door was locked, but Jess had the key.



The historical wing’s main room had that faintly stale museum smell to a degree that immediately set Will’s expectations high. Large, evenly spaced windows let in enough illumination for the overhead lights to be an afterthought, each one spilling forth a sunbeam with a world of lazy particles of dust.



“Oh, wow,” whispered Jess. “Zone was serious when he said they already had a fair number of exhibits.”



“We’re the only ones here,” said Will. “I don’t think you have to whisper.”



“It’s called respecting the atmosphere, mister.”



As far as he could tell, there was no overarching theme or time period beyond
 old and interesting.
 The exhibits themselves were in varying stages of completion and viewability.



He passed by a scrap of aged cloth, a tunic or perhaps a piece of a battle standard, that was still covered in a thin layer of protective shipping plastic. A large, heavily corroded iron bolt was on the display next to it, this one with a placard in front of it that presumably would have explained its relevance, had it not been completely empty and unfilled in.



“Hmm,” said Jess. “I’m actually not sure how to go about this. I suppose I should try to identify all of the historical objects that might work, and then narrow it down from there?”



“I’d just start picking stuff up, trying stuff on,” suggested Will.



“You have no museum etiquette whatsoever,” she said, poking him in the arm. “Just call me over if you see anything that looks fun.”



“Anything?” He reeled her in by the arm and stole a quick kiss.



“Anything of historical relevance,” she said. “Focus, LP.”



“I’m always focused.”



They split up, each circling the edge of the museum’s main hall in a different direction. Most of the central exhibits were larger, certainly not the types of artifacts that Jess could wear to draw power from.



He passed by a fairly complete set of rusted chainmail armor that the description claimed had been worn by Charlemagne or, at least, owned by him at one time. It was in surprisingly good condition given the intervening centuries, but Will suspected it would crumble to dust the first time Jess tried to put it on.



A massive harpoon a couple of exhibits down had, according to the description, been taken from one of the oldest whales on record. It would have made for a fascinating weapon, but he wasn’t sure what kind of power a history of whaling might allot Jess. She could already breathe underwater, thanks to the brooch he’d found for her. There was a chance it might lend itself to some cross synergy.



“No harpoon,” called Jess, who’d been looking his way.



“Why not? It could be interesting.”



“I don’t have my cord anymore,” she pointed out. “As depressing as it is to admit, my arms aren’t strong enough on their own to swing that thing properly as a weapon.”



“Fair enough.”



He moved on to the next interesting prospect, a beautiful, heavily polished recurve bow that had a sticky note stuck to it imploring someone to compare it to the style of bows carried by Mongol horse archers. It was a nice weapon, but Will couldn’t tell if it suited Jess’s power, let alone her style. Sniping people with a short bow seemed a little out of character for Relic.



He also passed on a dagger used in human sacrifice ceremonies, both because he couldn’t really see Relic using a bladed weapon and because of the obvious dark connotations. He furrowed his brow at the next display.



“Question,” he said.



“Shoot,” said Jess.



“Have you ever considered getting a septum piercing?”



“Do I really need to answer that, or…?”



“Right.”



Their paths around the edge of the room eventually brought them toward the same artifact, one which they would have undoubtedly gravitated toward, regardless. It was an ancient piece of jewelry, polished copper encrusted with various jewels and twisted into a spiral-shaped armband.



It was also glowing with an impressive blue aura that Will was sure only he could see. It was the same telltale mark of power usage he occasionally noticed around supers when he focused hard enough, a minor power which he still didn’t completely understand himself.



“Interesting.” Jess leaned closer to the plaque, reading the description aloud. “Ancient Sumerian in origin. Almost nothing is known about it other than that it was incredibly advanced in terms of metallurgy for the time period.”



“It must have been a gift of some sort,” muttered Will. “Maybe for a queen or the Sumerian equivalent?”



“Maybe. I don’t know. I might just be partial to it in terms of appearance. It would be cool to wear, but I’m not getting my hopes up just yet.”



“It’s the most powerful artifact in here,” said Will.



“You sound awfully sure of that.”



He shook his head and took a step back. “Just a feeling I have. Here, try putting it on.”



“I think I should take my time at this point,” she said quietly. “Call it a feeling of my own.”



She opened the display and prodded the armband with a single finger. A shudder instantly ran through her, and she blinked a few times in quick succession.



“Whoa,” she whispered. “I think you’re right about this one, LP.”



“Let’s take it with us,” he said. “That’s fine, right?”



“Zone gave me permission. I’ll spend tonight seeing if I can get a sense of what it does before committing to giving it a real try.”



She let her fingers curl around one of the spiraling curves, but sucked in a sharp breath and pulled back before picking it up. The blue aura pulsed ever so slightly, like a flame flaring outward.



“Jeez,” she muttered, holding the fingers which had made contact. “Would you, um… mind carrying it for me?”



“It’s seriously that powerful?” Will scooped it out of the display case, feeling nothing but cold, ancient metal. “Does it burn when you touch it or something?”



“Ah… sort of.” She shrugged. “There’s definitely an aspect of heat to this bad boy. I’m excited. This could be a game changer, assuming it’s safe for me to use.”



He made an attempt at convincing her to take the Mongol bow along, too, but Jess was resolute on it not fitting her style as a heroine. Together, they left the historical wing and headed back across campus toward Jerrigan Hall.



“Rue must still be out with her new friends,” said Jess, as they entered the main area. “Avery? Are you home?”



A groan came from Avery’s room, and she pulled the door open a moment later. “Why are you yelling?”



She frowned as she came out, clad in a baggy t-shirt and black leggings. A severe case of bedhead suggested that she’d been asleep, but there was something about her stance that made Will a bit concerned.



“You look… tired,” he said.



“Yeah, obviously,” she said, with a sigh. “I was in the middle of a nap before the two of you started stomping around. Mind if I get back to it?”



“Feel free,” said Jess. “Are you hungry? It’s still early, but I might as well get started on dinner.”



“Not even a little bit,” said Avery.



She closed the door to her room without saying anything more.










CHAPTER 30




 



“Well then,” said Jess, with a patient shake of the head. “What are you in the mood for, LP?”



“If it’s just going to be the two of us, why don’t I go grab something from the cafeteria while it’s still open?” he suggested. “You can get a head start with observing and researching your new toy.”



“Would you mind? That would be perfect.”



“Not at all. Sandwiches sound good?”



He passed her the artifact. Again, there was a brief blue spark as it changed hands. Jess nearly dropped it along with herself, her knees threatening to buckle in her haste to carefully set it down.



He caught sight of Rue in the cafeteria, sitting with her new friends and having what looked like a lot of fun. She saw him as he made his way up to the counter and gave him a little wave. As interesting as it would have been to stop by and get the temperature of her little group, it seemed like a bad idea. To Rue, he was a loyal, if sometimes handsy, brother, but to her newly acquired friends, he was just another teacher.



The atmosphere of Jerrigan Hall’s main room was completely different when Will arrived back. Jess had put on soft jazz music, streamed to the TV through her phone, and lit a candle to change up the lighting. She was on the floor in front of the artifact, one leg outstretched with the other folded inward, foot flat against her thigh.



“I still feel that…
 sensation
 every time I touch it,” she said. “It’s making me want to be cautious about this.”



“You’re going to have to put it on eventually, though,” Will pointed out.



“That’s not a fact, but even if it was, if anything, it’s another reason to go slow.”



Will set the sandwiches he’d grabbed for them down on the counter and came up behind her. He rubbed her shoulders, which drew an appreciative noise from her. He kissed her neck, which drew a sigh.



“Cool it, mister,” she said. “For me, this is a work night.”



“A… work night?” He eyed the candles. She even had a glass of red wine next to her.



“Yeah.” She grinned and showed him a sketch she’d drawn of the artifact with half a dozen questions to answer scribbled down at various points.



She looked beautiful, in that moment, sitting on the floor with a contemplative expression and her hair in a messy blonde bun. Moreover, he realized that he wasn’t just seeing Jess, nor his mother, not even Relic, right there and then.



In front of him sat
 Jessica Sorling
 . Ravishingly beautiful, scarily smart, multifaceted. He felt a somewhat unwanted shift of perspective and insight not only into her, but into himself. Her life had been just as complicated as his, leading a mentor family, marrying a supervillain, dealing with loss.



Will had become so used to comparing himself to Halberd, to
 everything
 leading full circle back to his flawed old man. But really, he was just as much the son of Jessica Sorling, now more than ever.



She’s the one I want to rub me off
 , he thought.
 Rub off on me, I mean. Totally what I meant.



“You can still keep me company if you want,” said Jess. “Just… the quiet kind.”



“Why don’t I give you some space to work?” he suggested. “I’ll come back when you’re ready for dinner.”



She was busy scribbling down notes with one hand but managed to give him a thumbs up. He started heading toward his own room, no real purpose in mind, but veered off toward Avery’s door at the last second. It felt like a mistake, given how confusing things still were between them, but he knocked anyway.



“What do you want?” she called, with a sleepy groan.



“It’s me,” he said. “I didn’t realize you were sleeping.”



“I’m not.” The door swung open, and Avery waved an arm for him to come in. The lights were off except for her phone and the last shreds of the sunset, which always arrived so early this far north.



She flopped onto her bed. Will took a seat next to her and waited, wondering why he’d come to see her in the first place. It really was just too confusing, like trying to navigate a washed-out road.



“How was your day?” he finally asked.



“It sucked,” she muttered. “I hate teaching.”



There was a floaty edge to her tone that he hadn’t heard in a while, but recognized instantly. She sounded like she was high. He looked around, but obviously it wasn’t as though she’d just have a bottle or a baggy lying around, not given her history. She
 sounded
 high, but he couldn’t prove it, couldn’t call her out definitively.



“Were you just waiting for things to end between us so you could be with Rue?” asked Avery.



“Are you high right now?”



“Answer the question.”



He sighed, feeling so completely, utterly tired. “No, I wasn’t. How can you even ask that? We were fooling around. You left and… she was still there.”



Avery let out a dry laugh. “I knew it. What’s crazy is I can’t even be mad. I mean, I am mad, at you and her… but it’s so pointless. It’s all so dirty and weird. She’s just making the same stupid mistake I did.”



“Is that really how you see it?” He gritted his teeth. “The time we spent together? What we shared?”



“You’re not a kid,” she muttered. “You had to know from the beginning it was going to end badly. You should still know that now, even more so with Rue. You’re just going to end up with a pile of awkward secrets you can’t run away with, the kind of baggage that makes you want to endlessly avoid someone. No reset button you can slam and pretend it didn’t happen.”



“If that’s how you feel… then I’m sorry.” He patted her leg. “I am sorry, Avery. I’m not going to avoid you endlessly. I don’t want a reset button.”



Standing up, he glanced around one last time for evidence of her addiction. He wondered if she’d even remember having this conversation with him in the morning. She’d been high the first time they’d had real sex, on the tail end of withdrawal, but still high. She was speaking her truth.



“Get some sleep,” he said.



“I love you, LP.”



“I love you, too.”



He closed her door behind him, leaned his back against it, and sighed.



“Is Avery going to grace us with her presence for dinner?” asked Jess.



“I don’t think so.”










CHAPTER 31




 



The evening was surprisingly uneventful, with Jess’s attention hard-focused on her new artifact and Avery’s words still echoing in Will’s head. He ate his sandwich, had a glass of wine, and went to bed early.



You had to know from the beginning it was going to end badly
 .



It was so frustrating to think that maybe… she had a point. He’d never really thought about it before, which was unsettling in itself, as though he’d built a house over a sink hole and only discovered it years down the line.



He hadn’t thought about what might happen long term with Avery or Rue, let alone Jess. He just wanted to be close to the people he loved most in the world, and yes, given he was an energetic young man… that apparently extended to sexual desire.



He’d accepted his own blurring of the lines. It was still love, messed up but valid, pure like sweet acid. He knew in his heart that he loved them, Avery and Rue, enough to let them go if he had to. Let them run away or avoid him or whatever Avery’s worst-case scenario was. He would still be their brother, not just a messy ex.



I am not the center of the world
 , he thought.
 Which is good. The world is falling apart right now.



 



***



 



He was dreaming, which meant that he’d managed to fall asleep. In front of him spanned a massive chamber lit by torch sconces set into evenly spaced marble pillars. A line of attractive women stood across the far wall, each gazing demurely downward, each totally naked.



That’s weird, but far from completely out of character for my dreams.



He noticed that there was intricate art covering each wall and pillar, basic paintings and carvings that were far too abstract and basic to be from the past hundred or even thousand years. His clothing was a gold-laced toga, and the act of looking down at it drew his attention to the familiar copper armband he held in one hand.



He walked down the line of women, each attractive and olive-skinned, except for one. He recognized Jess instantly even though she didn’t look at him. His body moved on its own, taking her arm and sliding the band down onto it.



“You are mine, and I am yours,” he spoke. “Your body is mine. My power is yours. We draw from a shared well, walk toward the same beacon, goddess above.”



A sudden flash of ethereal blue blossomed from the armband, and Will abruptly jerked awake. Back in his own bed, he shrugged off a sweaty sheet, catching his breath to the sound of his door creaking open.



“Will,” whispered Jess. “Are you still awake?”



“Yeah,” he said. “I’m up.”



She slipped into his room. Her hair was down, and she had on the knit cardigan she’d taken to wearing so much over the past few days over plain tan underwear. There was a gleam in her eyes, visible to him against the swirl of ethereal blue power, and he knew what she was about to show him even before she unveiled it.



She stretched out her hand, revealing the armband spiraled around the space in between her wrist and elbow. “I put it on. Ridiculous, I know. I didn’t even mean to, I just… wanted to see if it would… fit on my wrist.”



She gave a guilty shrug. Will smiled, tried not to laugh, ended up laughing.



“It isn’t funny!” snapped Jess. “LP, I can’t get off.”



“You can’t…” He raised an eyebrow. “Wait, what?”



“I can’t get it off!”



He was pretty that wasn’t what she’d said the first time, but thought better than to point that out, given her flustered state. “What have you tried?”



She walked over to his bed, pulling her makeshift robe closed as she sat down next to him. “I tried… being gentle, but that wasn’t enough. I thought if I just wiggled it out, I could get some relief. I tried using oil, but even that just… didn’t quite do it.”



“Not even oil?” He set a hand on her leg. Her body felt hot, and he had to blink more than usual to keep the blue aura surrounding her and the armband from blinding him.



“It just wasn’t enough,” she said, with a sigh. “Look.”



She set the armband down across his lap, the side of her arm all but resting on his partially hard cock through his boxers. As hot as her body felt, the bracelet itself was like an electric blanket.



“Alright.” He held her hand, giving it a reassuring squeeze. “Don’t panic.”



“That’s not it.” Jess let out a small moan and bit her lip. “It’s… the opposite of panic. I wish I could explain better than that. You can’t feel it?”



She shifted the armband across his lap, her palm absently copping a feel of his swelling erection.



“It feels warm to the touch, but that’s it,” he whispered. “I don’t have your power.”



“I don’t know what to do.” She rubbed his cock again and kissed his cheek. “LP, I know it sounds ridiculous, but the armband… it’s like it’s emanating, you know… a
 certain kind
 of excitement.”



She rubbed her thighs together in an odd wiggling motion, her face flushed with embarrassment or pleasure or more likely, a mixture of both.



“And that’s bad?” he asked.



“So bad.” She bit her lip and nuzzled him.



“And you came to me for help?”



“Quit teasing me and just… get started.” One of her fingers snaked into the flap of his boxers, briefly rubbing the head of his cock. “I can’t think about anything other than sex right now so I
 really
 need to get off. Get this off. Goddammit.”



“Alright, alright,” he said. “First and foremost, you need to control your wandering hands.”



He reluctantly pulled her palm off of his crotch and took a closer look at the armband. It wasn’t as though it had tightened around her wrist, at least not to the point of pinching her. It was just a perfect fit, as though the spiral armband had been crafted around her arm in the first place.



He tugged on it, to no avail. He tried to get one of his fingers underneath, but there wasn’t a single gap that he could identify. Jess slid even closer, taking horny, shuddering breaths and kissing his shoulder and neck.



“Be as rough as you want, LP,” she said, voice almost a growl. “I’m not made of glass. I won’t complain.”



“The innuendo isn’t helping.”



“What?” Jess’s lips closed on his earlobe for a brief, impossibly hot suck. “Maybe if I stretch out?”



She did so without waiting for his answer, posing on her back on his bed in her underwear, blonde hair like silk across his pillow. Her hips moved, undulating with small motions, begging for his cock.



“What do you want from me?” he asked, unable to look away.



“Help,” she whispered. “With this.”



The fingers of her free hand ran along the spiral armband as she pressed her palm in a back-and-forth motion over her panties. The message was mixed, but what Will wanted was simple and dirty. She was obviously under the spell of the artifact, but she was still Jess. She still had free will… Did she still have free will?



“You should see what you look like right now,” he muttered. “God, you’re unbelievable.”



“Don’t tease me,” she whispered. “Just do it already.”



Her breasts looked barely held in check by her bra, as though it was a size too small or the artifact had somehow swollen them a size larger. It was a thought that immediately seemed confirmed as Jess let out an annoyed noise and started readjusting her underwear.



“I feel so hot all over,” she moaned. “And you keep looking at me with those eyes.”



He grabbed the armband and started tugging on it harder, well aware of what could happen if he didn’t resolve this quickly. A part of him didn’t want a resolution.



The reason why you aren’t supposed to play with fire is because it’s really, really fun,
 he thought.



He lifted Jess’s arm up over her head, trying to make the angle and gravity do the work for him. She leaned her head up and turned it sideways, her cheek brushing against his erection through his boxers.



“Jesus, LP,” she whispered. “You’re hard right now. God, this must be torture for you, too.”



She made a biting motion with her lips, letting them pinch the tip through his underwear. He was still trying to slide the metal armband upward and making no progress. It was impossible to ignore what she was doing, not when he was just as horny, just as heated.



“Hurry up,” she whispered. “Or we’ll be here all night.”



Will tugged his boxers down as the last vestiges of his resolve fractured and fell to pieces. He wasn’t giving up on helping her, and he certainly wasn’t unleashing himself completely. It was more like he’d been tempted into a side quest in a video game… and that side quest was Jess’s willing mouth.



She was on the same horny, dirty wavelength that he was and immediately began sucking his cock as it bounced into view. She pushed her mouth forward, stifling a gag, bringing her lips nearly all the way to the base of his tool. The armband began crackling with ominous blue sparks, and Will wondered if he’d just made a huge mistake.



“Jess, oh, fuck…” He stroked her hair as she bobbed her head. “You… probably should slow down.”



Churning noises straight out of a graphic porno came from her hot, wet mouth. She did stop, but only for long enough to pose with his cock stretched out lengthwise across her face, leaving a trail of pre-arousal and saliva across one of her cheeks.



“LP,” she moaned. “I’m… burning up.”



She undid her bra and lobbed it across his room. Will tried to grab her wrists and the armband as she did the same with her panties, to no avail. They were both naked, in his bed, with an artifact that made her horny, two exits past the danger zone already.



She tried to pull him on top of her. He finally got ahold of her wrists, pinning her and kissing her in the same motion. His cock grazed her womanhood, peeling back some of the folds as the oozing tip flirted with her hot, wet entrance.



He felt the armband shift, loosening and tightening in a rhythm as though it was matching Jess’s breath. It hadn’t done that before, had it? It was making her horny. Was there a reason for that? A function behind the way she was bucking her hips, trying to get him inside?



“Jess,” he whispered. “The armband.”



She wasn’t even hearing him. Her body was moving in a wave, one of those suggestive, flowing dance moves that so often led people out of the club and into cars for sex. Will kissed her, made sure he had a decent grip or something resembling it on the armband, and sank his cock deep into her tight hole.



“Oh God!” cried Jess. “L…P.”



He’d wondered before about how long he’d actually last inside Jess, whether he’d even manage to make a good showing if and when he got the chance to fuck her. The answer was, apparently… not very long at all. He didn’t come on the first thrust or the second, but could feel it in the distance as though he was actively leaning over the tipping point.



He sucked on one of her tits, pumping into her aggressively. Three times, four times. Five…



The armband exploded with blue light, and Will felt himself flipping off the bed. He never landed on the floor, coming to rest on an ethereal pillow of blue energy. Strangest of all was the fact that he still felt his erection being stimulated. A sleeve of blue energy pulsed over the entirety of his member, pulsing and pulling and extending to connect him to Jess across the room.



He would have muttered something about how unfair it was if it hadn’t felt so fucking good. It was more of a warm sensation than physical stimulation, like someone had a remote for the nerves involved in making sex feel so good in the first place. He groaned, wiggling as the pleasure reached an impossible peak, and then unloaded his cum into the blue energy.



The next few seconds were insanely soft and warm, and probably unflattering, with him naked on the floor. He awoke to Jess, nude but for her knit sweater, shaking him back into awareness by the shoulder.



“I managed to get it off,” she whispered.



“And get off?”



“What?”



Will rose to his feet, smiling dumbly at the incredible, body-spanning sense of satisfaction still ebbing through him. He and Jess stretched out on his bed, holding each other in a loving embrace as they cuddled under the sheets.



“That was… intense,” he finally said. “I think it’s fair to say that the armband has a mind of its own. A sex drive of its own.”



“It absolutely does,” said Jess. “Before I came into your room, I… I know it sounds silly, but I had this bizarre dream. I was in some kind of naked ceremony, and you came up to me, and…”



“I put the armband on you,” he said. “I had a similar dream, or vision. It’s a relief that you managed to get it off. I’m sure Zone will let you swap it out for a different artifact.”



“I… actually think I’ll hold onto it.” Jess squeezed him into a tighter hug and kissed his shoulder. “Now that I have a better idea of how to get it off, it shouldn’t be too dangerous, right?”



“Are you… sure?”



Insane
 was the word he’d originally been planning on ending that sentence with. The idea of Jess playing around with a sexually volatile armband that seemed to require an orgasm to bring it under control was dangerous on multiple levels… but also really hot.



“It’s a true artifact, LP,” she whispered. “I could feel the power within it, the potential. It’s easily on par with my old strength cord, but more flexible. I think I could use it offensively, too, or potentially even to shield others.”



He was unsure of whether he wanted to encourage her or dissuade her. There were good arguments to lean in either direction, really. What he could sense was that this was meaningful to her, meaningful to
 Relic
 . She had her new artifact, and it gave her a path back toward where she’d previously been, toward being the kind of hero that was a true difference maker, defending entire cities on her own.



“I’m not going to object. You should just make sure you go slow, know what you’re doing with it.”



“You know me,” she whispered. “I’ll practice with it. Learn its ins and outs and idiosyncrasies. I… might need your help.”



“You’ll have it.” He snuggled closer, grinding his still partially hard cock against her naked ass.



“Nice try, mister,” she whispered, rolling away from him. “I should head back to my own room. Save me some time tomorrow? We can do some actual testing in the training hall.”



“Yeah, just let me know when.” He smiled, honestly curious how her putting on the armband in public would even play out. “I love you.”



“I love you more.”



“I like seeing you like this.”



Jess glanced over her shoulder and furrowed her brow as she pulled on her panties. “Nearly naked in your room in the middle of the night?”



“Working so hard,” he said. “Nerding out over artifacts.”



“I was a nerd back in school, you know,” she said. “I cried once when I got a B minus.”



“Why do I find that so easy to picture?”









 



 





CHAPTER 32




 



Will strode out into the common room the next morning in his boxers to minimal fanfare. Jess was busy toasting bagels in the dorm’s modest kitchen nook. Rue was already in her school uniform, sitting on the couch, captivated by some video on her phone.



“Morning, LP,” said Rue. “Are you going to show up to your class dressed like that?”



“What do you think?” He nestled into the spot on the couch next to her, kissing her on the cheek. “You were out with your friends late last night.”



“Yup. I had a blast. I helped one of my new friends catch her boyfriend cheating with my power.”



“Sounds dramatic.”



“Oh, trust me, it was.” She grinned and shifted, dropping her feet into his lap. “You weren’t too bored here on your own, were you?”



“Jess and I hung out,” he said. “Did some testing of her new artifact.”



“Mom has a new artifact?”



“It’s still a work in progress.” Jess came over with a plate full of bagels and a few different condiments. “LP was kind enough to help me bang some of the kinks out.”



Rue nodded, making a curious face. A groan came from Avery’s room as she emerged in similar early morning attire – bra and panties, with a makeshift cloak made from a loose sheet.



“I feel like ass,” muttered Avery. “Taking a sick day.”



“A sick day?” asked Will. He frowned, looking for the telltale signs of her addiction. Her eyes looked normal, and her face didn’t seem much paler than usual. Her red hair was a mess, but that was par for the course for Avery in the morning.



“Yeah, a sick day,” she said testily. “Got a problem with it?”



He shook his head. Jess sighed and thrust a bagel and orange juice into Avery’s hands.



“I’ll let Zone know, but you need to also explain it to him yourself,” said Jess. “He mentioned something about one or two of the academy’s original teachers finally arriving back. You might not be missed, if that’s the case.”



“Awesome.” Avery set the bagel back down on the main plate and slipped off to her room sipping her OJ.



Will didn’t buy it. She might not look high, but she didn’t look sick, either. As much as he would have loved to share his suspicion with Jess and Rue, without evidence, it would only serve as a quick way to fray his and Avery’s already strained relationship even further.



I’ll wait for a better chance
 , he thought.
 Sneak into her room while she’s out and do a proper teardown.



“Are you planning on putting on pants this morning?” asked Jess.



“You and Rue both seem awfully concerned with my fashion choices,” he said, rising to his feet.



Jess smiled and snapped the waistband of his boxers with a teasing finger. “This is more of a bold fashion statement than a mere choice.”



“Oh yeah?” He pulled her into a hug, hands sliding low to steal a grope of her buttocks. “And just what does that bold statement say to you, specifically?”



“Gross, LP,” called Rue. “Just because you’re mostly naked doesn’t give you permission to start molesting everyone else, you know.”



“You’re outnumbered and outvoted,” said Jess. “Go get dressed.”



He did, and more or less went straight to his class afterward, eating breakfast on the way. He was there before his students and had time to set out his materials, which was a small victory in the face of what felt like imminent defeat. The general sensation of being a teacher was far too similar to being a student – waking up early, taking work home, abiding by endless rules.



There was a knock on the doorframe, and Zone poked his head in. “Instructor Lockpick. Good, you’re here on time. I just came from your sister’s classroom and found it empty.”



“Yeah, she’s taking a sick day,” said Will. “Our mom said she’d let you know.”



“I haven’t seen Jessica yet. Anyway, your class will be taking their first practical exam today in the place of their fourth period.”



Far too similar to being a student. Will’s heart skipped a beat in exactly the same manner it would have upon having a pop quiz thrust directly into his face at age fourteen.



“A practical exam?” he said, shaking his head. “I didn’t know about this.”



“You’re actually getting more advance notice for this first one than normal,” said Zone. “It’s tradition for them to be announced in the same way a team would be pulled into the field, no forewarning whatsoever, to better capture the feel of being a hero.”



“Can I at least get some advance knowledge about what this exam will entail?”



“None, beyond that it will be a combat exercise against an unknown opponent.” Zone smiled. “Make sure they take it seriously. One third of each of your students’ grades is determined by their average score.”



“I’m sure they’ll appreciate that,” he muttered.



“Keep in mind that your class may not get many of these before they’re pulled into the
 actual
 field as reinforcements, Instructor Lockpick,” said Zone, expression serious. “Make sure you make good use of these teaching moments. We exist in a… fairly chaotic time period.”



He nodded, patted Will on the shoulder, and left the classroom. Physique and Daydream had been politely waiting by the door for him to finish his conversation, and he waved them in. The others slowly arrived, one by one, each sensing and responding to his somewhat dour mood.



“We’ll be in the training hall for third period today,” he said.



Max and Klash both laughed and fist bumped each other, and even Bloodfeud and Physique looked excited.



“…Warming up for your first practical exam, which will be held in fourth period,” he finished.



The shift he saw in his students’ faces was enough to give him whiplash.



 



***



 



The day went smoothly up to and through lunch. Will brought his class to the training hall, which as it happened, was already half occupied. Jess was there with her students. He hadn’t realized how young all of them were, closer to freshmen than his own class, which was mostly the equivalent of juniors and seniors.



“Instructor Lockpick,” she said, grinning at him.



“Instructor Relic. Mind if we go half court on the training hall?”



“Feel free,” she said. “We’re barely even using most of the space.”



He spread his class out into a line, still trying to think through the best way to get them warmed up and ready for the unknown challenge they’d be facing.



“Alright,” he said, after a minute. “We’re going to be splitting into two groups again…”



Daydream and Pasithea immediately began to walk off to one side. Will shook his head, suddenly second guessing himself.



“Hold on,” he said. “I still want the two of you warming up.”



“If the practical exam is a mock battle, how are we going to be needed?” asked Pasithea. “We’re
 support
 heroes, Instructor.”



“I’m aware of that. I was a support hero too back when I was in the Crimson Five.”



He quickly gave Max, Physique, Bloodfeud, and Klash basic instructions on how to warm up with their powers before stepping aside with the two girls. Daydream looked curious, but open to hearing him out. Pasithea alternated between pouty, bored, and stretching in a manner that seemed designed to flash glimpses of cleavage to anyone watching.



“Just because you’re support heroes doesn’t mean you’ll always be outside of the action,” he told them. “Battles don’t work like that. The world doesn’t work like that.”



“What if I just stay close to you?” Pasithea slid in close, grabbing his arm and rubbing his muscles through his shirt. “You’ll keep me safe, right, Instructor?”



“Knock it off. Pasithea. Your enemies will essentially never care about how attractive you are. This
 strategy
 you seem to have settled on is a waste of effort.”



“So you do think I’m attractive?”



“This isn’t a game.” He gently pushed her away. “Seriously. Stop.”



“Look, I don’t really care all that much. I’m just here. I’m along for the ride, and I’ll whoop and make appropriate noises from wherever I find to stand by and watch.”



“You won’t always have the option of just standing by and watching.”



“Um, what are we supposed to do, then?” asked Daydream. “I’m asking that sincerely. How we should be looking to help as support heroes if we can’t use our powers in a given moment?”



“Think of it as being a really athletic gofer,” he said. “Scouting, dragging people to safety, and yes, fighting when there is no other way.”



“That’s the type of thing mundane people do,” said Pasithea. “No offense.”



“You’re absolutely right, and you should think about how much a mundane person can actually accomplish with the right motivation.” He patted her on the shoulder and gestured to the open floor. “I want you both to stretch out, get limber, and be ready for anything.”



He circled the half of the training hall they had available, making sure everyone was staying active. Bloodfeud couldn’t really do much with his power, but he was on the floor, breaking a sweat with a flurry of pushups. Max was running blazingly fast wind sprints. Physique was in a one-handed handstand, holding her balance so perfectly that it actually seemed like the movement might be able to serve a use under the right circumstances.



They headed back to their classroom at the start of fourth block and found Zone there waiting for them. Will gestured for them to stay in the hallway.



“Perfect,” said Zone. “I’ll be bringing you to the staging area for the practical exam.”



“Do we get to know where we’re going ahead of time, at least?” asked Klash.



“I suppose it can’t hurt to tell you a few seconds early,” said Zone. “You’ll be in Australia.”



“Seriously?” said Max.



A few excited cheers came from the students. Zone chuckled and shook his head.



“Yes, in the outback, where it’s muggy and buggy and hundreds of miles from the places in Australia you’re probably imagining. Still, hold on to that excitement if you can. Instructor Lockpick, would you bring them in a bit closer? Within a nine-by-nine square would be ideal.”










CHAPTER 33




 



As always, Zone’s teleportation left Will feeling like he was stepping through a tunnel of vertigo. He and his students were thrust into the middle of the Australian night, which was just as muggy and buggy as the headmaster had promised.



The ground was dry, rust-red dirt, though he could only note the color with the assistance of a large stadium light which had been set up to illuminate the area around them. A field had been marked out with white chalk, about the same size one would expect for either variety of football.



A man stood in the center, looking as though he’d been waiting for a good while and was at the end of his patience. He was chunky, not quite fat, and in costume, a purple number with yellow ridges along the shoulder and the backs of the wrists.



“This is
 Loopsoul
 ,” said Zone. “He’s not an instructor, but I must insist you treat him with the same respect you’d give yours.”



Will could all but sense his more rebellious students rolling their eyes.



“As your first practical exam, this one is more about familiarizing you with the format and general expectations,” said Zone. “Your objective is simply to catch Loopsoul and hold him for three seconds. On the ground, you can see that a basic boundary has been drawn which he cannot step outside of.”



“…That’s it?” asked Klash. “Just hold him down for a three count? Do we each try separately, or…?”



“As a class,” said Zone. “Again, as this is your first practical exam, Loopsoul will not attack you in any way or do anything except take evasive measures. You will have ten minutes from when the test itself begins.”



Various optimistic mutters came from Will’s class. Loopsoul… He’d definitely heard of the hero before, but it was just a name to him. He could only guess at what the man’s power might be.



“Given that the practical exams are designed to mimic a team environment, your students will vote on a captain for each one,” said Zone. “Someone capable of deciding on a strategy and directing people into position.”



“Perfect,” said Max. “I volunteer.”



“The entire class will take a vote, as the headmaster explained,” said Will. “Any other candidates?”



Please let there be another candidate,
 he prayed.



He wasn’t sure who it would even be, though. Possibly Daydream might have enough social clout to secure a few votes. Physique and Bloodfeud, as far as he could tell, still hadn’t made a single friend within the class. Klash might be slightly less self-centered than Max, but the two of them were close enough that he doubted it would make much difference.



“I suppose voting is just a formality when there’s only one person in the running, right, Instructor?” said Max, with a smirk.



Will began taking a step forward, but Zone set a hand on his shoulder.



“You can only watch at this point,” said the headmaster. “This is a test for them, but also a test of what you’ve been teaching and the class’s direction as a whole. The time for giving advice was yesterday, and will most certainly be tomorrow, but not now.”



“Here’s what we’re going to do,” said Max, grinning as he gestured toward Loopsoul. “Klash and I will rush him. The rest of you, I suppose, can sneak around behind him. Piece of cake.”



“That’s not the worst strategy in the world, I suppose,” said Will. “Just remember to use your powers and react to the situation.”



“If the six of you are ready, line up at the edge of the field,” said the headmaster. “Instructor Lockpick, please remember that at this point, your students are in a test. You cannot give them advice or hints any more than it would be appropriate on a written exam.”



“Finally!” shouted Loopsoul. “These bugs are getting old. They keep flying at my eyes.”



“Remember,” said Max. “Don’t get in the way of me and Klash. Should be a piece of cake.”



Zone gave the signal, and Will’s students spilled onto the field. Max and Klash sprinted at full tilt, as though racing each other, rather than running toward an opponent. Physique and Daydream at least attempted to stick to the plan, looping around the far edge of the field. Bloodfeud crossed his arms, watching from a distance. Pasithea took out her phone.



“Gotcha!” Max threw himself into a tackle as he closed on Loopsoul, and Will at least had to commend his commitment. He slammed into Loopsoul at just under chest level, taking the purple-costumed hero straight to the ground.



Except, not quite. Loopsoul stepped backward, seeming to pull away effortlessly. Max still held what appeared to be a motionless double of Loopsoul, like an afterimage with physical presence. Max laughed and began to count to three even as the actual Loopsoul jogged away.



“…The fuck?” Max jerked backward as what he’d thought was his target dissolved into a pile of chalky dust.



The real Loopsoul was doubled over, panting for breath a short distance away. Klash was near enough to react, slamming his hand down to set off one of his targeted vibrations. Loopsoul tripped and flopped onto his stomach. Unfortunately, by the time the two boys were in position to pin him, he’d rolled out of his body and away to safety.



“Loopsoul has a very niche power,” whispered Zone. “I like how it lends itself to an early practical exam. They won’t manage to pin him within the time limit if they don’t think outside the box and consider a multifaceted approach.”



“Get back here!” shouted Max. “Hey! That’s… not fair!”



He seemed completely focused on chasing Loopsoul and was using his power to increase his speed. The fact that he’d been voted the class leader made his case of tunnel vision doubly unfortunate as the other students followed his example, pointlessly trying to close on Loopsoul by surrounding him.



“What would you do, if you were giving them direct orders?” asked Zone.



Will thought about it for a moment, considering each and every student. “I’d have Daydream use her illusions to warm him up. Then I’d have Klash throw him off balance. Then Max and Physique could close in and try to get ahold of him.”



“Bloodfeud and Pasithea?”



“Tough to make their powers work in a practical exam,” said Will. “I suppose just having them engaged and ready to make a grab for the target if needed would probably be enough.”



Max and Klash had begun arguing after one of Klash’s power vibrations had thrown the other teenager off balance. Pasithea was talking with Loopsoul, who’d meandered over to her side of the field. She laughed at something he said, and Will caught the way her eyes darted toward Daydream and Physique behind the man.



She honestly would have made a good captain,
 he thought.
 I suppose she’s already proved what I said about her enemies not caring that she’s hot to be rather situational.



The trap was set and sprung across the next few seconds. Loopsoul suddenly gaped at Pasithea, undoubtedly distracted by one of Daydream’s alterations, judging from the mousey girl’s look of concentration. Physique surged forward, her powerfully muscled frame propelling her like a mustang at full canter.



She tackled Loopsoul
 hard
 , the two of them flying a good six or seven feet through the air before landing. Loopsoul was stunned and used his power early, before Physique and the girls had fully committed to pinning him down.



It allowed them to completely ignore his doppelganger, giving them a chance to grab him as he was attempting to flee. Daydream grabbed him at the ankles and Physique opened her arms wide, enveloping the hero in a bear hug. He used his power again, falling backward out of his own body, but landed heavily and had to scamper on all fours.



Bloodfeud bodily slammed him back down onto the rusty dirt. Will punched the air, so surprised and impressed by their success that he… celebrated too early. Loopsoul rolled sideways out of his body and, with Max and Klash still shouting at one another, there was no one left to secure the prize.



“And… time,” said Zone. “Unfortunately, your class’s grade was dependent on how many minutes were remaining after capturing Loopsoul. Your first practical exam will be marked as incomplete.”



Will nodded, conflicted by how much it felt as though the grade applied to his teaching efforts as it did to his students. He saw various degrees of disappointment on their faces as they filed back into line. Most of them were dirty from the red soil, sweaty from running around. They had tried, just without the right level of intention.



Zone teleported them back to their classroom and took his leave. Will stood behind his desk, frowning as he tapped the fingers of one hand on the polished wood.



“Does anyone want to take a guess at what went wrong there?” he asked.



“It was a stupid test,” muttered Max. “We just didn’t have anyone with the right power. Unlucky.”



“Except you’ll never have someone with the
 right
 power!” said Will. “You’re always going to have to get creative, to some degree. Hell, there were so many times back when I was with the Crimson Five that we won against villains just by communicating with each other. Communication and timing.”



“Whatever,” said Max. “We’re two minutes past the end of the period. I’m out of here.”



He stood up, as did Klash, Bloodfeud, and Pasithea. Will bit back the urge to yell at them, demand they sit down in their seats and leave when he said they could.



You don’t win playing that game even when you win,
 he thought.



“Hey,” he said, in a level tone. “We’ll do better next time. Alright? I want you to at least take that much away from this.”



“How did I do, Instructor?” asked Pasithea, leaning forward across the front of his desk. “If you want to stay after to give me extra lessons, I wouldn’t mind.”



Will sighed and rubbed his forehead. “To be honest, I thought you did pretty well. Nice touch drawing Loopsoul out in conversation.”



She quirked her mouth sideways as though a compliment was the last thing she’d expected. Eventually, she shrugged and headed for the door.



“Instructor?” said Daydream, who was still packing up her stuff alongside Physique. “Do we have any assignments or reading for Monday?”



“No,” he said. “Just think about what happened today. What would the two of you have done if you’d been in charge? Better yet, what should you have
 said
 when it became clear that the class was picking a captain?”



Both girls looked a little bemused by the question. He waved a hand and started grabbing his own stuff. Someone knocked at the door, and Will glanced over to see Rue poking her head in, still in her school uniform.



“Hey LP,” she said. “Guess which site is back up? I’m doing a hair dying party with some of the girls from my class, but later tonight I thought maybe… Oh! I didn’t realize you still had students here.”



Physique and Daydream shot him an odd, almost accusatory look. Which was probably fair, given that Rue looked so little like him and had strode into his classroom, smiling and calling him by a nickname.



“This is my sister, Webcam,” he said, by way of explanation. “Cammie, meet Physique and Daydream.”



“Hi,” she said. “Nice to meet you both.”



“Likewise.” Daydream smiled, hesitating as though caught slightly off guard. “You’re… the same Webcam from the Crimson Five?”



“I see my reputation precedes me,” said Rue, with a grin.



“I used to be obsessed with you,” said Daydream. “I mean, not
 obsessed
 . That’s totally not the right word. Just, I wanted so badly to be like you and the other young heroines on the mentor teams.”



Physique was nodding next to her, silently agreeing with the sentiment.



“Trust me, it wasn’t nearly as fun as it looked,” said Rue. “You know what is fun, though? Dying your hair for stupid, spontaneous reasons. Any chance you both want to tag along to my party?”



Daydream and Physique looked at each other, as confused to be invited at all as to be invited as a pair.



“I mean, um…” Physique blushed and shrugged. “I’ve never dyed my hair before.”



“You’d look sick with pink hair, I bet,” said Rue. “Come on! And you don’t have to. I’m not actually sure anyone will commit to anything beyond highlights or dyed tips.”



She all but dragged Will’s remaining two students out of his classroom. In one incidental stroke, Rue might well have done more for the dynamics of his class than he had since arriving. Will couldn’t help but smile, even if the rest of the day had been a shitshow.










CHAPTER 34




 



It was a Friday night, and the campus was sufficiently lively as Will made his way back to Jerrigan Hall. It didn’t matter that Paallavvik Island was the definition of the middle of nowhere, an intentional choice, given the academy’s so-called
 alternative
 focus. Teenagers were still teenagers.



You aren’t that much older than they are
 , he thought.



He looked at a couple of them and immediately realized that he was, in fact,
 that
 much older than they were, even the seventeen and eighteen-year-olds. It was different with Rue, nineteen and somewhat of a bridge between, but he suspected he might view her the same way had she been anyone other than his sister, with so much common interest.



Jess was in Jerrigan Hall’s common room, standing outside Avery’s door with an expectant posture. She grinned at him as he came in, reaching one hand his way and making a vague, grabbing motion.



“Hey,” he said. “What did I walk into?”



“I’m trying to get Avery up and out of her room,” said Jess, as she put an arm around him for a sideways hug. “Zone wants us to meet him in his office for a quick meeting.”



“I already told you,” groaned Avery, from behind the door. “I feel sick. I just want to sleep.”



Will exchanged a skeptical glance with Jess.



“Look, I can’t force you to go if you really aren’t up to it,” said Jess. “I’m just… concerned.”



“I’m fine,” said Avery. “Give me the cliff notes version later.”



Jess sighed and shook her head. Will wrapped his arms around her and pulled her into an exaggerated, rocking embrace. She cupped the side of his cheek and let out a low sigh as she kissed him, her body briefly molding into his.



“Hello?” called Avery.



“I give up,” said Jess. “You win. Just… do your best to make sure tomorrow isn’t another
 sick day
 .”



She stepped back, and Will followed her to the door, putting his shoes on again. Will waited until they were outside before expressing his own opinion.



“I’m worried about her,” he said. “There’s a chance that this is more of a… relapse than a sick day.”



“Yeah,” muttered Jess. “I peered into her room this morning. If she is taking opiates again, she’s being sneaky about it. I can’t exactly confront her without evidence. Even with evidence… you know how she can be.”



“What are we supposed to do, then?” he asked. “Waiting for her to self-destruct doesn’t seem like any more of an optimal strategy.”



“No, it doesn’t, but she’s still her own person. Her own beautifully complicated person.”



Will sensed that she needed a hug. They were outside, but on the far wall of Jerrigan Hall, not overly visible from the campus, especially with the sun actively setting. He wrapped his arms around her, remembering again how much smaller she was than him, how much like any other woman she felt within that embrace.



“LP,” whispered Jess. She nuzzled her cheek against his and kissed him, sighing as their lips locked. Her tongue slid out as the kiss deepened, and the way she opened her posture toward him made it feel like she was an open book, begging to have her pages flipped and read.



He felt the brush of metal against his wrist and realized, somewhat belatedly, that she was wearing the Sumerian copper armband. He furrowed his brow, running his fingers across it, tracing the spiral.



“You put it on again,” he said. “Are you… sure that’s a good idea?”



“The power feels a lot more subdued than it did previously,” she said.



“What happened to wanting to study it carefully and take your time?”



She shrugged, her smile taking on a sexy, borderline devious quality. “I’ve decided to take more of a
 gonzo journalism
 approach to my research.”



“Do I have to worry about you on top of Avery, now?”



She rubbed a hand across his chest muscles, one of them briefly lingering over his nipple, still smiling that crafty little smile. “Maybe. I suppose we’ll find out tonight.”



He
 really
 wanted to know what she meant by that, but it felt like one of those offhand comments better to delve into himself rather than pick apart with questions. He slid his hand down and cupped Jess’s ass, noting how her smile flickered, but refused to fade.



“Tonight, then,” he said.



The walk to the main building was an exercise in slow breathing, controlled thinking, and a certain amount of adjusting the profile of his bulge through his pants. He found a small amount of relief in the sterile, academic smell of the headmaster’s office, leather and dust and aerosolized boredom.



Zone and Isabelle were both present, the latter stepping back from the door to make room for them as they entered. Zone stood up, sliding some papers to the side of his desk and smiling.



“Jessica, William,” he said. “Excellent timing. I wanted to touch base with you as soon as possible. You’re off the hook.”



Will glanced at Jess, who looked as confused as he felt.



“What?” he asked.



“Well, I should say two out of three of you are off the hook,” said Zone. “A few of our instructors who were drafted out into the field have returned, along with one substitute who transferred in from Seattle.”



“You’re saying you don’t need us here as teachers anymore?” asked Jess.



“I still need one!” Zone said quickly. “And just to be entirely clear, I would still appreciate your help here at the academy. But yes. You and your family are welcome to step back from this arrangement, if you’d prefer to.”



Will wasn’t sure how to react to Zone’s sudden declaration. He’d been just starting to get comfortable, feeling like there was a rhythm to life again that made sense. He looked at Jess and saw much of what he was feeling reflected in her expression.



“Which isn’t to say that you don’t have the option to stay,” Zone added. “The main reason I wanted to have this conversation is because I’ve heard a few reports of… issues with some of the classes.”



Will gave a chagrined smile and nodded, but Zone shook his head and waved one of his hands.



“Not related to your class,” said Zone. “Instructor Kestrel’s. Just to reemphasize, I would be happy to have you all stay on as teachers if you’re so interested. In her case, however… well, it simply doesn’t seem as though she’s all that interested.”



“That’s a fair assessment, I’d say,” muttered Jess. “I’ll be completely honest with you, Zone. I care about my family’s continued stability more than anything else. I’d like to preserve our living situation here at the academy, within Jerrigan Hall.”



Will shared that sentiment and had, in fact, been about to bring it up himself. Especially in regard to Rue, staying at Baffin Academy seemed like a no brainer.



“I was hoping you’d say that,” said Zone. “We would be more than happy to have you and your family here. We’re as low on all staff as teachers. How about this? What if we keep William in his current role as an instructor, allow Avery the freedom to… explore new opportunities, and move you into an administrator role?”



“Basically, you’d be working alongside me,” said Isabelle. “Subbing classes when needed, but with a focus on looking out for the academy in more freeform ways.”



“Especially given your power, Jessica, I think it would be a perfect fit,” said Zone. “You could use the artifacts within the historical wing as needed and even take up the occasional wider ranging CA assignment, given how painless it would be for you to simply fly there and back.”



“No complaints here,” said Jess. “Would I be starting tomorrow?”



They hashed out a few more details, primarily issues of compensation which had been glossed over across the first week. Will would have been galled by his rather modest salary had it not included room and board. Jess’s was more generous, though again, Zone stipulated that Rue’s tuition was being subtracted from the final amount.



“That went surprisingly well,” said Jess.



“You got a promotion, Avery got fired, and I’m still stuck with the class from hell.”



“Yet you say that with a smile on your face. I think they’re starting to grow on you.”



He shook his head but couldn’t quite subdue his expression convincingly.










CHAPTER 35




 



Will walked across campus alongside Jess, watching various groups of students buzzing with Friday night energy.



“How do you feel about this?” she asked.



“About what? Us staying here?” He shrugged, but gave it a moment of serious thought. “I don’t see an obvious alternative. Not now, with the world how it currently is. We can’t head back to Lancaster City.”



“No, we can’t,” agreed Jess. “I suppose part of me is just so used to constant change that… I want to grab onto this, hang onto it, if it means stability for all of us.”



“Stability, and a foot in the door,” said Will. “I’m self-aware enough to realize that there’s no way I’d be qualified for a teaching gig like this outside of a crisis. I might not have corralling my students down to a science yet, but… I don’t know. I do think I want to keep trying, especially if it means a regular paycheck.”



“Teaching is about more than just money.”



“I know. I certainly wouldn’t put in the effort for what Zone appears to be paying me.”



Jess smiled, her eyes taking on a gleam as though she was seeing him in a new light. He felt the same way on the inside, and part of him was left wondering where the words had come from. Certainly not from the corner of his soul that had run amok with Halberd, nor the one which had inspired him to create a vigilante identity in Decay.



 They headed back to Jerrigan Hall. Jess gave Avery the news about her being off the hook, and Will caught the tail end of her muted reaction.



“In other words, I get to sleep in from now on,” she said, with a yawn.



“Avery…” said Jess.



“Please don’t start. If you love me, just trust me when I say that I’m fine.”



“My love for you is what makes me doubt that,” said Jess.



Avery gently but firmly closed the door in her face. Jess looked as though she was trying very hard to resist testing the power of her new artifact and simply kicking her way back into her daughter’s room.



“I suppose we should just give her some space,” said Will.



“Is that really what she needs right now?”



Jess sat down on the couch next to him, and he put an arm around her shoulders.



“If she is using again, it’s not as though she has easy access to more pills,” he said. “Think of where we are. How the hell would she keep her supply up in a place like this? I bet she just confiscated a bottle from one of her students and had a little taste.”



“You make it sound harmless,” muttered Jess. “It is a plausible theory, though, I’ll give you that much.”



“Dinner?”



“Nothing special tonight. I was thinking grilled cheese, tomato soup, and some homemade half-sour pickles Isabelle dropped off.”



“Sounds good to me.”



He made an attempt at watching TV while Jess prepared the fairly modest meal. A few channels had shifted back to their regularly scheduled programming, but most were still portals into various realms of destruction occurring throughout various countries across the world. Chaos porn, in essence.



“Do you know what Rue’s plans are for tonight, LP?” called Jess.



“I think she’s having another party with her fellow students.”



“Would you mind tracking her down to confirm?” asked Jess. “She left her phone here, so I can’t text her. I’m not interested in having to worry about both of my daughters tonight.”



“No prob. I’ll go right now.”



He turned the TV off and headed out onto campus. The girls’ dorm was on the west side of the campus, a squat, unassuming building with a few teenagers in casual clothing sitting on and around the steps.



He hesitated as he approached the entrance, feeling very out of place as a guy even just on the outskirts of a gender-gated space. The first page of his instructor’s manual had been very clear about that facet of the student dorms, but he wasn’t actually sure if it applied to teachers. The girls on the steps gave him a wary look, but didn’t say anything as he made his way inside.



The first-floor hallway was dead silent, but the second floor was all but overflowing with feminine energy, girlish giggles, and mood music emanating clearly from one door in particular. Will made his way up and knocked, chuckling a little as he heard a fair amount of shushing and what sounded like hiding of contraband occurring on the other side.



Daydream was the one who opened the door, though he almost didn’t recognize her. She’d taken her glasses off and done her makeup, or more likely, had the glasses removed by a vote and gotten a makeover from her peers. She looked nice, and that was as far as he allowed his internal monologue to go in terms of descriptors.



“Instructor Lockpick!” Daydream’s face turned bright red and she held up her hands meekly. “We’re sorry! We’ll be quieter!”



“I’m not here on a noise complaint,” he said.



“Oh no, were we being too loud?” Pasithea was also present, but had undergone a different transformation, hair divided into neat pigtails with cotton candy pink tips. “I’m so sorry! I’ll take the heat for this one, girls. Feel free to give me a serious, private dressing down, Instructor.”



She grabbed his arm, pulling it close enough to rub one of her relatively large breasts against his bicep. Her breath reeked of vodka and sugar, and she had on a girlish pink nightgown with thin shoulder straps and thinner fabric.



“Hey!” shouted Rue. She quirked her mouth sideways and all but levered herself in between Pasithea and Will. “Knock it off. He’s my brother!”



She shifted from glaring at Pasithea to smiling up at him, and he picked up on her similarly alcohol-scented breath.



“Jess sent me to make sure you weren’t getting into any trouble,” he said.



“I forgot my phone,” she said. “I should have texted.”



She tightened her grip on him, almost dragging him by the arm so that his gaze defaulted toward her and away from the other teenagers. Will scanned them over anyway as a thought came to mind.



“Hey, where’s Physique?” he asked. “Didn’t you invite her, too?”



A tall girl with long blonde hair cleared her throat and held up one hand. Will stared at her for several seconds before realizing that she was, in fact, Physique with makeup and what appeared to be a fairly convincing wig.



“I wanted her to see what she’d look like if she grew her hair out,” said Daydream. “I think she’s really pretty.”



“She totally is!” said Pasithea. “You don’t even notice how big her hands are if she stands just right.”



“Alright, so, I’m going to go,” said Will, taking a step back. “Go easy on the vodka, ladies, or it’ll be Zone or Isabelle knocking next time around.”



“Yes, Instructor,” came a chorus of mumbled voices.



He took a step back from the door. Rue followed him into the hallway, pushing the party back and shutting everyone else inside. She grinned at him, waiting for the sound to die down within the room, and then wrapped her arms around his shoulders and rose up on her tiptoes.



“Remember what I mentioned earlier?” she whispered. “CamCasters is back up.”



Will took her by the wrists and gently extracted her from the embrace. “You’re drunk, and you have friends to tend to.”



“They can wait up for me,” she said. “Come on, LP. We could totally make some money tonight.”



It was tempting,
 really
 tempting, but he still felt like he was in instructor mode. Rue was technically a student at Baffin Academy, and he had to be careful with how he interacted with her in public.



Funny how her being a student gives you more pause than her being your sister,
 he thought.
 Funny, and sad.



“Go have fun with your friends.” He leaned forward, whispering as quietly as he could. “If you’re still horny later, when you get home, feel free to climb into my bed.”



She kissed his neck, nibbling like some kind of sexy squirrel. “You’d better wake up for me, LP.”



It took a serious flex of willpower to pull away from Rue and start heading back down the hall. He was proud of himself for managing it, however, and suspected that some of the lingering energy he felt might have a use back in Jerrigan Hall, with Jess. They were basically alone, after all, with Avery cooped up in her room.



The girls who’d been sitting outside the dorm building were gone. Max and Klash, however, stood in almost exactly the same place. They tried to act as though they’d just been walking by as Will emerged, but he knew better.



“The two of you had better not have any ideas about sneaking into the girls’ dorm,” he said.



Klash looked away and ran a hand through his dreadlocks.



“God dammit,” muttered Max.



“I told you we should have tried to find a back door,” said Klash.



“Why are the two of you alone on a Friday night, anyway?” asked Will.



“Because all of the girls worth hanging out with are at that makeup party that girl Rue is throwing,” said Klash. “She’s actually the one I wanted to get a date with in the first place. Her tits are huge, and she’s got this style that just drives me… what?”



Klash had not picked up on the incredibly obvious signal Max had been trying to save him with, one hand sawing back and forth across his neck as he silently implored his friend to shut the fuck up.



“Rue is my sister,” said Will, setting a death grip on Klash’s shoulder.



“Uh…”



“If you touch her...” Will grabbed Klash’s other shoulder, leaning in with enough intensity to make the young man drop his gaze to the core of the Earth. “I will kill you. After torturing you slowly, for many, many days.”



“I was speaking metaphorically,” said Klash. “Her tits are… huge in a, um… hypothetical sense.”



“Don’t talk about her tits,” said Will.



“I won’t. I’m sorry.”










CHAPTER 36




 



Not trusting they’d move on of their own volition, Will walked Klash and Max away from the girls’ dorm. Activity on campus had died down significantly as the students had settled into their various nighttime activities. A sense of quiet and stillness held over the academy, undercut only by the whistle of the whipping wind.



“Who’s that?” asked Max.



Will glanced in the direction he was pointing. Someone was standing in front of the main building, just within the shadows beyond the illumination of the school’s front lamplights. Will blinked, picking out more details as his eyes adjusted to the night.



It was a man, and for whatever reason, he was in costume. Strange, but far from unusual on a college campus for superheroes. Will strode toward him with Max and Klash following a few steps behind, more curious than suspicious.



He stopped in his tracks, blood running ice-cold as he realized why the man’s costume looked so familiar.



Impact…



“It’s just some guy,” said Klash. “Who cares?”



He made to continue forward. Will reached an arm out, stopping him in his tracks. Impact slowly turned around, and as his face entered into view, the wrongness of the moment came into full clarity.



His eyes were gone, empty, gaping sockets that at first seemed to be actively dripping blood. It wasn’t blood, however, but a pattern of mutation across his face. Lesions and boils ran in two vertical lines, extending above and below each eye socket. His nose was also missing, or at least, condensed into two thin, snakelike slits that gave his entire head a flattened quality. Tiny horns protruded from his skull, each one branching into multiple points like stubby little antlers.



He lifted one arm, revealing a hand with far too many fingers, and waved to Will one time before stepping deeper into the shadows. Will surged forward, rushing into the space the man, the
 abomination
 , had previously been standing in. He spun in a circle, eyes searching all of the nearby campus, and saw nothing, not a single trace of anyone else.



“What the fuck was that?” asked Max. “Did that… really just happen?”



“Oh God,” muttered Klash. “Where did he go? Why did his eyes look like that?”



“Come on,” said Will. “Don’t panic. Stay close and keep your eyes open.”



Why the eyes? Why did it have to be the eyes?



 



FIVE YEARS EARLIER



 



“One more time,” muttered Lockpick.



“What has a mouth, but cannot speak, a bed, but cannot sleep?” said Giga, from the next cell over.



“I’m telling you, it’s a river,” said Lockpick. “I’ve heard this riddle before.”



“That is what your intuition might suggest, but I assure you, there is a second answer,” said Giga.



“There’s a second part to it, which you forgot,” said Lockpick. “
 What can run, but not walk?
 Also only makes sense for a river.”



“It is not a river,” said Giga. “You are thinking from too literal a mindset.”



“Alright, I give up,” said Lockpick. “If it’s not a river, then…”



He trailed off, hearing the sound of footsteps descending the staircase that led into the dungeon. Kim usually came to visit him twice a day, once in the morning and once at night, bringing food for both him and Giga. It didn’t bode well for her to be coming back down now, with hours still to go before the evening meal.



“Prepare yourself, young one,” said Giga. “Remember — you would not still be alive if they did not believe you still have value.”



“I’m not afraid,” said Lockpick, in a voice shakier than what he wanted. “They aren’t going to break me.”



Giga gave him a sad smile, one of those true adult smiles full to the brim of far too much knowing. Kim was at the door a few seconds later, whistling as she opened it, letting out a horribly ominous little laugh.



“I’ve got something to show you, pup,” she said. “Something I really do believe you must see.”



“And what’s that?”



Her eyes were beaming, and she simply gestured to the open door, the dark hallway. Lockpick felt a strange spike of anxiety as he followed after her, which was amplified by the way his bare feet against the dirty stone reminded him of how much of a prisoner he truly was.



He’d been unconscious when they’d brought him in, and was surprised when he was led upstairs into a fairly normal mansion. The hallway was wide, with a ceiling so high it made him feel smaller than he was.



It was built for Marauder,
 he thought.
 Marauder and Giga? Imprisoned in his own former home?



Again, there was a sense of deeper imprisonment in the way Kim treated him. She barely spared a glance backward as they passed by several rooms, a gauche set of standing armor with a broadsword that every fiber of his being demanded he reach out and touch. It was as though she was so sure he wouldn’t run that she didn’t even need to bother.



They passed by what appeared to be Marauder’s office, even. The massive man had his feet kicked up on his desk and was both smoking a cigar and sipping from a glass of dark liquor. He looked so much like Giga that Lockpick almost struggled to remember how evil and cruel he was, how much Halberd rightfully feared him.



“This way, pup,” said Kim.



They descended another staircase on the opposite side of the house into an almost identical basement. Lockpick was more than a little impressed by the mansion already, but two dungeons? Now that was just overkill.



Kim led him past half a dozen empty cells before stopping at the only one that was occupied. Lockpick expected Halberd, the man within the cell looked dirty and ragged and… oh God. It was Halberd.



Oh God.



His face was smeared with dried blood, so much of it on one side that Lockpick didn’t immediately notice what’d happened, what was missing. They’d torn it out, stolen it from him. Halberd’s remaining eye stared sightlessly through the bars at a downward angle, not flicking toward Lockpick, not even focusing.



A memory came to Lockpick,
 Will’s
 mind. A Christmas, he couldn’t remember which one exactly, maybe when he was around eight or nine. He’d snuck out of bed early in the morning, so excited by the presents, but so tired that he’d simply fallen asleep on the couch by the tree.



Halberd had come downstairs, making just enough noise to wake him up, and put a blanket over him. He’d sat down for a while, just sat there, waiting to see his son’s face first thing Christmas morning.



“No…” muttered Lockpick.



His hands trembled with too much anger, too much sympathy, just… too much. Kim didn’t say anything, didn’t taunt him in the way she usually would. She didn’t need to.



Lockpick took a breath and pressed up against the bars, gripping them for stability. He gritted his teeth and sucked in another breath as his mind started imagining how it must have gone down again. He was crying — he had both eyes, he could still cry.



“Fuck you,” he muttered.



“What was that, pup?”



He whirled around, already winding up for a punch. “I said—"



Halberd’s arms wrapped around him, holding him and hugging him from within the cell. He must have crossed the intervening space in a single step. The metal felt so cold against Lockpick’s skin. He grabbed his father’s forearm and blinked, still shaking in rage.



“Sometimes you have to let them think they’ve broken you,” whispered Halberd, voice no more than a breath. “Sometimes you have to wait. Be patient.”



“What did he just say?” snapped Kim.



Halberd slowly sank downward, crumpling forward against the bars as though the act had used up the last of his energy and willpower.



Lockpick knew better.










CHAPTER 37




 



Will searched for Impact, or whatever it was he’d seen. He made sure Klash and Max stayed close at all times, not interested in testing what might happen if he let them out of his sight. They found nothing.



“We have to go tell the headmaster,” he said.



“I still don’t understand what we just saw,” said Max. “It couldn’t have been… I mean, it
 wasn’t
 an abomination. Right?”



“Just take a breath,” said Will. “Whoever it was, whatever it was, we’ll handle it.”



“We just saw it,” said Klash. “How is it our problem?”



Will spun around, anger flaring as he heard his student trying to shrug off the problem like it was someone else’s. He bit back on his reaction when he saw two scared teenagers standing behind him, too young to understand, too young to know the stakes.



“Come on,” he said.



He sped up, jogging for their sake, knowing how it felt to have a pounding heart and too much anxious energy. They headed through the main building’s dim hallways up to Zone’s office. Will knocked on the door, hearing voices on the other side.



“Come in,” said a slightly tired-sounding Zone.



The headmaster was, in fact, not alone. A bottle of wine and a platter of cheese and cured meats sat on his desk. A tall, tanned man had a slightly wry smile on his face that suggested to Will that he and his students were perhaps an unwanted interruption.



“Instructor Lockpick,” said Zone. “This is my partner, Michael. Michael, this is the infamous Lockpick.”



“It’s nice to meet you,” said Michael. “Well, why don’t I step out for a minute? I sense this is work-related.”



“Five minutes,” said Zone, with a nod.



The headmaster waited until dark and sexy Michael was out the door before drumming his hands on his desk and turning one finger in a rolling, out with it gesture.



“There’s an abomination on campus,” said Will.



Zone opened his mouth, closed it, and shook his head. “Excuse me?”



“We saw something outside,” said Klash.



“We don’t know for sure that it was an abomination,” said Max. “It was dark. It could have been, I mean…”



Will leaned forward, looking the headmaster right in the eyes. “It was an abomination, but more than that. It was wearing Impact’s costume. I don’t know if you heard what happened south of Lancaster City on the day of the first breaches, but he was last seen running toward another abomination, Genesis. His girlfriend gave birth to that abomination.”



Zone exhaled and reached for his wine glass. He took a slow sip and rubbed the tips of his fingers across his bald head.



“I’ll have Giga and Isabelle organize a search,” he muttered. “There’s only so much we can do, regardless of whether we can track this thing or not.”



“If it’s here, it’s here for a reason,” said Will.



“I don’t doubt that, but can you tell me what that reason is?” Zone folded his hands together. “It’s all we can do right now. Search, stay vigilant, and… hope for the best. God, of all the things we needed to start this year off with. Regardless, thank you for coming to me with this, Lockpick. I’ll make sure the school is vigilant.”



Will nodded, appreciative that the headmaster took him seriously and yet, still somehow disappointed. His heart pounded as he walked back out into the hall. It was his nightmare that had stepped into reality, after all.



“What are we supposed to do?” asked Max.



“Go back to your dorm,” said Will. “Stick together. Don’t forget to use your powers if you get attacked.”



“That’s not funny,” muttered Klash.



Will snorted. “You think I’m joking? This is the world we live in now. You might not have much experience with abominations and mutants, life and death. That’s probably going to change sooner rather than later.”



He was tempted to escort them straight back to the boys’ dorm, but he felt like this was a teaching moment. The abomination formally known as Impact was unlikely to make its move tonight, judging by how quickly it had fled after being spotted. Will wanted Max and Klash to have to face that fear and understand the stakes of where their training was leading them.



“I’ll see you both in class on Monday,” said Will. “Stay on guard until then.”



“Should we tell other people what we saw?” asked Klash.



“Not yet,” said Will. “But try to encourage people not to go out walking alone.”



He watched them start off across the starlit campus as they exited the main building, and then turned to head back to Jerrigan Hall. It’d been a long day, a long series of days. He was ready for the weekend.



The lights were off as he entered the common room. He could smell dinner, tomato soup with a hint of some spice or another along with the toasty scent of grilled cheese. Jess seemed to have stepped out for a minute after cooking, which was fair, given that he had been gone for a while.



He walked forward, slowing as he noticed that Avery’s door was open. She was splayed out across her bed, her posture strange and slightly uncomfortable-looking. Her face looked pale… too pale.



The moment lurched in a horrible direction as his eyes searched for the predictable rise and fall of her chest and failed to find it. He ran forward, yanking her up from the bed in his arms, shaking his head.



No. I saw this coming! Why didn’t I do something?



“Avery!” he shouted.



She came awake immediately as he shook her shoulders, sleepily pushing him back. “What… the hell, LP?”



“Jesus.” Will sighed and squeezed her arms, still feeling like he needed reassurance despite having it. “You had one arm folded underneath and I just… I thought…”



Avery shot him a glare made cute by her sleepiness and sat up. “You thought that I was on pills again? No, wait. You thought I’d overdosed? Because you can’t look away from me for five minutes without expecting self-destruction? Does that about hit the mark?”



“You haven’t been yourself these past few days,” he muttered, taking his hands off her.



“What does that even mean? You can say that anytime anyone does anything slightly out of character. I think what you really mean is that I triggered your weird paranoia, and then you tattled to Mom, and she fed into it with her own busybody suspicions.”



“You’ve been acting like you’re on pills, Avery,” he said, doubling down. “I just wanted to make sure you were alright.”



“Jesus Christ, LP, would you stop treating me like a sick kitten? Did you ever stop to think that maybe, just maybe, the reason why I took off in the first place was because you wouldn’t stop treating me like a project instead of a person?”



“That is so not fair,” he said. “I care about you!”



“I know you do! Which is why it really fucking sucked when you, of all people, seemed to not understand what I was going through. You came so close, but still missed what I was feeling.
 Dismissed
 what I was feeling, really.”



“Ah, I see. So that’s how you justify running off with no advance warning, without saying goodbye. It was all
 my fault
 for trying to help you get back on a real path in life.”



“Well, it just so happens that I am back on that path.” Avery folded her arms and looked away from him. “I’m leaving again. There’s your heads up, LP. Happy?”



He stared at her, the words not even hitting him, not like they should have. “…What?”



“I’ve already spoken with Zone about it,” she said. “He’s going to use his power to bring me to the Lighthouse tomorrow morning. From there, I’ll start looking for a new team to join.”



“Why?” He hissed the word, more emotion than syllable. “Do you hate being here with your family so much that you have to run away again?”



“That isn’t fair! You don’t have the right to—"



“To what?” he snapped. “To love you? Damn straight I have that right!”



“That… isn’t fair.” Avery pushed up from her bed and started toward the door. Will stood up, pulling her into a hug before she could run away.



“If you really want to go, Avery, then I’ll let you go,” he whispered. “But I feel like if I just let you walk away without at least letting you know that I don’t want you to go, it would be a mistake. Maybe not on paper, but on my heart.”



She made a tiny, amused noise. “
 In
 your heart.”



“In my heart,” he said, rolling his eyes. “Beside my heart. Above and below my heart. Whatever.”



“I love you so much, Will. But you have to understand. I feel like I need to be doing more than just going with the wind.” She turned around in his arms and touched a hand to his cheek. “You’re right to be worried about me right now. I think I might well end up in a bad place if I stay stuck here, toiling away at a job that clearly doesn’t fit me.”



“Toiling away? Melodramatic much?”



She didn’t rise to the bait. “I… honestly do feel like I need a team, LP. The purpose that comes with it, especially with how the world is right now. I’ve finally gotten decent control of my power and feel like I could be in a position to really help.”



“I agree, and I think we should seriously think about where we could help as the Crimson Five.”



“That’s not what I mean,” she said. “I want a team that fits
 me
 . A new team. Maybe… a new team for both of us, if you were up to it.”



“You’re serious?” He was still holding her, small but definite, definite but fleeting, all within his arms. She was inviting him to leave with her, and it was galling how much that simple offer undid the damage of her ghosting him in the first place.



“I’m building up a reputation.” She gave him a proud, borderline cocky smile. “I may have only been on Color Spray for a short while, but a lot of heroes took notice. We’d have options. Hell, we could technically even recruit from the students here at the academy.”



“I can see you’ve already put some thought into this.”



“Yeah, I have. I didn’t bring it up because it just felt… I don’t know. Selfish, I guess. That’s part of what’s been weighing on me these past few days, part of why I finally decided to talk to Zone and see about getting out of here.”



He nodded slowly, knowing there was one other hard question that he couldn’t let slide. “Avery… Was it really just you being sick, or mentally fatigued… these past few days?”



“Are you asking me if I’ve been getting high again?”



He wanted to let it go. She seemed so bare, so honest, but that just wasn’t quite enough. “Have you?”



She smiled and let out a patient sigh. “LP. Come on, quit changing the subject. I want a new team,
 my team
 . I want you on it. What do you say?”



He wanted to let it go. He wanted to say yes, to be all for the idea, but the stakes were deeper than they seemed.



“The two of us taking off to start our own team,” he said. “How do you think Jess would take that?”



“Mom is like, ninety percent of the reason I’m suggesting this. I love her. We both love her. But can you imagine what it would be like if we just restarted the Crimson Five as adults, as we all are now? Take a second and picture it… seriously picture it.”



He felt he already had over the past few months, but maybe he’d glossed over some of the essential truths that would still be present. Jess could be reasoned with, but Relic… not so much.



“What about Rue?” he asked.



“What about her? She’s thriving here at the academy. It’s what she’s always wanted, in essence. I think she’s smart enough to just go with the flow and enjoy it while she can.”



Avery stepped back from him, and she made a point of folding her arms and giving him a look that had him second guessing whether she was truly talking about Rue’s new school life. They certainly had been going with the flow, as Avery herself had discovered that afternoon she’d overheard them.



“Come on, LP,” said Avery. “A fresh start. What do you say?”



“I have to think about this,” he said.



“What’s there to think about?”



“Everything. Not just the idea of a new team, but… everything.”



“LP...” said Avery, eyes pleading. “Will.”



“I’m not saying no,” he added. “Dammit, Avery. I love you so much. It’s hard for me to separate that out from the rest of it.”



“I want you on my team,” she said, stepping toward him. “But I also want you. As a friend. As a little brother, for whatever that’s worth. For…
 other things.
 ”



He turned around. Avery hugged him from behind, her small breasts pressing into his back with dual soft, indescribably wonderful sensations. Her hands ran over his chest, down his abs, fingers only stopping when they reached his waistband as though it was a militarized border between two countries.



This is so Avery
 , he thought.
 She loves the chase. She’s not coy about sex. She’s coy about her mindfucks, her secrets, dark and wild.



“I’m open to being recruited,” he eventually said. “That’s how it has to go with me, Avery. You have to come to me with a team worth joining.”



“Oh, I’ll come with it.” One of her hands rubbed a little lower.



“I’m serious. I have a job here. Students.”



“We’ll be eligible for CA contracts which will pay you even better, and students don’t need you as badly as I do.”



She let one of her fingers trace the edge of his cock through his pants for a brief, glorious moment. Will was glad she was behind him and unable to see the smile tugging on the corners of his mouth.



“Jess might well make a counteroffer if I come to her and tell her you’re trying to poach me,” he said. “In her mind, we’re all just in the waiting room for the Crimson Five’s official reboot.”



“Oh, I don’t know if she’ll be able to match my offer,” whispered Avery, voice hot against his ear.



“She values my skills quite a lot. Not to mention my company.”



“I’ll give you the second one, but you have an inflated opinion of your skill set.”



 He turned around. She was still close, dangerously close. He touched her chin with his fingertips, leaned in as though to kiss her, only to leave her waiting.



“I’ve gone far in life with my skill set,” he whispered.



Avery relaxed her lips and tried to glare at him, smiling too much to pull it off. “You’re pushing it, little brother.”



“Oh yeah? Better get used to it if you’re planning on being a team captain.”



“And you’d better get used to following orders and saying
 yes, almighty Kestrel
 . Otherwise…”



He gave her a playful push on both shoulders. She took a step forward, lifting her chin in his face and holding his gaze until the tension of the moment was all body heat and pounding hearts.



He kissed her, and everything seemed to slow. They tumbled onto the bed together, pawing at each other’s clothing. Avery had a blouse on that came off her slender shoulders, red hair falling loose from the neckline as Will tossed it aside.



He buried his face in her pale, bra-clad bosom, kissing and smelling and just loving her so goddamn much. Avery made a needy noise, her fingers fumbling with the button of his trousers. He pushed her hands aside and did it for himself, kicking them off with a motion worthy of an intense karate movie in his haste to be more naked.



Her leggings and his shirt went next, and then they were both in their underwear, kissing and touching each other. It felt like they’d never missed a beat, never split up, as though they’d just been away for a while and were both intent on a homecoming that would creak the bed.



Will pulled Avery’s bra down and sucked on one of her nipples, listening to her horny breathing urging him on. She got his cock out and started moving her hand with loving motions, pulling it a little more toward her crotch with each stroke.



“Um,” she managed. “Condom?”



“I have some. In the other room.”



He kissed her and they locked eyes for a moment, clearly both thinking the same thing. Jess or even Rue might be in the common room. It wouldn’t be a simple trip back and forth, not without question and answer.



“Anywhere but inside, okay?” whispered Avery.



God, that was hot to hear her say. He nodded, rubbing her crotch through her panties. She bit her lip and bucked her hips slightly, and that was about as much foreplay as Will could endure. He silently reminded himself to go slow, stay quiet, thin walls and what not, but it was more of a hope than a promise.



“Give it to me!” hissed Avery.



She kicked her panties off, and he dragged her closer by the thighs. He prodded forward, slowed down, realizing that he needed to ease his cock in, despite how wet she was.



“Fuck,” he growled. “You got tight again.”



“Happy birthday,” whispered Avery.



“My present.” He rubbed his thumb over one of her nipples and pressed his cock another inch or so into heaven. Avery’s legs stretched outward with a weird, involuntary movement as she sucked in a pleasured breath.



It felt like his cock was being pinched by perfection as he started moving. The folds of Avery’s womanhood dragged across sensitive skin with a borderline sucking quality. It was a tight fit, and from the noises Avery was making, she felt it, too.



He finally stuffed it all in, shifting close to kiss her as he bottomed out. Avery’s hands ran across his shoulders, fingers opening and closing like a kitten kneading its claws.



“Remember,” she whispered. “Not inside.”



He
 needed
 that reminder, because she felt too fucking good to remember such a pointlessly critical detail. He started pumping, one hand tightly gripping Avery’s elbow while the other was braced against the headboard. He tried to go slow. Fuck, it was hard to go slow.



Avery’s pale body was a thing of perfection, naked and splayed out before him. Her hair was a few scant inches more than a pixie cut, deep red locks that reflected the raw passion of the moment, bouncing in time with her tits, her body, the bed.



The bed was a traitor twice over, with both the creaking mattress and the telltale tap of the headboard against the wall practically proclaiming their coupling from the ramparts. Creak, tap, creak, tap. Faster and faster. Creak, tap. Avery moaned and curled her legs around him.



“Not inside!” she said again, almost chanting it.



“Then you have to remember to give me room to pull out,” he hissed, squeezing a handful of her thigh.



She nodded, eyes closed, face all scrunched up from the pleasure. Will kissed her neck and lost himself completely to the moment, hearing her breathing, the bed, the way all the noises began to accelerate in unison.



He didn’t feel like he was in complete control of himself. Timing when it came to sex, especially pulling out, was far from an exact science. Will kissed Avery, their tongues meeting for a hot, sucking moment. He grabbed her hips and thrust into her faster, watching her small breasts jiggling like little feminine bobbleheads.



He caught himself at the last possible instant, pulling out as he felt that beautiful lurch of pleasure, like falling into a cloud. Avery was still too drunk on pleasure to realize what was going on as the first hot string came out, coating her stomach in a sticky, translucent line.



She made a moaning noise and slid around, bringing her mouth down to suck on the tip of his cock to minimize the rest of the mess. Will went to work on her womanhood with two fingers, making sure all that effort wasn’t a waste.



Avery had to stop sucking as the pleasure overtook her, and she made a little catlike purring noise as her fingers dug into the mattress. Her body bucked as her orgasm tore through her. She blinked her eyes open to give his cock one last kiss and, unexpectedly, started laughing.



“I missed you so much, LP,” she whispered.



“Me too. So fucking much.”










CHAPTER 38




 



Will got dressed. The ambiance within Avery’s room wasn’t quite awkward, but there was a sense of fragility to it, one they both had to tread around lightly.



“I do want an answer,” she eventually said, as she finished clasping her bra and pulled it back around to the front of her body.



“I’ll give you one,” he said. “Just… not today.”



“Be honest, LP,” said Avery. “Are you… just trying to let me down easy?”



“Would you have even asked me about joining your new theoretical team if I hadn’t woken you up? Would you have just taken off in the morning and recruited other people?”



She didn’t answer, and that was an answer.



“I’m glad I asked you,” she eventually said. “I want you on my team. Just picture it for a second. If we filled in the other slots with the right kind of people,
 open-minded
 people, we might be able to be together. Actually together, without sneaking around in the shadows.”



“It’s not just my decision, Avery,” he said. “It would affect everyone. We will have to talk to Jess. Rue, as well.”



“I’m not asking you to pick me over them,” she said. “I mean, not directly. You could even be more of a transient team member. One week with me, one week back home. I could be flexible.”



“Oh, I know how flexible you are.”



Avery lobbed a pillow at him. He caught it with one hand, set it back down on the bed, and kissed her.



“Just give me some time,” he whispered. “You’re not the only one trying to figure out what you really want out of life right now.”



“Fair enough. I love you.”



“I love you, too.”



They kissed again. Will made to leave, reflexively quieting his footsteps as he slowly opened the door and headed out into the common room.



Jess was sitting on one of the common room couches no more than ten feet away from him. She gave him a tired but loving smile and stood up, heading for the kitchen nook.



“There you are,” she said. “The food’s cold, but I can warm it up for you. It actually came out pretty tasty, if I do say so myself.”



“Thanks. I was, just, uh…” He hooked a thumb at the door he’d just come out of. “Talking with Avery.”



Jess sighed, and some of her annoyance showed through her relaxed expression. “Well, at least the two of you are talking again. I thought about knocking on the door, you know, but… Well, with what I was hearing, I honestly don’t know what it would have accomplished.”



Her cheeks were flushed, and he noticed she still had the copper armband on as she adjusted her knit cardigan. It was hard to avoid the conclusion that it was perhaps influencing her decision making, softening her resistance along with certain boundaries.



That’s concerning, but now is probably not the time to bring it up,
 he thought.



“My students and I had a bit of an incident while I was on my way to check up on Rue,” he said. “She’s having a blast, by the way.”



“I heard from Zone,” said Jess. “He sent me a text detailing what you encountered. It is a little worrying, but…”



“But what?”



“I don’t know.” She shrugged and popped the plate of food she’d been preparing into the microwave. “Given how early it gets dark, do you think it’s at all possible that your eyes may have been playing tricks on you?”



“My eyes along with the eyes of two of my students?”



“We’ll stay vigilant,” said Jess. “Watch for anything unusual. That goes without saying. But it’s not as though shutting down the school for a few days would amount to all that much. An abomination could simply hide out elsewhere on the island, or even across the channel, come back at a time of its choosing.”



“I wasn’t suggesting that we close the school down,” he said. “I saw what I saw, and I reported it to Zone. I’m honestly not sure what the prudent course of action here would even be.”



“The academy isn’t exactly lacking in terms of supers to defend it,” said Jess. “Zone, Invisibella, Giga, the renowned Crimson Five, not to mention a gaggle of students in training.”



He had to bring it up. He might be able to kick the subject of the armband’s influence down the road, but Avery was literally heading to the Lighthouse in the morning to declare her intention of starting a new team. Jess needed some forewarning.



“You know, Avery’s looking into starting a new team,” he said.



Jess blinked, a microcosm of different reactions playing across her face in under a second. Pride, at Avery finally reaching for her potential. Loss, at the implication of a new team meaning a new team without her. The painful realization that Will wasn’t bringing up the development by happenstance.



“That’s… good,” said Jess. “I… never really pictured her going in that direction. If it’s what she wants, I’ll support her however I can.”



She looked at Will, wearing a brittle smile like broken armor. He walked over and hugged her as the microwave’s timer went off.



“Nothing’s been decided yet,” he whispered.



“You’re right about that,” she growled. “I’m not going to let you go that easily. Not this time.”



He couldn’t help but chuckle at that. She took his food and pressed it into his hands, looking a lot more like Relic under threat than Jess in distress. The tomato soup was piping hot in its bowl, and cheese oozed out of the sides of the grilled sandwich.



“You want to keep me company while I eat?” he asked.



“Absolutely.”



 



***



 



He slept in the next morning, savoring the sensation of it after so many school days in a row. Nobody was around when he made his way into the common room, though some evidence of their passage was there — toast and coffee prepared by Jess, Rue’s crumpled school uniform outside her door.



Will intentionally made his morning as lazy as possible, sipping coffee and staring at his phone and doing as little serious thinking as possible. He needed to recharge, to give himself a real break after dealing with his students and, to a lesser extent, his own family.



The training hall called to him, the perfect answer to his unasked question of just what the hell he was supposed to do on his time off other than fool around with Rue and possibly Avery. He showed up in sweats and a sleeveless shirt, silently thanking the influence of Terra’s power for allowing the academy’s campus to be so unnaturally warm.



There were shockingly few students taking advantage of either of the training hall’s two rooms. Will did some warmup stretches before heading for the weights, intent on working out until his body was fully reminded of what it could be at its best.



It was closer to the exercise he’d done in prison, endless sets of reps with the intent of wearing himself down to the point where everything else went quiet. He wiped sweat from his brow with one of the towels he’d taken from the front and noticed that he wasn’t alone.



“Instructor Lockpick,” said Giga. “Good to see you.”



The hulking super looked too large to make practical use of most of the equipment, but he was clearly dressed for a workout. He crouched in front of one of the barbells and began loading up an obscene amount of weight onto a bar that suddenly seemed very thin and bendable.



“I didn’t realize you had to exercise,” said Will. “I thought your power…?”



“I can make intentional muscle,” said Giga. “Sculp myself larger or small. There still needs to be a catalyst, one way or another.”



“Ah. That sounds a lot more like what… normal people do than I always pictured your and your brother’s power.”



Giga’s expression took on a dark, pensive depth. He sighed and slowly shook his head.



“It was always in the back of my mind that I needed to match him,” said Giga. “My brother. Even though we walked such drastically different paths, even though he is so long removed from this world, the impulse still remains.”



“Momentum,” said Will. “I think it affects our habits. Who we are, really. You can break out from it, but oftentimes you still feel it pushing you, from the back, around the edges.”



Giga nodded slowly, and his eyes took on a faraway, years-gone look. “Do not hold yourself accountable for the things your father did, young Lockpick. I sometimes wonder if you could have walked a different path across time, had I simply insisted that you follow me out.”



“Wasn’t meant to be. We were also on different paths.”



“Well said.” Giga smiled, creases and wrinkles and at least a couple of scars folding into prominence across his face. “Would you care to spar with me, Instructor?”



Will laughed. “Are you serious?”



“I think it would be worthwhile for the both of us.”



“Are you offering to go easy on me?”



“I would never offer such a thing.”



Will wiped his hands on his towel. “Then I accept.”



They walked together into the training hall’s main chamber. Will could feel Giga’s footsteps through the floor next to him, each one raising the question of whether sparring against him was really such a good idea.



As it happened, the other room was presently occupied, by two of Will’s students, no less. He motioned for Giga to stop at the door, giving in to the impulse to spy for a moment.



Physique and Bloodfeud were facing each other in the center of the floor, both sweaty, both clad in disheveled workout clothes. Bloodfeud was saying something, though his voice was too quiet to carry. Physique was nodding slowly, watching him, looking uncomfortable, but not to the same degree she usually did in class.



Bloodfeud gestured with his arms, and Physique suddenly broke out in laughter. Giga nudged Will impatiently and made to stride out. Will held him back again, shamelessly curious about how well his two outcast students were getting along.



Physique fell into a combat crouch. Bloodfeud bounced on the balls of his feet, movements closer to an untrained street fighter. The size difference between them was fairly pronounced, with Physique being at least a couple of inches taller and significantly more muscular.



“You should not be peeping on these youths,” muttered Giga.



“Oh, I know, but I’m going to do it anyway,” said Will.



It didn’t seem like it would be as interesting of a matchup as it was, given the nature of Bloodfeud’s power didn’t really lend itself to normal practice. He was fast, however, dodging past Physique’s grabs and strikes to counter with his own.



It was pretty evident that Physique was holding back slightly, but Bloodfeud’s attacks were straight out of the Power Realist school of underhanded brawling. She did show glimpses of her true strength, at one point catching his ankle when he went for a kick and flinging him a good ten feet with a single arm.



She won, but that was no real surprise to Will or either of the combatants. Physique reached down to help him up, and they held hands for a second longer than necessary as Bloodfeud came back to standing.



Her face turned beet-red and she tried to pull back, mumbling an apology. Bloodfeud grinned and used the moment to twist her into a throw, and the two of them fell to the ground together, wrestling with mixed intention.



“You know what, I agree,” said Will. “We really shouldn’t be peeping on them.”



 “Young love is a beautiful thing,” said Giga.



“Don’t let them hear you say that. The only thing harder than teenage courtship is being honest about one’s feelings.”



“Wise words, Instructor.”










CHAPTER 39




 



Will’s own sparring match against Giga was relatively one-sided. It felt more like fighting a tree that could counterattack than a human opponent, but it was exactly what he felt like the day called for.



Bloodfeud and Physique watched them for a while, sitting on the sidelines and sharing the same water bottle. Will managed to surprise Giga a few times with interesting trips and off-angle attacks, but after an hour or so he was simply too tired to keep going.



“I did not hold back as much as you seem to think I did,” said Giga.



“My ego appreciates that. Same time next weekend?”



Giga snorted. “Will you still be at the academy next weekend?”



Will felt an answer come to him, one that was a bit of a surprise. “Yeah. I think so.”



He went back to Jerrigan Hall to shower and change into clean clothes. His limited wardrobe drew his attention to the dorm’s laundry situation, and he took care of a couple of loads of everyone’s clothing to help free up Jess’s chore schedule.



Rue stopped by briefly, only slowing down to explain that she and her friends were going out to dinner before giving him a kiss and heading straight back out the door. Avery called him with news from the Lighthouse and her early preparations toward establishing a new team.



“There’s apparently a process to it,” she said, with a sigh. “Lots of forms to fill out, regulations to clear, that sort of thing.”



“Abandoning the idea already?”



“Of course not!” snapped Avery. “The more I think about how cool it would be to have my own team to boss around, the more excited I get.”



“You’re doing a fantastic job of convincing me to join already.”



“You know what I mean.”



“Are you staying at the Lighthouse for tonight?” he asked.



“Yeah, looks like it, and for the next couple of days,” she said. “I have to fill out a basic team premise and proposal thing that’s far more convoluted than it has any right to be. Isabelle is going to help me with it, but she said it’s a bit of a process. Lots of writing involved.”



“Sounds like fun,” he said.



“I’ll be back to visit sometime this week regardless of whether it’s done or not,” she said.



“Let me know the day. I’ll take you out to dinner.”



“I would love that,” said Avery. “I… really have missed you, LP.”



“Me too.”



He texted Jess after that, confirming that she was still at the academy, busy with some of her new administrator responsibilities. With nothing else left to do, he made a trip to the cafeteria, grabbing some kielbasa hotdog-style things with chips for himself and anyone else who happened to stumble into Jerrigan Hall later that night.



Jess was the only one who did. She came through the door and kicked off her high heels, looking ready to collapse on the couch. The food was still hot at that point, and Will set about making her a plate without asking.



“How was your day?”



“Long,” said Jess. “Exhausting. I’m still new to my responsibilities as an administrator. I was on my feet all day long. Oh, you’re the best.”



He passed her the food. “I know.”



They sat down to watch TV together. Jess took off her cardigan, and Will couldn’t help but notice that she’d taken her newest artifact off.



“You took the armband off again,” he said plainly.



Jess paused with the kielbasa half an inch from her lips and gave an odd nod. “I did.”



“What happened to the
 gonzo journalism
 approach?”



She gave him a slightly peevish smile. “The armband is… very needy, as I know you’ve already seen. Not in a fun way, but a wiggling at my desk because I just need something I know I can’t have kind of way.”



“Ah.” Will felt an edge of something closer to jealousy than annoyance as he thought of Jess sitting in her new office, likely meeting with instructors and students, so horny she couldn’t think straight.



But it hadn’t just been raw, unfocused arousal, he remembered. He thought back to the dream he’d had on the first night after she’d tried it on, walking through a Sumerian harem, putting the armband on her in that hazy context.



“I took it off before lunch,” said Jess. “I had to… wrap it to keep it contained. It’s in my bag right now, and I plan on keeping it there.”



“You’re giving up on it, then?”



“Of course not! LP… You have to understand. I think you being so close by when I first linked myself with its power got a couple of wires crossed. The artifact, from what I’ve deduced so far, was a piece of jewelry meant to symbolize a… certain kind of relationship.”



“Marriage?”



“No!” she said quickly. “Well, that’s to say… I’m not entirely sure yet. Certainly not a marriage in the way we understand it today. Look, my point is that I was a little naïve to think I’d be able to get its power under control within a day or two. It’s going to take time, practice, perhaps a different approach, for me to get a handle on it.”



She took a bite of her kielbasa hotdog, brushing her thumb across a bit of grease on her cheek with a cute motion.



“Well, if you need any help or even just emotional support, don’t forget that I’m here,” he said.



“I appreciate that.”



“And if you get too
 wiggly
 the next time you’re wearing it, don’t hesitate to—"



“William Sorling!” said Jess, smiling. “I don’t care how you were about to end that sentence. Totally inappropriate.”



“A
 lot
 of totally inappropriate things happened the other night,” he said. “We survived. I woke up feeling excellent, as a matter of fact.”



Jess bit her lower lip. “Don’t… say things like that.”



He chuckled and let her off the hook, though the silence that lingered made him question whether the conversation was anywhere near over. He knew he was being a little mean, teasing her in the way that he was.



Jess’s artifacts had always been deeply personal to her, part of her identity, really. She put up a front in the way she’d shrugged off the loss of her circlet and superstrength cord, hiding what must have been a tremendous blow to her sense of self.



The armband presented a new opportunity, but like so many opportunities, it was a game of risk versus reward. He certainly wasn’t making it any easier for her. Hell, he’d already confessed his attraction to her months earlier.



She knew he wanted her. The stakes were as high as they’d ever been, and doubtless a part of Jess feared what might happen if she came to rely on her new artifact without mastering her emotions.



“Hey,” he said, touching her hand. “I care about you. I love you. I don’t want you to feel like you can’t let your guard down around me.”



“That’s just it — I can’t let my guard down around you. And it’s
 because
 I love you. Now more than ever. The other night was…” She made a shuddering noise, followed by the sexiest chuckle he’d ever heard, and shook her head. “…not something we can ever come that close to again.”



Her voice was vehement, as though she was trying to convince him and herself. Will let the subject drop and was on his best behavior for the rest of the night. Strange how it felt like she shared in the disappointment he felt as they sat a respectable distance apart on the couch, eyes on the TV, their phones, anywhere but each other.









PART THREE: ROLE MODEL










CHAPTER 40




 



Will’s Sunday was a near repeat of his Saturday, and Monday morning rolled around far sooner than he appreciated. He took a seat at his desk, still half asleep, and did his best to greet his early arrivals.



Surprisingly, Max was first through the door, bag in hand and looking chipper, if not fully invested in the moment. He seemed just as confused as Will as he gazed across the empty desks and realized he’d arrived ahead of everyone else.



“Salutations, Professor,” he said. “Instructor, I mean.”



“Morning, Max.”



Will resisted the urge to narrow his eyes at the overwhelming mint scent coming off Max’s breath. Fumes of mouthwash were practically emanating from his soul to a level that could only be meant to cover up something else. Weed, or more likely, booze.



I don’t have the energy or the evidence to confront him on it right now
 , thought Will.
 Later, if his behavior makes it an issue.



More students filed in, one by one. Klash burst out laughing as he sat down next to Max, the two sharing a few whispered words that Will didn’t need to hear to interpret. Bloodfeud sat off to one side, still apart from the others. Physique took a seat next to Daydream, sporting a pink bob ponytail that suited her surprisingly well.



Pasithea came in last, showing off a few additions she’d made to her school uniform that left it hanging diagonally, off one shoulder, the top of one breast just barely peeking out. Again, Will could only shake his head and wonder if it was worth making into an issue.



“Morning, Instructor,” she said, stopping by his desk. “Did you have a good weekend?”



“Yeah, I did,” he said. “How about you, Pasithea?”



“It was alright. I was so bored, though. I should have asked you if you knew about anything fun to do.”



“Nope, you shouldn’t have. Now how about you take a seat so we can get started.”



Pasithea made a noise and rolled her eyes. “Rude.”



Max started coughing. “Anyone else smell that?”



“What?” asked Klash.



He leaned his head forward, taking an exaggerated sniff of Physique, who sat in front of him. “Cotton candy.”



Physique stiffened, face flushing as she dropped her gaze. Max sniffed again.



“Cotton candy and BO!” he said, in a louder voice.



“Max!” snapped Will.



“Shut the fuck up,” said Bloodfeud.



Max tilted his head at the other teenager incredulously. “Excuse me?”



“I said...” Bloodfeud turned sideways in his desk, staring at him. “Shut. Your fucking. Mouth.”



Will was out of his desk in a flash, but somehow his two students were even faster, despite the massive weight of their egos. Max threw a punch that, thankfully, wasn’t power-assisted. Bloodfeud ducked under it and seized the other boy by the scruff of his shirt. They knocked over a desk and a chair before being forced away from each other by a hard push from Will.



“Knock it off!” he shouted. “If you have something to settle, do it in the training hall.”



All six of his students stared at him, wide-eyed and speechless.



Finally, some respect
 , he thought.



The lights flickered and abruptly went out, and Will felt someone’s humid breath against his shoulder. He turned around slowly, eyes to empty eye sockets with the abomination formally known as Impact.



Time seemed to stop even as Will flung himself into motion. He slammed his elbow into the abomination’s face, the point of his bone connecting with a painful crack as though he’d struck polished marble.



“Move!” he shouted to his students. “Get Relic! Or Giga!”



Impact’s bloody eye sockets lit up with a horrible red intensity. Everyone but Will screamed, and even he wanted to. It was like something out of a goddamn horror movie.



He traded a few close quarters blows with the man, the monster. He blocked a punch that jarred his forearm so badly that it almost didn’t matter. One of the desks screeched on the floor as he stumbled backward into it, attention entirely focused on his opponent.



His lockpick was in his bag, such a small mistake to potentially die over. His hand fumbled across a desk, closing on a pen. The tip was technically a cutting edge, albeit a tiny, limited one. He ducked under a hard hook from Impact and focused his power as he counter-slashed at the abomination’s neck.



Impact leapt back with impossible speed, landing on the teacher’s desk. Bloodfeud rushed forward in the space between moments. Will tried to grab his arm, stop him from attacking and probably getting himself killed, but he was an instant too slow.



The door suddenly swung open, and Zone poked his head into the classroom, no doubt curious as to the source of all the noise. He took in the scene instantly, blinking and gaping, and then hurled himself into the center of the room.



“Step away from the walls!” screamed Zone. “Now, now, now!”



“What?” cried Pasithea.



Impact seized Will by the throat, hands clenching in a true death grip. His eyes bulged, lungs pulled for oxygen against a plugged windpipe. He battered Impact in the face with his fist, hearing at least a couple of bones in his hands let out sickening, fleshy cracking noises.



“There’s no time!” shouted Zone. “I’m doing it!”



The world shifted, as though reality itself had been flipped like a coin. Will had always been thrown off by the body toll of Zone’s power, but it was even more disorienting this time around. He wasn’t seeing through his eyes, taking in visual information at first. They were outside, on a rooftop, no less, replete with sun and wind, air cold enough to show his breath.



The whole gang was still right there, within a fifteen-by-fifteen square, including Impact. Will dodged a punch from the monster and stumbled backward into his own desk, which had also made the jump.



“Nobody panic!” cried Zone. “Just, ah… give me a small amount of space, and—"



He attempted to rush the abomination. There was a certain logic in what his plan seemed to be. His focus was on minimizing the damage, first sequestering off Will’s class to protect the rest of the school, and then the abomination itself to protect the smaller group.



Unfortunately, Zone was a fifty-year-old support hero. Speed had never been a necessity for him, and it showed as he moved toward Impact, footsteps slow and hesitant and predictable. Will threw himself onto the abomination, trying to distract, buy a couple of seconds, at least.



Impact flung him backward, straight into Zone. Will both felt and heard an unfortunate crack as his and the headmaster’s skulls connected. Clearly stunned, Zone fell without catching himself, head striking a second time against the mildew-spotted concrete roof.



Death was hovering on Will’s shoulder, fingers out and ready to start counting. He’d been in this position before, so many times before, but rarely with stakes like this. All of his students and Zone were going to die if he didn’t pull off a miracle.



He finally got his lockpick out of his bag and faced the monster again, ignoring the active bleeding sensation from the fresh wound on his scalp. One of his fingers was still broken from an earlier punch, and he quickly popped it back in place with his mending. Impact had a tired smile on his face that looked so wrong with his missing eyes and demonic features.



“Above and beyond,” he said. “It hasn’t even been that long, has it?”



And here comes the cryptic abomination nonsense.



“Long enough,” said Will.



He feinted with his free hand, then immediately slashed low. Impact dodged back, landing with one hand open, fingers twitching. Was he finally going to use his power? Why was he holding back? It wasn’t a question Will really wanted an answer to.



Impact attacked with a series of jabs and feints of his own, his smile broadening into an expression Will had never seen on the man before his transformation. One of his students shouted something. Bloodfeud, wielding a rusty pipe, coming in hot.



Will hissed through his teeth, knowing that the kid just didn’t have enough strength even with the weapon to make a difference. But he didn’t need to, not really. Impact’s attention shifted for a split second, a holy grail of an opening.



He slashed at the monster’s neck. As fast as Will was, Impact was faster, ducking under the blow… just as Will had hoped. He rammed his knee upward into the abomination’s chin, and that did have an effect.



Bloodfeud let out a battle cry and tried a second time, managing to ding the abomination’s shoulder with the pipe, which was bent slightly by the… Impact. Will threw himself forward into the monster, risking everything to tackle him back another step, right into and over the rooftop’s ledge.



Impact tumbled into thin air, and Will nearly went along with him. He had a horrifying moment right at the edge, comically windmilling his arms as he stared at the ground from a good thirty stories up. They weren’t on Paallavvik Island anymore, that much was for sure.



He heard Impact hit the ground, a distant, unsettlingly solid thump. The abomination seemed to simply vanish after that, much as he’d appeared within the classroom to begin with. Will had technically won, but it didn’t feel like very much of a victory.
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Will sank down to a sitting position, resting his back against the rooftop’s guard ledge. The fact that all of the classroom’s desks had been caught up in Zone’s teleport made the scene look patently ridiculous, as though he’d gotten cabin fever and announced that he’d be lecturing outside for the day.



Zone,
 he thought.
 Right. Let’s make sure he’s not dead, to start.



He hurried over to the crumpled headmaster, feeling his students gather in his wake and watch from over his shoulder. Zone’s head was bleeding a good amount, not too much, but enough to be concerning. Will glanced sideways, looking for bandage material.



Zone sucked in a raspy breath and, all at once, just wasn’t there anymore. Will swore under his breath even as a part of him knew it was the smartest and safest move, for the headmaster and for them.



“Um,” said Pasithea. “Where did he go?”



“I think he used his power reflexively,” said Will. “There’s no way he doesn’t have a concussion of some sort, at the very least. If he’s as crafty as I think he is, he’ll get himself to a hospital.”



“What about us?” asked Max.



“We wait,” said Will. “We stay calm. Figure out what our current situation is. Zone will be back once he’s conscious and capable, and he’ll bring us all home.”



“Where the hell even are we?” muttered Klash.



It was a fair question. They were atop a building in a city Will didn’t recognize, and it only took a few seconds of inspecting the destroyed streets and crumbling infrastructure in the surrounding area to understand why.



“I want everyone to stay calm,” he said. “We’re… in the Exclusion Zone.”



There were a few sucked in breaths and lots of murmuring, but overall, his students took the revelation surprisingly well. He held up a hand, bidding them to keep listening as he answered the question he knew must be on all of their minds.



“Zone is shrewd. Obviously, his goal was to get Impact away from the academy rather than to put all of you in danger. Bringing an abomination to the Exclusion Zone is basically like dumping a shark back into the ocean.”



“This… is the Exclusion Zone?” asked Physique, in a quiet voice.



“Looks like it to me,” said Bloodfeud. “It’s not a fun place, but it’s mostly all just abandoned.”



“We can figure out where we are,” said Daydream. “We still know what time it is. At Baffin Academy, it was around eight in the morning. It’s morning here too, from the position of the sun, so I’d guess that we’re still somewhere in North America.”



“No shit,” said Klash. “That’s the Statue of Liberty.”



He pointed it out in the distance. The torch-bearing arm had been snapped off and lay upturned at Lady Liberty’s feet, but the statue was otherwise in reasonably good shape. Well, at least compared to Manhattan and the surrounding area.



“Zone certainly has a flair for the dramatic,” muttered Will. He turned in a slow circle, trying to see if he recognized anything else that had once been a part of New York City’s iconic skyline. Most of the skyscrapers were unidentifiable piles of rubble, but he marked the absence of the Empire State Building, the Chrysler Building, the Twin Towers, all of the ones which had been part of the death toll of Meltdown’s destruction.



Fuck,
 he thought.
 They’re going to realize it any second now.



“If we’re in New York City, then we’re within range of the nuclear fallout!” said Daydream, with a gasp.



“We’re not going to be here for long,” said Will. “The main risk of the fallout comes from drinking water, eating food, touching heavily contaminated things with bare skin, that sort of thing. We’re not going to be exposed to much of it this high up, and we certainly won’t be here for long.”



That seemed to placate Daydream and the others, though it really shouldn’t have. It was bullshit, just assumptions that seemed reasonable and he hoped they’d buy. There was less than nothing they could do about any radiation they were being exposed to, but having them panic about it would be like facing the situation on hard mode.



“My phone doesn’t have service,” muttered Pasithea. “Any of you guys getting bars?”



Everyone checked; everyone shook their heads.



“If Zone doesn’t show up, how are we going to get out of here?” asked Klash.



“He’ll come back for us,” said Will. “We just have to stay calm until then.”



“But if he doesn’t…?” asked Klash.



Will wanted to ignore the question, but someone had to answer it. “Look, I’ve spent some time in the Exclusion Zone before. It’s not easy terrain to traverse, even with supplies, transportation, and an idea of where you’re going.”



“What you’re saying is if Zone dies from that head wound that knocked him out, we’re all fucked,” muttered Max.



“No, that is not what I’m saying,” said Will. “We just have to take this as it comes, alright? Zone could be getting ready to teleport back here with Relic and Giga and Invisibella along with him, for all we know.”



“He’s right.” Physique shockingly spoke up, voice loud and confident. “They wouldn’t just leave us here. We’ll make it through this.”



She looked at Bloodfeud, who nodded and put a hand on her shoulder. Will exhaled, hoping that would be the end of a discussion that would only lead to one place if it kept going — despair.



If Zone dies without waking up, they won’t even know where to look for us.



He gave his students a minute to breathe, talk to each other, and most importantly, come to terms with the situation. It was eerie to be within a city and have it be so quiet, regardless of its destroyed state. The wind whipping across various broken windows in both the tower they stood on and other nearby buildings had a whistling, cave mouth quality, and that was really the only ambient noise.



Impact was still out there somewhere. Will struggled to shake off a distinct, inexplicable feeling that the abomination was coming for him, specifically. Genesis, Impact, Hive… There was something that tied all of it together, something he was missing.



“Uh,” called Max. “There are people down there.”



“Those aren’t people, idiot,” said Pasithea. “People don’t walk on all fours.”



All of the heads of the students turned in the direction of what Max and Pasithea were looking at, the silence asking the question as well as words could.



“It’s just… wild dogs or something, probably,” said Klash. “Who the hell can even tell from up here?”



“They’re not wild dogs,” muttered Bloodfeud.



“It doesn’t matter what they are,” said Max. “I don’t see them climbing up twenty stories and then some to come after us.”



Will winced. “Stay low around the edge of the roof. Just in case.”



He didn’t want to worry them, but he knew for a fact that mutants could and would invade buildings and climb any number of flights of stairs to get at fresh meat. Whether they could smell him and his students from that far down was a fair question, but not one Will could address, given that the building’s interior could be even more dangerous.



Time passed slowly, each minute ticking off until a full hour had passed. Strange feeling, waiting for something that
 has
 to happen with no alternative. Will’s mind kept imagining the scene on the other side with Zone, him getting his head wound treated, him slipping in and out of consciousness, how Jess and the others must be reacting.



It was an endless battle of hope versus doubt that kept looping back on itself, a trap of the mind as surely as their current circumstances were a physical trap. He started pacing as he reached the point where he knew he needed to come up with an answer to the question of what he would do if they had to stay there longer than expected.



It was mid-autumn, and on the colder side for the season. They could probably endure the weather for a night if they found space to huddle up safely inside the building. But the temperature, combined with the lack of food and water, and a handful of fragile teenage personalities, simply wasn’t pointing toward a good place.



Pasithea was already shivering and hugging her shoulders. The modifications she’d made to her uniform, while trendy, weren’t suited to holding her body heat in. Will took off his crewneck sweater and passed it to her.



“Aw,” she said sweetly. “Thank you. I knew that you like-liked me.”



“Enough to want to keep you from getting hypothermia,” he said, with a smile.



“Headmaster Zone will be back long before that’s even remotely a possibility.” Pasithea sounded like she was repeating a known fact, almost too sure to be believable.



“I hope so,” said Will.



“He’s on his way!”



She looked so brittle that he didn’t even want to let her down with kid gloves. Will put an arm around her shoulders and gave her a small side hug.



“He is,” he said, nodding. “Stay strong, alright?”



“I’m… always strong.” She nuzzled her head against his shoulder.



So young, all of them are,
 thought Will.



“Um, Instructor?” called Daydream. “Instructor Lockpick, it looks like they’re heading into the building.”



He groaned and walked over to where Daydream was trying to be subtle about peering over the roof’s ledge. In the ruined street below, a visible clump of at least a few dozen “wild dogs” were pushing against the doors of the building’s lobby.



“We’ll still be alright up here though, won’t we?” asked Daydream.



Will ran a hand over his forehead.



Don’t swear in front of your students. Don’t swear in front of your students. Don’t…
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“Everyone, gather in,” called Will. “It looks as though we’re doing another practical exam.”



His students came closer, and he saw a few confused expressions in response to his announcement. Better confused than fearful, confused than panicked.



“A… practical exam?” asked Physique.



“Oh yeah,” said Will. “This one is going to be
 real
 practical. We need to figure out a way to stay safe up here.”



“We’re already safe,” said Max. “I fail to see why a bunch of wild dogs in this building’s foyer poses any sort of—"



“They aren’t wild dogs, they’re mutants,” said Will. “They can pick up scents at unreal distances. They don’t get tired and will fling themselves at doors over and over again until they smash through.”



They didn’t nod, exactly, but he saw at least a few students grow more serious. Bloodfeud, Physique, Daydream, they all seemed to understand the gravity of the situation.



“How do we… I mean, what can we even do?” asked Daydream.



“We have to go inside the building,” said Will. “See if we can lock down or barricade some of the staircases. Let me be totally clear, there could already be other mutants inside. We’re all in danger right now, and we’re going to have to work together to survive. All of us, working together, without drama.”



He watched as Max and Bloodfeud exchanged a hateful glance. If anything, the current class dynamic was far worse than the one that had sabotaged their last group test. He had a decision to make, one with no good answer, but plenty of bad ones.



Do I take them all with me, leave them all here, or divide them up?



First and foremost, he would be heading into the building and likely into a real life-or-death fight. The prospect of any amount of friction between Max and Bloodfeud was unacceptable, which meant he couldn’t take them both with him.



In fact, even leaving them both behind on the roof seemed to run the risk of coming back to an injured or dead student. Max had no idea about Bloodfeud’s past, and Bloodfeud didn’t respect Max’s power as much as he probably should.



The worst part of it was that they were the two Will trusted the most in a fight, aside from perhaps Physique. Klash’s power was too situational, while Daydream and Pasithea’s were completely unsuited to what they’d be facing.



This isn’t a teaching moment. Pick the one you know you can trust not to die.



“Francisco,” said Will. “You’re with me.”



Slip of the tongue, calling Bloodfeud by his given name. The teenager scowled a fair amount at Will as he made his way over. Physique followed him, and the two exchanged a few quiet words before stepping back.



“How is blood boy over here the one that gets picked?” snapped Max. “What’s he going to do? Give the mutants AIDs?”



“Fuck off, unless you want to see what I can do up close,” said Bloodfeud.



“That sounded an awful lot like a threat,” snarled Max.



“Quit acting like children!” shouted Will. “Bloodfeud is coming with me because he has more experience with what we’re up against than the rest of you, but that doesn’t mean you won’t be in danger, too. Stay on guard.”



“We will, Instructor,” said Daydream.



Will nodded to Bloodfeud, and they headed for the single door leading down to the tower’s top floor. He paused before opening it, eyeing the teenager, flashing back to the Power Realists’ trial.



“We’ll stay as quiet as we can,” he said. “This first floor we’ll do a complete sweep of before heading to the stairs. After that, we’ll go as far down as we can before encountering them.”



“Got it,” said Bloodfeud, voice quiet.



“Let me attack first,” said Will, holding up his lockpick. “Once I draw blood, use it to pin as many of them down as you can handle.”



Bloodfeud nodded, but there was an aspect of incredulity that Will hated, but understood. From Bloodfeud’s perspective, Will was a support hero with a fairly useless power. Ideally, they’d make it through the next few hours without him having to break that illusion.



“What happens if the abomination that attacked our classroom is in the building too?” asked Bloodfeud.



“We’ll cross that bridge when and if we come to it,” said Will. “Don’t try to be a hero.”



“Oh, you don’t have to worry about that, Lockpick.”



“
 Instructor
 Lockpick.”



Bloodfeud let out a noncommittal grunt. Will opened the door, revealing a fairly dim stairway with stale-smelling air. He went first, taking each step slowly, listening as much as looking.



The building’s top floor was a generic maintenance level, and he didn’t bother to do more than glance at the first few doors they passed, each of which was obviously a storage closet. There was a larger room with a machine probably related to an ancient air conditioning system or some other vital building function.



They continued on, finding a proper set of stairs not far from an elevator with rusted metal doors. The stairs only led down to the next level below, not the main staircase that Will feared the mutants would use as the highway to their next meal, but they could potentially be barricaded, too.



Strangely, he felt in his element within the moment, more so than he had while tending to his flock of students. He knew these kinds of games of violence intimately, their nature, their flow. It was a puzzle he understood how to approach, with a beginning and an end, no teenage egos to carefully balance.



It felt right, and that made him wonder if he was making a mistake. What other choice was there? Taking the entire class this far down into the building would have been serving them up like steaks on silver platters. Leaving most of them behind presented its own risks, but none as actively dangerous as what he sensed he and Bloodfeud would soon be facing.



The second floor down from the roof appeared empty at a glance, but there wasn’t a good angle to see everything. It was an old office space split up by ancient, dust-encrusted cubicle dividers.



Light spilled in from the windows in static beams, not enough to properly illuminate the entirety of the floor. Old CRT-style monitors still sat upon a few abandoned desks, though most of the computers had likely either been removed in advance of the city’s destruction or looted in the time immediately after.



Movement flashed through the aisle directly to Will’s left. He spun, pulling out his faithful lockpick and trying not to blame the makeshift weapon for its depressing lack of reach.



A mutant stalked toward them, one not identifiable as any single creature in particular. Despite having jet black fur, most of its head features were wolf-like, but its ears hooked backward at an odd angle. Its posture was more like a hunting cat, low and patient.



It almost looked like a passably normal animal until the extra eyes came into view, each blinking out of sync, or the way various nubs of sharp bone protruded along its spine, extending like flexed claws. Its head twisted fully around, peering at them upside down from a flexible vantage point.



“Watch my back,” said Will.



Bloodfeud did one better, all but pressing himself back-to-back with his instructor as a loud bang from elsewhere within the office announced the arrival of more enemies. The first mutant rushed at Will, straight into the point of his lockpick. He stabbed it and dragged diagonally downward, sheering off a leg and about a quarter of its body.



Bloodfeud let out a snarl and immediately drew from the monster’s blood. The next mutant to attack never made it the full distance through its lunge. Bloodfeud created a snare of blood, long tendrils that latched onto the monster’s legs and neck, pulling it in like some kind of carnivorous blood plant.



He might as well have bared the mutant’s jugular for Will to sever. He brought the lockpick down in a hard sweep, doing enough damage with a single blow to finish it off. More were on the way, announced by a chorus of footsteps and frenzied screeches.



There was no time for strategy, no time for anything but attacks and reactions and counters. Will went from breezing through the encounter to flailing his weapon on the back foot. Each hit he landed only seemed to buy him that particular instant at the price of leaving him open for another mutant.



He heard a scream come from behind him and knew he’d made a terrible mistake in bringing a student along with him. Bloodfeud wasn’t Mist, capable of teleporting out of danger, or Erik, with a million copies. He was just a teenager with an attitude, a teenager with a little sister to protect and a work-in-progress power.



“Dammit!” hissed Will.



He slashed his lockpick in a full circle, the motion taking out two mutants at once. There were two left, both bent forward into feeding posture over Bloodfeud. Will knocked one over with a kick, slashed the other across the eyes, and quickly finished them both from there.



He could hear more coming, but it was a far-off sound that hinted that they at least had a minute. Will closed the ancient door leading to the stairs and hurriedly dragged a desk in front of it before making his way back to Bloodfeud.



“Can you heal that wound with your power?” he asked, wincing.



Bloodfeud groaned, seeming very hesitant to even look in the direction of the massive chunk of flesh missing from one of his thighs. It was like half of a baked potato with the inside carved out, and Will found himself giving in to the same impulse to avoid having it directly in his field of view.



“I… think so,” muttered Bloodfeud. “I’m going to be walking with a limp after, though.”



“We’ll have to just barricade this door and hope for the best. With any luck, Zone will be waiting for us when we head back up.”



Bloodfeud sucked in a breath, and various bits and bobs of flesh that apparently belonged to his body flew across the room and back into place. Will watched in fascination, noting that the end result wasn’t far from what he could accomplish with his own mending, and certainly a fair bit more convenient in function.



He tilted two more desks up against the door and braced a third to hold the barricade in place against the nearest cubicle wall. The door itself was the most likely failure point, primarily the rusted hinges, one of which was already sagging at an angle.



“Come on,” said Will. “Do you need help to make it back up?”



“I can manage,” muttered Bloodfeud. He winced as he took the first step, but his expression made it clear that he didn’t want to accept help.



Slowly, with numerous backward glances, they made their way back up to the roof.
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Will was holding out hope that his students might have already been evacuated by Zone as he emerged back out into the open air. He wasn’t so lucky, and even more frustratingly, only three out of five of his students were still on the roof where he’d left them.



“Um…” Daydream winced and exchanged a brief glance with Pasithea. “Max got really angry over the fact that you picked Bloodfeud to go with you instead of him.”



“Uh-huh,” said Will, teeth gritted.



“I told him to chill out and quit acting like a psycho,” said Pasithea. “What? He was throwing a hissy fit.”



“And?” asked Will.



“He told us to fuck off and then jumped to the next building over,” said Daydream.



“It was a pretty sick jump,” said Klash.



“It would be more impressive if, you know, it wasn’t exactly what his power lets him do,” said Pasithea.



“Where’s Physique?” snapped Bloodfeud.



“Max went down into the other building and didn’t come back,” said Daydream. “We got worried. Physique decided to jump after him and bring him back, since she knew you’d be mad if, well… if we weren’t all here when you got back.”



“I’m not mad,” said Will, with a sigh. “Just disappointed.”



Disappointed,
 he thought.
 Right. So disappointed that I kind of want to punch a concrete wall six times in a row.



He had to massage his temples to fight off a headache as he considered what retrieving Max and Physique would entail. They were in the next tower over, which meant he’d have to make his way all the way down to the ground level of the building he was in, fighting mutants every step of the way, and then back up to the top level of the next one, which might be just as infested with enemies.



“You have to go after them!” said Daydream.



“I know,” he said. “Just let me think for a second. Maybe… Daydream, does your power have a specific range?”



“Yeah, about twenty feet,” she said. “Trust me, if I could have reached out to get a message to them, I would have.”



“Pasithea, can you check and see if either of them are sleeping?” asked Will.



“Why would either of them be sleeping?” asked Pasithea. She had her phone in hand, probably out of habit, given the complete lack of service. If there had only been cell service, Will might have even been able to call Mist, have her arrive to help him within a few minutes flat.



Depending on her mood, anyway.



He hadn’t noticed that Bloodfeud had gone back into the building until the teenager emerged, carrying, of all things, the bleeding carcass of one of the mutants.



“Ew!” cried Pasithea. “You really are just unbelievably gross, blood boy.”



“It’s for his power,” said Daydream.



“I think I can make a bridge across,” said Bloodfeud.



“Seriously?” asked Will.



“Well, like… more of a rope than a bridge.” He shrugged. “With my power, I can stick to it. I won’t be at risk of falling.”



“I’m not going to send you over to hunt for them alone,” said Will. “Still, go ahead and get started.”



“I need more of the mutant bodies to do it,” said Bloodfeud. He eyed Klash and the two girls, none of whom looked keen on helping.



Will had to raise his voice a bit, but eventually got them into motion. Bloodfeud worked from a pile of five dead mutants, a feat no doubt made slightly more challenging by the indescribably horrible smell.



It was fascinating to watch the teenager put his idea into motion, a glimpse into Francisco’s creative mind. He fashioned a javelin of blood that remained tethered to the corpses, each stream feeding into it weaving into a dark crimson rope at the base.



Pulling his arm back, Bloodfeud hurled his creation across the gap between the two buildings. It wasn’t the best throw, but it didn’t have to be. The blood javelin splashed into a thick puddle as it hit the roof on the other side, fastening the rope tight through means that Will didn’t completely understand.



The excess line slid backward into a similar anchor point on the roof they were standing on. Will pushed past his hesitance and set a hand on the rope, grimacing at the raw meat texture of it. He took a breath and looked at his students.



“I’ll go across first,” he said. “Bloodfeud, you can follow me if you’re up to it. The rest of you need to actually stay put this time around.”



“You can’t be serious?” Klash glanced over the edge of the building and shook his head. “You have a death wish or something?”



It was a fair question. Will wasn’t bad with heights normally, but they were
 so
 high up. Dead instantly on impact high up. Wind a constant, unbalancing factor high up. Sweaty palms just from the view high up.



“I’ll manage,” he said. “It’s not so bad as long as you don’t look down.”



He pushed himself into motion before he could second guess every decision he’d made in life leading him up to that very moment. Two of his students were in danger, possibly already injured. They needed his help, and he wasn’t going to let a few hundred feet of elevation stop him, regardless of the way it made his heart beat at the speed of an assault rifle.



He wiped his palms off on his pants three times in a row and then got a grip on the blood rope. It was a little bit sticky as opposed to being as slick as it appeared, which was reassuring, if also one of the grossest things he’d ever touched.



Positioning himself so he was straddling the thick rope but still sitting on the roof’s ledge, he took a deep breath and swung upside down, hooking his ankles together for maximum security. He began shimmying across before the fear could set back in, hanging upside down and going as fast as he safely could. Shifting back around to get onto the roof on the other side would be a pain, but he didn’t let himself think of that.



The wind picked up, and he only barely resisted the urge to start swearing reflexively as the blood rope wobbled back and forth like a plucked rubber band. He kept going, moving faster, syncing up his breath with each release of his fingers. Breathe out, grab, breathe in, pull. Out, grab, in…



“Instructor!” called Daydream. “Don’t hit your head!”



He tilted his head backward and saw the concrete lip of the far building. With the grace of a cat on painkillers, Will kicked one ankle up over the ledge and fumbled his body into position to tip safely onto the roof. He just lay there for a few seconds, letting the residual trembles run through his body.



I really, really hope there’s an alternative to coming back this way,
 he thought.



Bloodfeud’s own passage across was much quicker and more efficient. He created a zipline of sorts using the blood in his hands, which brought him over in a couple of seconds, complete with a shoulder harness to further reduce any chance of falling. Will helped him over the ledge, noting the way the teenager still favored his recently healed leg.



“What should we do, Instructor?” called Daydream.



Will winced and did his best to simply motion that she should stay quiet. The last thing any of them needed was to draw more mutants toward either of the two buildings. He gestured for her, Klash, and Pasithea to stay where they were, though he was hard pressed to think of any other option they had.



“Stay close,” he told Bloodfeud. “Hopefully, they haven’t gone far.”



“If that was the case, why haven’t they come back?”



There were no wise, teacherly words that Will could throw out to raise the teenager’s spirits. Bloodfeud was one of those unfortunate cases, cynical from growing up too fast while also emotionally immature, again, from growing up too fast.



“We’ll find them,” said Will.



The new building they found themselves on was residential and expensive, a lens through time into the extravagance of the late 20
 th
 century. A squat rooftop shed appeared to hold the main door down to the top level, but a chunk of the roof had collapsed inward.



Through the gap, Will could see the living room of a penthouse, heavily weathered by years of exposure, with a very confused-looking tree growing to the limits of an ornamental flowerpot. He waved a hand at Bloodfeud and pointed to the floor.



“What?” asked Bloodfeud.



“Footprints,” muttered Will. “Either Max or Pasithea dropped down here.”



“Then let’s go!” Bloodfeud made to lower himself down into the gap, wincing as he bent his bad leg in a manner that relied on the thigh muscle.



Will went down first, kicking up a fair amount of dust as his feet hit the floor. He all but caught Bloodfeud as the teenager tried to wing the drop one-legged, steadying him with a shoulder as he grimaced and staggered through a rough landing.



“You have the option of hanging back,” said Will.



“I’m not going back!” snapped Bloodfeud.



“Then you need to be ready to fight,” said Will. “Don’t bullshit me if you’re not. Don’t bullshit yourself.”



“I’m. Not. Going back.”



Will eyed the teenager skeptically for another second before shrugging and moving on. There was no point in forcing the issue, but if they were going up against more mutants in number, it
 would
 be an issue.



The penthouse seemed empty until Will began opening a door that led to a heavily windowed corner office. He could hear breathing even before the space came into view, ragged and rough, but quiet. He realized they didn’t have to worry about the mutants as his eyes scanned the dusty, sunlit room.



Both of his missing students were inside, Max unconscious and Physique actively being held hostage… by Impact.










CHAPTER 44




 



Will didn’t say anything, didn’t move an inch. He sensed Bloodfeud trying to rush forward as he came through the door behind him, though his leg wasn’t doing him any favors. Will seized his bicep, digging with his fingernails.



“Stay the
 fuck
 back,” he said, under his breath.



“Physique!” hissed Bloodfeud.



Physique was in more danger of the two, but still conscious, still upright. Impact held her in the manner of a human shield, with the seven fingers of his disproportioned hand wrapped firmly around her neck. There were red marks on her chin and one cheek, as though Impact’s touch was like a mild acid.



Max was on the floor, one arm clearly broken, face battered and bleeding with bits of dust and dirt sticking to his cuts. Will felt a horrific surge of emotion, sympathy tied around his own immense sense of failure at nearly getting one of his students killed.



He was still breathing, though, just barely. Will sucked in a breath of his own, hating how incredibly high the stakes felt. If he could have simply faced Impact alone, it would have been straightforward, easy, even, regardless of whether he won or lost. He’d tossed his own life onto the table enough times before, played his cards with the ultimate stakes.



“They’re just kids,” he said. “Goddammit, Impact. What’s happened to you? What do you want?”



“He gave me a choice,” said Impact. “But I’d already made it. I promised to protect her, but I never did.”



“He… changed you. Has he done it to others?”



“It was already decided,” said Impact. “A choice I had to make.”



“Alright, if you want to talk past me instead of to me, that’s totally fine,” said Will. “Let her go. Let me take my students out of here. I’ll come back, and we can hash this out.”



Impact didn’t say anything, simply stared with his bloody, sightless eye sockets. Seconds ticked by. The situation felt unsteady, tipping at the edges, but in which direction?



“Let her go,” said Will. “Please.”



“You haven’t made the choice yet,” said Impact.



Will slowly shook his head. “Genesis? If that’s the case, let me bring my students back, and then I’ll go with you.”



“You haven’t made the choice yet, Lockpick.” Impact’s fingers tightened around Physique’s neck, and Will saw her stiffen, eyes panicked.



“What choice?” he shouted. “Why do you even care about me?”



“I didn’t understand I either,” said Impact. “Not at first. I felt it… the tug… the impulse. I didn’t understand.”



“You know, there is such a thing as being too cryptic for your own good,” said Will. “As it stands, the best you can hope for is to go back to your boss, or your son, or whatever Genesis is to you in your head, and tell him you failed because you couldn’t not be confusing for five seconds.”



Impact’s mouth twitched, a small, but infinitely telling reaction. He was still in there, underneath the monstrous visage and vaguely ominous proclamations. Impact, a tortured father, a widower, in essence. He was emotional, angry, even.



“I would have just tried again,” said Will, as cavalier as could be. “Fuck it. Your girlfriend died and the kid is a monster. Shit happens. You weren’t even forty. You could have easily found a new woman, gotten a do-over, forgotten about all the—"



Impact hissed, baring his teeth and his rage. It was exactly the reaction Will had been fishing for, but it didn’t play out how he’d hoped. The hand Impact had around Physique’s neck began to tighten.



With no other choice, Will surged forward, drawing his lockpick and praying his aim was steady enough to chop off Impact’s arm without grazing Physique. He began the swing, but never finished it.



Physique’s body rippled with muscle, arms and legs and shoulders contracting, swelling with power in a literal, physical sense. She slammed her head sideways, butting into the abomination’s face, and then spun, striking again with each elbow before pulling free.



Will’s spike of relief was immediately blunted by Physique’s decision to… keep fighting. She let out a snarl and attacked Impact with a series of punches and kicks. The abomination avoided most of it, sightlessly dodging through some deeper means.



“Physique!” he snapped. “Get back!”



Bloodfeud made to rush into the fray, but Will stopped him with a hard, unbalancing push to the chest. He knew it wouldn’t be as easy to pull Physique out of the way, superstrength and what not, but he made the attempt anyway, grabbing her shoulder and tugging.



She hesitated, various muscles relaxing for an instant. Impact blurred, rushing toward them. Will slashed with his lockpick, and then again as he saw the abomination come to a stop to their left.



Physique attacked again, throwing a punch with blurring, air-wavering speed. Impact dodged, seized her by her punching arm, and flung her toward the high-rise windows.



Miraculously, Physique struck the support between the windows, head bouncing against the concrete pillar with a slightly worrying thunk. She collapsed to the ground, dazed if not unconscious. Bloodfeud hurried to her side.



Will’s fingers tightened around his lockpick as he faced off against Impact, slowly circling to place the abomination’s attention opposite his students. He absently considered whether running might still be an option, having been in enough of these life-or-death situations to know there was no shame in picking his battles.



But no, as far as he could tell, there was no getting away, not with two unconscious students to lug along. He had to kill or at least disable Impact. The memory of the time he’d literally cut Genesis in half with his greatsword flitted mockingly through the back of his mind, tempting him to question whether winning would even count.



“Is he afraid of me?” he asked. “Is that why you’re here? Why he sent me that dream?”



Impact cracked his head sideways in a surprisingly human gesture. “You could serve a purpose. But you aren’t special, Lockpick. I see you’ve made your choice.”



The monster punctuated that point with a powerful, blurring punch. Will ducked, feeling a chunk of the concrete wall behind him pulverize with such intensity that a chip of shrapnel scraped a cut across his forehead.



He slashed at Impact. The abomination dodged, an instant too slow, and Will’s lockpick lopped off a couple of fingers. Pain exploded through Will’s side as he took a blow he’d neither seen coming nor felt until after the fact. He bounced off the wall, hissing with pain and shuffling to stay upright.



Impact feinted an attack that, had it not been a feint, would have almost certainly killed him. Will spun, slashing behind himself and to the left entirely on assumption. His lockpick cut a thin slice into Impact’s chest, a wound that would have undone a normal opponent. Impact touched the gash as though it were a mosquito bite and shifted into his next attack.



Bloodfeud moved out of the corner of Will’s vision, pulling a hand back like a ventriloquist doing an advanced movement with a puppet. Impact jerked sideways slightly, droplets of blood pulling loose from his body. They snapped back an instant later as though the monster had some kind of gravitational pull over its own blood.



Resistance to powers in general, more likely
 , thought Will.



He wondered if that was why Genesis was going through the recruitment effort. His own power clearly still worked. Perhaps they viewed him as more of a threat because of it, dangerous in a way they couldn’t just shrug off.



He slashed again, his ribs screaming in pain as he moved in a manner they found disagreeable. Impact ducked low, scooping up a piece of concrete with one hand. It seemed to simply blur out of his hand, crossing the room so fast that it was better described as ammunition than a mere projectile.



It was sheer luck that saved Will, and it only
 mostly
 saved him. His own momentum put him out of the way of all but the concrete’s tip, which still opened up a nasty gash in his shoulder, one of those injuries that carried with it a flash of blinding, confusing red.



He had to mend it. Bloodfeud had seen it happen, but Will wasn’t about to value that one secret over the lives of every human there. He did it quick with one of his reflexive slaps, sealing off the skin and ignoring the way one of his shoulder bones felt dented.



Impact swung one of his arms into the wall, yanking loose another chunk of concrete and collapsing part of the apartment’s structure in the process. Will’s attention was so fixated on a new attack that he didn’t notice who was about to be under the debris until it was already too late.



Max…



A section of the wall tipped as one, falling toward the teenager with crushing intent and the weight to back it up. Will moved without thinking, diving low and landing underneath the falling wall, braced over Max’s prone, unconscious form. He felt a variety of different building materials crack down against his back, a nail or two punching through skin like prehistoric wasp bites.



Even as Will was shifting to slide Max to safety, he knew he’d messed up. It was a deeper mistake than just putting himself on the ground, defenseless, in front of Impact. Taking the fight with his students there in the first place. Coming to care for his students, feeling that need to defend them at all costs, in the first place.



Impact lifted his foot, winding up for a tasteless classic — a stomp to the skull. Will was already twisting, feeling how slow he was in comparison, but the kick never came. Bloodfeud leapt onto the abomination, one arm tight around its neck even as the contact instantly made the teenager’s skin break out in a red rash.



With disgusting smoothness, Impact seized Bloodfeud’s shoulder with one hand and yanked him around and into the air. He let the long, overcrowded fingers of his free hand close around Bloodfeud’s face and skull. The teenager howled in pain. Impact’s face was blank as he started to squeeze.



Will was already in motion. He had the perfect angle. His lockpick came down, and Impact’s hand came off. Bloodfeud slapped it sideways, wide-eyed with a partial red rash hand mark marring his expression.



Impact’s attention twisted Will’s way as he rolled out the wrist stub of his injured arm. A tiny, gross-looking red bud pushed outward. It looked… a little bit like his arm was taking a shit.



“Interesting trick, but something tells me it won’t work on your head,” shouted Will.



Of course, he didn’t swing for the head. Lying — what a concept. He slashed high with his left hand, which only held a chunk of debris he’d scooped up to draw attention, and then cut upward at a searching angle. Impact’s other hand came off, fingers tensing as the appendage landed like a stranded octopus.



Impact tried to attack him anyway, swinging his bleeding, nubby stumps at Will. They could probably still do some damage, but Will could do more, so much more. So often his fights came down to this distinction, the simple fact that he had a much broader upper limit.



He slashed, cutting off more of one of Impact’s arms, a chunk of his leg, and then with no hesitation, the abomination’s head. The decapitated monster remained upright, which was horrifying and very likely a bad omen. It did stagger a step backward, moving in front of one of the windows.



Will kicked the headless, bleeding monster out of the apartment, taking a deep satisfaction in the sound of breaking glass, followed by silence, capped off by an impact. The fight was over. He’d won, but he wasn’t done just yet.



“Holy fuck…” Bloodfeud sank down next to Physique, shifting her head onto his lap. “That was… We just fought an abomination?”



“We did,” said Will. He chuckled and grinned at Bloodfeud. “We fought it, and we…”



A faint rush of wind came from the broken window, followed by footsteps on glass as Galaxy Maiden touched down within the apartment.
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Will felt tired, more than anything. He’d exhausted the emotional muscles that let him feel surprise, or horror, or even concern for his students. Galaxy Maiden had arrived to finish what Impact had started. Even if Will had somehow seen it coming, it wasn’t a fight he would have ever been able to adequately prepare for.



Bloodfeud was still smiling, but he seemed to read Will’s reaction as his brow furrowed with confusion. Galaxy Maiden was smiling, too, if the sharp crescent her mouth was twisted into could really be called that.



“That must have been quite the fight,” she said, striding forward. “I knew you were capable, but to be honest, that little display went above and beyond where I’d marked your power level.”



“I am
 so
 glad that you’re here,” said Will dryly. “I have three students in this apartment, two of them experiencing health emergencies, and three more up on the roof of the next building over.”



“Yes,” said Galaxy Maiden. “Zone informed me of all of it. He needs to be able to calculate in order to use his power and was still recovering when I set off. I’ve preempted your rescue by at least a few minutes, which is all that I think I’ll need. I never expected to be handed such a perfect opportunity.”



“What are you talking about?” asked Bloodfeud. “Instructor Lockpick? What… what the hell?”



“Stay back,” muttered Will.



He hated the idea of attacking first in front of one of his students, but he suspected he’d only get one attack, if even that. He launched himself forward, lockpick in motion. Galaxy Maiden struck him across the head, completely throwing off his equilibrium. She had him by the neck in the next instant, and it was all he could do to grab her wrist and struggle for control of his circumstances as she hoisted him into the air.



The window was still to her back, but any thought of trying to push her out of it like he had Impact was undone by the obvious — she could fly. The sunlight rendered her in silhouette, and he could see her shoulders shaking in that strange, unexpected moment of hesitation. Her eyes closed, and her head dipped forward.



Wait… she’s crying?



She had him in the palm of her hand, revenge a simple matter of closing her hand, closing his throat. He kind of understood it, too. The idea of killing him was an emotional reaction, an eye for an eye, everyone blind. The
 reality
 of killing him, someone her son’s own age, just to make sense of a tragedy, must ultimately be…



Oh wait, never mind. She’s laughing, not crying.



Galaxy Maiden lifted her head back up, eyes wild, mouth and lips twisted into a maddened grin. She shook her head slowly, the motion made unnerving by the way her eyes remained focused and glued to him.



“I wish this moment could last even longer,” she whispered. “But I already know I’ll relive this again, and again, in my dreams. I think I’ll spend some time at the academy, speak with your mother, taste her pain. Maybe I’ll kill one of your sisters, too. I want her to feel what I went through twice over. Three times over, even.”



She was just monologuing. Will couldn’t breathe, let alone speak. He made a feeble attempt at kicking one of his legs out only to feel Galaxy Maiden’s hand tighten, the world pulsing black around the edges. He slashed again with his lockpick, one last bit of desperation. He’d been aiming for her neck, but only managed to nick her lip.



“Even now, you still struggle.” She touched the spot of blood on her lip. “Just a scratch. Your eyes looked so hopeful for the briefest mo… ma…”



Her lower lip suddenly jerked downward, stealing her ability to finish her thought. A dangling red crescent of her own blood yanked her mouth and her head sideways, hooking her like a fish out of water. She reached for her face, like anyone would, under the circumstances.



Will didn’t cough or gasp for breath as her hand came free from his neck.



He just killed her.



He stabbed his lockpick forward, sinking it through her breastbone, deep into her chest. He twisted side to side to stir her heart up, and watched her crumple. He pulled his lockpick loose and wiped it off on Galaxy Maiden’s costume in the same motion. Her mouth kept moving, though no sound came out, and just as before, her eyes stayed so focused on him.



There wasn’t anything more to say. She’d come close to killing him, far closer than most generally did. She’d lived the life of a hero, but died… as something else. There was no inherent beauty or fairness in death, as far as Will was concerned, but he felt no regret whatsoever about what he’d just done.



It was over, but it really wasn’t. Will didn’t turn around right away, knowing Bloodfeud would be there when he did. An accomplice, or perhaps just a witness, depending on what he decided to do next.



“You’ll just kill anyone who gets in your way, won’t you?” asked Bloodfeud.



Will let out a tired sigh, still looking at Galaxy Maiden’s corpse, mostly just to be sure. “If they try to kill me first. If they try to threaten my family. Yeah.”



“Is that the real reason why you did Glass in?”



He turned around and stared at Bloodfeud. “How’d you figure it out?”



“I’ve always kept the fact that I can self-heal a secret,” said Bloodfeud. “There’s only one person within a few hundred miles who I’ve revealed it to recently.
 Decay
 .”



There was no point in trying to deny it. Will gave Bloodfeud a thin smile and nodded again, letting the secret hang out in the room like stale smoke. He was acutely aware of the way Bloodfeud was glaring at him, along with the copious amounts of blood left over from the fights with both Impact and with Galaxy Maiden.



“I trusted you!” shouted Bloodfeud. “I was waiting for you to show up again after what you did to Glass, to… take over. Start giving orders. Something. The entire gang would have followed you, but you never wanted to be in charge. You were just undercover, just a fucking spy, or something.”



“You didn’t stick around either.”



“I had to protect my sister!” shouted Bloodfeud. “The whole point of joining the Power Realists was so I could look out for her.”



Will took a step forward. He saw pillars of blood rise from the pools on the floor out of the corner of each eye, but whether Bloodfeud was setting up an attack or just using his power reflexively, anxiously, was an open question. The teenager was still sitting with Physique’s head resting on his lap. Will crouched down so they were at eye level.



“You kidnapped my mother,” he said, slowly. “You broke in and attacked us in the middle of the night, and left me to die.”



“That was… before.”



“And this is now. Bloodfeud.
 Francisco
 . Here we are.”



In some ways, the tension of the moment outstripped what Will had felt facing off against Impact or Galaxy Maiden. This was more than just a question of potential violence, but the balance of a young man’s soul. A teenager who Will really wished he could stop projecting himself onto.



Physique let out a groan and briefly blinked her eyes open. Bloodfeud stroked her hair, expression instantly losing its hard edge in favor of open concern. Will breathed out and shifted his focus from one student to another.



“Hey,” he whispered. “Sleeping beauty. How are you feeling?”



“Instructor… Lockpick?”



“I’m right here,” said Will, rubbing her shoulder. “Impact… the abomination is dead, as far as we can tell. Max is still alive. I think Max is still alive?”



He went to check. Max was breathing, and he stirred as Will gently roused him. He looked back toward Bloodfeud and Physique. They had their foreheads all but pressed together, talking in that quiet, intimate way.



Did it even matter what choice Bloodfeud ultimately made? He’d learn his lessons, regardless.
 Instructor Lockpick’s
 tutelage was secondary to the curriculum of the world, love, and family.



Then again, love and family weren’t a one-way street.
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FIVE YEARS EARLIER



 



Despite how much trust Lockpick had in Halberd, the wait was becoming unbearable. There was nothing to do within his tiny little cell apart from occasionally chat with Giga. While Giga was polite and conversational, two people could only talk about so much before finding themselves with nothing to say.



He paced across his cell again, feeling the acute sensation of the past few weeks having been stolen from him. He was past being mad, and though he did want vengeance… he really wanted like a cheeseburger, or some greasy tacos, or a clean hotel bed instead of an itchy pallet. Freedom meant different things to different people.



The door leading down to their dungeon level creaked with familiar noises in the frame. Kim, probably, come to feed the prisoners. They staggered the meal times for seemingly no other reason than to fuck with his head, but he still appreciated getting something to eat, even if it was just a basic sandwich on stale bread and a granola bar.



It was Kim, but that wasn’t what threw Lockpick off. The entire building rumbled as she approached the bars to his cell. It was the signal from Halberd he’d been waiting for. At least, he told himself it was, though with his impatience budding, maybe he just wanted it to be.



“It’s lunch time, pup,” said Kim. “We’ll get to your training after. I need to see what that was, but it should take only but a moment. Lockpick? Did you—"



The instant she opened the door, Lockpick was upon her. Kim was a capable fighter, far stronger than she looked, but he hadn’t simply been twiddling his thumbs in the time since he’d last spoken to Halberd.



He’d made himself a weapon, a crude little cutting shiv with an edge made from a rusted hair file he’d cleaned and slowly sharpened, and tied wood around as a handle. Kim hissed in pain as he cut into one of her arms, barely even using her power.



She won’t fight me, despite all her posturing. She knows what I can do.



“You… planned this, pup?” she said, dropping to one knee. “Fantastic. I am
 so
 impressed.”



“Stop talking,” said Lockpick. “And don’t move until I say you can.”



He quickly moved to Giga’s cell, cutting a hole into the bars, and then after eyeing the hulking man, cutting a much bigger hole.



“It seems your name suits you after all, young Lockpick,” said Giga.



“This is only step one,” said Lockpick. “It’s still a long way to get out of here.”



“Not as long as you would think. There is a path, a secret path, just outside these cells.”



“I have to get to my father first,” said Lockpick. “I… was kind of counting on your help.”



Giga smiled, and there was too much knowing in the expression, too many memories and years lived. “I am in this cell because I do not fight. I have no intention of going down that path again.”



“…Why?”



The massive man shrugged his massive shoulders. “I cannot say, not with words. You will understand someday, perhaps. Or you will not. I am not sure which outcome is truly preferable. Farewell, Lockpick.”



Giga didn’t wait around, immediately hurrying toward and out the dungeon’s main door. Lockpick swallowed, annoyed for reasons he couldn’t quite place, made worse by the way he also had more respect for Giga than ever.



“You’re going to be my ace in the hole, then,” he said to Kim.



She gave him a thin smile, still holding the cut which’d disabled her arm. “You’ve learned your lessons well, pup. But I must impress upon you how much of a mistake you’re truly making.”



His
 lessons
 . The only thing she’d managed to teach him was that pain breeds as much disobedience as obedience, and whoever has the most power gets to decide what’s important.



“What’s the thing they say about eggs again?” He brought the shiv to her neck. “Can’t make a good omelet with cracking or cutting or stomping a few? Something like that?”



She swallowed, and he felt the contortion of one of her neck muscles against his makeshift weapon’s blade. “You’re putting the nails into your own coffin.”



“Enough metaphors. Start walking.”



They made their way upstairs, and Lockpick noticed an open door in the direction Giga had disappeared off into. He took a mental note to head back that way once he found Halberd.



Two guards nearly ran right into them as they rounded the corner. Moving fast, Lockpick shifted the shiv to press into the small of Kim’s back and adopted a more submissive posture.



“Get rid of them,” he whispered.



He could all but feel the way she wanted to snap back, yelling or even whipping him for his insolence, but she knew him. She knew he’d do it if she forced his hand.



“What are you two doing here?” snapped Kim.



“We were… on our way to check on the two prisoners in the west—"



“Get back to your posts!” snapped Kim.



“Yes, ma’am!”



They saluted and hurried off, and Lockpick didn’t encounter any further resistance on the way to Halberd’s cell. His hopes soared, and he couldn’t help but grin as he realized that the fast food he’d so recently been dreaming about was a very real and near possibility. Him and Halberd, back in the car. Halberd ordering through the restaurant speaker while he looked up nearby places on his phone for them to hide out at.



He held Kim at knifepoint while she opened the door down to the second dungeon. It was dimly lit, but Lockpick heard his feet splash across something. Slowly, he turned and caught sight of a body in front of the first cell.



A dead guard with an axe jutting from his face. He must have staggered a few steps and, apart from bleeding, it looked as though he’d thrown up before dying. Halberd stood in his own cell, an eyepatch now covering his empty socket, hands gripping the bars expectantly.



“Good timing, LP,” said Halberd. “Cut me out of here.”



Lockpick sidestepped the body, still holding Kim with one arm. “Uh, yeah. The guard…?”



“I took care of him.”



“How did you manage the explosion?”



Halberd flashed a dark smile. “I didn’t. One of Marauder’s own lieutenants betrayed him on behalf of a group of radicals called the Power Realists. The only thing I did was kick up enough fuss down here to give them an opening.”



Lockpick quickly cut through the bars, one hand still tight on Kim’s neck. Halberd slipped through the opening he made and immediately got in her face. She sighed and rolled her eyes.



“Is it revenge I see glittering in that eye?” she asked. “If so, you may want—"



Halberd struck her hard across the face. He was a big man, and Kim fell sideways from the blow, banging against the wall. She was no slouch herself when it came to violence, as Lockpick had learned firsthand, but the size difference was a nearly two-to-one ratio.



Halberd yanked her back up by the hair and began battering her face, strike after strike until Kim’s coyness was replaced by bruises, a bleeding lip, a black eye. Lockpick swallowed, not sympathetic, not really, but not finding much he liked in the moment, either.



“There’s a way out,” he said, trying to draw Halberd’s attention. “Giga, the prisoner in the cell next to mine, showed me it. We don’t even have to go out through the front.”



“We’re not leaving just yet,” said Halberd. “I have a score to settle.”



“What are you talking about?” Lockpick stared at Halberd, who’d already started down the hallway. “Hey! Hold on!”



He started after him, stopped, pulled Kim up, and brought her along. She was dazed and for a moment, he thought she was attacking him, but no, just staggering from her recent encounters with Halberd’s hand.



Halberd seemed to know the way, and he led Lockpick down two hallways and up to a polished oak doorway. He stopped for long enough to set up for a kick before knocking it open, the sound a sharp hammer blow of intention.



A pointless one. Nearly everyone inside was already dead or dying, and a massive hole in the back of the room peered out onto the mansion’s courtyard. Marauder was on the floor, raised up by his elbows, legs twisted in a manner that heavily suggested they were no longer in working order.



Someone shouted from their left. Halberd spun, conjuring an axe from the wood of the door and slamming it into the face of a guard trying to raise an assault rifle. Another guard popped out from the other side of the room. Lockpick slammed into him, shoulder first.



“Duck!” shouted Halberd.



He did immediately, and the wooden axe sliced through the air overhead… and the man’s head. Blood spurted in inconvenient ways that left Lockpick missing shampoo and a hot shower on top of all the fast food.



“You bastard!” shouted Marauder. “No! You can’t kill me! Halberd!”



“Oh, I think I can,” said Halberd. “I think I’m going to.”



Marauder tried to pull a pistol. Halberd stomped on his hand and kicked the weapon away. He started laughing as he crouched over the dethroned gang leader. Marauder’s features twisted in an expression of agony… and beyond that.



He’s not making that expression,
 realized Lockpick.



The skin and flesh of Marauder’s face suddenly snapped loose, leaving behind a skeletal visage of blood and exposed muscle. The loose flesh formed into an axe within Halberd’s hand. Lockpick had seen him use the trick once before on Arc Master, but that’d been after Liz had killed him.



Marauder was still alive and screaming, face completely flayed. Halberd’s laugh took on a deeper, scarily satisfied quality. He took a breath when it stopped, the room silent except for Marauder’s low, desperate moans. The wooden axe came down, and the man who’d haunted their lives for so long simply was no more.



“There we go,” muttered Halberd. He started chuckling and tossed the flesh axe into the air, letting it spin once before catching it. It had an odd bounciness to it, like the cartilage of an ear.



“It’s over,” breathed Lockpick. “Finally!”



“Not quite.” Halberd’s gaze swiveled to Kim. “Do you want to kill this bitch yourself, LP?”



He still had her held at shiv point, and the question made him suddenly aware of how close that already was to killing her, a twitch of the hand away from an open, gushing neck.



“You wouldn’t want me dead,” purred Kim, with a slight, fearful hiccup. “What use would I be to you dead?”



Halberd ignored her, reading his son’s face instead. “I’ll do it. Quick and easy, and then we can move on.”



“Wait!” hissed Kim. “Aren’t you curious where all of Marauder’s wealth is?”



“We’ll take a look around,” said Halberd.



“And find nothing!” Kim slowly held up her hands. “It isn’t here. The secret vault. Hundreds of millions of dollars in laundered money. Paintings, gold, cryptocurrency… Enough to change your lives, a hundred lives.”



Lockpick didn’t say anything, torn about whether he wanted to kill Kim, or even let Halberd kill her. It was a mistake, as it gave Kim a chance to keep talking.



“All of that money,” said Kim. “It’s yours for the taking. Nobody else is going to come for it. Nobody else knows. Enough money to reinvent yourself, Halberd. Enough to finally be somebody.”



“He’s
 already
 somebody,” said Lockpick. “Halberd of the Crimson Five.”



“She has a point, LP,” said Halberd. “If we had that much money, we’d have options. Enough money to negotiate with the CA, or maybe enough not to need to.”



“What?” snapped Lockpick.



“Exactly!” said Kim.



“She’s just telling you whatever you want to hear!” he said. “She’ll do or say whatever it takes to survive.”



Halberd strode up to Kim, looking at her like he might eye a used vehicle with a deceptively low price tag. He lifted her chin up by one finger. Kim stiffened, not quite meeting his gaze.



“The vault is real,” she whispered. “You can kill me if it’s not.”



“And getting inside?”



She made the slightest nod toward Lockpick with her head.










CHAPTER 47




 



Will and Bloodfeud waited until Physique and Max were conscious enough to stand on their own two feet before heading back up onto the roof. Both students had a moment of shock upon seeing Galaxy Maiden’s dead body, but neither asked all that many questions.



Zone was waiting for them on the next roof over, already apparently having evacuated Klash, Pasithea, and Daydream. The headmaster’s reaction was so joyful and relieved that it instantly raised Will’s already high regard for the man.



“Oh, thank fucking God,” called Zone. “You’re alive. That is all of you, isn’t it? Oh, wow… I need a second. I was in mourning.”



There was a slight distortion as Zone teleported across the gap between buildings, appearing a few feet away from their group.



“We’re all here,” said Will. “Except for… Galaxy Maiden.”



“She’s a busy woman, I know,” said Zone. “Off to another crisis, no doubt!”



Will glanced at Bloodfeud, who gave away nothing with his expression.



“The abomination we were fighting against was the hero formally known as Impact,” said Will. “I’m still not sure how he underwent that transformation. My point is… he was extremely powerful. Galaxy Maiden didn’t survive the confrontation.”



Bloodfeud nodded slowly. “Yeah. I think she… underestimated him. She wasn’t ready, never thought she’d lose.”



“You’re… joking, right?” Zone shook his head. “Galaxy Maiden? You can’t be… You are? You’re serious?”



He let out a soul-weary sigh and collapsed to his knees.



“Headmaster?” asked Max. “Are you…?”



“Don’t talk right now.” Zone massaged his forehead and made various overdramatic noises of psychic pain. “The world is so fucked. God. That might be it. The tipping point… I already thought we were past it.”



He took another minute to compose himself before standing up and waving them over. “Just ignore that. I’ll get you guys home to the academy and… I’m sure we’ll figure this out. Goddammit. I never thought for a second that I was taking a risk by letting her go ahead.”



Another body, another lie,
 thought Will.
 Am I past the point of it all weighing on my conscience?



He was a killer, many times over, and he knew if he let himself dwell on those faces for long enough, it would take him to a dark place. A place he couldn’t go to, a place he might not come back from.



Zone completed the transfer, and Will stumbled as his feet fought for balance on a new surface. They were in the academy’s transfer building. Upon emerging onto the sunlit campus, they found a small crowd waiting for them, populated by several familiar faces.



Bloodfeud was the first to run forward, sweeping his sobbing sister into his arms and hugging her tight. Will saw Jess running toward him with similar intensity and let himself go to her.



“I was so worried!” Jess hugged him tight… painfully so, in fact. Will grunted and tapped out with one hand against her shoulder.



“Easy,” he said, grimacing. “One of my ribs is a bit jangled up. On top of that, you’re… kind of strong right now.”



Jess kissed his cheek, and then his neck… and then his lips. “The armband. But that’s beside the point right now, mister. I was so sure that you… that something bad had happened.”



“It got a little hairy, but I pulled through. So did all my students.”



Jess nodded, still pressing her body into his with a level of intimacy only barely excused by the emotions in the air. “Will… Galaxy Maiden was here at the academy briefly. She, well… we talked for a minute.”



Oh no.



“What did she say?” he asked.



Jess opened her mouth, closed it, shook her head. “It doesn’t matter now. I think she’s just naturally insensitive by nature. All that matters is that everyone is safe.”



“Not… quite everyone,” he said. “Galaxy Maiden didn’t make it.”



Jess blinked a few times, head tilting sideways a bit. Was he reading too deeply into her reaction? She hugged him again, and he decided he was, he had to be. His arms wrapped around her, and he let himself simply love her, trust her, and hold her.



“Um.” Isabelle awkwardly cleared her throat from where she stood nearby. “I found those notes about the armband you’d asked me to look for, Jess. You might want to read them.”



“Of course,” said Jess. “Just… put them in my administrator’s mailbox.”



“You might
 really
 want to read them,” said Isabelle. “Sooner, maybe, as opposed to later?”



She eyed Jess and Will, focus clearly on how much of their bodies were in contact.



“Hold still, Headmaster!” said Casey, from nearby. “That bandage is already bleeding through. I need to change it.”



“LP!” Rue’s voice bellowed toward them from a distance. Will looked over to see her sprinting across campus in her school uniform. Avery followed a few feet behind.



He hugged all three of them tight as they shared a moment of appreciation for what they had, what they could have lost. Will saw Bloodfeud still standing with his own sister, holding her hand tight. His eyes met Will’s for a moment of unspoken understanding.



 
 Home is whoever shows up for dinner.



 



 



THE END



 



 



 



 



 



 




CONTINUED IN BOOK SEVEN




 



If you enjoyed reading this book, I encourage you to leave a review on Amazon. It’s a huge help! If you’re interested in hearing about my books as soon as they’re published, either follow me on my
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