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    PART ONE: LESSONS IN BLACKMAIL 
 
   



 

 CHAPTER 1 
 
    It was the end of a typical school day in a classroom filled with typical students taught by their typical reformed supervillain instructor. Will eyed the horizon-bound, blood-red sun, which was prone to setting around three thirty so far north, accepting the dramatic glow it cast onto the six teenagers seated at their desks. 
 
    “Your homework tonight is simply to review the notes I left on each of your essays,” he told them. “You’ll be writing another one soon, and they’ll make up a significant portion of your grade. If your scores are lacking in other areas, a few essays where you put in some extra effort could go a long way.” 
 
    It was as though he was speaking to them from the edge of a yawning pit, as close to the day’s end as they were. They were far into that last, often painful section of the final block when each and every second seemed to stretch into eternity. 
 
    He strode the room as he passed back the essays, stopping first in front of the only student still mostly alert and engaged. “Daydream. Good work.” 
 
    She smiled, fixing her round glasses and shrugging her bushy brown ponytail over one shoulder as she raised her hand. “If I have extra credit atop my essay score, would that also factor into my overall average?” 
 
    “I would assume so, though there’s probably an upper limit,” he said. 
 
    He moved to the next desk, doing his best to ignore the way his prettiest, blondest, and arguably most annoying student batted her eyelashes at him. “Pasithea, you were three hundred words under the word count. What was there was good, but I still had to take points off.” 
 
    “I got so lost about what I wanted to say, Instructor,” purred Pasithea. “I was hoping you’d stay after to give me some help.” 
 
    “I’m out of here the second that bell rings,” said Will. 
 
    A couple of chuckles came from other students, and he moved on. 
 
    “Klash,” he said, slapping the next essay down on the next desk.  
 
    Klash did a small hair flip to get his dreadlocks out of his face and waited with a bit of tension in his expression. 
 
    “Not bad at all,” finished Will. “Cool premise. I like the idea of doing more research into whether age affects raw power strength.” 
 
    “Uh, thanks,” said Klash. “I just wrote whatever popped into my head.” 
 
    He leaned back in his chair and gave a fist bump to Max in the next desk over. Max made a show of stretching as Will set his essay down, smiling without a care in the world. 
 
    “You didn’t write this essay, Max,” said Will. “Do it again.” 
 
    “Oh, come on!” cried Max. “How can you say that, Instructor?” 
 
    “Because the girl from class 2-C that you got to write it for you was so guilt-riddled that she came to me during lunch and admitted it,” said Will. “You’re going to rewrite it, and you’re going to apologize to her.” 
 
    “Apologize to her, as in…?” 
 
    Will moved on from the king of lost causes to his last two students, who’d taken to sitting in a row of their own a little back from the others. Physique’s short pink hair in combination with her tall, athletic build made her seem more like a character out of a movie than a mere teenager. 
 
    “Nicely done,” he said, setting her essay down. “I’d like to see you expand more on power stereotypes in another essay if you get the chance.” 
 
    “Um.” She nodded, letting the motion drop her gaze. “Thank you, Instructor.” 
 
    There was plenty of room left to build up her confidence, but Will still considered her a top prospect, the right mix of humble and powerful to be a force in the super world post-graduation. He stepped past her desk, which brought him to his last student and biggest problem. 
 
    “Bloodfeud.” He set the empty paper that Bloodfeud had turned in down on his desk. “You didn’t do the assignment. You can either accept the consequences and get an F or redo it by tomorrow morning.” 
 
    Bloodfeud slowly shifted to look at Will directly, his expression just as cold and aggrieved as it’d been the day Will had killed Galaxy Maiden. They hadn’t spoken about it in the time since, and really, there was nothing to say.  
 
    “You know all about consequences, don’t you, Instructor?” said Bloodfeud, in a mocking tone. 
 
    “Francisco!” hissed Physique. She nudged him with an elbow and shot an apologetic look at Will. 
 
    “Whatever,” muttered Bloodfeud. “I’ll turn in something for you to read.” 
 
    “Good.” Will stepped back toward his desk, sensing he’d barely brushed the surface of the problem the young teenager represented. If Bloodfeud told anyone about what he’d done to Galaxy Maiden, or hell, the fact that he was Decay, he was done.  
 
    The temptation to just let the issue of the assignment slide was a hard one to resist, but Will wasn’t about to opt into his own blackmail. Bloodfeud had leverage over him, but he had to know that having it and wielding it were two different things. If Francisco decided to try him, to see how far he could push him, then… 
 
    Then what? Another body at the bottom of the ocean? Who the fuck even are you anymore? 
 
    “Um, Instructor?” piped Daydream, hand half raised. “It’s 3:31.” 
 
    “Right.” He nodded to the room. “You’re free to go. Review your essays or rewrite them, if you didn’t get a passing grade.” 
 
    Chairs screeched, and the room emptied in the blink of an eye. He’d been expecting Bloodfeud to stay after and cause him a headache, but he left with Physique, the two off to enjoy the afternoon on Paallavvik Island the way only teenagers can. 
 
    It’d never occurred to him as a student just how much matching relief his teachers felt at the end of the day. Will packed his notes and teacher’s manual into his bag and headed straight for the door, keen on getting back to Jerrigan Hall to see what Jess and Rue were up to. 
 
    He nearly ran straight into Casey at the door, Headmaster Zone’s peppy but tiny assistant. She gasped and took a step back before clearing her throat ahead of the last sentence Will wanted to hear at that moment. 
 
    “Headmaster Zone wants to see you,” said Casey. 
 
    “Of course he does.” Will sighed dramatically and leaned against the doorframe.  
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 2 
 
      
 
    Baffin Academy was a small school with only one true main building, not quite large enough to escape that claustrophobic feeling common to small schools in small communities. Will passed a few of his students in the hall, along with a couple of faculty members, Giga and Isabelle, on his way upstairs with Casey. 
 
    He was left waiting outside Headmaster Zone’s office for only a few seconds. Casey knocked and announced him, and the faint sound of papers being shuffled and banged on the desk preceded a quiet invitation to come in. 
 
    “Instructor Lockpick,” said Zone. “Please, have a seat.” 
 
    The situation felt a little bit like a reversal of those afternoons in which Will had to assign a student detention. Zone was thin and bald, but no less imposing for it. A small computer tablet was propped up at an angle on his desk, quietly playing the news from elsewhere in the world.  Will eyed it briefly as he dropped down into the chair Zone had indicated. 
 
    “Headmaster,” he said. “What can I do for you?” 
 
    “You can start acting like a teacher, at least if you plan on sticking around here at the academy,” said Zone. “A full half of your class is currently failing the majority of their subjects.” 
 
    Will gave a barebones shrug. “I’m doing what I can. This is new to me. Zone, you knew who I was when you hired me. My past. My lack of what one might call relevant experience.” 
 
    “I don’t care for excuses,” said Zone.  
 
    “It’s not an excuse. You’re welcome to fire me. I’m surprised you hired me in the first place.” 
 
    Part of him actually wanted it, though not quite enough to quit on the spot. Avery was actively recruiting for her new team. He saw glimpses of the impact he was having with his students, but they were so fleeting, wedged between frustrations. 
 
    “I didn’t call you here solely to be critical of your performance. As I’m sure you already know, the school is going to be running an open house ahead of the upcoming preliminary recruitment showcase. A number of your students’ parents and guardians will be visiting the academy.” 
 
    “I hear you,” said Will. “I’ll be polite. But that’s all I can promise. I’m not going above and beyond.” 
 
    “If I get so much as a peep of a complaint, I won’t be able to defend you,” said Zone. “Some of them have donated significant sums to the school. I shouldn’t say which, but rest assured, we need them more than we need you.” 
 
    Will didn’t say anything. He found himself chafing under Zone’s authority even as he appreciated that the headmaster was always straight with him. 
 
    “I’ll take the meet and greets as seriously as my mood allows,” he said. “Is my class really doing that badly? The grade averages are deceptive, in light of the shock they suffered from the incident in New York. The vibe is otherwise good, and everyone’s making progress toward…” 
 
    He trailed off as his eyes passed over the tablet again. The news report was running recent footage taken from an all too familiar city, his city. Lancaster had fared poorly in the wake of the breach and Genesis’s rampage, but it wasn’t the destruction that demanded his attention. 
 
    “Do you mind turning that up?” he asked. 
 
    “I do, but not so much that I’ll deny you the request,” said Zone. “I’ve… heard rumors of some of what’s happened in your hometown over the last few weeks, William, and you should, too.” 
 
    “…and for the people left on the ground in places such as Lancaster City, help is coming from an unusual source,” said the newscaster. “A reformed faction of escaped inmates from the infamous Mastodon Supermax Prison have taken to defending the streets. The group’s apparent leader, Despot, or Jacob Miller, has even been deputized and given an official defense contract by the Champion Authority.” 
 
    “Unbelievable,” muttered Will. 
 
    “Is it?” asked Zone. “Desperate times call for desperate measures. You being here as a teacher was a choice I made from a similar place of desperation.” 
 
    “That’s different.” 
 
    “Prove it.” Zone rapped his knuckles on his desk. “Show me what your students are truly capable of. Recruitment season is going to be fast and furious this year, Instructor Lockpick. Get them into shape so they can be the ones defending civilization instead of, well… whoever happens to be available.” 
 
    He shook his head and waved a hand at the tablet. Will didn’t take his eyes off it even as Zone muted the volume. The shot panned to show lines of desperate survivors, most of them in dirty and torn clothing, queuing in front of a supply tent. 
 
    Zone dismissed him, and Will fell into his own thoughts as he headed out onto campus. Despot, a recognized member of the Champion Authority. He would have laughed if the idea of it hadn’t pissed him off so much.  
 
    It was so dangerous and shortsighted that he actually couldn’t believe it. He took out his phone and searched for a few news articles about current events and Lancaster City which confirmed it, much to his horror. 
 
    There was a certain logic to it, a certain blurring of standards when mutants and abominations were knocking at the door. Still, he couldn’t make himself alright with it, not knowing Despot as well as he did. He wouldn’t be helping the mundane residents of Lancaster City out of the goodness of his heart, but claiming them as chattel, seeing it all through the lens of a super-supremacist growing in power. 
 
    A group of students split in two to hurry out of his way, and he realized that his face was set into a dangerously hard scowl. He forced himself to relax, not wanting to bring that kind of energy home to Jerrigan Hall. 
 
    It had mostly just been him within his family’s private dorm for the past week, with Jess’s new schedule as an administrator keeping her busy at odd hours and Rue spending a lot of time with her new friends. Avery was still at the Lighthouse working through the logistics of starting her own team, which had proven to be a much more time-consuming process than she’d first realized. 
 
    He was surprised, all things considered, to find Jess was already home, busy cleaning up the kitchen nook and prepping for dinner. Her blonde hair was twisted up into a messy bun, and she wore a white apron that said “KNEEL BEFORE THE COOK” over a t-shirt and black leggings. 
 
    She had her phone out and was listening to an audiobook or a podcast and didn’t hear him come in. He silently shut the door and took his shoes off, sneaking up behind her. Jess was running a cloth over the counter as he swept her up into a hug and planted a quick kiss on her cheek. 
 
    Several things happened at once. The ethereal crackle of blue energy came from Jess’s armband, which he hadn’t noticed she was wearing. The world flipped upside down as Jess seized him by the shoulders and, with superhuman strength, flung him around and back the way he’d come.  
 
    He heard her gasp and had a brief, spinning view of her trying to undo her attack as she realized her mistake. Will did a complete flip as he traveled through the air before landing painfully against one arm of the couch. Groaning, he pulled himself up and flopped onto the cushions. 
 
    “LP!” cried Jess. “Oh, jeez, I am so sorry. I didn’t hear you come in and… my reflexes have been a bit springy as of late.” 
 
    “I’m alive and unbroken.” He rubbed his shoulder and smiled as she hurried over and plopped down next to him. “Where’d you get the apron?” 
 
    She glanced down and held out the fabric for his closer inspection. “It was in the lost and found.” 
 
    “How does an apron end up getting lost at a school?” 
 
    “I have no idea,” she said. “But I needed an apron, and now I have one. Do you like it?” 
 
    “Are you kidding?” He sat up and threw an arm around her. “I love it.” 
 
    “Aw, thanks.” 
 
    “You could wear nothing but that and I think it would still look good.” 
 
    Jess cleared her throat, obviously trying not to smile. “That’s a very… interesting way of complimenting it.” 
 
    “Interesting, or tempting?” He leaned in and kissed her cheek, letting one hand stroke her thigh. Her leggings were smooth and so thin that he could feel the heat pouring off them. 
 
    “Cool your jets, mister,” she said. “It’s my new apron, not a jumping off point for your horny little fantasies.” 
 
    “When it comes to you, I hardly need one.” He shifted his kisses to her neck. “Is Rue home?”  
 
    Jess turned her face to give him a quick peck on the lips as she stood up. “Not yet. I wanted to have an early dinner tonight. It seemed like it would improve my odds of locking the two of you down for some real family time.” 
 
    “You’ve already given up on Avery, then?” 
 
    “For tonight, at least,” said Jess. “She’s still chasing this dream of having her own team. I tried to explain to her that it’s not something you can just snap your fingers and create overnight.” 
 
    She sighed and walked back over to the kitchen nook. Will wondered if he was imagining the hurt and frustration in her posture. Avery’s new team was, in some ways, like the final nail in the coffin for the Crimson Five. 
 
    Well, him joining Avery’s new team would be the true final nail. He still hadn’t given her his answer, which in a way was also withholding an answer from Jess. It was probably the only time he’d be such a hot commodity on the team market, given that Lockpick’s public power was, to put it mildly, rather focused and niche. 
 
    They both wanted him on their teams, saw the value he brought to the table even outside of what they assumed to be his raw power level. He loved them so much for that. He still hadn’t given up hope of finding a way to sidestep having to choose. 
 
    “I was going to do a pork cutlet ramen thing for dinner,” said Jess. “Sound good?” 
 
    “Sounds like dorm food,” he said. 
 
    “Hey!” 
 
    “In a good way. In the best way.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 3 
 
      
 
    Will did some chores while Jess cooked, helping tamp down on the overall messiness of their living situation. He didn’t want to point fingers and play the blame game… but it was mostly all Rue. He picked up a pair of her panties, a lacey number she’d acquired somewhere since coming to the island, and brushed off the image of what they’d look like on her.  
 
    Or off her, next to her naked body on his bed. 
 
    “Why are you holding Rue’s underwear?” called Jess. 
 
    “I’m trying to clean up in here, Jesus,” he muttered. “They were stuffed in between two couch cushions.” 
 
    He immediately felt like he’d implicated himself as he realized how they’d probably come to be there in the first place. With Jess busy with her admin work, he and Rue had been making healthy use of all the free condoms Baffin Academy supplied for students. They’d done it at least once on each of the couches. 
 
    His mind was still in untoward places when the door swung open and Rue, along with a couple of her friends, spilled into the dorm’s common room. They still had their school uniforms on, plaid skirts and navy vests over plain button-up shirts. 
 
    “Hey, LP,” said Rue. “You’ve met Amber and Alex, right?” 
 
    “Yeah,” he said. 
 
    “Hi, Will,” said Alex. 
 
    That alone was enough to draw a glare from Rue, who’d been pretty vocal to him about her dislike of him flirting with her friends. He couldn’t remember her exact words, but the removal of his balls had been the general idea. 
 
    “I think Jess wants us to do family dinner tonight,” he said. 
 
    “Oh, well, they were just stopping by anyway,” said Rue. “I’ll see you both tomorrow.” 
 
    “See you, Rue,” said Amber. 
 
    Rue’s friends left. Will finished collecting the laundry and joined the conversation in the main room. Rue was asking Jess about her day as she cooked thin slabs of pork in a pan over the dormitory’s expansive hot plate. 
 
    “It was boring, trust me,” said Jess. “I was mostly handling logistical stuff. Flying around and running odd jobs, in essence.” 
 
    “That’s why you were made an administrator, you know,” said Will. “Supers with the power of flight have it on easy mode when it comes to productivity.” 
 
    “Hey!” Jess smiled and lifted a foot at the knee to nudge his shin as he passed by. “You say that as though I wouldn’t otherwise be qualified.” 
 
    “I think LP just means that Zone is throwing a paycheck at you as much for your powers as for what would be on your resume,” said Rue. 
 
    “That’s… almost a worse way of putting it, somehow,” said Jess. 
 
    The food didn’t take long, and soon they were all seated and eating. Ramen was a hard dish to mess up even within the limited confines of a dormitory kitchen nook. Will dug in, savoring the broth, the noodles, and the general moment of peace among his family. 
 
    “How was your day, Will?” asked Jess. 
 
    “It was fine,” he said. “Fairly standard. The good students were good, the lazy ones were lazy.” 
 
    “I saw Casey marching you up to Zone’s office right after school,” said Rue. 
 
    He shot her a look that came in just under a glare. “He had some… concerns about my class’s overall trajectory.” 
 
    “Concerns?” Jess furrowed her brow. “What did he say?” 
 
    “About what you’d expect. To get their grades up so they’ll look better for the recruiters. We’re barely a month into the school year here and I’m already supposed to be prepping these kids to join a team. It’s a little insane.” 
 
    “You were on a team years before you were their age,” pointed out Jess.  
 
    “Mentor teams are their own beast,” he said. 
 
    Jess looked toward Rue, and so did he, realizing she was on the front lines of the recruitment frenzy. She shrugged and poked her fork around her bowl. 
 
    “Instructor Terra has my class doing basically the same thing,” she admitted. “I don’t know. I don’t really want to get recruited, not that I’m trying to tank my scores or anything. At least not by some random team.” 
 
    She looked at Will. He looked at Jess. There was a lot to unpack in that moment. What would it mean if Avery decided she wanted both her siblings involved with her new project? The idea of leaving Jess out simply because Avery wanted full control felt beyond cruel, but including Jess would simply be the Crimson Five over again. 
 
    “Why don’t we watch something?” said Jess, with a sigh. “I’m sick of talking about teams and recruitment.” 
 
    She turned on the TV. It was already set to one of the news channels, the same one that had been on in Zone’s office. Lancaster City was immediately identifiable in the windowed background behind the anchor, with a ticker banner running across the bottom describing the Power Realists’ work combatting a food shortage. 
 
    Jess turned off the TV, and nobody said anything for a moment. 
 
    “I heard already,” he said. “The Power Realists… my old gang… They’ve basically taken over our city.” 
 
    “They aren’t your gang anymore, LP,” said Rue. “Right?” 
 
    “They aren’t,” agreed Jess. “And as hard as it might be to accept, Lancaster City isn’t our home, either. It might be best to simply close that chapter of our lives. Move on.” 
 
    “Close and never reopen it?” asked Will. “Never go back?” 
 
    Why did he care so much? He wasn’t sure he could put it into words. He’d felt this way with Halberd a few times, as though he was flailing for control. 
 
    “I’m not saying never,” said Jess. “Just that, if we did go back, it wouldn’t be the same. It wouldn’t be the place we remembered. We did what we could, but we don’t owe Lancaster City anything more than it owes us.” 
 
    Will did the dishes after dinner, which was far less of a chore than it sounded like given they’d eaten what amounted to noodles in broth. He felt a soft set of arms wrap around his chest, and a softer set of breasts press into his back. 
 
    “Hey,” said Rue. “Want to come hang out in my room?” 
 
    “I do,” he said. “We could watch a movie, or something.” 
 
    “Or something,” agreed Rue.  
 
    He wiped his hands off on a clean dish towel and turned around to hug her back, looking toward Jess, who was reading on the couch. She set a bookmark into her novel and placed it on the table, frowning at them slightly. 
 
    “Mom, LP and I are going to hang out in my room and watch a movie,” said Rue. 
 
    “Are you telling me or asking me?” asked Jess. 
 
    “Do we really need permission?” asked Rue. 
 
    “Of course you don’t need my permission to spend time together,” she replied, with a sigh. “I just… want you to make good choices.” 
 
    “Jesus, relax,” said Rue. “It’s not that big of a deal. We won’t even close the door all the way if that’s what you’re worried about.” 
 
    “That’s not as much of a solution as you seem to think,” said Jess. 
 
    Will touched Rue’s shoulder. “Why don’t you go start seeing what’s on Netflix?” 
 
    “Whatever.” 
 
    He waited until she’d left the common room before sitting down next to Jess on the couch. Her feet were bare, and he rubbed one of them while he thought about what to say, how to say it. 
 
    “I love you.” He gently pinched her big toe. 
 
    “And I love you,” said Jess, with a sigh. “And Rue. And I’m not trying to ruin your… fun. I just thought that after what happened with you and Avery, you might, I don’t know. Turn over a new leaf?” 
 
    “Do you want me to watch a movie with you instead?” 
 
    Jess shook her head, but her eyes were smiling. “You shouldn’t keep Rue waiting.” 
 
    He tickled her foot until she pulled it away. “Enjoy your book.” 
 
    “I will. Remember, the deal is that the door stays cracked, mister.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 4 
 
      
 
    Will closed the door as far as he suspected Jess would let him get away with, leaving it open more in spirit than practice. Rue had already changed into more comfortable clothing, one of his t-shirts, in fact. Her legs were bare, and her panties looked like they were actively disappearing into the wonderful curves of her butt as she leaned forward to set up her laptop. 
 
     “You can get comfy, too,” she said, glancing at him.  
 
    “I’m comfy enough already.” He stretched out on her bed as the movie started, some animated film with subtitles that he didn’t care enough about to even pretend to pay attention to. 
 
    Rue’s smile had a chaotic edge as she slid in close next to him. She kissed his cheek and then let her lips run down to his neck, nibbling and suckling in a way that got him hard almost instantly. 
 
    “Slow down,” he whispered. “The movie just started.” 
 
    “What?” She poked him in the cheek. “Are you afraid you can’t be quiet?” 
 
    “I’m afraid we’re going to break her heart,” he said, nodding to the door and Jess beyond it. 
 
    Rue slid her hand down to start rubbing his cock through his pants. “She’s not heartbroken. She’s pouting. As much as Mom won’t admit it, she wants you all for herself.” 
 
    Will elbowed her in the ribs. “Why would you fucking say that?” 
 
    “I didn’t say it, Avery did. I agreed with it.” 
 
    He scowled, realizing not for the first time that there were a lot of conversations happening amongst his family that he simply was not and could never be a part of. 
 
    “Quit trying to ruin the mood, LP,” whispered Rue. “I didn’t steal you tonight by accident. I thought Mom would be working, so I scheduled our grand return for this evening.” 
 
    She fiddled with her various devices, switching the movie so it was playing on her phone connected to a Bluetooth speaker. She brought up CamCasters on the laptop and, in short order, had her finger hovering over the button to start a stream. 
 
    “Well?” she whispered. 
 
    “What?” He chuckled and shook his head. “Are you expecting me to stop you?” 
 
    “Kind of.” 
 
    He set his hand down on top of hers, starting the stream. Only the back of her body was in view, and the angle he was sitting at kept his own head from being visible. 
 
    “I know how much this turns you on,” he growled into her ear.  
 
    She bit her lip. “God, it really does. I’m such a slut.” 
 
    “I love it. And you’re all mine.” 
 
    Rue glanced toward the door and then back toward him. A few CamCasters members had joined the chat, but no familiar faces. It had been a while since they’d last streamed, both in terms of time and world events. 
 
    And it didn’t quite feel the same, even with Rue clearly eager to recapture the feeling of performing for an audience. Will dropped his pants and slid his cock out of his boxers. Rue whispered a few words to the camera and then gave him a kiss right on the tip. 
 
    She grinned up at him and whispered something he couldn’t quite hear. Will nodded and then groaned as she brought her mouth down further, working his length into the confines of her lips and mouth. He had to focus on his breathing to keep from groaning loud enough to give them away. 
 
    The stream was practically dead, in no small part due to that same impulse to stay silent. Rue couldn’t really greet the people stopping in or explain what the plan was for their sexcapades. It was a view of the back of her head and a portion of his torso, raw and dirty and clearly footage of her sucking him off, but nothing monumental. 
 
    Rue paused, frowning and gesturing to the laptop. Will furrowed his brow, and then almost had a heart attack as Jess walked by the doorway on her path toward the kitchen. It was unlikely that she’d been looking the right way to see anything, but he reacted reflexively, slamming the laptop shut and covering Rue’s head with a blanket. 
 
    “Hey!” She wiggled her way up. “A little warning would be nice next time.” 
 
    “I just saved us from getting caught,” he said. 
 
    “Is it even worth it to restart the stream?” she whispered. 
 
    “Honestly… I’m having more fun with you than with the show.” 
 
    “Same.” She poked her head further out from under the blanket. “Want to come join me under here?” 
 
    It was unbelievably tempting. The idea of a quick, dirty romp underneath the blanket with Rue, horny and obvious, made his blood run hot. Picturing Jess trying to read her novel in the other room, perhaps fidgeting with her armband as various noises filtered in, only seemed to add to the brazen rawness of it, assuming she didn’t interrupt them. 
 
    His phone rang, and he made the mistake of letting himself look at the screen. It was Avery, and ignoring her felt kind of wrong, somehow. Like he was picking Rue over her, and though he knew that wouldn’t be the case, he was still curious to see what she wanted. 
 
    “Hey,” he said, answering the call.  
 
    “LP, hey,” said Avery. “Is this a good time?” 
 
    Will glanced down to see Rue glaring at him from underneath the blanket. 
 
    “Yeah, totally,” he said. 
 
    She pinched his leg and shook a cute fist at him. 
 
    “I wanted to run a few team names by you,” said Avery. “I know we’re still in the preliminary phase, but…” 
 
    “Preliminary as in I still haven’t agreed to join?” 
 
    “Well, I suppose if you want to be technical,” said Avery, with a sigh. “Rate some names for me?” 
 
    “Avery…” Will started to expand his protest when he felt a wet tongue run up the length of his cock. 
 
    “Thanks!” said Avery. 
 
    “Uh, yeah,” he said, meeting Rue’s gaze.  
 
    Her head was still under the blanket, and she planted her lips against his cock and started slowly sucking him in. 
 
    “Okay, how about The Flock?” 
 
    “Mmm…” groaned Will. Rue dropped her mouth lower, and he found it hard to think through the heavenly sensation pillowing upward from the point of contact. 
 
    “What’s that supposed to mean?” snapped Avery. 
 
    “I think… it’s a little suggestive,” said Will. “Not everyone on the team is going to be a high flyer.” 
 
    He ran his hand through Rue’s hair, urging her to suck faster. He wasn’t going to be able to speak coherently within a minute or two if she kept edging him. 
 
    “I suppose that’s a good point,” said Avery. “Okay. What about Red Atlas?” 
 
    “That’s, uh…” Will watched as Rue set her hands flat on the mattress and made a heroic attempt at inhaling his full length. “I don’t know. Are we all going to have red costumes?” 
 
    “We could, but I wouldn’t really want to,” said Avery. “Maybe it’s too close to the Crimson Five. Alright, I’ll strike that one. What about the Lost Avengers?” 
 
    “Kind of… oh, hold on a second!” 
 
    Rue was really getting into it, and it took altogether too much self-control to keep himself from blasting off.  
 
    “Is that a yes on that one?” 
 
    “Already… too many teams with vengeance or avengers,” he muttered.  
 
    “Come on, I really liked that one!” said Avery. 
 
    Lewd, wet, sucking noises came from under the blanket, so loud that he didn’t understand how it wasn’t bleeding through into his call. He lost it, grabbing Rue’s head with one hand and bucking his hips as he unloaded into her mouth. 
 
    “LP?” said Avery. “Are you still there?” 
 
    “Yeah,” he said. “Oh yeah, I’m here. I’ll… try to think of a few and get back to you.” 
 
    “I’d appreciate that, but I’ll only consider them once you actually commit to the team,” said Avery. “Which I’m sure you’ll be doing any day now.” 
 
    “Avery…” 
 
    “They’ll be perks,” she said, sweetly. “Perks and rewards. I promise.” 
 
    “I’ll keep that in mind.” He ran his hand across Rue’s cheek as she slid up to cuddle next to him. 
 
    “I love you, LP,” said Avery. 
 
    “I love you, too.” He spoke the words to Avery, meaning them even as he let his forehead press against Rue’s.  
 
    Rue was smiling, and Avery wished him a happy goodbye, and everything felt right, or close enough to it. 
 
    Jess knocked at the door before poking her head in. She blinked, seeing them both cuddling under the blanket, clearly still in the midst of a post-sex afterglow. It gave her a second of pause, but that was all. 
 
    “Can I run something by you two?” she asked. 
 
    “Of course,” said Will. 
 
    “Do you think Baffin Academy could use a school bus?” 
 
    Will glanced at Rue, who shook her head before cuddling back against his shoulder. 
 
    “It sounds ridiculous, right?” said Jess. “Given how small the island is. Pointless, almost.” 
 
    “I mean… There are worse uses for a school bus.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 5 
 
    FOUR YEARS EARLIER 
 
      
 
    “It’s a bus,” said Lockpick. 
 
    “No,” said Halberd. “It’s our bus.” 
 
    Halberd’s hand thumped against Lockpick’s shoulder hard enough to force him to take a step forward. It was the middle of the night, and they were in the middle of an out of the way industrial lot filled with a variety of parked vehicles, trucks and delivery vans and several busses.  
 
    “It’s what we need,” murmured Kim. “Assuming you wish to inherit all that Marauder has left you.” 
 
    “Oh, trust me, we do.” Halberd took her hand and pulled her into an impromptu spin as though selecting her as a dance partner. “LP can get us into the shed. I’m sure that’s where we’ll find the key.” 
 
    “You think they won’t notice that someone stole a bus come morning?” asked Lockpick. “Maybe even sooner, depending on whether there are any security cameras here that we didn’t notice.” 
 
    “We will be long gone by then, pup,” said Kim. “Be confident. Every step of the journey here you have worried and questioned. It is unbecoming of you as a virile young man.” 
 
    Lockpick gritted his teeth and looked away from her. She was most of the reason why he’d been so vocal with his doubts. Part of him still hoped that if he just kept at it, Halberd might snap out of the spell she’d put him under. 
 
    Halberd and Kim were fucking, and they hadn’t been coy about it. There was so much that Lockpick wanted to say, so much frustration he was holding in. It all felt so petty in the face of the greater issues they’d faced, not to mention how accepting Halberd had been of Lockpick’s own brief affair with Liz Laser. 
 
    But there simply didn’t seem to be any good way for him to voice his feelings without sounding like a seventeen-year-old pissed off at his father for getting a new girlfriend after what amounted to a divorce. Part of it was his own baggage. He missed Jess and Rue and Avery, and it was easier for his heart to be angry with Halberd than to deal with that loss. 
 
    “What do you say, LP?” asked Halberd. “We can’t do this without you. It’s your call.” 
 
    Kim scowled and shook her head dismissively. Lockpick sighed, knowing he wouldn’t have come along in the first place if he hadn’t planned on letting Halberd talk him into it. 
 
    The shed was mindlessly easy to break into, and the keys were just as mindlessly easy to find, hanging from conveniently labeled hooks. He handed Halberd the key to bus number thirteen, and the three of them were off. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    They reached Marauder’s vault late the next evening. From the outside, it was fairly discreet, giving off the appearance of an upscale storage facility.  
 
    There was a fence around the outskirts that looked to be more for show than anything, thin and basic. A bored-looking guard sat at the gate, staring at his phone and not reacting to the bus in the slightest as it drove up. Halberd had to open the bus’s door in order to talk to him through the thin kiosk window of his station. 
 
    “Name and storage unit number,” muttered the man. 
 
    “Laurence Alamo,” said Halberd. “Unit one hundred and seventeen.” 
 
    The guard tapped on a computer for a few seconds before shaking his head. “Sorry, that’s not the listed name.” 
 
    Halberd glared at Kim. 
 
    “He must have initially registered it under a pseudonym,” she said, with a sigh. “It is that unit, however. Of that, I am sure.” 
 
    “Gate doesn’t open,” said the guard. “If you’re here on someone’s behalf, call them and—" 
 
    Halberd’s arm shot through the minimal opening the guard was speaking through and seized the man by the shirt. He yanked backward hard, several times in a row, slamming the man’s face into the reinforced glass until it was smeared with a finger painting of blood. 
 
    “There are cameras here,” said Lockpick. “This was supposed to be easy. Now they’ll be after us, and we’re not exactly in a speedy escape vehicle.” 
 
    “We taped over the plates for a reason,” said Halberd. “Come on. We can still get in.” 
 
    He waved a hand at Lockpick, who climbed down from the bus and did his thing. It was quick and easy to cut into the guard station and open the gate. He eyed the numerous surveillance monitors on the screen. There was one other guard, a man already rushing outside at the behest of some hidden alarm or unanswered check-in over the comm radio. 
 
    Halberd ran the man down with the bus. It was a surreal moment. Halberd wasn’t even going that fast, the man simply refused to get out of the way and surrender his authority. There was a bump as the bus continued over him, no more than the shake of a pothole. 
 
    “Kimmie, you’re staying here,” said Halberd. “LP, with me.” 
 
    He nodded and followed him outside, ignoring the mess on the tires. Ignoring so much in that moment, as though part of his brain had simply turned off. 
 
    They found the storage unit, just one of dozens of identical reinforced metal doors in a long line. Lockpick cut it open, and Halberd swung it up and out of the way. 
 
    A modern-day dragon’s hoard lay behind it. Suitcases filled with money lay in imperfect stacks. Several laptops and hard drives, probably full of cryptocurrency or potentially far less savory content. Diamond jewelry of all sorts filled several plain plastic buckets. 
 
    It was so much money. Lockpick did a quick calculation in his head after opening the second case and seeing the crisp stacks of rubber-band-bound bills. In just straight cash, they were looking at well into the millions. It was like they’d stumbled into the messy closet of an unimaginative billionaire, everything just tossed into storage and forgotten. 
 
    “No password,” chuckled Halberd as he booted up one of the laptops. “Can you make sense of this, LP? Battery is about to die.” 
 
    “I’ll take a look at it when we can charge it,” said Lockpick. “You want to take those, too?” 
 
    Halberd’s eyes gleamed like the jewelry in the bucket. “Everything. We brought the bus for a reason.” 
 
    It took them dozens of trips to get it all into the back of the bus. It felt more like helping somebody move than robbing a vault. Halberd was like a little boy, dancing and hugging Kim, fantasizing out loud about what he was going to buy. Lockpick was waiting for the other shoe to drop, but it never did. 
 
    They drove off into the night as silently as they’d driven in. 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    “Should we tell him?” asked Kim. 
 
    “Of course not. He doesn’t deal with this sort of thing well. You saw how he got with what I had to do to those guards.” 
 
    Lockpick groaned and sat up. He’d fallen asleep across one of the bus’s seats after they’d left the storage unit. The bus’s radio was on, but turned down, too quiet for him to hear from his seat midway down the aisle. 
 
    “Tell me what?” he called up. 
 
    Kim was driving, with Halberd standing over his shoulder. Halberd gave him a tired smile and made his way back. He sank down in the seat next to him, kicking one of his knees up against the seat in front of theirs. 
 
    “There was a mix-up,” said Halberd. “The police are searching for the bus. They found a bus and opened fire on it. I guess they just didn’t see the kids from the angle or something but… Anyway, the bus driver died, along with four kids. Few others in critical condition.” 
 
    Lockpick slowly turned his gaze to stare out the window. Halberd clamped a hand down on his shoulder. 
 
    “It’s not on us, LP,” he said. “Sometimes we have to hurt people, but this was not us. Those mundane cops. They’re fucking trigger-happy maniacs. You know how they view us. How they view supers in general, even.” 
 
    “Why would they just… open fire?” 
 
    “Because they’re afraid of us,” said Halberd. “Because they want us dead more than they care about not killing some kids in the process. They probably won’t even be charged, let alone do any time over it. They’ll say something about how they feared for their lives expecting it to be the big bad supervillains and get off scot free.” 
 
    Lockpick was already shaking his head. Halberd patted his shoulder. 
 
    “They play by different rules than we do, LP,” he said. “That’s why we keep moving. Sink or swim.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 6 
 
      
 
    Rue was still in Will’s bed when he woke up the next morning, which was a surprise. Usually Rue would slip off during the night, conscious of how it affected Jess to have such blatant evidence of their illicit activities thrust into her face. 
 
    She yawned and started to get up, naked from the waist down. Will made a sleepy attempt at pulling her back down for morning sex. 
 
    “We’re already running late,” she said, giggling. “I might be able to get away without a shower, but not if you get me sweaty all over again.” 
 
    “Fair enough.” He stopped groping her and rolled onto his back, eyeing the obvious tent of his erection against the sheet.  
 
    Mere seconds after Rue was out his door, Jess knocked and poked her head in. Her eyes snapped to his erection as though drawn by a powerful magnet. 
 
    “Oh,” she said. “Good morning, LP. Did I, um, interrupt something?” 
 
    “Nope.” He gave her a mischievous smile and propped his head up on his elbow. “It’s like this every morning.” 
 
    “Jeez.” Jess was wearing her hair down and brushed a few blonde strands behind her ear. “That sounds painful.” 
 
    She had her armband on, and it crackled with blue light that only he could see, little bits of prismatic glitter that faded as they pulsed outward. He’d noticed that it only ever did that when she was around him, never for other men or women. Will had caught Giga making a very polite pass at her a few days ago, and the armband hadn’t so much as sparked. 
 
    “It can be a little painful,” he said. “I usually have to work it out in the shower.” 
 
    Jess bit her lip and turned sideways, but it was clear she was still staring out of the corner of her eye. “I should probably get moving.” 
 
    “Right. I don’t want you to be late.” 
 
    He sat up on his bed and motioned her over for a goodbye hug and kiss, at least. Jess chuckled and hugged her arms across her chest, face flushed. 
 
    “I should… really probably get going,” she said. “Um. Enjoy your shower.” 
 
    She hurried out of his room faster than Rue had. Painful indeed. 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    He hurried through his morning routine, but was still running a few minutes late as he approached his classroom. A fair amount of noise was coming from it, raised voices and what sounded like scuffling feet across the floor. Will groaned and prepared himself for the worst. 
 
    He paused in the doorway as music washed over him, funky hip-hop with a catchy drum loop. A few desks were slid out of place to make space on the floor. Klash was in the middle of doing some kind of strange shoulder twist, both arms contorted behind his back. Max and Pasithea were cheering him on, while the rest of the students watched in amused silence. 
 
    Klash suddenly whooped and jumped into the air, doing a back handspring flip without ever undoing his original contortion. It was actually incredibly impressive, and Will took a step back, not wanting to have to enter the room as a teacher and end the spectacle. 
 
    “My turn!” Pasithea jumped forward and began cycling through a range of very typical white girl dance moves.  
 
    Max tried to dance with her, but she spun away. 
 
    “Hold on!” said Max. He tried to sweep himself into a backspin but tipped onto one side. Holding his arms out, he yelled, “Spin me, spin me!” 
 
    Bloodfeud stood up, and Will was half expecting the situation to still somehow devolve into a fight between the two. Instead, he joined in on the dance party, doing some kind of quick floor work, feet kicking around in circular patterns. Physique started clapping to the music. Bloodfeud pulled her forward and, blushing, she volunteered her own handstand, holding it with perfect balance. 
 
    “Ahem.” 
 
    Will winced as he heard Zone clearing his throat over his shoulder. He hurried into the classroom, doing his best to seem stern and not mesmerized by his students’ energy. 
 
    “Alright, alright,” he called. “Time to get started.” 
 
    “It is several minutes beyond that time already,” said Zone, from the doorway. “I came to remind you that your students’ parents and legal guardians will be visiting today. I’m going to be using my power to transport them each to the school. If any of you need to adjust your arrangements, now is the last chance you’ll have.” 
 
    Nobody raised their hand. Most of the students were still buzzing from all the dancing, and Will was actually glad he wouldn’t have to fling them straight into a boring lesson. 
 
    “We’ll meet you outside, Headmaster,” he said. 
 
    “Please do.” Zone nodded and left the room.  
 
    The students watched Will, perhaps expecting that he’d pass Zone’s ire on to them. Instead, he folded his arms and leaned against his desk. 
 
    “How the hell did you learn how to do that, Klash?” he asked. 
 
    Klash shrugged. “Practice, I guess. I used to be part of a dance crew.” 
 
    “What were they called?” asked Daydream. 
 
    “Bad Trip Brigade,” said Klash. “We didn’t fool around. We were serious about it.” 
 
    “Next time we’re in the training hall, I want you to show me all of the stuff you can do,” said Will. “It could be relevant to your skillset.” 
 
    “You think he’s going to do a ninja flip in a fight or something?” asked Max. 
 
    “Imagine if someone tries to tie him up without realizing he can do that crazy thing with his shoulders. You never know when that kind of ability might come in handy.” 
 
    He brought them straight out to meet up with Zone, feeling like he’d been given the day off from his normal teaching duties. His students would be the ones showing their parents around, with him only needing to hand out some progress reports. It seemed like it would be a total breeze. 
 
    Zone was finishing up with Instructor Terra’s class, which included Rue. Jess was already standing alongside her. Rue seemed to have regressed back into her thirteen-year-old self, embarrassed by her mother’s presence to the point of sullen pouting. 
 
    Will waved to them both, but decided it was probably better if he stuck with his own class. He was too free with them sometimes, and the last thing he needed was his students beginning to catch on to what was happening behind closed doors at Jerrigan Hall. 
 
    “Helga Dulcey,” called Zone. “If you’ll step right up, I’ll bring your parents through momentarily.” 
 
    She glanced at Bloodfeud before stepping forward. Zone disappeared into the empty building he used for his transfers and emerged a minute later with an older couple, perhaps late-sixties and on the edge of the normal spectrum for active parentage. 
 
    Adopted parents, most likely, thought Will. That’s going to be the case with most of them just like it was with me. 
 
    “You’re Instructor Lockpick?” said the man as he stepped forward. “I’m Kurt, and this is my wife, Ericka. Helga has told us so much about you.” 
 
    “Well, don’t believe a word of it,” he said, smiling. 
 
    “It’s been a rave review overall,” said Ericka. “We heard about you before you were even her teacher. She told us what you did for her back at her old high school.” 
 
    Will furrowed his brow and sent Physique a questioning glance. He’d broken into the locker of one of her bullies and stuffed it with trash. Those had been simpler times. 
 
    The next few parents came through with similar quick introductions. Most of them were fairly unassuming. Pasithea’s parents seemed aloof and upper class. Daydream’s mom was an attractive woman who spoke with far too fake of a vocal tone for Will’s liking. 
 
    “Thanks for the lift, O-Zone!” A boisterous older black man in costume with salt and pepper grey hair emerged from the building when it was Klash’s turn. “Yo! Klash. K-Pop. Give me a fucking hug already.” 
 
    It wasn’t unheard of for supers to have biological children, but heavily frowned upon and discouraged. Between the risk of producing an abomination and the inherent dangers to the mother, it was a move closer to driving while intoxicated than spurious family planning. 
 
    Will recognized Klash’s father, Quake, even before he’d been introduced. He’d been a good friend of Halberd’s once upon a time, which in hindsight said a lot about the man in just a few words. 
 
    “Hey, Dad,” said Klash, wincing through a hug. “How ya been?” 
 
    “Fucking fantastic.” Quake produced a flask from somewhere and took a long sip. “Hey O-Zone, where’s the nearest commode?” 
 
     “It’s in the main building,” said Zone. “Klash, why don’t you show your father the way?” 
 
    The headmaster frowned and gave a small shake of his head, clearly also familiar with Quake’s mannerisms. He was infamous in his own right, though he’d never fallen nearly as far as Halberd. Quake was the kind of hero who thrived on the drama he left in his wake, the kind of hero people loved to argue about and be opinionated over. 
 
    “Ah,” said Zone, turning his attention to Will’s last student. “Francisco. You didn’t fill out the form related to your legal guardian, but since there’s time, I could still make the attempt?” 
 
    “There’s no one to make the attempt for,” said Bloodfeud. “If you don’t mind, I’ll just grab my sister and take her for a walk.” 
 
    “Yes, of course.” Zone’s expression wilted a bit in that soul weary way of teachers that truly do care about their work. “That’s quite alright, Francisco. There’s ice cream in the cafeteria. She might like that.” 
 
    “Why don’t I walk with you into town?” suggested Will. “The others will be on their tours for the next hour or so.” 
 
    “Whatever floats your boat, Instructor.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 7 
 
      
 
    Will wanted to see what Bloodfeud might say to him given the opportunity to have a few uninterrupted minutes completely alone. The answer, at least to start, seemed to be nothing. 
 
    They walked slowly across Baffin Academy’s campus and then onto the island’s sole real road. The tiny village of Paallavvik still had a sliver of the claustrophobic remoteness he’d originally been struck by on arrival, but it was secondary to a new perspective. 
 
    There was a familiar rhythm to it all — the same people in the same places on most days. Will waved to one of the men who worked to clear the section of the road past the academy’s power-warmed climate bubble. The man touched his toque with a small motion as though tipping it Will’s way. 
 
    The buildings were rough and ramshackle, using everything the islanders had at hand. Wood was expensive, but shipping containers were plentiful. Paint, surprisingly, was a bit of a luxury, and the way the islanders used it made it seem vivid and special, each home its own peephole into the creativity of its owner. 
 
    Paallavvik was greater than the sum of its parts in a way that required a person to get to know it to understand. Not small and remote, as Will had first judged. Secluded and beautiful, verging on a winter wonderland from a dream on days when the snow came down in thick flakes. 
 
    “Is this the part where you ask the poor little orphan where he sees himself in five years?” muttered Bloodfeud. 
 
    “It’s a valid question, isn’t it?” 
 
    “I should turn you in. If only so you’ll stop pretending like you care.” 
 
    Will flashed a tired smiled and nodded. He knew Bloodfeud wasn’t going to use his best card over something so frivolous. He was smart, and he saw Will’s secret for the valuable tool it was. In a way, that fact alone was enough to let Will feel safe. He’d probably see it coming. 
 
    “You’re capable, Francisco,” he said. “If you keep putting in effort and open up your mind to the possibilities a little, you could do wherever you wanted. You could end up on a team, really do some good in the world.” 
 
    “Just like you, Instructor?” snorted Bloodfeud. “All the good you’ve done and continue to do?” 
 
    “You could be a part of something,” said Will, more firmly. “Maybe sooner, rather than later.” 
 
    He’d thought about it in passing, given Avery had mentioned potentially recruiting for her team from the students. Would it be buying Bloodfeud off to add him to the shortlist in exchange for his silence? Would he even go for it? 
 
    “I’m already a part of something,” said the teenager. “I’ve seen the news coming out of Lancaster City. I should have just dug my heels in and stuck around. They’re defending our city and we’re, what? Playing at school life here? It’s all complete bullshit.” 
 
    “Is it? What would Physique have to say about that? What about your sister?” 
 
    Bloodfeud scowled and looked away. When he looked back, his expression was set and determined. “You want to know where I see myself in five years, or even just this year? Back in Lancaster City. That’s my answer. Back with the Power Realists. And you’re going to help me get there.” 
 
    There it is, thought Will. He’ll push the lever down for this. Of all the things he could have blackmailed me for, what he wants is to go hang out with a bunch of bigoted psychos. 
 
    Neither of them said anything more as they walked through the village, leaving matching tracks in the thin base layer of snow. Will hadn’t grabbed his jacket given how abruptly they’d left. His exposed arms and hands were tingling, almost warm, rather than cold. 
 
    He’d known that Bloodfeud didn’t live in the dorms, but in a small apartment Zone had secured for him and his sister to convince him to come to the school in the first place. It was above the town’s general store, more of a cozy one-bedroom loft situation than anything extravagant. 
 
    Will walked him to the door. His sister, Maria, was a dark-haired and bright girl of perhaps twelve or thirteen. She scowled at him when she saw him at the top of the stairs. 
 
    “What did you do this time?” she asked. 
 
    “What? Nothing!” Bloodfeud pushed her playfully in the shoulder. “Come on. It’s parents’ day or whatever. Let me show you around the school.” 
 
    Maria’s ire immediately flipped around to excitement. “Oh! I’ll get my coat.” 
 
    Will made his way back ahead of them, feeling as though he’d played his part within the moment. He wondered if he could just kick Bloodfeud’s demand down the line if he played it right, or maybe talk him out of it by bringing up his sister and her welfare. 
 
    The kid was stubborn, but it might still be easier to talk him down than to do what he was asking. There was no real way for them to leave the island without Zone’s help, no passenger ships, no planes. It would take some serious convincing to get Zone to bring them back, to the point it seemed borderline impossible. 
 
    Zone’s assistant, Casey, ran up to Will as he walked back on campus, skin still tingling as he passed into the college’s climate bubble. She slid to a stop on the grass, breathing as though she’d sprinted the entire way. 
 
    “Um,” she said. “Headmaster Zone wants to see you in his office.” 
 
    “About what?” 
 
    “He didn’t say, but he said he needed you immediately. I’ve been looking everywhere.” 
 
    “Well, lead on.” 
 
    Casey took another few seconds to catch her breath before leading him back into the main building and up the familiar route to Zone’s office. The door was already open a crack, and she knocked on the doorframe. 
 
    “Headmaster Zone,” she called. “I found Instructor Lockpick.” 
 
    “Send him in.” 
 
    Will entered Zone’s office. The Headmaster was at his desk, fingers weaved together and serving as a platform for his sharp chin. There was another hero there, as well, sitting across from Zone, back turned toward Will. 
 
    “Instructor Lockpick,” said Zone. “Have you met Astroman before? Given how you were a firsthand witness to the unfortunate tragedy of Galaxy Maiden’s death, I thought I should have you on hand for any questions that might arise.” 
 
    Astroman slowly stood to his feet and turned around, a thin smile revealing wrinkles across his aged face. Will hadn’t met him before, but he knew of him, had attended events where he’d given speeches back in the days of the Crimson Five. The current head of the Champion Authority. Former President of the United States. Almost inarguably the most powerful single person in the entire world. 
 
    He was tall, broad shouldered, maybe in his mid-sixties, and still in good shape. His hair was dark brown with flecks of grey spreading outward from the temples. He wore an old-school spandex costume, not unlike Will’s own, black and silver with a cape and stylized A emblem on the chest. 
 
    “Nice to meet you in person, Lockpick,” said Astroman, shaking his hand. “I think I’ve heard of you before. Relic’s son, right?” 
 
    “That’s right.” 
 
    “Relic and Halberd’s son,” added Zone, ever helpful. “He was there in New York when the abomination struck down—” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m not here for that,” said Astroman. “I always told GM that her womanly emotions would get her killed someday. I’m sure she died a noble death defending one of your students, one about the age of her son. So very sad, but as they say, shit happens.” 
 
    “You…” Zone cleared his throat. “I was under the impression that the Board of Directors sent you here to collect accounts of that event?” 
 
    “I am the Board of Directors,” said Astroman. “To be completely honest, GM and I never really saw eye to eye. She was volatile, prone to fits of mood, and completely irrational when it came to acting the way a proper woman should act in my presence.” 
 
    Will glanced at Zone, who seemed at a loss for words. 
 
    “Bathroom?” asked Astroman. 
 
    “Um. You can use my private one. It’s right through—” 
 
    “I see it.”  
 
    Will waited until Astroman had shut the door before folding his arms and shooting Zone a serious look. “What’s going on?” 
 
    “Honestly, I’m not entirely sure,” said Zone. “I was told he was here to look into Galaxy Maiden’s death, but he doesn’t seem to be all that interested. Perhaps he’s just going through the motions or perhaps…” 
 
    Astroman made a satisfied noise from the bathroom. He emerged a few seconds later and shook his head back and forth while exhaling to flutter his lips. Bits of white powder still clung to his voluminous mustache. 
 
    “I feel like going for a quick fly-over of the area,” said Astroman. “You don’t mind.” 
 
    He didn’t use the intonation of a question, and he also didn’t use the door, simply muscling Zone’s office window open and jumping out of it. His boot left a scuff on the painted wood of the windowsill. 
 
    “I’m confused,” said Will. “Is he… always like this?” 
 
    “Honestly, I’ve only spoken with him a handful of times,” said Zone. “He is very… high on his own authority. He’s also the guy we are going to have to bend over backwards for to keep this school funded. That’s the real reason why I wanted you here as quickly as possible, but I suppose I misjudged where he’d be placing the core of his interest.” 
 
    “Fair enough. Can I go now?” 
 
    Zone scowled and eyed the window. Astroman was a dot in the distance, flying a slow circuit over the main landmass of Baffin Island.  
 
    “You can go,” he finally said. “Make sure Relic also knows that Astroman is here and she should be on her best behavior. The last thing we need is a pissing match between heavy hitters, especially with her as the favorite to replace Galaxy Maiden on the board.” 
 
    “Wait, what?” Will stared at him. “You’re serious? She’s being considered for the Champion Authority’s Board of Directors?” 
 
    “I thought it was obvious,” said Zone. “I suppose that might also be part of why Astroman made the trip out. To get a sense of whether your mother would be a good fit. It isn’t entirely his decision, however. Ice Nine and Pulse Master will probably be the deciding core.” 
 
    “Does she know?” 
 
    “You’d have to ask her.” Zone sighed and rubbed a thumb against the scuff on his windowsill. “Now, if you’ll excuse me.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 8 
 
      
 
    Will couldn’t get his mind off the image of Jess, Relic, as a member of the CA’s Board of Directors. It was the upper echelon of power. It would probably entail her moving to the Lighthouse fulltime, not to mention filling her schedule out with appearances and busywork. 
 
    He wasn’t sure how to feel about it, in part because it was happening as a direct consequence to his own actions. His own secrets and past sins would carry that much more weight, gain the ability to fuck up Jess’s life just as badly as his own. Hell, there was a good chance she might be denied the position on the board solely due to what was already publicly known about Lockpick and Halberd’s misdeeds.  
 
    He wanted to talk to her immediately, but he still had a responsibility to his class… and their parents. Everyone eventually regrouped in the classroom, where Will had a meeting with each student alongside their parents. It was extremely hard to focus on the task at hand with so much else on his mind, but he tried his best. 
 
    A few of the meetings were quick and easy. Physique’s parents were as quiet as she was and justifiably proud of their daughter. He told them the truth, which amounted to lavishing her with praise and all but offering a guarantee of her one day finding a team. She was also on his shortlist to recommend to Avery, but he stopped himself from admitting that to them. 
 
    The sit-down with Daydream and her mother was similarly straightforward. There was a small amount of tension between them that seemed to stem from Daydream being embarrassed by her mother’s flirtatiousness, but Will sensed it was more playful than anything serious. 
 
    “Can we just get this over with?” muttered Max, when it was his and his father Seymour’s turn. 
 
    “Thomas!” said Seymour. “Would you at least try to be polite? I’m so sorry, Instructor. He’s not usually like this at home.” 
 
    Max rolled his eyes and slid sideways in his chair, as though even being just a few inches closer to the door was worth being uncomfortable. 
 
    “Maximum has been a bit of an enigma to me,” said Will. “He’s very confident in himself, which honestly does count for a lot at this stage. He’s awesome in the training hall, a very capable fighter. But when it comes to his classwork, I’ll be frank… He’s just not doing it. He’s simply not doing the assignments.” 
 
    Seymour looked at Max, expression sharpening into a scowl. “Of course, he isn’t. You’re not wearing your glasses.” 
 
    “Dad, come on,” said Max. “I don’t wear glasses. I’m not that guy.” 
 
    “I knew it!” snapped Seymour. “I brought your old pair with me because I knew this was still going to be a thing. Instructor, I would assume the reason he’s underperforming is because of his eyes.” 
 
    Seymour reached into the pocket of his coat and pulled out a pair of thick, square, rather unfashionable glasses. He set them down in front of Max and stared at the teenager until, with a sigh, he finally put them on. 
 
    “He has severely limited vision, along with an eye condition that makes it difficult for him to wear contacts,” said Seymour. 
 
    “Dad, please.” 
 
    “Go on,” said Will. A whole bunch of odd incidents with Max suddenly came into clear focus. 
 
    “His eyes chafe easily, and he needs to use special eye drops,” said Seymour. “He insisted on getting contacts as soon as he could but couldn’t wear them without tearing up. The kids at his old school were cruel, as kids can be, and called him a crybaby.” 
 
    “Dad!” 
 
    “I think I understand,” said Will. “Max. Wear your damn glasses in class.” 
 
    Max scoffed. “You can’t just order me to do something I don’t want to do.” 
 
    “Thomas!” shouted Seymour. “He wants what’s best for you, and so do I. If I hear from him that you’re not wearing your glasses, I’m going to start selling your game collection.” 
 
    “That’s not fair!” cried Max. 
 
    “Neither is life,” said Seymour. 
 
    Klash and Quake were up next. Will managed to get maybe three or four sentences in edgewise as Quake went on a long story about how he and Halberd had taken down a villain named Oddbark early on in their hero careers and then gotten wasted afterward and picked up a bunch of girls from a bar. Quake kept veering off into tangents, not all of which were comprehensible. 
 
    Will felt for Klash more than the teenager probably realized. He wanted to say something, let him know it could be worse. At least Quake hadn’t lured him off into a chaotic criminal misadventure. Well, at least not yet. Will called the meeting to a close when Quake broke out his flask and started drinking liberally from it. 
 
    Last but not least was Pasithea and her parents, Dennis and Olympia. Will picked up on a strange vibe between them almost immediately, with Pasithea quietly stewing and unwilling to engage from the get-go. 
 
    “It’s so good to finally meet you in person, Instructor Lockpick,” said Olympia. “Pasithea has told us absolutely nothing about you, so we spent most of the afternoon making wild assumptions until she corrected us and gave us at least something to work with.” 
 
    “We’re both psychiatrists, so we’ve developed strategies to get her to divulge her secrets,” said Dennis. 
 
    “Is that so?” Will smiled and glanced toward Pasithea, a few things clicking into place. 
 
    “She’s a decade deep into her rebellion against our authority, or lack thereof,” said Olympia. “We gave her full agency over her decisions and her body at an early age, hoping it might allow her to achieve self-realization faster.” 
 
    “I think it irritates her that she can’t get a rise out of us,” said Dennis, smiling. “She even chose this school over the super academy thinking that we’d disapprove of the rustic environment.” 
 
    “She mentioned that,” said Will. 
 
    “Did she?” Dennis and his wife shared a laugh.  
 
    Pasithea took her phone out and began actively zoning out. Will cleared his throat. 
 
    “Her grades in my class have been low,” he said. “A lot lower than what I think she’s capable of.” 
 
    “That is entirely between you and her,” said Olympia. “We didn’t come here today to simply talk about our daughter being our daughter. We want to get to know you, Instructor.” 
 
    “All of the twelfth-grade students are going to be heading into the preliminary recruitment process starting next week,” said Will. “Her GPA is going to be a factor.” 
 
    “Keep her after class, then,” said Dennis. “I’m sure she’d appreciate the extra attention. Do you like chardonnay, Instructor?” 
 
    “Um… what?” 
 
    Olympia set her fingers on Will’s hand and flashed him a flirtatious smile. “My husband and I have rented lodgings in town. You should come by tonight. Have a few glasses of wine with us. Enjoy yourself.” 
 
    “They’re swingers,” muttered Pasithea. 
 
    Dennis sighed and shook his head. “She just can’t help but ruin our fun. It’s so much more satisfying when it feels spontaneous and wild.” 
 
    Will ended the meeting there, wondering if he’d finally found someone with a more fucked up family dynamic than his. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 9 
 
      
 
    By default, Will was obligated to sit with all of his students’ parents at a single table for lunch. The banality of listening to a group of random adults make small talk about their children was certified torture, but at least he could take solace in the fact that he wouldn’t have homework to grade that night. 
 
    The highlight was listening to Olympia and Dennis attempt to entice Quake in much the same way they’d tried with him. Quake seemed very comfortable with the idea. The rest of the table, not so much. 
 
    It was a half day for him, with the students meeting with their other teachers for third block and having the last one free to do whatever their parents forced them to do. Will was still exhausted as he made his way back to Jerrigan Hall, keen on spending the rest of the day relaxing on the couch. 
 
    He didn’t get the relief he wanted. Jess was home, and she had a guest, a tall, raven-haired woman in a dark brown leather coat. She looked like a parent, and Will found himself wondering if perhaps Bloodfeud did have a legal guardian in a technical sense who’d just arrived a little late. 
 
    “Hey,” he said, drawing their attention. 
 
    “Will,” said Jess. “Ah. This is Recall. Detective Sharon Chen.” 
 
    Fuck. 
 
    The old instincts burned into him from his time with Halberd were still there, still primed in his nerves in moments like this. Cops were bad. Heroes, even worse. A hero who was also a detective? Just totally unfair. 
 
    “It’s nice to meet you,” he said. “William Sorling. Lockpick.” 
 
    He tried to get the pulse of the room as he literally took her pulse through the shaking of their hands. Jess looked concerned, but it was hard to read the exact level of concern in her expression. It could be over for him, then and there, depending on what questions had already been asked, what secrets had been implied or outright divulged. 
 
    “It’s nice to meet you, Lockpick,” said Recall. “I am in fact a detective within the Champion Authority’s criminal investigation unit. I have a couple of questions to ask you about an old affiliate of yours by the name of Chauffeur.” 
 
    He nodded and managed a smile. There were definitely worse topics of discussion for him, but he wasn’t out of the woods just yet. Not even close. 
 
    “Chauffeur,” he said. “Yeah. We served time together.” 
 
    Recall stared at him with a thoughtful expression. She glanced at Jess, who politely took a step back. 
 
    “Why don’t I get you both something to drink?” she offered. “You can sit down.” 
 
    “Oh, this shouldn’t take too long,” said Recall. “You served time together, but you were also both members of the same gang. The Power Realists.” 
 
    “Key word there is were. I was at the top of their shit list by the time I finished my sentence.” 
 
    “I’m aware. Your mother already filled me in on a certain incident that happened that led to him attacking you both while you were following him by car. I also have the accident report from that day.” 
 
    “Yeah,” he said. “We certainly weren’t friends. I was highly critical of the Second Advent’s decision to bring him on as a lay brother.” 
 
    “Are you just as critical of the Champion Authority’s decision to deputize the leadership of your former gang?” 
 
    Will sighed. “I’d say I’m much more critical of that, if anything.” 
 
    He did sit down, feeling like he was divulging a little too much already. It wasn’t just the facts she wanted, but his feelings, his vibe. She was good at her job, and he needed to be on guard. 
 
    “I’m also not a fan of what the CA is doing with the Power Realists,” said Recall. “I’m in the middle of an investigation into a wide swathe of their crimes since the prison break, and the fact that the idea of a blanket pardon is being toyed with makes it all seem, well, pointless.” 
 
    “A blanket pardon?” 
 
    “A conditional blanket pardon. More like a path toward becoming probationary members of the CA. The logic is that they can be incentivized to put their powers to use against the enemy while being one slip-up away from easy recapture.” 
 
    Will let out a dark chuckle. “Unbelievable. I know Despot, the Realists. Doing something like that would completely compromise the CA.” 
 
    “You’re preaching to the choir,” said Recall. “So help me out some more. I need a clearer picture of your former gang, and I need it fast. Did you have any other contact with Chauffeur aside from the initial meeting at the church and the car accident?” 
 
    “No, of course not.” 
 
    “What about with Decay?” asked Recall. “He was supposedly involved with the prison break. I’d interrogate Chauffeur, as I know he was also involved, but he died in CA custody shortly after being transferred.” 
 
    That was news to Will, but not surprising. Despot probably had him assassinated to preserve essential Power Realist secrets. 
 
    “No, never,” he said, voice steady. “I know that Relic fought him. Multiple times, I think.” 
 
    She wrote down his answer in a notepad, which felt far more worrying than it should have. Halberd had warned him once to never talk to the police about anything, ever, even if he had his story straight. It seemed like good advice in retrospect, though from a bad source. 
 
    “What about Cryptkeeper?” asked Recall. 
 
    “What about him?” 
 
    “I have a theory that he may have been involved in the prison break and defected to the CA afterward,” said Recall. “His body was never found. He went missing right around the same time that Decay showed up.” 
 
    Interesting. Slow play this, let her lead. 
 
    “The last time I saw him was when I was released from Mastodon,” said Will. 
 
    “You didn’t see him at all during the battle with the Power Realists right before the breach south of Lancaster City?” 
 
    “I can’t really remember, but I don’t think so.” 
 
    He’d assumed Cryptkeeper had been with Despot during the time Glass had been in charge, but there was no need to volunteer that. 
 
    “But Decay was there?” asked Recall. 
 
    “Yeah, he was there,” said Will. “Why? You think they might be working together?” 
 
    “I think they might be the same person,” said Recall. “Whoever this Decay is clearly has a vested interest in protecting his identity the old-school way.” 
 
    She scribbled in her notebook some more, glancing up at him a few times in a manner that made him wonder if her questions were truly what they seemed. 
 
    “That’s all I have for you for now,” said Recall. “Thanks for your help, Lockpick. I set a recall point here at your school. I may be back in the near future to ask some follow-up questions.” 
 
    “By all means.” 
 
    Recall left, and Will let out a small sigh of relief as the front door clicked closed. He kicked his legs up on the couch and made to turn the TV on. Jess stepped into his line of view, arms crossed, expression just as unreadable as the detective’s had been. 
 
    “I need to ask you something,” she said. “I’ve been putting it off, but now seems to be as good of a time as any.” 
 
    “Yeah, of course,” he said. “What is it?” 
 
    He moved his feet so she could sit down. As tense as the vibe had been with the detective, the mood in the room now felt even more strained. He couldn’t lie to her. He couldn’t tell her the truth. 
 
    “Galaxy Maiden stopped by the academy just before her death,” said Jess. “She said something to me. And I still don’t understand what it means, LP.” 
 
    Her fingers tightened on his feet, squeezing them almost protectively. 
 
    “What did she say?” 
 
    “She said.” Jess paused and swallowed. “She told me we’ll both be in mourning soon enough.” 
 
    Will could almost hear Galaxy Maiden’s cold, matter-of-fact tone in the way Jess spoke the words. He shook his head slightly. “I mean… I don’t know what she was thinking.” 
 
    “Please, Will.” 
 
    He gave her a version of the truth, the truth with the crust cut off. “She probably thought that I was going to end up dead. You know how she was. Intense. Almost robotic.” 
 
    “Why would she say that to me, though?” asked Jess. “It was so cruel, I didn’t understand at the time, like I was hearing the wrong words in the wrong order. Zone wouldn’t let me come along on the rescue because of how emotionally invested he thought I was. I would have flown there myself, but nobody would give me a clear answer about where exactly you were.” 
 
    “Well, I didn’t die in the end,” he said, rubbing his foot against her leg. “Isn’t that all that matters?” 
 
    Jess sighed and nodded, a slow smile creeping onto her face. “You’re right. Gosh, are things ever going to calm down for us?” 
 
    “Of course not.” 
 
    She laughed, and Will sat up and put an arm around her. 
 
    “Come on,” he said. “Do you have the rest of the day off?” 
 
    “Yup.” 
 
    “Then let’s go do something fun.” 
 
    Her eyes sparkled as her smile became a full-blown grin. “I was actually on my way to the training hall. I figured since all of the students are with their parents, it might be nice to have the room mostly to myself. I was going to do some testing with my new artifact in costume.” 
 
    “Perfect. I’ll be your training partner.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 10 
 
      
 
    Will went to his room to change. It’d been a few days since he’d last put his costume on, and he felt strange as he spread it out on his bed. It was technically Halberd’s old alternate Crimson Five costume, black with a hint of red as opposed to red with a touch of black. 
 
    Part of him kind of wanted a new costume because of that. Another part of him wanted to keep it for precisely that same reason. It was a line back to the hero Halberd, as opposed to the father he’d watched fall. It was all he had left of the good part of that tortured man’s legacy. 
 
    It also fit him like a tailored glove. He smiled as he put on the mask and eyed himself in the mirror, appreciating the way it flattered a certain part of his body like a pair of tight sweatpants.  
 
    When he came out Relic was waiting for him in her own Crimson Five costume, which was nearly the same as his aside from the color scheme, grey and yellow, and the artifacts she wore in addition.  
 
    “No cloak?” he asked, noticing it missing. 
 
    “It feels like it would be a little unnecessary, assuming we do any sparring,” she said. “Besides, I don’t need to be airborne to play around with my armband.” 
 
    He nodded, well aware he’d be holding back even more than she was. He felt her eyes on him, the way they flicked down to his chest and then lower.  
 
    “Come here,” he said, grinning. 
 
    He caught her hands, both feeling and seeing her armband spark with a ripple of blue static. Jess laughed and shook her head, cheeks already flushing, as he reeled her in. 
 
    “Save the wrestling for the training hall, mister,” she whispered in a not quite stern voice. 
 
    “Just kisses for now then.” He planted one on her cheek and then one on her lips. He exhaled, letting his breath tickle her neck as he gently backed her up until her shoulders touched the closed door of her room. 
 
    She stared at him expectantly, a slightly hazy, distant look in her eyes. He kissed her again, and a shudder ran through her. The armband pulsed a shade of blue that seemed almost needy, like cold hands in the winter begging to be rubbed and warmed. 
 
    “We didn’t put on our costumes for no reason,” said Relic. “Lockpick. Let’s go work up a sweat.” 
 
    “What do you think I’m trying to do?” 
 
    She swatted him on the shoulder and attempted a glare that was really more of a smile with half-narrowed eyes. He took a step back, took a breath to clear at least some of the tension, and motioned her toward the door. 
 
    They were practically strutting as they made their way across campus, in costume and instantly recognizable. Will saw more than a few of the fathers of students checking out Relic, and more than a couple of the mothers eyeing him. 
 
    “We might end up with an audience if any of them find their way into the upper level of the training hall, where you can watch through the mirrors,” said Relic. 
 
    “Are you telling me that as a warning?”  
 
    “Just stating the facts.” 
 
    As expected, the training hall was totally empty. It was fairly chilly, too, several degrees below the ambient temperature outside. Will ran in place for a couple of seconds before going through the essential stretches, rolling out his wrists and ankles, pulling back his shoulders. 
 
    “How do you want to do this?” called Relic, from across the room. 
 
    “It’s up to you. You’re the one with the new toy.” 
 
    “Alright.” She held up the copper armband, the polished surface bright under the training hall’s fluorescent lights. “I haven’t experimented much with the artifact’s defensive capabilities. How about you start on the offensive, and I’ll practice defending?” 
 
    “Sounds good. Give a wave when you’re ready.” 
 
    Her expression took on that dangerous quality he’d seen so many times in a different context, with her facing him as an actual enemy. Relic was still as scary as ever. It was part of why he was excited to train with her. He needed to understand her new artifact as much as she did in case he bumped into her again as Decay. 
 
    Will did have his lockpick with him, but didn’t bother breaking it out for his first attack. He closed the distance to Relic and began with a feint, acting like he was going to attempt a punch before dropping low and kicking at her ankle. 
 
    She didn’t catch the feint, but it didn’t really matter. Her armband’s energy manifested as a translucent blue sphere around her body. It absorbed the impact of Will’s kick as though he’d thrust his foot against the mat of a trampoline, the energy of the blow rebounding back onto itself. 
 
    He spun with the momentum, throwing a real punch from the other side. His fist sank into the blue sphere far enough to create a defined imprint. Relic let out a grunt, and the sphere suddenly pushed outward, expanding to twice its size and tossing Will back a few feet. 
 
    “Whoa!” she said. 
 
    The sphere expanded and contracted in rapid succession, finally pushing outward until it was in the shape of a dome twenty feet across. 
 
    “Whoa, for sure,” agreed Will. “Do you know what kind of attacks can break through it?” 
 
    “I don’t have the slightest clue,” said Relic. “Like I said, this is the first time I’ve really used it like this.” 
 
    “Move closer to the wall.” 
 
    Relic furrowed her brow, but didn’t ask questions. She drew the defensive sphere inward until it was only surrounding her immediate body. Will took a second to change the angle, and then ran diagonally toward her. 
 
    He jumped and kicked off the wall, gaining enough height to come down on her from overhead with his full weight. It was a true body slam, and it was as though he’d delivered it onto the surface of an inflatable bounce house. He cackled as the sphere tossed him back up in the air and he came down a second time, expecting to bounce again. 
 
    “Oof!” Relic drew the sphere inward, trying some idea that didn’t quite pan out.  
 
    Will landed on top of her in a jumble of limbs, and they both burst out laughing. 
 
    “One, two, three,” said Will. “Pinned you.” 
 
    “The point of this exercise wasn’t for you to pin me, LP.” Relic wriggled underneath him, smiling through her feigned annoyance. 
 
    “Spoken like someone who just got pinned.” 
 
    She snorted, and the two of them play wrestled for a few seconds. Will’s hand brushed one of her breasts through the thin fabric of her costume, and the armband crackled with blue excitement as the moment shifted from playful to, well, playful. 
 
    “We could have an audience right now,” she said. 
 
    “I’m aware.” He let his hands slide down her body, briefly gripping her hips in a powerful, dangerous way. “I’m in control.” 
 
    “Good. I mean, we both are.” 
 
    He stood up and helped her up. Relic smirked and brushed some dust off the front of his costume and shoulders. 
 
    “You want to go again?” she asked. 
 
    “We’ll go until you’re satisfied.” 
 
    “We might be here a while, then.” 
 
    “I’ve got the stamina to last,” he said. 
 
    Relic cleared her throat and took a deliberate step back. Her armband was still pulsing with blue energy, and an unfortunate realization suddenly dawned on him. 
 
    The connection that had formed between him and her through the armband, the way it responded to his presence, might be a factor even when he was in costume as Decay. If she noticed it and connected the dots, it would give him away instantly. He might have to work even harder to avoid Relic while operating under his secret identity, not that he wasn’t already keeping his distance as much as possible. 
 
    “Well?” called Relic. “What are you waiting for? Let’s go again.” 
 
    “You sound awfully cocky for someone who just got pinned.” 
 
    He tried to slap her butt as she turned around and got a handful of blue energy. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 11 
 
      
 
    They spent some more time feeling out the defensive capabilities of the armband. The first real discovery they made was rather obvious — the wider she made her defensive sphere, the weaker it was. Will managed to force an arm through whenever she tried to block from beyond ten or so feet, though there wasn’t much he could do with such an opening at that distance. 
 
    They took a break after about half an hour. Relic had brought her water bottle, and they sat against the far wall of the training hall, passing it back and forth until it ran empty. 
 
    “Astroman is here at the academy,” said Will. 
 
    “So I heard,” said Relic. “I find him rather off-putting these days. He used to be a lot mellower, but for the last half decade or so he’s come to remind me of Halberd in all the worst ways, especially in how the world seems to enable him.” 
 
    Will nodded slowly, considering how to broach the other topic he’d been meaning to bring up. “When I spoke to Zone, he mentioned that they’re looking to fill Galaxy Maiden’s spot on the Board of Directors.” 
 
    “Makes sense.” 
 
    “And you’re one of the leading candidates.” 
 
    Relic furrowed her brow. “Are you joking?” 
 
    “That’s what he told me. Surprised?” 
 
    “No,” she said. “Well, kind of. My career has never really been my main focus. Back in the days of the Crimson Five, my life was just fighting crime and taking care of you and Rue and Avery. After you and Halberd left, I stopped being mentioned in the same breath as other up and coming heroes.” 
 
    Will didn’t say anything, feeling the lingering specter of old choices.  
 
    “I guess I just got used to being on the outside looking in, at least in terms of the political games within the CA,” she said. 
 
    “If they ask you, what will you say?” He wanted her answer, but he was also speaking his own uncertainty aloud.  
 
    What would he want her to say? Relic, Jess, on the CA Board of Directors, would have the opportunity to do so much good. She would instantly have an inroad to check questionable decisions made by the Champion Authority, such as deputizing Despot, legitimizing the Power Realists. 
 
    “I don’t know,” said Relic. “It would be up to all of us, not just me. I’d have to spend a fair amount of time at the Lighthouse if not outright move there. I don’t know if that would be for the best for our family.” 
 
    “We’d be alright, you know,” he said. “Avery’s already doing her own thing mostly, and it’s not as though Rue and I couldn’t manage here on our own.” 
 
    “Oh, I’m sure the two of you would manage just fine together.” She gave him a small, playful nudge with her elbow. “I don’t want to think about it yet. One thing I know for sure is that I don’t intend to grovel or jump through any hoops to get the position.” 
 
    “Given how the CA can be, having that much integrity might disqualify you from the start.” 
 
    “Exactly,” said Relic. 
 
    She pushed up from the floor, doing a back stretch that gave Will a terrific view of the way her costume clung to the compelling curves of her thighs and butt. 
 
    “You up for another round?” asked Relic. 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “I don’t want this to be just about me,” she said. “I’ll attack too, this time. I know how athletic you are, LP. Show me some of your real moves.” 
 
    He chuckled and saw the way she looked at him, as though daring him to back that cockiness up. He finally took out his lockpick, though he had no real intention of using it on her in any real sense. He just wanted to nick one of her shields or see if he could deflect one of her attacks. Just in case that information one day proved relevant to, well, staying alive. 
 
    Relic leveled her armband in his direction from across the training hall and began without preamble. She had two different styles of attacking with it, even setting aside what she could do up close with the way it enhanced her strength and reflexes. 
 
    One was a fairly generic cannon-blast-style attack. The blue blast gave off a high pitched, borderline inaudible whine as it traveled through the air, moving fast, but not bullet or laser fast. Will let it glance off his shoulder, just to see what it would feel like. 
 
    The answer was all sorts of bad, one part mule kick and one part acid flame. Relic let out a worried gasp as he fell backward, rolling across the ground as much out of the force of impact as in response to his body demanding he try to douse an invisible flame by any means necessary. No damage was done to his suit, however, and he didn’t sense anything in need of mending as he stood up. 
 
    He tried his lockpick on the next one, swinging on the projectile with his somewhat pitiful range, and was a shocked to find he could cut through it just fine. He only did it once and still feigned as though there’d been an impact, for the sake of Relic and his secret. 
 
    Her other attack was more of an octopus-style tentacle thing that Will was also fairly sure he could cut through, but didn’t for the time being. Relic grinned as she reeled him in, already switching modes from fighting to just having fun. 
 
    “Gotcha!” she said, grabbing his arm as he came within range. 
 
    Will twisted, and they both fell to the floor, wrestling as they had before except this time with Relic on top. She straddled him and grinned as she pinned his arms, butt directly on his crotch. The fabric of their costumes was so thin that he could feel the heat pouring off her body, feel the contact of flesh even through both layers. 
 
    “Looks like I pinned you this time,” she said. 
 
    “You got lucky.” 
 
    “Did I?” She leaned her head forward, her now messy ponytail falling sideways and casting a shadow from the overhead lights.  
 
    Will leaned his head up, almost kissing her. The armband began sparking like an electrical terminal going haywire. 
 
    “Oh…” groaned Relic. “We should call it for today, I think.” 
 
    “Sure. I think you got a pretty good workout.” His hands slid around a bit, briefly passing over the smooth, stretchy fabric covering her ass.  
 
    Relic cleared her throat and stood up. “I brought my bag and a change of clothes. Might as well take a shower here.” 
 
    “Yeah,” said Will, standing up and taking her hand. “We might as well.” 
 
    She blinked and slowly nodded. Did she know that the instructors had their own locker room, with its own long, open, communal shower stall? From the way the armband began to pulse, rhythmic, speeding up like a fluttering heartbeat, he felt like he knew the answer. 
 
    The anticipation was mutual as they entered the empty locker room. Relic became Jess again as she took her mask off and shook her hair out of her ponytail. Will took his own mask off and set it down next to hers, both of them near identical in form. 
 
    “You can go first, sweetie,” she said, blushing fiercely. 
 
    “We’ve showered together before,” he said. 
 
    “That’s true…” Jess’s fingers fidgeted along the visible part of her armband. “I suppose it would be alright. We both just have to be mindful.” 
 
    “Oh, trust me, I will be.” 
 
    “Of each other,” she added, smiling and blushing even harder.  
 
    She was staring at him, watching him wriggle out of his tight costume as she did the same. It was like some kind of strange strip tease duel, each of them matching the other’s pace, fully aware of which parts of the reveal were most exciting. 
 
    Jess revealed her bra-clad breasts. Will stepped out of his costume, already sporting a full-blown erection that looked so silly to him in his tight boxers. From the intensity of Jess’s eyes, to her, it was no joke. 
 
    She turned around as she took her bra off, and then watched him over one shoulder as she slowly slid down her panties, giving him a view of her hanging tits and naked butt. She didn’t turn to face him, as though at least by standing with her back to him she could pretend at modesty. 
 
    “It’s a large shower,” she said absently. “I’ll take one side, and you can have the other.” 
 
    “We’re both adults,” said Will. “We can wash up within range of one another.” 
 
    He took his boxers off, and Jess’s armband went off like a sparkler as she stared at his crotch, blinking furiously. He slowly walked over to her, both of them naked, the moment more dangerous and charged than it had ever been. 
 
    “Does this come off?” He let his fingers touch and run across the armband. The sparks didn’t feel like anything, at least not to him. Jess grabbed his hand and squeezed as he made to start touching other places. 
 
    “Too tight,” she whispered. 
 
    “Let me try.” He gave it a small tug, pulling her arm upward along with it. Jess practically acted like a kitten held by the scruff, back arching, butt briefly sliding across his erection. 
 
    “You’re pushing it today, mister,” she whispered. 
 
    “Then push back.” He let his cock probe in between her ass cheeks. “You’re the one with the magic armband.” 
 
    Jess let out a scoffing laugh and spun around, facing him totally naked. “Shut up! You think you’re so—” 
 
    He cut her off with a kiss, and their bodies snapped together like fitting pieces. Will was expecting her to meet him with more force and ended up pushing her against one of the lockers with a loud, hollow thud. Jess wrapped her arms around him and kissed him furiously as the armband sparked and sparked. 
 
    “Mmm,” she moaned. “Whoa. Hold on. Let’s… get in the shower.” 
 
    He pulled her in that direction with horny urgency. The water was immediately hot as it started up, but it might as well have been lukewarm compared to their bodies. Jess was kissing him just as aggressively, a willing, needy participant. 
 
    More importantly, she was letting him touch her. It felt so unreal, like Christmas morning, playing with the present he’d been hoping for. He groped one of her breasts, kissed the nipple, sucked on it. Jess cleared her throat. 
 
    “You’re sweaty,” she whispered. There was a soap dispenser, and she slammed her palm down on it with more force than needed. “God, LP. You really got a workout with me today, didn’t you?” 
 
    She rubbed the soap on him, flashing a curious, almost evil smile as she worked up some suds. Her hand ran lower, tracing his abs, and then all at once her fingers wrapped around his cock. She pumped it hard, breathing just as hard, her hand making lewd, soapy noises as it did its thing. 
 
    “Oh fuck,” he moaned. “Jess!” 
 
    “No mess to worry about this time,” she whispered. “Go ahead. Let it all out.” 
 
    “Not this time.” 
 
    He kissed her again, moving them both sideways to once more bang into a random wall. He lifted and pinned the fingers of the hand on her armband side against the tiles, thumb caressing the metal of the artifact. Jess gasped and completely lost focus of what she was doing. 
 
    Will rubbed her womanhood with his other hand, feeling her quiver, completely at his mercy. She was nodding, and her eyes were nearly closed. It felt a little mean to bring her to this point, to make her show him this. God, he loved seeing it. 
 
    “Hello?” called a voice. Isabelle, from within the locker room, but still around the corner from the shower. “Is someone in there?” 
 
    “No!” cried Jess. “I mean, yes, but um…” 
 
    “Should I find another shower?” asked Isabelle coyly. 
 
    Jess didn’t answer. 
 
    “Tell her she should,” Will whispered into her ear. “Tell her you need at least a few more minutes.” 
 
    She didn’t have to. Isabelle laughed from the locker room and let out an amused sigh. 
 
    “Go Jess!” she called. “I told you it might help to get laid.” 
 
    Her footsteps receded. Will was too horny to mess around anymore. He kissed Jess several times with aggressive lips, turned her so her hands were pressed against the wall of the shower, and set the tip of his cock against the entrance of her womanhood. 
 
    “LP,” moaned Jess. “Please.” 
 
    Please yes, or please no? He had no idea. His love for her was the deciding factor, coursing and pulsing and threatening to burst. He pressed his hips forward, letting his cock sink into her across the span of two or three glorious, infinite seconds. The armband wasn’t the only thing with an insanely tight grip. 
 
    “Jess,” he whispered. “I love you so much.” 
 
    “You’re so greedy,” she muttered. “I love you, too. Three minutes, mister. That’s all you get.” 
 
    Even she sounded like she wanted more as she said it. Will was already moving, already doubting whether he could even last that long as he felt the tight stickiness of perfection. Every muscle in his body was already primed and warmed up from their training. He couldn’t have gone slow if he’d had money riding on it. 
 
    It mattered so much that it was Jess, and it also didn’t matter at all. It was hard, post-workout sex. They’d tested each other’s bodies in training. Was this the reward or another test, another game with a winner and a loser? 
 
    The armband might have been distracting in the way it let out rhythmic bursts of blue sparks, if not for the way Jess’s moans and fluttered breathing stole back his attention. He had a tight grip on her hips. She reached a hand back, gripping his wrist, more to urge him on than to regain control. 
 
    She was taking his cock like a woman who hadn’t gotten laid in years, which was probably close to the truth. It was strange to think that all of his teasing, all of the fooling around they’d done, was all the action she’d gotten in a while. The way she’d gone along with it, reluctant but very willing underneath, it’d all built up to this moment. 
 
    “LP!” she cried. “Oh, LP! I think I’m going to… Ah!” 
 
    She arched her back and almost crumpled against the wall as the armband gave off deep, passionate blue pulses. Will held her, still thrusting, but slow and gentle. He was almost jealous of the sheer strength of her orgasm, the way she seemed punch drunk and dazed, like putty in his arms. Almost. He chuckled as he leaned forward, sinking his cock deep again. 
 
    “I bet it’s already been three minutes,” he said gruffly. “But I’m going to keep going until I come.” 
 
    Jess made a noise somewhere in between disbelief and agreement. He reset her positioning against the wall, hot water still beading down with encouragement, and started to pick up speed. 
 
    She wasn’t made of porcelain, especially with that armband on. She urged him on as he took her with that powerful, masculine intensity that made sex so dangerous in the first place. Ripples seemed to run through her body, all the way from her butt, to her breasts, to the small drops of water that flew off her in the direction of his thrusts. 
 
    The locker room echoed with soapy, rhythmic claps as his body met hers, again and again. He felt his release gaining him on him but didn’t slow down, couldn’t possibly slow down. He hugged more of her body into his, needing her as close as possible when he finally… 
 
    “Remember,” she whispered. “Do it outside.” 
 
    He nodded, but knew she couldn’t see it. His vision seemed to pulse as the pleasure struck him in a tsunami. He pulled out and unloaded on the small of her back, his cock nestled between her buttocks as though it’d been made as a dock for him. 
 
    He was also grunting and shuddering in ways that would have made him feel foolish with nearly any other woman. The pleasure was just too much, like a drug he’d only just realized he was addicted to. Jess reached back to rub her hand up the side of his body as the spectacle of her armband slowed and dimmed. 
 
    “Wow,” he muttered. 
 
    Jess cleared her throat. “Looks like we managed to fit in an extra workout.” 
 
    “Looks like it.” 
 
    They both laughed. Jess set her hand on the soap dispenser and began lathering herself up again, along with him. 
 
    “LP,” she said, eyes serious. “Nobody can ever know.” 
 
    “I know. Trust me, my lips are sealed.” 
 
    “Good.” She smiled and ruffled some of the soap through his hair. “Pizza sound good for dinner? There’s a bunch of it in the cafeteria for all of the, um, parents.” 
 
    “Yeah,” he said. “Pizza sounds great.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 12 
 
      
 
    Jess finished her shower and left first. She’d asked Will to wait ten or fifteen minutes before heading out himself. 
 
    “Just in case Isabelle’s still around,” she’d said. 
 
    In truth, it was what she hadn’t said that Will found more concerning. No excuses. No insisting that it was a one-time thing. She’d flashed this smile on her way out of the bathroom, like she’d just watched him win a spelling bee or score a goal in soccer.  
 
    He’d imagined having real sex with Jess so many times, but had never really seen it play out with him being the one thrown off kilter once the deed was done. He’d always imagined her being heartbroken, or treating it as a betrayal, a step too far across the strange boundaries they’d both upheld over the last few months. 
 
    How much of it had been her, what she wanted, as opposed to the effect of the armband? He was aware of how it tugged at her emotions, enflamed her passions. It mattered, but it also didn’t, not after the fact. The intimacy between them had begun long before she’d donned her newest artifact. 
 
    Nothing had changed. Why the hell did that scare him so much? She really loved him. He’d known that, but there was knowing something and testing it. She wasn’t going to stop loving him or let things become weird just because they finally went all the way. 
 
    No, he thought. It’s going to take more than that to break her heart. 
 
    He sighed and leaned his head against the wall of the shower, happy, but conflicted. Satisfied, but conflicted. 
 
    Will had to put his sweaty costume back on, lacking a proper change of clothing. He still garnered a fair amount of attention from the parents and students meandering across campus, but his interpretation of it shifted. It seemed almost like they knew, like he was being judged, in the midst of a classic walk of a shame. 
 
    The feeling vanished so quickly that he felt ridiculous for indulging it in the first place as he stepped back into Jerrigan Hall. Jess was on the couch in sweats and a tank top, eating pepperoni pizza while watching a movie. There was even wine, and she grinned as she waved him over. 
 
    “I saved you a spot,” she joked. 
 
    “How kind of you.” 
 
    “Rue’s on her way home,” she said. “Let’s see if we can get her to hang out with us. We’ve been lacking in family time as of late.” 
 
    “Uh, yeah,” he said. “Sounds good to me.” 
 
    He changed into his own comfortable evening wear and joined Jess on the couch. She snuggled up against his shoulder once he’d finished a few pieces of pizza and moved on to the wine. Will ran a hand through her hair. She looked at him, and they shared a slow kiss on the lips. 
 
    “I’m home!” shouted Rue, as she burst into the room with energy. “Hey! Why did you ask me to hang out with you tonight if you were going to start the movie without me? You two look rather cuddly, by the way.” 
 
    “We did some training earlier,” said Will. 
 
    “Yeah,” said Jess. “LP really put me through my paces.” 
 
    “Right,” said Rue. “Well, you’d better make room.” 
 
    She changed out of her school uniform and glommed onto Will’s other side, cuddling up even closer to him. Will just leaned his head back and smiled, sipping his wine and appreciating how lucky he was to have them.  
 
    His phone vibrated. A text from Avery. 
 
    How about ‘Next Gen Nebula’? 
 
    He chuckled and tapped out a response. 
 
    Too generic. Also, what does it even mean? 
 
    He set his wine down and rubbed Rue’s knee. His phone vibrated again after a minute with a new text from Avery. 
 
    What about ‘Broken Mirror’? 
 
    Bad luck. 
 
    “You’re texting with Avery about potential team names,” said Jess, reading the exchange over his shoulder. 
 
    “I am.” He smiled and gave a guilty shrug. “She’s going to have to come up with one eventually if she wants to get the submission paperwork done.” 
 
    “I just wish the two of you would slow down a little,” said Jess. “Give it some more thought.” 
 
    “We are.” Will rubbed Jess’s leg and looked deep into her eyes. “We both are. It does make a certain amount of sense, though, doesn’t it? If you became a member of the board, wouldn’t you want me on Avery’s team, looking out for her?” 
 
    Jess sighed. “And vice versa, I suppose. I’m just… so tired of how much things keep changing.” 
 
    “I know. But they haven’t changed that much. We still get moments like this together. I guess that’s enough for me.” 
 
    “You’re so corny, LP,” said Rue, snuggling closer. 
 
    A heavy knock sounded at the door. The three of them exchanged confused glances. 
 
    “Were either of you expecting anyone?” asked Jess. 
 
    Rue and Will both shook their heads. 
 
    “I’ll go see who it is,” he said. 
 
    He got up after extricating himself from both women and went to greet their unexpected guest. The fingers on one hand patted a pocket for his lockpick, which he did have on him, but he suspected anyone looking for trouble wouldn’t have knocked. 
 
    It was perhaps too much of an assumption, he realized, as he opened the door to find Bloodfeud standing on the other side. 
 
    “Francisco,” said Will, forcing a smile. “Can I help you with something?” 
 
    “You know exactly what you can help me with,” said Bloodfeud. “First off, quit calling me that. I know you do it to get under my skin. Call me what I go by.” 
 
    “Calm down.” 
 
    Bloodfeud slapped his hand against the doorframe loud enough for everyone within the dorm to hear it. “I am calm! And I’m sick of waiting!” 
 
    “It’s been half a day,” hissed Will. “You can’t expect me to just snap my fingers and make it happen.” 
 
    “Isn’t that all Zone would need to do? Did you even ask him?” 
 
    “LP, what’s going on?” called Jess. 
 
    “I’m just… talking with a student who has a question,” called Will. 
 
    “Why don’t you invite me in, teach?” suggested Bloodfeud, in a mocking voice. “We can all sit down and talk about what’s really going on.” 
 
    Will stepped out of the dorm barefoot, shut the door behind him, and shoved Bloodfeud hard in the shoulders. “If you think I would ever invite you in to sit down with my family, Bloodfeud, after what you did to Jess, then you need to fucking think again.” 
 
    Bloodfeud glanced away, a bit of shame creeping into his expression. “I did it for the cause.” 
 
    “Well, I haven’t forgotten, and neither has she,” said Will. “Do you ever wonder why I tried to give you a second chance, even despite that?” 
 
    Bloodfeud turned to stare at him again. “If you want to give me a second chance, bring me back to Lancaster City.” 
 
    “Are you just going to leave your sister here and run away?” 
 
    “I’m not running away!” snapped Bloodfeud. “I’d be seeing what’s going on, to start. I’d check in, let them know I’m still down. If there are still safe places in the city, then I’d see about bringing her back with me. You think she doesn’t want to go home, too?” 
 
    Will ran a hand through his hair, hating the situation more and more by the second.  
 
    “I’ll blow your secret if you don’t do this for me!” said Bloodfeud. “I swear I will!” 
 
    “Quiet down!” hissed Will. “Why does this matter so much to you? You were barely even a member for a few days.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, I was involved for longer before the official recruitment trial. Afterwards… it was like I’d found my place. You wouldn’t understand.” 
 
    Will let out a dark laugh. “Yeah, of course I wouldn’t.” 
 
    “It felt right,” said Bloodfeud. “Like I was a getting a chance to be a part of something bigger. Haven’t you ever wanted that?” 
 
    “Bigger is not always better.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 13 
 
    FOUR YEARS EARLIER 
 
      
 
    The bus was making weird noises, but they didn’t have much further to go. Lockpick had spent most of the journey sitting in the furthest open seat back, feeling a need for a buffer between himself and Halberd and Kim’s strange dynamic. They alternated between gratuitous flirting and something darker, a verbal power game with death and betrayal at either end. 
 
    He joined them upfront as they approached their destination. Kim pointed out a turn up ahead that led to a parking lot outside a sleek, modern, three-story building.  
 
    “That’s it,” she said. “Ashford Assets Management Ltd.” 
 
    “That’s the black-market money manager you were talking about?” asked Halberd. “You’re sure you’ve got the right building.” 
 
    Kim laughed and rubbed his shoulders from behind the driver’s seat. “Oh yes, I am very much sure.” 
 
    Halberd parked the bus across a large swathe of normal neat white lines and killed the engine. He glanced sideways, meeting Lockpick’s gaze. 
 
    “What do you think, LP?” he asked. 
 
    “I can’t imagine it’s safe for us to just walk in there,” said Lockpick. “They’ll have cameras, at the very least. This isn’t what I was expecting when she said that she knew of a place where we could put all of this for safekeeping.” 
 
    “Johnathon is a smart man,” said Kim. “You must both trust me. Do not stir your father’s doubts, pup. This is a smart decision to make.” 
 
    Halberd let out a long breath. “Alright. LP, me and you will go and feel it out.” 
 
    “We aren’t leaving her alone on the bus,” said Lockpick. 
 
    Halberd looked at Kim, drumming his fingers on the steering wheel. “Fair point. All three of us will head in together, then, unless you want to stay out here. None of the treasure is visible through the windows. We should be fine for a few minutes with the doors locked.” 
 
    They climbed out of the bus and headed inside. They looked incredibly out of place, and not just in the sense that they were underdressed. Halberd hadn’t shaved in a few days, and the effect was striking when combined with his eye patch, size, and intensity. 
 
    The receptionist smiled warmly at them, seemingly as composed as she’d be for any other appointment. “Welcome. Please, Mr. Ashford is expecting you. If you’d have a seat and wait just a minute.” 
 
    They sat down. There were magazines on the side tables. Lockpick browsed an issue of Popular Mechanics, trying not to let his tension build as the moment dragged on. 
 
    A tall man with clean-cut grey hair and an expensive suit poked his head out of an office in back. He grinned when he saw Kim and walked over to them. 
 
    “Kimberlain,” he said. “So good to see you doing well. This is your new employer?” 
 
    “Indeed, and you as well, Johnathon.”  
 
    They exchanged kisses on either cheek. The man stepped past her and held out a hand to Halberd. 
 
    “Johnathon Ashford,” he said. “I help people use their money.” 
 
    “David Sorling,” said Halberd. He held onto the other man’s hand for a few seconds longer than was probably necessary. “This is my son, Will.” 
 
    “Please, why don’t you all come into my office,” said Ashford, with a wide and sincere-looking smile. “I cleared my schedule for this meeting.” 
 
    He welcomed them through the door. Chairs were already set out. Paintings and a variety of certificates and pointless fluff adorned each wall. Ashford cleared his throat and fixed his suit jacket as he sank down into his own spot behind his desk. 
 
    “Can I offer any of you a drink?” he asked. “I have scotch. I have seltzer. A bit of orange juice?” 
 
    “Scotch works,” said Halberd. 
 
    Ashford pulled out three glasses and poured, setting one in front of Halberd and Kim and keeping one for himself. Lockpick patted the desk and looked at Halberd, who made a rolling gesture with his hand. Ashford shrugged and poured another glass, though his smile thinned a bit. 
 
    “Let’s get straight to it,” he said, setting out a piece of paper and a pen. “I’m not going to make any assumptions about the depth of your wealth. Kim only implied what I’d be working with.”  
 
    “You just want me to write down a number?” asked Halberd. 
 
    “An estimate, if you aren’t sure, or even just the general range,” said Ashford. “The number of zeroes on the end, if you will.” 
 
    Halberd scribbled down the amount and slid it across the table. Ashford’s eyebrows rose as he looked at it. He blinked and turned toward Kim, who nodded. 
 
    “Ah,” said Ashford. “You’ll have to forgive my skepticism, but is there any way I could verify this?” 
 
    “It’s outside,” said Kim. 
 
    “It? As in…? What do you mean?” 
 
    They went out to the bus together. Ashford climbed on and stared with increasing awe as Halberd opened a few of the money cases, revealed bags of jewels, tried to regurgitate what Lockpick had told him about cryptocurrency. 
 
    “They’re in some kind of e-wallet, or something,” said Halberd. “Bitecoins.” 
 
    “Bitcoins,” corrected Lockpick. 
 
    “Right, whatever.” 
 
    Ashford was grinning. He threw an arm around Halberd’s shoulder as they stepped back outside the bus. 
 
    “Let’s go into my office, break open a bottle of champagne, and start talking about buying you some property,” said the money manager. 
 
    “Like a house?” asked Halberd. 
 
    “Oh, no, think bigger.” 
 
    “…A hotel.” 
 
    “Mr. Sorling, think way bigger. Have you ever considered buying an island?” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 14 
 
      
 
    It took Will a while to find sleep later that night. He had more than enough to think about, which made the way his thoughts continuously cycled from one topic to another that much less helpful. 
 
    When he did eventually drift off, it was into a dream he hardly understood or recognized. It came and went, the digestable, lucid sections flowing in bits and pieces. 
 
    He was with Jess, but she wasn't herself, and neither was he. They were kissing, passionately but reservedly. Both of them were clothed in basic white robes, and the metal of her armband poked out from the sleeve of hers, still polished to a sheen and within the early years of its life. 
 
    She was straddling him, hips rocking with urgent motions. A breathy noise escaped her lips as their eyes met. There was nothing in her gaze that revealed whether she was there, too, nothing to delineate the alchemy of the sleeping mind from something greater. 
 
    The armband crackled and Jess cried out, passion rife through her voice. Will seized her hips, caught between moments, the specter of what had really happened in the shower earlier that day heavy and erotic overhead. 
 
    Jess had a knife in her hand, a dull black weapon with a long, s-shaped blade. She pressed it to his neck, blinking at the motion of her arm even as she continued to ride him. The confusion was mutual, judging from the expression on her face. 
 
    Will opened his mouth to comment, or perhaps question, but said something else, instead. Words from another time, another place, another life. 
 
    "We must always take responsibility for those we love most." He touched her hand, holding the blade steady where it was against his jugular. "They are our echo through the world. Lift them up. Put them down." 
 
    Jess rocked faster, and they both pulled together with passionate noises. Will found release, and an end to the dream. He came awake in his bed, sweaty and uncertain. He felt an impulse to go find Jess and see if she’d just seen and felt the same experience, but decided against it. He touched his neck, feeling a slight itch where the blade had made contact. 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    Will went through the motions the next morning, leaving the dorm early, arriving at class and teaching a blessedly calm and boring lesson. His mind was elsewhere, caught between interpreting dreams and still trying to handle the situation with Bloodfeud. 
 
    There was no reason to doubt whether the teenager would go through with revealing his secret if Will couldn’t deliver, not after how intense he’d been last night. He had to find a way to bring Bloodfeud back to Lancaster City, as pointless as it was. 
 
    During his lunch break, he headed up to Zone’s office and knocked on the door. The headmaster invited him in, sliding aside a half-eaten Reuben sandwich and wiping his mouth with a napkin. 
 
    “Instructor Lockpick,” he said. “What can I help you with?” 
 
    “I need a favor,” said Will. 
 
    Zone gave him a tired smile that all but said no even before he’d asked. 
 
    “A student of mine from Lancaster City is concerned about the city and really wants to take a trip back there,” said Will. “Just a quick visit. A few hours, at most.” 
 
    “Absolutely not,” said Zone. “I’m not in the business of chauffeuring students around for frivolous reasons.” 
 
    “Is there any way that I could—” 
 
    “None, whatsoever.” Zone grabbed his sandwich and took another bite, nodding to the door. “I see no reason why it would be necessary or productive for you or one of your students to return to what’s left of your old home.” 
 
    Will actually found himself agreeing with that. A part of his resistance stemmed from the fact that he really had no interest in going back himself, given what he’d heard about the Power Realists’ activity in the city. He wouldn’t be welcome in the city and would have to fight to get by, regardless of whether he showed up as William Sorling, Lockpick, or Decay. 
 
    Decay, back in Lancaster City, he thought. Now there’s an idea. 
 
    Turning the situation over, he realized there would be at least one upside to making an appearance as his villain self in his old city. He wasn’t entirely convinced that Recall’s investigation into the Power Realists and Decay hadn’t put him on her radar. If Decay appeared thousands of miles to the south while he had an alibi at Baffin Academy, he might stand a chance at not just appeasing Bloodfeud but clearing himself as a suspect. 
 
    But he still needed a way to get down there. He found himself wishing he had Recall’s power, and the thought quickly led him to someone who had one better. 
 
    He called Mist rather than texting for once and got her voicemail. Leaving a message explaining what he needed seemed too much like self-incrimination, so he just hung up and tried again a few minutes later. She picked up on the second ring. 
 
    “Pick?” she said. “What is it? Are you in trouble?” 
 
    “Not really. Just calling to say hi.” 
 
    “Why do I get the feeling that you need a favor?” she asked. 
 
    “No, of course not,” he said. “Well, sort of.” 
 
    “You’re so easy to read,” she said, with a chuckle. “But I’m glad you called, all the same.” 
 
    “I miss you,” he said. “How’s Florida?” 
 
    “Warm and beautiful,” said Mist. “It’s nice. I’ve been spending a lot of time on the beach, swimming, watching the waves.” 
 
    “How’s your grandfather doing?” 
 
    “Well enough,” said Mist. “He’s safe, which is what counts. It’s hard talking to him sometimes. I haven’t really met anyone down here. It’s a little lonely when the one person I can talk to in person keeps forgetting who I am.” 
 
    “You could come up my way and pay me a visit,” he suggested. 
 
    “Would this happen to involve the favor that you’re so obviously fishing for?” 
 
    “Yeah,” he said. “Yeah, it would. I need to go back to Lancaster City, and there’s no way for me to get there on my own.” 
 
    He explained the situation on Baffin Island, how remote and cut off from the rest of the world it was, with Headmaster Zone serving as the only true way in or out. 
 
    “You realize what it would entail, right?” said Mist. “It took me a while to get comfortable with doing lots of sequential teleports in a row. The experience is going to be pretty uncomfortable for you.” 
 
    “There’s more to it than me simply wanting to go back to visit,” he said. 
 
    He was tempted to explain about Bloodfeud and his own desire to draw attention as Decay, but overloading her with information didn’t seem like a good idea. He figured it made sense for him to do the first trip solo, get a sense of the city and, more importantly, how his old gang had evolved in his time away. 
 
    “Hey, if you want to give it a try, I’m open to it,” said Mist. “Might want to bring a barf bag.” 
 
    Will chuckled. “Right.” 
 
    “I’m dead serious.” 
 
    They made plans to meet up the next morning, a Saturday he had free. 
 
    “See you soon, Pick,” said Mist. 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 15 
 
      
 
    Will didn’t accomplish much else that afternoon and evening. Jerrigan Hall was empty, which wasn’t a huge surprise. It was a Friday night, and Rue was typically out doing teenager things. It was good that he trusted her to make smart decisions, as there was no conceivable way he could have joined in with her friend group from his side of the student-teacher divide. 
 
    Jess was probably working… or possibly avoiding him. She’d seemed fine the previous evening and earlier that morning, but he just wasn’t entirely sure how much of that was her true feelings and how much was a mask, as much of one as she wore as Relic. 
 
    He went to bed early, feeling even keener on the idea of the trip. On top of being a step toward appeasing Bloodfeud and giving him an opportunity to distract as Decay, it would give him some space. Some time to think.  
 
    He went to sleep early and was dimly aware of Rue and Jess slipping in to say goodnight. Jess simply kissed him on the forehead. Rue arrived back later in the night a good deal drunker and friskier. 
 
    “Hey,” she whispered. “You didn’t wait up for me.” 
 
    He mumbled a meaningless syllable, genuinely too tired to talk or wake up. 
 
    “What are you dreaming about?” she asked. “You have a massive boner right now.” 
 
    He felt her hand playing around with him under the blanket and rolled onto his back. Rue let out a tiny laugh and slid her head under the blanket. 
 
    The fact that Rue would do things like this was why he loved her. Certainly not the only reason, but a major one, impossible to understate. Will was still halfway immersed in a dream about a naked chess board with various women from his life as the pieces as Rue’s mouth closed around his cock and began to suck. 
 
    She went slow, matching the pace of his sleepy existence. Will was groaning soon enough, and she took it as encouragement, matching her movements to the pace of his breathing. He didn’t last long and spent the last few seconds holding the back of her head, humping into her face and mouth. 
 
    “Mmm,” she said. “Sleep tight.” 
 
    “I love you so much,” he muttered. 
 
    “I know. Hey, return the favor sometime. I’m also down to be molested in my sleep. Consider this advance permission.” 
 
    He groaned a sleepy yes and listened to her footsteps as she snuck back to her room. 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    When Will woke up the next morning, his first thought was to text Mist. He rolled over to grab his phone and realized she was already in his room, in his bed, in fact, though fully clothed. She propped her head up on an elbow and flashed a wicked smile.  
 
    Will smiled and sighed, trying to put together a timeline of events of the previous night. Briefly, he questioned whether it had really been Rue in his room as he’d assumed, but no, he was pretty sure he’d heard her voice. 
 
    Mostly sure. 
 
    “I thought I’d have to summon you here by phone,” he whispered. 
 
    “You gave me directions straight to your room yesterday,” said Mist. “That’s like giving me directions to a party.” 
 
    “We don’t have to leave right away,” he said, running a hand along her body. “There’s still time for a party.” 
 
    There was, but there were also other people in Jerrigan Hall, judging from the footsteps he could hear in the common room. His door suddenly opened a crack, and only with a creative throw of the sheet was he able to cover Mist’s head. 
 
    “LP?” said Jess. “I thought I heard voices in here.” 
 
    “On the phone,” he said. “Just talking with Avery.” 
 
    “Ah. Well, I’m going to be out for all of today. Isabelle and I are going shopping.” 
 
    “For yourselves or the school?” he asked. 
 
    Jess smirked. “Both, if Isabelle has her way. I could use a few new things as well. I won’t be back until late.” 
 
    “I’ll see you tonight then.” 
 
    He held his breath as she looked like she was about to come into his room to kiss him goodbye. She decided against it, kissing her hand and blowing it to him instead. There definitely was a new tension between them, that much was for sure. 
 
    “Alright,” he said, once he heard Jess leave. “Now I just have to get Rue to be my alibi and we can go.” 
 
    “Is that really necessary?” asked Mist. 
 
    “Better safe than sorry,” he said. “There’s been a CA detective poking around, asking questions.” 
 
    “Interesting. I guess you’d better give me the abridged tour of your campus, then.” 
 
    Mist rolled out of his bed, still clad in an outfit more suited for Florida than Northern Canada. She had on a tiny pair of jean shorts and a baggy blouse with no sleeves and wide armholes that offered glimpses of the sports bra she wore underneath. Her hair was longer than it’d been when he’d last seen her, and she’d dyed it jet black instead of its familiar blue. 
 
    “A tour?” he said, chuckling. “Come on, there’s nothing to see here.” 
 
    “Prove it!” she said. “You’re always all about business, Pick. At least try to make this fun for me, too.” 
 
    He sighed, but he was smiling as he stood up and wrapped her into a hug. “Fine. Let’s get breakfast in the cafeteria. The walk there is basically a full tour.” 
 
    Will took the time to throw on his clothes and pack his bag for their adventure later in the day. His Decay costume was the core of what he needed, along with his penknife, a water bottle, and some food in case anything unexpected came up. 
 
    Rue was in her room, and he gestured for Mist to stand back as he knocked and poked his head in. Rue was in her underwear, in bed but on top of the sheets, playing a game on her phone. 
 
    “Hey,” she said. 
 
    “Hey. Do you mind being my alibi for today?” 
 
    “Sure.”  
 
    She didn’t look up from her game. 
 
    “That’s it? You aren’t going to ask what I’m up to?” 
 
    “If I really want to know, I can just check the camera in your phone,” she said. “Have fun and try not to do anything stupid.” 
 
    “Alright.” He paused at the door, knowing she wouldn’t have mentioned spying on him if she wasn’t going to, in all likelihood. “I’m having Mist take me back to Lancaster City.” 
 
    She made a face, but still barely looked up from her phone. “Whatever. Tell her I said hi and don’t get yourself killed.” 
 
    “I’ll do my best,” he said. “You’re the coolest, Cammie.” 
 
    “I’m well aware.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 16 
 
      
 
    Will felt a strange juxtaposition of realities as he walked arm in arm with Mist across Baffin Academy’s campus. Zone’s assistant, Casey, was walking while reading from a notebook on some errand or another, and she shot them a confused glance as they walked by. 
 
    “I’m not a student, don’t worry!” called Mist. 
 
    “You don’t look that young,” he whispered. 
 
    “Hey!” snapped Mist. 
 
    They grabbed breakfast sandwiches from the cafeteria and sat down at an empty table. Will spied Bloodfeud, his sister Maria, and Physique sitting together on the other side of the room, enjoying each other’s company. He caught Bloodfeud’s gaze, noticing the way it intensified, along with the curious look he shot toward Mist. 
 
    “What’s his deal?” whispered Mist. 
 
    “It’s complicated,” said Will. “He’s a student. He’s also blackmailing me.” 
 
    He didn’t want to get too deep into it unless she pressed him for more info, which she didn’t. He wasn’t entirely sure that his idea to have Mist teleport him long-distance would be as feasible as he hoped it would be, let alone doing it with him and Bloodfeud. Today would be more of a test run to ensure he wasn’t pinning his hopes on a broken method. 
 
    “Ready?” he asked. 
 
    “Let’s do it!” Mist grinned and put her arm through his again. 
 
    They went around behind the main building, out of sight of most of the campus. Mist pulled her hair back into a quick ponytail with a scrunchy and rubbed her hands together. 
 
    “So, I decided I want a favor from you, too, in exchange for passage,” she said. 
 
    “I’m listening.” 
 
    “My grandfather and I left some things behind when we left during the evacuation,” she said. “I’ve been on the fence about going back alone, given I don’t know how safe the city is.” 
 
    “What are we talking about here?” 
 
    “He has a locket of grandmother he normally wears from dawn till dusk,” said Mist. “When the care staff at the old folks’ home rushed everyone out, they didn’t give anyone time to grab their stuff. Not that I think he would have remembered anyway. I want to check in, see if it’s still there.” 
 
    “Shouldn’t be too hard, assuming the building is still standing.” 
 
    “No, it shouldn’t.” She frowned and rubbed a hand against the side of her chin. “This is going to be the hard part. It’s not just a matter of nausea, though I guarantee you will feel pretty nauseous. When I use my power with someone else, I can really feel them. Like, really feel them.” 
 
    “You’ve done it with me before.” 
 
    “I’ve done lots with you before,” said Mist. “I just want to give you a heads up. Don’t be surprised if you have some minor… body dysphoria when we land on the other side.” 
 
    “Um, okay,” he said. “Care to elaborate on what that means, exactly?” 
 
    “I’m not sure. That’s what I’m saying. You might end up feeling a bit like me. I might end up feeling a bit like you. I’m fairly certain we’ll both have our respective bits and bobs.” 
 
    “…You’re messing with me, aren’t you?” 
 
    Mist laughed and turned her hands palm up. “You’re the one who suggested this. I’m just preparing you for what I consider to be the most likely unforeseen consequences.” 
 
    “Alright. Whatever. I’ll risk it.” 
 
    Mist nodded and grew serious again. “We’re first going to teleport upward, into the air, above any mountains we might accidentally poof into. From there, we’ll head south for a couple thousand jumps. If you get nauseous, just tap me on the shoulder or pinch me and I’ll take us down so you can catch your breath.” 
 
    “Sounds good.” 
 
    She stepped closer to him. The moment was surprisingly intimate as Will wrapped his arms around her. She spun so she was backwards against him and had a clear view of whatever might be ahead. 
 
    “Here we go,” she said. 
 
    The sensation was as intense as what he remembered, a carnival ride of distilled vertigo that made his heart flutter and the hair on the back of his neck stand up. Mist brought them straight up for a solid four or five jumps. Will made the mistake of looking down, but only caught a glimpse of the academy and island below them before they were off into the distance. 
 
    “Hang on,” whispered Mist. “Trust me.” 
 
    She caressed his shoulder with altogether too much care for the amount of panic reverberating through him. They started jumping forward. And Will’s entire body flinched with each one. Muscles, tendons, internal organs, it was as if he was being plucked like a loose guitar string. 
 
    He closed his eyes, but if anything, that made it worse, like trying to block out the spins while overdrunk. He focused on his breathing, but with the speed Mist was moving them at, each breath had multiple stutters.  
 
    Still, he endured the building sensation of unease and nausea for as long as he could. His endurance wasn’t unlimited, and he had to take her up on her offer to take a stop. He tapped her on the shoulder. Mist slowly started teleporting downward at an angle. He tapped again, and then in a panic, pinched the first place he could grab. 
 
    “Ouch!” hissed Mist. “That was my butt!” 
 
    He felt his feet touch solid ground as he opened his mouth to apologize, but that wasn’t what came out… or up. He appreciated the fact he’d pulled away from her, and even more so that he’d only had a small breakfast.  
 
    “Oh God,” he muttered, spitting up the last piece of chewed sausage. “Tell me we’re almost there.” 
 
    “We’re in Northern Quebec,” said Mist. “It’s still going to be a few more jumps.” 
 
    “A… few more?” 
 
    “A few thousand more,” she said. “You can do it, Pick. This is normal. Again, it’s why I wouldn’t take just anybody with me using this method.” 
 
    He nodded slowly, though if anything, her words made the ordeal seem that much more pointless. Convincing Mist to take a stranger, a young member of the Power Realists, no less, would be a challenge, as would convincing Bloodfeud to endure what amounted to vertigo torture. 
 
    “Let’s keep going,” he said.  
 
    Mist pulled out a handkerchief and passed it to him. He took the hint, wiped his face some more, and stuffed it into his pocket. Embracing again, they set off. 
 
    The sensation wasn’t any less piercing and jarring this time around, but having an empty stomach did help a bit. He kept his focus on taking tiny breaths, one per jump, which hyperventilated him more than it calmed him down, but also made for a decent distraction. 
 
    His disorientation left him surprised when they did finally arrive. Mist set them down outside what he assumed to be Lancaster City and let out a sigh of exertion. 
 
    “Well, here we are,” she said. “How are you feeling?” 
 
    He groaned and rolled his shoulders out. Everything was all still there, but he hesitated for a moment as he caught a sense of something extra. 
 
    “I think I have ghost boobs,” he said. 
 
    Mist laughed, and then furrowed her brow. “Seriously?” 
 
    He palmed where they would have been on his chest, feeling the sensation fade in the reverse of the way foot wakes up after falling asleep. “Had ghost boobs. God, that was weird. Do they really just hang like that? All the time?” 
 
    “Congratulations, Pick, you’ve just discovered the utility of wearing a bra.”  
 
    “Shut up.” He took a step forward, shifting gears. “We’re really back, aren’t we?” 
 
    It was hard to tell at a glance. His eyes tried to orient, searching for the familiar buildings and landmarks. They weren’t all gone, but what was left had changed so much. Broken windows, scorch marks, upturned cars, and demolished roofs. 
 
    Will felt a sudden urge to sit down and gave in to it. He was looking at his home city, but also a place he’d once been charged with protecting. Even if the evacuation had been the Champion Authority’s strategy, decided by people smarter or at least more callous than he was, seeing the result tasted like failure. 
 
    “I would have thought there’d be more holdouts,” he muttered. “More… something. It’s just dead.” 
 
    “From this angle, maybe,” said Mist. “It hurts to see it like this. Don’t forget that I grew up here, too.” 
 
    Will slowly stood up and looked at Mist, seeing so much of what he felt reflected in her face. Nostalgia and pain, that sense of loss that makes a person realize all they have left are memories. 
 
    “What did you do?” he asked, unable to help himself. “You went months without ever telling me your real name, but you never told me what it was you did to get locked up in the first place, either.” 
 
    “I probably would have told you that, first,” she whispered. “I…” 
 
    She shook her head and suddenly started laughing. 
 
    “What?” He pushed her playfully in the shoulder. “Tell me!” 
 
    “I ran away,” she eventually said. “I joined up with a group of thieves that treated me like a hero. I developed a taste for expensive clothing and hotels, drinking and drugs. I… got a bunch of people killed by accident. And then the CA caught up with me in my sleep.” 
 
    She turned away from him. He stepped closer, not touching her, just being there, close enough to share in that moment of revelation. 
 
    “You know, Pick, I think it’s part of why I was attracted to you,” she whispered. “Yeah, I had the whole favor thing with Despot, but I wanted to do it just to have an excuse to meet you, even if it was for nefarious reasons. The vision I had of you in prison, leaving your gang and trying to undo your mistakes. It spoke to me, I guess.” 
 
    He didn’t know what to say. A part of him wanted to make a joke, treat her confession like less than it really was. In the end, he didn’t say anything. He just pulled her into a hug as they both stared out at the ruined city. 
 
    “Your breath still sinks,” she whispered. 
 
    “And you gave me temporary ghost boobs,” he countered. “We’re both coping with the unexpected.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 17 
 
      
 
    They walked into the city along the edge of what remained of one of the main highways. Will kept his eyes open for any mutants but saw nothing. The absence of enemies didn’t abate the tension, and he kept his penknife open and in hand, ready for action. 
 
    “I should probably change into my costume before we go much further,” said Will. “My plan was to be seen openly but… I’m not even sure where would qualify as out in the open given how abandoned things seem.” 
 
    “I’ll put mine on, too,” said Mist. “We can make a scene together!” 
 
    They both changed in front of each other, not trusting that the monsters wouldn’t find a way to ruin their day if they both sought out privacy. Mist’s costume was tight, thin, and cobweb-grey in color, with a translucent veil that obscured the features of her face. 
 
    Will pulled on his Decay mask and hoodie, feeling a little fatigued by his villain identity. The anonymity he’d once valued so much about having a secret identity was coming back to bite him, and in some ways, it was just a burden he had to carry now, one he’d created for himself. 
 
    “You always get a little scarier when you’re in costume,” said Mist. 
 
    “It’s still me underneath.” 
 
    “Um… debatable. Anyway, where should we start out?” 
 
    They decided to head for her grandfather’s locket, but unless they wanted to start teleporting again, they’d have to hike through most of the city to get there. As Will recognized more landmarks, he realized they’d also be heading straight past his old house. 
 
     “I remember this street,” he said. A building ahead of them had collapsed sideways, and they had to walk single file to get by at the far end of the mess. 
 
    “Yeah?” said Mist. 
 
    “My sister Avery and I used to watch these kids who’d skateboard all the time. They were a few years older than us, and we just thought they were the coolest.” 
 
    “Yeah? You get into skateboarding yourself?” 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    Mist laughed and nudged him with an elbow. “Don’t tell me Relic thought it would be too dangerous?” 
 
    “No,” he said, smiling at the memory. “She got us each one for Christmas, along with helmets and pads. The other kids had moved on by that point and we just never used them.” 
 
    “That is such a classic childhood story,” said Mist. “I actually did have a skateboard, and —” 
 
    A mutant surged through a mostly broken house window to their left. Will pulled Mist behind him and slashed with his penknife, using his cutting. His strike was shallow, however, but the creature still dropped as blood and innards gushed from a wound powerful enough to kill, just not right away. It looked like a cross between a raccoon and a bear, overlarge, but familiarly patterned. 
 
    “Jesus,” whispered Mist. 
 
    “Stay close, okay?” he whispered. “I think I have a bit more experience with these things than you do.” 
 
    “For real. I’m just going to teleport away next time.” 
 
    “Don’t go too far.” 
 
    “I’ll go straight up in the air.” She let out a nervous laugh and squeezed his arm. “Let’s keep moving.” 
 
    Mist stayed close to him as they continued forward. They passed by Will’s old elementary school. It was completely burned out, one wall collapsed inward, but the sign out front had made it through the chaos untouched. 
 
    “Didn’t your house burn down before the breach?” asked Mist. 
 
    “Yeah,” he said. “I’m not coming back here just to mourn.” 
 
    The house came into view, and he was relieved to see the garage was still mostly standing. A lot of different emotions bubbled up in his chest, but most of them had already run their course long before the city’s destruction. 
 
    He smiled at Mist and stepped over the garage door, which had been knocked loose at an angle by some collision, or maybe a shockwave. The ladder in which he’d hidden his greatsword was still exactly where he’d left it. He chuckled as he pulled it loose, finding it still in perfect condition. 
 
    “I was wondering what you did with that,” said Mist. 
 
    “I put it away for safekeeping,” he said. “It’s a bit of a pain to lug around with me most of the time.” 
 
    “Why break it out now? Are you expecting trouble?” 
 
    He shrugged. “Maybe. This is the kind of weapon that makes trouble. If anything or anybody shows up with enough sense to know what I can do with it, I might not even have to use it.” 
 
    He was thinking more about the Power Realists than the monsters. In truth, he was torn about whether he wanted to encounter his former gang again. It just felt so pointless, to still have their existence as a factor in his life, even if it was mostly just through a student of his now. He didn’t want to see them again, fight them again, have anything to do with them ever again. 
 
    “Are we going to keep moving?” asked Mist. 
 
    “Yeah,” said Will. He put his penknife away and carried the greatsword instead, letting the flat rest against his shoulder like a hobo bundle. 
 
    There were noises in the distance as they continued on, hints of a greater, hidden occupation within the city, though it still seemed empty. Will found that he was grateful it was just him and Mist there, bearing witness to the magnitude of the destruction.  
 
    He was used to things ending badly on a grand scale. For Rue and Avery, and especially Jess, Lancaster City’s downfall would represent a greater loss, a greater failure. Will knew too much about how quickly the world became savage on a knife tip to be overly surprised or disappointed. 
 
    “It’s the next street over,” said Mist, after about half an hour. 
 
    The intersection ahead of them was an accidental collage of melted and mangled cars. It looked as though an oil truck had been at the center of a collision, but numerous other vehicles were practically fused into the hulking lump of twisted metal that blocked their way forward. 
 
    “Want me to teleport you up and over?” asked Mist. 
 
    “I think my stomach prefers I climb,” he said. “I need to save my fortitude against vertigo for the trip back.” 
 
    Mist shrugged and poofed away, appearing over the obstruction before disintegrating once more. Will began scaling the car that seemed to have the most remaining structural integrity, using his greatsword as an oversized, oversharp climbing stick. 
 
    He didn’t look through any of the windows of the vehicles. There was no question about what he would see. More people had died than they’d managed to save during the evacuation of the city. It was that fact that haunted him, not whatever would be revealed by a glimpse into the horrifying last moments of the victims of the tragedy he was climbing over.  
 
    He felt a car shift underneath him as he crested the top and nearly slammed the tip of his greatsword through his own foot in his rush to steady himself. Mist was down the road from him, further off than he’d realized. A sink hole had formed in front of the accident, probably burned out from the fire. 
 
    He worked his way around and finally reconnected with her. She was looking down the street ahead of them, across an area where the city itself began to give way to more of a generic suburban sprawl. 
 
    “It’s that building,” she said. 
 
    “Ah.” Will put an arm around her, observing the large bloodstain in front of a sign that read West Lancaster Elderly Care.  
 
    “I thought they’d gotten everyone out,” muttered Mist. “Maybe I just wanted to believe they did.” 
 
    “You want me to head in alone?” he offered. “It might not be pretty inside.” 
 
    “I don’t need it to be pretty.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    He brushed a small fleck of dirt or ash off her cheek and kissed her. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 18 
 
      
 
    Will headed through the open double doors of the facility, walking slow, greatsword at the ready. Mist stayed close behind him, too close for anyone else, but she assured him that she’d teleport out of weapon range if they were attacked. 
 
    He realized almost immediately that a flashlight would have been an extremely helpful addition to his kit. The building had no electricity, and the only lighting came from windows within the rooms, leaving the hallway a shadowed mess of potential danger. 
 
    His boots crunched on broken glass, making just enough noise to reveal their position to anything lying in wait. Wheelchairs formed a procession of sorts around the entrance, painting a picture of desperate care workers pushing stubborn evacuees toward safety regardless of whether they were technically capable of walking themselves. 
 
    “Right, up ahead,” whispered Mist, touching his bicep. 
 
    He nodded slowly, but didn’t move right away. The building was whisper-silent, and just large enough so the faint noises of the city outside couldn’t penetrate all the way through. Will and Mist rounded the corner, and the door to her grandfather’s former room was only a few down. 
 
    She swept by him as soon as he’d given the spot enough of a glance-over to ensure it was safe. Her focus was on the bedside table from the start, and a few seconds was all it took before she held up a plain gold locket triumphantly. 
 
    “It’s still here!” she said. “I can’t believe it.” 
 
    She opened it and made as though to stroke the portrait inside, but held her finger back, unwilling to risk even the slightest smudge. Will stepped in close, taking in the face of a woman who looked almost identical to Mist, though slightly older and far more serious. 
 
    “She’s beautiful,” he whispered. 
 
    Mist nodded. “She is. I don’t remember much of her, but I remember that. I knew her more from her absence, how it seemed like my grandpa had to try so much harder every day after she passed.” 
 
    “He’s going to be thrilled to get it back, I bet.” 
 
    “He doesn’t even know he’s really lost it,” said Mist. “He just searches for it for a few minutes each time he remembers and then immediately forgets again.” 
 
    “In that case, you can return it to him as many times as you want to build up brownie points.” 
 
    Mist shot him an overblown glare and jokingly punched him in the shoulder. He took her fist afterward and kissed her knuckles. She gave him an odd look, and seized the front of his costume, pulling him close for a deeper, more aggressive kiss. 
 
    Will chuckled and stroked her hair. Mist was already rubbing his crotch and opening his pants, deep into one of her unpredictable bouts of horniness. 
 
    “Hold on,” he said, laughing. “Let me at least… close the door.” 
 
    He managed to, though the room’s shattered window still offered a clear view of the interior from the empty street. Mist pulled him onto the bed and slid her hands underneath his sweatshirt, planting kisses on his stomach even before he’d gotten it up and over his head. 
 
    “What’s gotten into you?” he muttered. 
 
    “You,” she whispered, “thirty seconds from now.” 
 
    She yanked his pants down and began sucking him off, unconcerned by the fact that he was nowhere close to hard. It didn’t take long to bridge that gap. If there was one thing that Mist would always have up on the other women in his life, it was her overall skill and efficiency when it came to giving head. 
 
    She rolled onto her back, pulling a couple of hidden strings in her costume that unveiled her like a present someone had opened without tearing the paper. Will squeezed her breasts together, his hips moving unconsciously even as his mind butted up against an unfortunate truth. 
 
    “I don’t have a condom,” he said. 
 
    “Is that really the most dangerous part of doing it here?” asked Mist. 
 
    I can’t tell if that’s a good point or if I’m just horny. 
 
    The truth of it was he wanted her more than he wanted to be safe. He watched her mouth twitch into a pleasured smile as he slowly thrust into her. She was still wearing the open locket around her neck, and the serene portrait seemed to watch them with ironic detachment as the bed began to bounce and creak. 
 
    They were the same in so many ways. Impulsive, but loyal to their families nearly to a fault. Molded by incarceration, making decisions off stunted emotional maturity. Will sucked on her neck as he felt her fingers rake across his back through his sweatshirt. He seized the headboard in one fist and used his arm to rock her body back and forth, letting his cock jiggle around like a key in a tumbler. 
 
    “Oh, Pick!” cried Mist. “Mmm. Oh God. Pick!” 
 
    “Mist!” he growled. “… Annalise.” 
 
    “Will,” she countered. “Oh, yes! Faster!” 
 
    He went faster, though it was a less than calculated risk. His pull-out game had atrophied amidst the plentiful free condoms littering the academy’s campus. He kissed Mist on the mouth and squeezed one of her tits as he pumped into her harder, lost in the moment. 
 
    “Pick,” she whispered. “Pick!” 
 
    The tenor of her voice had shifted, and she was slapping a hand against his back. He suddenly glanced at the window in time to see the grotesque head of a mutant dog peering in at them from outside, perched on its back legs, but ready to shamble into the room. 
 
    Will fumbled for his greatsword and, without ever breaking sexual contact with Mist, speared the monster through the face. He left the weapon where it was, holding the mutant up like a banner on a flagpole, as he got back to the matter at hand. 
 
    Mist cackled with laughter, the sound of it breaking off into sexy little moans as he reminded her why she’d been moaning his name in the first place. The bed began to bang against the wall so hard that little bits of dust came loose, falling down on them like dirty snow. 
 
    He felt Mist suddenly convulse underneath him, and, bizarrely, use her power. They didn’t teleport anywhere new, instead simply fading into mist, sharing that intense connection, before returning to the physical world, her in the middle of an orgasm and him on the verge. 
 
    He pulled out and came with rough force, the first spurt unfortunately spilling onto her stomach and costume. She seemed too out of it to care, at least right away, and he let the rest of his load spurt out onto the bedsheets. 
 
    Will dazedly pulled his greatsword loose from the dead mutant as though he’d just woken from a dream. He set it down on the floor and slid back in close to Mist. Her breasts were still naked and exposed, a thin layer of sweat visible on her heaving chest. 
 
    “Why’d you use your power like that?” he asked. 
 
    “If I time it right, it feels incredible,” she whispered. “I wanted to see if I could do it for both of us. For us to come together in the mist.” 
 
    “My objective was, in fact, not to come in the Mist.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes and swatted him on the shoulder. “You’re hilarious.” 
 
    They shared a moment, cuddling on the bed, warm and content to ignore the rest of reality within each other’s arms. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 19 
 
      
 
    After putting their costumes back on, Will and Mist made their way out of the elder care facility and onto the street. Immediately, Will got the sense that they weren’t alone, though it was more of an intangible feeling than anything specific. 
 
    “Stay close,” he whispered. “This doesn’t feel like another mutant.” 
 
    “How close, exactly?” whispered Mist.  
 
    He glanced at her and noticed the way she was eyeing his greatsword, respect and fear and wariness all knotted up together. 
 
    “Just be ready,” he said. 
 
    He nodded to the corner ahead of him as the telltale sound of a footstep across broken glass hinted at the positioning of the new arrival. Sucking in a breath and tightening his grip on his weapon’s hilt, Will spun around to the other side of the building, sword poised for a massive overhead chop. 
 
    “Whoa, whoa, whoa!” cried Erik. “Easy with that bat, Barry Bonds!” 
 
    A slow smile spread across Will’s face. He let the tip of his greatsword fall to the ground and used his free hand to pull the bald, slightly green-tinged man into a one-armed hug. 
 
    “It is really fucking good to see you,” he said.  
 
    “Technically, I am one of the many doubles,” said Erik, chuckling. “But I think I speak for all of us when I say it’s damn good to see you too, Pick.” 
 
    “Hi, Erik,” said Mist. “I see you once again ignored all of the good advice you were given to leave the city while it was still an option?” 
 
    “What’s good advice for you is unnecessary for me,” said Erik. “I’m set up here, now.” 
 
    “Set up… where?” asked Will. 
 
    “This entire section of the city is my territory.” Erik grinned and gestured with one arm as though unveiling an acreage of freshly bought land. “Let me show you the castle I rule from.” 
 
    He began leading them without waiting for an answer. Will exchanged a glance with Mist, who simply shrugged, and they followed along. 
 
    The castle in question was, in fact, a sewer treatment building along the city’s southern edge. The buildings were squat and dirty, but heavy-duty concrete construction with few windows and a solid fence surrounding the property. 
 
    “I have to say, it’s fairly on-brand for you to take up residence in a place like this,” said Will. “It doesn’t smell as badly as I remember.” 
 
    “The city’s sewer system isn’t exactly operating near maximum capacity anymore, or mostly at all,” said Erik. “That, combined with the fence, a couple of generators, and all the resources I could ever need to create doubles from, and I’m all set.”  
 
    “I assume Iggie still hasn’t left the city, either?” asked Mist. 
 
    Erik’s expression darkened a bit. “She’s still here, though the situation is… a little complicated. There’s a lot of us doubles now.” 
 
    “And only one of her,” said Will. “Yeah. I can see how that might get a little complicated.” 
 
    Erik took them in through the main gate, where two other Eriks were standing guard in a gatehouse, both armed with what Will presumed to be scavenged assault rifles. A fourth Erik was walking across an upper walkway overlooking a series of person-thick sewer pipes, scribbling in a notebook with a fair amount of focus. 
 
    “The original is probably in the main building with Iggie,” said their current Erik. “It’s through that door and then upstairs, last door at the end of the hall.” 
 
    “You’re not coming with?” asked Mist. 
 
    “It gets real confusing, real fast when we try to pass conversations off to one another,” said the clone. “He can see through our eyes, but only if he’s looking, and it’s not reversible.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” said Will. 
 
    He nodded to Mist, and they went inside. Soft jazz music washed over them, courtesy of a trio of Eriks playing instruments in one corner of what had clearly once been a staff break room. Another Erik was in the middle of cooking a massive pot of soup over a butane burner, pulling ingredients from a mini fridge. 
 
    “Pick!” called every Erik in the room. “Mist! Holy shit, good to see you guys!” 
 
    They fell out of sync through the next barrage of questions. Will would have loved a minute or two to sit each of them down and pick their respective brains. Was the original Erik a musical prodigy, or did the jazz trio pick up those skills later on? Was there a limit to how far they could differentiate? Whatever happened to Charlie, Erik’s reject double? Did any of the others take on new names? 
 
    “This is so cool,” muttered Mist. 
 
    “That’s one word for it,” said Will. “I feel like he’s been holding back on us.” 
 
    They made their way up the set of stairs the Erik outside had indicated. 
 
    “Holding back?” said Mist. “It’s not like he ever lied to us about his power.” 
 
    “No, but he never really expanded on the sheer depth to it.” Will stopped in front of the door at the end of the hall, knocking and pulling it open. “It’s almost like...” 
 
    He trailed off as his eyes took in a scene that he really would have preferred not to see. Three pale, greenish-tinted man-butts were aimed at the door. A petite naked woman with short hair was in the midst of being eaten out by three Eriks at once, her long, lizard tongue hanging at a sidelong angle across the pillow her head was propped up on. 
 
    “Oh God.” Will shuddered and spun around as Mist burst out laughing. “I did knock! Just want to point that out!” 
 
    “Pick?” called three Eriks in unison, each voice a mix of surprise and annoyance. “Dude, knock louder next time!” 
 
    “Hang a tie on the door!” snapped Will. “Or, here’s one! Use the lock!” 
 
    He waited outside with Mist, who found the situation far funnier than he did. Iggie emerged first, clad in an oversized sweater and leggings. She and Mist gushed out their emotions, hugging each other tight. 
 
    “I missed you!” cried Iggie. 
 
    “I’m so glad you’re safe!” said Mist. 
 
    “Come on,” said Iggie. “Let me show you the sauna!” 
 
    “Ooh, there’s a sauna?” 
 
    Will waved Mist off and waited until the door opened again with a shirtless, but pants-clad Erik standing behind it. It was a little anti-climactic to have what amounted to a second reunion with the original version of his friend, but they still grinned and clapped hands. 
 
    “Where’d the other two go?” he asked, eyeing the empty room. 
 
    “I ate them.” Erik held his poker face for a few seconds before chuckling and shaking his head. “Nah, there’s actually a balcony with stairs down to the ground.” 
 
    “By the way, I’m a little bit scarred for life by what I accidentally walked in on.” 
 
    “Don’t hate me because I’m kinkier than you are, Pick.” 
 
    “That’s… debatable,” said Will. “The next time I feel like I’m a little too high on myself, I’m just going to remember you having a literal foursome with two identical copies.” 
 
    “We’ve gone up to six before,” said Erik. “There’s a rotation and a calendar where my other copies sign up. I’m always involved, of course. It’s a lot on Iggie, to be honest. We’ve been talking about maybe opening things up a bit.” 
 
    “Yeah, how about you keep that conversation between you and Iggie?” 
 
    Erik laughed and stepped aside, waving him into the room. It still stank of sex, but that much, Will could let slide. Erik slid some spinning office chairs over to a plain plastic folding table and then grabbed a bottle of whiskey from a cabinet next to the bed, along with two glasses. 
 
    “We need to catch up,” said Erik. 
 
    “Yeah, we do.” Will accepted his drink and took a sip. “I can work out some of what you’ve been up to just from, well, all of this.” 
 
    “It’s been hard,” said Erik. “And by that I mean a shit ton of fun. I think my power is just generally suited to this sort of thing.” 
 
    “Taking over a sewage treatment plant?” 
 
    “Taking over a solid fifth of the city,” said Erik. “I don’t just have an estate, I have acreage.” 
 
    He watched Will in a way that made it seem like he was waiting for a reaction. Will just smiled and shook his head. 
 
    “Are you expecting me to tell you to be careful, or something?” he asked. “Halberd and I took over an entire island. I know the draw, the temptation.” 
 
    “It is what it is,” said Erik. “Which is to say, I have no idea where any of this is going to lead. It was just a way of keeping Iggie and myself safe at first. Churn out some doubles, defend against the mutants. It eventually built into… a little more.” 
 
    Erik finished his whiskey in a single deep sip and refilled his glass. “Anyway, your turn. What are you doing back here, and should I be concerned?” 
 
    “It’s a long story,” said Will. 
 
    And it was. He gave Erik the abridged version, but didn’t cut anything out. It felt fair, a little like taking the power of some of his recent secrets back. Erik’s incredulity was clear in his expression, building as Will moved past how he’d become a teacher to how he’d killed one of the most powerful heroes in the entire world. 
 
    Erik held up a finger, about to speak, and then hesitated, pressing his fist to his mouth. He shook his head, poured them both some more whiskey, and steepled his fingers. 
 
    “I’m not going to mince words here,” he said. “Bringing that kid back to Lancaster City and delivering him to your old gang is the stupidest fucking thing you could ever do… but you’re probably going to still have to do it.” 
 
    “That’s about the same conclusion I arrived at,” muttered Will. “There’s no telling what Despot might get out of him, especially if he uses his power. But option B is to let Bloodfeud get frustrated enough to reveal my secret to the world, and not just my enemy.” 
 
    “Technically, there’s also an option C,” said Erik. 
 
    “And what’s that?” 
 
    “Go to the Realists and talk with them before you bring Bloodfeud back,” said Erik. “See if you can work out a truce.” 
 
    Will scoffed and shook his head, reaching for his glass.  
 
    Erik leaned back in his chair and gave him a serious look. “They’ve come a long way, Pick, just like we have. What they’re up to these days is different from what they were about in prison, or even in the days right after the prison break.” 
 
    “I sincerely doubt that. I know Despot. I know Bonespur and Tusk and all of his fucking lackies. They’re scum, only out for themselves.” 
 
    “You’re just reacting on reflex,” said Erik. “You haven’t been here. They’re basically doing the same thing I am right now — walling up and surviving. If anything, they have the moral high ground on me. They’ve brough a lot of people, mundane and supers alike, into their community.” 
 
    “You don’t get to a moral high ground believing the things they do!” Will brought his fist down on the table, clearly surprising Erik with his vehemence. “Sink or swim. Fuck the weak. They’re a bunch of bigots who only care about spinning the fact they have powers into a sense of genetic superiority.” 
 
    “I’m not saying what they believe is right, or healthy, but…” Erik shook his head, one hand rubbing the side of his chin. “Look, I basically snapped my fingers and took over a decent chunk of the city. It was like picking berries. Power does matter in the world, to a certain degree. It doesn’t make us any better or worse inherently, but it’s always there, in the background.” 
 
    “I didn’t come here to argue philosophy, Erik.” 
 
    “Fuck, dude, I know that.” Erik grinned and slapped Will’s shoulder. “Have another drink. Relax. You tense up so much whenever your old gang enters the picture. The point I was trying to make is that you do have the option of trying to play this diplomatically instead of just rolling the dice.” 
 
    Will sighed and turned his whiskey glass around on the table. “I think I just have to trust the kid.” 
 
    “That’s a big ask. He’s a teenager, and from the sound of it, he’s not exactly your biggest fan.” 
 
    “No matter what choices you make in life, eventually you have to trust somebody who seems like a risk. And Bloodfeud…” Will shrugged. “I don’t know. There are worse people I could be taking a risk on.” 
 
    “You know him better than I do, by far. At the very least, it works in your advantage that the Realists are hurting for help right now. They’ll probably welcome him back into the fold without too many questions.” 
 
    “I feel like everyone is talking about a different gang than the one I knew,” said Will. “Welcome him back into the fold? Did you forget how many people they sacrificed in the initiation they put the new recruits through? And now, they’re supposedly even working with the CA, deputized and taking contracts… It’s insanity.” 
 
    “I’m telling you, it’s basically a different gang now. Maybe because of you, to be honest. You killed Despot’s right-hand man and nearly staged a coup. It does seem out of character for him to submit to the CA’s authority and try to go straight. Maybe he’s actually changed after everything that’s happened?” 
 
    On a theoretical level, Will could appreciate that the possibility was technically there. But he remembered how Despot had been in prison, cruel and unyielding and dangerous. Moreover, a part of him didn’t want what Erik was saying to be true.  
 
    “Anyway, I do have one other reason for coming back to Lancaster City,” he said, moving on. “There was a CA detective poking around the academy, asking questions about Decay. I wanted to make a public appearance here to help build my alibi.” 
 
    “Now that I can certainly help with,” said Erik. “I’ll put the word out that Decay is back in the city. That, plus the people who’ve probably seen you already should be more than enough to cement your narrative.” 
 
    “Nobody’s seen me yet, aside from you and your copies.” 
 
    “I sincerely doubt that.” Erik stood up and looked out the window. “The city might seem empty, Pick, but it’s not. Far from it.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 20 
 
      
 
    Will met up with Mist about an hour later. Her face was still flushed from the sauna, and she greeted him with an exaggerated hug, the scent of gin sweet and interesting on her breath. 
 
    “Looks like we both succumbed to the temptation of day drinking,” he said. 
 
    “Yup. I almost passed out in the sauna. I have to say, Erik and Iggie have a nice setup here.” 
 
    “Yeah,” said Will. “It’s good to see them doing well.” 
 
    They said their goodbyes and set out into the city. The contrast between Erik’s carefully maintained fiefdom and the destruction beyond was jarring, but they made good time as they headed northwest through the streets. 
 
    “Erik said the Power Realists’ encampment is still around the old junkyard,” said Will. “I need to at least see it from afar and get a sense of their current dynamic before heading back.” 
 
    “Do you need to, or do you want to?” asked Mist. 
 
    “I’m not sure I see the distinction.” 
 
    Mist let out a tired sigh but didn’t push her point further. They climbed over what appeared to be a preliminary barricade of intentionally parked cars, far from an actual fence or wall, but potentially still a useful fortification against a mutant surge. 
 
    The encampment was easy to spot from a distance. It did in fact have several fences, each one built from liberated chain link that must have come from elsewhere within the city, finished off with a healthy amount of barbed wire across the top. 
 
    “Let’s go up,” said Will. 
 
    Mist hugged into him from the side and, an instant later, they were atop a nearby building with a sprawling view of the gang’s turf. The Power Realists had fenced off all of what had once been the “collapsed district,” the section of the city damaged by the first appearance of Genesis. 
 
    They’d fenced it off… and begun rebuilding. Will could see more than just evidence of new construction — it was happening in motion, groups of men and women clearing rubble, in some cases with the help of supers or under their supervision. 
 
    The junkyard was far off in the distance, and even calling it a “junkyard” seemed like a mischaracterization. Numerous new buildings and tents had been set up, and it seemed more like a rough-around-the-edges base of operations than the somewhat gritty hideout it had once been. 
 
    “What are you looking for?” whispered Mist. “It doesn’t look like they’re doing anything special.” 
 
    “I can see that,” he said, annoyance leaking into his voice.  
 
    It would have been so much simpler to come to a conclusion about what to do next if they’d been stringing up bodies or hoarding captives. It made sense for them to try to improve the area of the city within their control, he supposed. So why did it frustrate him so much to see them doing it? 
 
    “What do you want to do?” asked Mist. 
 
    “I don’t think it would be a good idea to get any closer than this.” 
 
    “Neither do I.” 
 
    They stood there atop the building for a while, a solid half hour, at least. Nothing really changed in that time. A member of the gang that Will recognized, Bonespur, showed up in a truck tugging a small travel trailer. It had a jug of water on it along with food, and the two groups that’d been rebuilding stopped to take a late lunch. 
 
    “What are you waiting for?” asked Mist. 
 
    “I don’t know,” he said. “You know, what? Fuck this. Want to get out of here?” 
 
    “I got what I came for,” said Mist. 
 
    He nodded and turned his back to the scene below, stepping closer to her. She set a hand on his chest, not immediately pulling him into an embrace that would let her teleport them both in tandem. 
 
    “Pick,” she said. “Are you sure you’re alright?” 
 
    “I’m fine, I just…” He sighed and shook his head. “It doesn’t feel right to me. I felt the same way back when one of my old prison mates, Chauffeur, joined up with the Second Advent. But I don’t know if I am right this time around.” 
 
    Mist shrugged. “You’re allowed to be wrong. I’ll still think you’re cool.” 
 
    He snorted and pulled her into a hug, molesting her backside. “You always know just what to say.” 
 
    They made a single stop on their way out of the city, back at the burned-out Sorling home. Will knew he could leave his greatsword with Erik if he really wanted to, but there was something about leaving it in its old hiding spot that resonated with him. It was there waiting for him, there to grab if he ever did return, without any extra steps. 
 
    He didn’t throw up on the way back to Baffin Academy, which felt like a small victory in its own right. Mist dropped him off right on the island’s coast, just outside of Paallavvik. She smiled and gave him a long kiss on the lips. 
 
    “Thanks,” she said. “From both me and my grandpa.” 
 
    She ran her thumb over the locket. Will nodded and stepped back. 
 
    “Any time,” he said. “Keep in touch, Mist.” 
 
    “That’s my line! You’d better text me, Pick.” 
 
    She disappeared, and he took a minute to stare out at the wintery sea before walking back through town and up to the academy. It was late, almost time for dinner, but more importantly, he was tired. Nobody was home when he arrived back to Jerrigan Hall, which was just as well given how quickly he passed out. 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    The next morning was a Sunday, and it certainly felt like one as Will slowly stirred from sleep. The sun was in the process of rising, which given the high latitude placed the time somewhere between eight and nine. 
 
    He got up and threw a pair of sweatpants on, parsing through the previous day as he tried to plan out the current one. Coming out into the common room, he found Jess lounging on the couch in a pair of fuzzy white pajamas that must have been a new addition to her wardrobe. 
 
    “Good morning,” he said. “I would have expected you to be out and about by now.” 
 
    “I was waiting for you to wake up.” She slid a bookmark into her novel and closed it with both hands. “I didn’t get a chance to see you these past few days. Which means… we haven’t had a chance to talk.” 
 
    She brushed a few strands of hair back, the motion revealing the edge of the copper armband underneath her sleeve, which she’d seemingly taken to wearing even at full rest. Will sat down on the couch next to her, comfortable to be close even within that strange moment. 
 
    “What do you want to talk about?” he asked. He realized he was smiling, and also realized how that probably came across to her.  
 
    “You know exactly what I want to talk about, mister.” She narrowed her eyes, but she was smiling, too, or close enough to it. “About our training session the other day.” 
 
    “I thought we made a lot of progress.” 
 
    She took a breath, briefly closing her eyes, and kept going as though he hadn’t spoken. “We were both being very physical with each other. Endorphins tend to flow more freely during heavy, intense exercise. When we were in the shower afterward… well, we were both primed to go a bit overboard.” 
 
    “You say overboard, I say overdue.” He settled his hand on her knee, feeling the fuzzy fabric of her pajama bottoms. “You just didn’t stop me. This would have happened months ago if—” 
 
    “I’m not upset, but I am worried,” she said, still continuing as though she was the only one speaking. “We made a little mistake, but there was a lot leading up to it.” 
 
    “I enjoyed the lead-up,” he whispered, rubbing higher on her leg. “Every second of it. My only regret is that I didn’t have a condom so I could have—" 
 
    “Different kinds of love exist for a reason,” she said, intensifying her glare. “When they start mixing, it just leads to confusion and disappointment. It’s why it might have felt so intense, for you and me both. Why it was so easy for us to get carried away.” 
 
    “My day is totally free,” he said. “Do you want to train again?” 
 
    “From now on, we both have to do a better job of… of…” Her eyes fluttered as Will leaned in and kissed gently, almost politely, on her cheek. “…shoring up the boundary from both sides.” 
 
    She abruptly cleared her throat and pushed up from the couch. Will watched her hurry off to her room, finding it hard to take anything about what’d happened too seriously with her in a pair of silly pajamas.  
 
    But he did have to take it seriously. She’d spoken her truth to him, and she was closer to being right than he was. He didn’t regret a thing about what they’d done in that shower, but it had been wrong. She’d let him take it that far because of how deeply she loved him, and somehow, that made it feel even more wrong. 
 
    Maybe she just needs time, he thought. Or maybe it was just a one-time thing. 
 
    He chafed at that idea and knew he would inevitably try to seduce her again, regardless of what she’d said. He could hear it in her voice, that same dirty desire, lewdness lurking in the shadows. She needed to make the reality of what they’d done fit into her worldview, but that didn’t necessarily mean she was outright denying the way she felt. 
 
     He got dressed for the day and left Jerrigan Hall. Not much was happening on campus, but he at least got an answer to the question of where Rue had been that morning as he passed by the doors of the main building. 
 
    She and a couple of her friends were sitting on one side of the stairs, staring at their phones and looking bored in a classic teenager in a small town kind of way. He waved and called out to Rue, and she smiled and walked over. 
 
    “Hey,” she said. “I didn’t get a chance to see you last night. You went to bed so early.” 
 
    “It was a long day,” he said. “Thanks again for being my alibi. Want the rundown?” 
 
    Rue shrugged. “Not really. Did you have to kill anybody?” 
 
    He winced, as much out of the fact that she asked it so casually as out of acknowledgment that it was a fair question. There was a second unnerving aspect to her curiosity — Rue seemed as though she would have accepted a yes without freaking out. Will shook his head, as much to answer her as to shake away memories of similar moments he’d experienced with Halberd. 
 
    “Sorry,” she said, reading him. “I didn’t mean it as an accusation. I just… given that I’m your alibi. I don’t know. I guess I simultaneously don’t want to know anything, but do need to know at least that.” 
 
    “I get it,” he said. “I had Mist take me back to Lancaster City. Both to scope out what the situation is like there and to make an appearance as Decay.” 
 
    She nodded, but her expression didn’t change. “I’m worried about you, LP. Just… promise me you’ll be careful?” 
 
    “I’m always careful.” 
 
    “Then be more careful,” she said.  
 
    He put an arm around her and squeezed for a second, which was about all he could get away with in front of her friends. So many secrets. She was one hundred percent right. He needed to be more careful. 
 
    He spent most of the rest of the morning working out in the training hall. It felt nice to have a simple objective, honing his body, testing his muscles. No intrigue, no danger, just a simple, exhausting workout.  
 
    Bloodfeud and Physique showed up midway through, keen on running through their own training regimen. As Will had been expecting, Bloodfeud made his way over during one of their breaks, while Physique slipped off to use the restroom. 
 
    “I’m still working on it,” said Will, preemptively. “I’ve got a lead, but nothing tangible just yet.” 
 
    “What’s the lead?”  
 
    “It’s complicated,” he said. He expected pushback on that, the teenager’s previous urgency to build to a head, but it didn’t. 
 
    “Alright,” Bloodfeud eventually replied. “Look, I see the Power Realists for what they really are. I’m not an idiot or an idealist or even an optimist, or whatever.” 
 
    “I have to wonder if you do really see them,” muttered Will. “Not just the people in the gang. But what they stand for. Where the things they say would eventually lead.” 
 
    “It’s not about that,” said Bloodfeud. “I don’t care about the gang as a movement or ideology. To me, it felt like a brotherhood. Like a fucking community, you know?” 
 
    The image of people rebuilding on the other side of the Power Realists’ fenced off section of the city flickered through Will’s mind’s eye. He shook his head. 
 
    “It’s not that simple,” he said. 
 
    “Look, I’ll be patient for now,” said Bloodfeud. “I shouldn’t have come to your family’s dorm the other night. I would have been pissed if you’d done that to me.” 
 
    “I’m glad to hear you say that. You are welcome to drop by, but as my student, not as a threat.” 
 
    “Fair enough.” Bloodfeud glanced toward the locker rooms, from which Physique was headed back over. “I’ll wait for now, but not forever. So… let me know when you’ve found a way back, okay?” 
 
    Will sighed and nodded. He left the training hall, feeling an evil sense of relief. Bloodfeud clearly was not used to blackmailing people and had given him far too much leeway in terms of how he was presenting his threat.  
 
    As far as Will was concerned, the issue would be on the backburner until Bloodfeud became impatient again. He wondered why he didn’t simply call up Mist, have her take the teenager to Lancaster City in the same way she’d taken him, and treat it as a solved problem, or as close to one as it was liable to get. 
 
    You know why. This isn’t about him. It’s about you. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 21 
 
      
 
    “Instructor Lockpick! Please, wait up! Instructor Lockpick!” 
 
    Will slowed to a stop, only then realizing how fast he’d been stomping across campus. Zone’s peppy assistant, Casey, caught up with him a few seconds later, huffing and puffing as she regained her breath. 
 
    “Headmaster Zone has been looking for you,” she said. “He’s in his office right now, but only for the next few minutes.” 
 
    “What’s this about?” 
 
    “He didn’t say.” 
 
    Will sighed and made a rolling gesture with his hand. “Lead on.” 
 
    She brought him straight up to Zone’s office. The headmaster was at his desk with nothing in front of him, his expression heavily clouded. 
 
    “Thank you, Casey,” he said. “Close the door on your way out.” 
 
    “Of course!” She left with her usual pep.  
 
    Zone let out a long sigh that seemed to say more than any words could. 
 
    “Where were you yesterday?” he asked. 
 
    “It was my day off,” said Will, with a shrug. “Everywhere and nowhere. Nothing special.” 
 
    He did his best to stay relaxed, loosening the tension in his shoulders even as the moment seemed to balance on a knife’s edge. What did Zone know? Did he just shoot himself in the foot, reveal himself in the process of trying to establish that he couldn’t possibly be Decay? 
 
    “Alright then,” Zone eventually said. “I was just curious because I couldn’t find you on campus, and it’s not a very large campus.” 
 
    “I wasn’t on campus the entire time, and I was asleep for a significant portion of the day. Maybe you just had bad timing?”  
 
     Zone nodded in a way that didn’t really seem like a nod. “Right. Well, anyway. I have to give every instructor a heads up about the preliminary recruitment meet and greet. Due to a severe shortage of active heroes, it’s been moved up.” 
 
    “To when?” 
 
    “Tomorrow,” said Zone. “Your students will begin their costume fittings in the morning and attend lunch with a collection of different team leaders looking for new recruits.” 
 
    “The year has barely started,” said Will. “They aren’t ready yet. I’m not saying that just in terms of what I’ve taught them and the fact that I’m a new teacher. There’s no way they could be ready.” 
 
    “They’re going to have to be. Though with that said, tomorrow is going to be about introductions and the basics. Nobody needs to put on a performance just yet. Treat it like a normal day, but encourage them to put on their best face.” 
 
    “Got it.” 
 
    He turned to leave but stopped before heading out the door, expecting more. 
 
    “Instructor Lockpick,” said Zone. “Some of these kids really do look up to you. Try to keep that in mind. They’re taking cues.” 
 
    “…I will.” 
 
    It was hard to square away how seriously Zone took his responsibility as the school’s headmaster with where Will currently felt like he was in life. Did he want to do a good job by his students? Of course. Was it his main priority? Of course not. 
 
    That fact left him wondering if perhaps making an exit from the school sooner, rather than later, might be in everyone’s best interest. Zone’s suspicion of him seemed to have reached a slow smolder, on top of everything else. But he could easily imagine what Bloodfeud would do if he did attempt to move on with his life, how quickly the teenager would dig those blackmail hooks into his flesh. 
 
    All you have to do is make everyone happy while maintaining several separate identities at once, he thought. Easy. 
 
    He was in an unfortunate, borderline self-pitying mood as he approached Jerrigan Hall. The wind rushed overhead as he reached for the door handle, which gave him all of a tenth of a second to fling himself sideways and out of the path of an incoming attack from above. Heart pounding in his chest, he rolled to his feet, patting his pockets for a weapon he knew he didn’t have. 
 
    “A bit jumpy?” asked Avery. “Jesus, LP. I was trying to surprise you, not kill you.” 
 
    He grinned, despite the lingering adrenaline. “There’s an awfully fine line between the two, in my experience.” 
 
    Avery looked extremely cute all bundled up in winter clothing, a jacket, scarf, a pink toque, and matching wool gloves. Will pulled her into a tight hug, lifting her up to spin her briefly in the air, much to her squealing amusement. 
 
    “And here I was, wondering if I’d been gone long enough for anyone to miss me?” 
 
    “Definitely,” he said. “You haven’t made plans for tonight, have you?” 
 
    “Aside from eating whatever Mom cooks and sitting on the couch? Nothing planned.” 
 
    “Perfect.” He took a step back, eyeing her up and down again. “You flew here?” 
 
    “All the way from the Lighthouse,” she said, with a shrug. “I can’t always rely on Zone to be my personal chauffeur, as convenient as that would be.” 
 
    “How was it?” 
 
    “I froze my butt off. Zero out of ten.” 
 
    They headed inside. Jess was already in the early stages of preparing dinner, setting out ingredients and eyeing pots and pans. She didn’t react to their entrance immediately, and Will let Avery break the surprise. 
 
    “Hey, Mom,” she said. “What’s for dinner?” 
 
    “Avery!” Jess turned around, face brimming with surprise and love. 
 
    “Avery’s home?” Rue bounded out of her room and into the moment. “About time!” 
 
    The three women shared a group hug, and it was all he could do not to immediately join in himself. 
 
    This is what it’s all about, he thought. It all comes back to them. 
 
    He eventually did join the hug, and followed Rue and Avery to relax on the couch afterward while Jess finished cooking. She made an interesting pasta dish with broccolini and pancetta that was a touch salty, but still delicious. 
 
    “It was all I could think of to cook with pancetta,” she said, in her defense. 
 
    “It’s perfect,” said Avery. “The Lighthouse has been operating on a three-day meal rotation that honestly reminds me way too much of high school.” 
 
    “I like it,” said Will. “Just needs more cheese.” 
 
    Jess shot him a look, but he grinned and did in fact add some more parmesan over top.  
 
    “I take it the fact that you’re back means you’ve put a pause on developing your new team for now?” asked Jess. 
 
    Will and Avery exchanged a pained glance. He opted to be the one to break the news. 
 
    “Tomorrow is actually one of the preliminary recruitment open house sessions,” said Will. “From what Zone told me, none of the students will be eligible to be poached just yet, but it’s going to be a chance for the teams to meet some potential candidates.” 
 
    “Ah.” Jess set her fork down and folded her arms. 
 
    “Speaking of which,” said Avery, “we’re going to need to be able to tell any potential recruits a team name if we want them to take us seriously.” 
 
    “Let’s just go with one of the ones you suggested already, then,” said Will. He looked at Jess, knowing that this wasn’t a discussion she enjoyed being privy to. 
 
    “None of them were any good, though,” said Avery. “Come on, LP.” 
 
    “Just call yourselves the Scarlet Squadron,” suggested Rue. 
 
    Will furrowed his brow, considering how it rolled off the tongue. “Not bad.” 
 
    “It doesn’t mean anything, though,” said Avery. 
 
    “Does it have to?” countered Rue. “You both have some red mixed into your costumes, and the name kind of pays homage to the Crimson Five.” 
 
    “It could work,” said Will, nodding. 
 
    “I…” Jess smiled, shook her head, and began over. “I like it. I think… if you two have to run off and be on your own team, a name that at least acknowledges in passing what came before seems fitting.” 
 
    “Alright,” said Avery. “Sure. Scarlet Squadron it is. It’s so simple. Makes me wonder why we struggled so much on the name in the first place.” 
 
    “Because the two of you have no creativity,” said Rue. 
 
    “Oh, you shush!” said Avery. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 22 
 
      
 
    They watched a movie after dinner, and when the night began to wear on, the question of who was going to sleep and who was staying up entered the fore. 
 
    “Rue, you have class tomorrow,” said Jess. “You should be getting to bed… Rue?” 
 
    She was already snoring, the cute noise of it only just audible over the movie’s end credits. Will, with Jess’s help, carried her to bed. 
 
    “And you have to teach in the morning,” said Jess. 
 
    “I’m aware. It’s not exactly going to be a complex lesson. I’ll just be guiding them through how to smile and nod and politely answer any questions the team leaders ask them.” 
 
    “LP’s going to warm our prospects up,” said Avery. “I actually wanted to talk to you about a few more things. Team related.” 
 
    “Yeah, sure,” said Will. “We can talk in my room.” 
 
    They both glanced at Jess, the tacit need for her approval hovering overhead regardless of whether they wanted it to be, irrespective of their status as adults. She let out an impossibly long sigh and sat back down on the couch. 
 
    “I’m going to watch another movie,” she said, with a touch of poutiness. “I have to keep the volume down since Rue is sleeping. It’s only polite.” 
 
    “I’m just going to talk with LP about some stuff,” said Avery. “Jeez, relax. We’re not going to be screaming our lungs out.” 
 
    “Good, because I’ll hear it if you do end up somehow going in that direction with your conversation.” 
 
    Will leaned over the back of the couch and kissed Jess on the cheek. “I love you. I can come out after and sit with you if you want?” 
 
    “I’ll probably have fallen asleep by then,” she said, yawning. “I love you too, LP.” 
 
    “Love you, Mom,” said Avery. 
 
    “Love you, Avery.” 
 
    They left the common room. Will gently closed his door, smiling as he watched Avery looking around, deciding where to sit. She dropped down onto his bed and didn’t say anything, at least not with words. Her expression was playful and secretive, as though she had a scheme up her sleeve that she just couldn’t wait to unveil. 
 
    “So,” said Will. “Scarlet Squadron.” 
 
    “I suppose we could color coordinate more if we really wanted to,” said Avery. 
 
    “Why do I get the sense that you’d use any excuse to petition for a new costume?” 
 
    “I can’t exactly just run around fighting crime butt-naked,” said Avery. “Where is yours, anyway? It’s got a decent amount of red on it, doesn’t it?” 
 
    Her foot nudged the bag protruding ever so slightly from underneath his bed. Before Will could say anything, she undid the zipper and pulled out part of his costume. 
 
    Part of the wrong costume. 
 
    “This is…” Avery blinked and shook her head slightly. “Wait, what is this?” 
 
    It was Will’s life, as he knew it, shattering into irreparable pieces.  
 
    Don’t fucking panic. 
 
    “That would be a sweatshirt,” he said, as dryly as he could. “It’s an article of clothing designed to cover my torso, arms, and optionally, my head.” 
 
    “Smartass.” Avery laughed and shot him a mock glare, but the mood didn’t stick as she inspected the piece of his costume more closely. She turned it over and gave the small, somewhat vestigial cape hanging from the back a tug. “This style… It’s kind of like the one that stupid villain was wearing. The one who stomped around Lancaster City for a while.” 
 
    “Decay,” provided Will. “You know, that’s actually why I never wear it. The style has been ruined by him. I call it the toothbrush mustache effect.” 
 
    He held his hand out, praying she’d simply hand it over before noticing the places he’d repaired, or the bloodstains he still hadn’t washed out from his recent foray back to the city. Miraculously, she did, tossing it to him. Her expression was still thoughtful, however. 
 
    “I’m actually a little tired,” said Avery. “I think I’m just going to head to bed.” 
 
    “Seriously? Weren’t we going to talk?” 
 
    “We can tomorrow before the meet and greet if there’s anything left we have to address before seeing the students.” 
 
    “Alright.” 
 
    She got up and left the room. Will sat down on his bed and ran a hand through his hair, at a complete loss for what to do. He stretched out in bed, heart beating faster and faster as a range of horrible outcomes swirled through his mind. 
 
    Avery was smart. She wasn’t struggling to make sense of what she just found. His future as a free man might well hinge on how long it took her to push through a wall of complicated emotions, love and denial. 
 
    Sleep did not come easily. 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    He arrived at his homeroom a few minutes before his students the next day. Zone or probably Casey had left a note on his desk describing how the student-hero meet and greet would unfold. He related the steps to the teenagers as the last of them filed in. 
 
    “Numerous heroes will be arriving at Baffin Academy to talk with you all later this afternoon,” said Will. “Before that, however, you’re going to be getting fitted for costumes.” 
 
    “Seriously?” said Max. He grinned and set his feet up on the desk next to his, Klash’s desk, and the other boy shoved them off. 
 
    “It’s just a preliminary fitting,” said Will. “Everything about this is apparently preliminary. You’ll be trying on a variety of different generic costumes to get a sense of potential styles and color schemes. They’ll be fitted and customized for you later down the road. According to Zone, it’s up to you whether you leave them on for the meet and greet. He encourages you to, says it’ll help the heroes see you in context better.” 
 
    “I literally can’t articulate how excited this makes me,” said Pasithea. “Will you help me figure out what looks good on me, Instructor?” 
 
    “Sure,” said Will. “This is one of those cases where that’s why I’m here. Does anyone else have any questions?” 
 
    Daydream half raised her hand, lowered it, and then raised it fully. “What happens if… you know… none of the recruiters want to talk to some of us?” 
 
    “You’re all going to get serious interest,” said Will. “Trust me on that. You have no way of knowing yet how your powers will fit into a specific team context. Just because you’re a support hero, or you can’t fly, or whatever, it doesn’t mean you don’t have potential.” 
 
    Physique’s hand shot up as soon as he’d finished answering Daydream. “Um… I heard a rumor that… I mean, is it true that you and your sister are going to be recruiting for a new team?” 
 
    Will leaned back in his chair for a second or two before finally nodding. “That’s true. But it’s still early for our potential team. We only just decided on a name — Scarlet Squadron.” 
 
    A couple of interested mutters came from his class. Physique looked very intrigued, which was perfect, as she was near the top of his shortlist. 
 
    “Do you have a complete list of all the heroes that will be coming to recruit?” asked Klash, raising his hand. 
 
    “I don’t know,” said Will. “Five, ten, fifty? I don’t even know what the turnout is going to be.” 
 
    His answer seemed to disappoint the young man, and Will couldn’t fathom why. He moved on, explaining a few tips Zone had included in the instructions, most of which amounted to basic social conduct like acting approachable, addressing heroes as sir or ma’am.  
 
    He answered a few more questions, but they were mostly about the finer points of recruitment. Max wanted to know how much he would be paid, which was complicated. Daydream was curious about whether there was any advantage in not committing to a team right away, which he honestly wasn’t sure about. 
 
    Zone eventually poked his head into the room, smiling as he knocked on the doorframe. “Instructor Lockpick. It’s time.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    PART TWO: TEAMS 
 
   



 

 CHAPTER 23 
 
      
 
    Will split off from his students to put his own costume on. He’d be one of the heroes looking to recruit, as would Avery, Kestrel, by his side. They hadn’t spoken since the previous night, and he couldn’t help but feel anxious about what she might have to say to him when they met up. 
 
    At least she’ll see you in this costume, he thought. You are a hero, even if it’s a little complicated. 
 
    The costume fitting was taking place in one of the first-floor classrooms, led by Casey, who seemed very suited for it, energy-wise. She had Will’s students line up outside the door and brought them each in, one by one. He could only hear their various questions and comments as they sorted through rows of generic costumes like teenagers picking clothes for prom. 
 
    “More blue, then?” asked Casey. 
 
    “I don’t know,” said Max. “Blue and black, maybe?” 
 
    “Let’s talk masks — open-faced or closed.” 
 
    “I honestly don’t care. Does it matter?” 
 
    “That’s totally up to you!” said Casey, all pep and no brakes. “How about this one?” 
 
    Will was quick to compliment and lavish each of their fashion choices with praise. They wouldn’t be in their final costumes for the preliminary recruitment. It didn’t matter so much what they looked like, more just that they felt good. 
 
    Though, a few costumes did catch his eye for… various reasons. Pasithea managed to find the skimpiest available costume and then apparently went down a size with it. She was in no more than a tight sports bra and boy shorts, with a bandana style mask that gave her the appearance of a sexy pirate. 
 
    "What do you think, Instructor?" she said, spinning around for him. “I feel like I’ll be able to move in all the ways I need to with this one.” 
 
    “It looks fine,” said Will. So much so that he had to look away. For once, Pasithea had found an actual button to push. She looked good. 
 
    Bloodfeud was another interesting standout. He went with a standard stretchable spandex costume, deep red with black accents that almost reminded one of the old Crimson Five costumes. He took out his phone while he waited in the hallway and snapped a selfie. He also apparently sent it to someone, as he received a call back immediately. 
 
    “You look so cool!” gushed Maria, Bloodfeud’s little sister. “Do you get to keep it yet? Please, please, please come find me while you’re still wearing it, okay?” 
 
    “Relax, I will if I get a chance,” said Bloodfeud. 
 
    “Promise me!” 
 
    Max and Klash snorted, both easily able to overhear the conversation in the quiet hall. 
 
    “I promise,” said Bloodfeud, smiling even as he tried to glare at the other boys. 
 
    The students looked older in costume, overall, with just enough of their faces hidden to imply age and maturity that Will knew wasn’t yet there. He smiled, but felt a little sad as he looked at them, as he considered if he’d really done enough to prepare them to be thrust into a real team, with real danger hounding them around every corner. 
 
    “Alright,” he said. “Let’s go warm up for a bit. Moving around in costume will be good for your confidence.” 
 
    He waved an arm, and his students followed him, all of them walking in perfect step for the first few seconds. As it happened, the training hall was where the meet and greet would be taking place, and they weren’t able to get in for a warmup. 
 
    “Ah, good timing!” Zone wasn’t in costume, but that seemed fitting for him as the headmaster. “I’m still making trips out to bring in a few more heroes, but the majority of them are already inside the training hall. Instructor Terra’s class beat you here by a few minutes. You should get your kids in there.” 
 
    “You guys ready?” asked Will. 
 
    A few of them nodded or muttered a quiet yes, but the weight of the moment had clearly settled down onto them. Will stood by the door, giving each of them a heartfelt and strong high five as they walked into a situation that might well decide the course of their future. 
 
    There were a decent number of heroes in attendance, enough of them that it immediately shifted what he’d expected to be the dynamic. There weren’t all that many students of age to be recruited at Baffin Academy, perhaps twenty in total, and at least a few of the dozen or so heroes there would be looking to fill multiple spots on their team. 
 
    There were a fair number of familiar faces, some Will was happy to see, others, not so much. Livewire, a member of Lost Generation, Liz Laser’s old team, was there. Will still remembered watching Halberd kill one of her teammates. He’d paralyzed one of her teammates in that same fight, which was a fun little nearly forgotten fact from his past. 
 
    Miss Mass was there and immediately made a beeline to pull him into a hug. Will grinned, happy to see her, happier to see her doing well. 
 
    “Are you recruiting for a new team?” he asked. 
 
    “To be honest, I’m not sure,” she said. “It takes a lot of paperwork to start from scratch, paperwork I haven’t done yet. I suppose I’m here to see who is looking for what. Might end up competing with some of your students for these spots.” 
 
    “You’re more than welcome to,” he said. “Also, you should talk to Kestrel.” 
 
    He nodded to where he saw his sister in costume across the room, talking with one of Instructor Terra’s students, a tall lad in a purple costume with deeply tanned skin. 
 
    “I might just have to do that,” said Miss Mass. “I heard a rumor that she was starting something up while I was at the Lighthouse.” 
 
    He turned his attention back to his own students, most of which were sticking together in a nervous pack like cows out to pasture. It was strange to see even Max and Pasithea, usually so composed and outgoing, lacking for confidence. 
 
    “There’s punch over at that table,” he said to the group. “Go get some. And then spread out a little. Try to smile and look approachable.” 
 
    Most of them nodded and took his advice. Physique looked like she was about to have a panic attack. 
 
    “Hey,” he said, touching her shoulder. “Just try to breathe and don’t worry too much.” 
 
    “I just… I can’t think right now,” she muttered. “It’s like those stupid dances in high school where I’m just standing around and I know nobody is going to ask me to dance and I know I look so weird but I can’t leave until—” 
 
    “You’re on the shortlist for my team,” said Will. 
 
    Physique stared at him, mouth agape, eyes blinking in a weird pattern. 
 
    “We might not even be the best offer you get,” he added. “Trust me. Someone is going to ask you to dance this time around.” 
 
    He walked around the room, eyeing some of the other heroes he recognized. Clownslag, a chunky man with a wacky costume and the power to produce a laughing gas equivalent on command. Ultrablast, ChopShop. Morning Glory, whose power was similar to Sister Ivy’s, but with a fashion style that couldn’t be more different. Her hair was spiky green, and her entire outfit seemed designed around highlighting the size of her breasts. 
 
    Kestrel finally made her way over, coming to a stop with her shoulder brushing his. “Well?” 
 
    “Well, what?” 
 
    “There are a few standouts from Terra’s class,” she said. “Flame Hook, the kid with the fire lasso thing. Underarmor also seems like he could be a strong defensive fighter. Who should we be courting from your class?” 
 
    He’d given it a lot of thought, but it was still a hard question, primarily because it forced him to switch from teacher mode to team leader mode. He had faith in all of his students as an instructor, and it almost felt like a betrayal to vocalize that some of them weren’t up to snuff for his own team. 
 
    “They’re all good, each in their own way,” he said. “The ones that I think we should focus on are Physique, for sure. Possibly Daydream. And… Bloodfeud.” 
 
    “The creepy one that attacked you and kidnapped Mom?” Kestrel frowned deeply and crossed her arms. 
 
    “…Yeah,” said Will. “I know it sounds like an odd choice, but honestly, he’s at the top of the list. His power is really strong, and I trust him not to get himself killed.” 
 
    There was more to it than just that, of course. If he could get Bloodfeud onto his team, a big if, it might just solve his blackmail problem. Bloodfeud, who was already close to Physique, dating her as far as Will could tell, would never risk imploding his own team by revealing its captain’s deepest, darkest secret. 
 
    Or maybe he would. The kid was unpredictable. 
 
    “I’m surprised you’re not more interested in the blonde girl with the big boobs,” said Kestrel. “What’s her name again? Persephone?” 
 
    “Pasithea, and if you’re trying to imply something with that phrasing, let me stop you right there.” He let the side of his hip bump into her waist. “Her power is fairly specialized, and more importantly, I’m not actually sure she wants to be on a team. More of a free spirit.” 
 
    “What about Klash?” asked Kestrel. “Or Max? They both seem like they have potential.” 
 
    “Max is a bit too rough around the edges, but I’m sure some other team will scoop him up,” said Will. “As for Klash…” 
 
    He searched for the teenager within the training hall, spotting him to one side of the punch table. Surprisingly, Klash’s father, Quake, was standing with an arm around his son’s shoulders. Klash didn’t look all that thrilled, and his question earlier about which heroes would be attending the recruitment drive took on new meaning. 
 
    “I’ll be right back,” Will said to Kestrel. 
 
    He hurried over while trying not to hurry. Quake’s free hand was, unsurprisingly, gripping an open flask, and he spoke in a loud, vaguely intoxicated voice. 
 
    “It’s what we’ve always dreamed of!” shouted Quake. “You and me, father and son, shooting the shit on the same team. We’re going to make some noise together!” 
 
    “You’re already making some noise,” said Will, with as much good humor as he could manage. “Why don’t you let him go mingle?” 
 
    “He doesn’t need to,” said Quake. “Right, K-Pop? You’ve already gotten the best offer you’re going to get. I mean, your power is fine, but it’s, well… you know.” 
 
    Will seized the man’s flask, closed the top, and sent it sliding across the training hall’s floor. Quake swore under his breath and took off after it, mumbling something about not seeing a no drinking sign. 
 
    “Thanks,” said Klash. “I can’t stand him when he’s drunk. Or when he’s not, most of the time.” 
 
    “Nobody can force you to join a team you don’t want to join,” said Will. 
 
    “I don’t even know if I’m against being on his team, necessarily, I just…” Klash shook his head. “It’s hard to explain. I don’t know if I’ll end up in a good place if I just blindly follow in his footsteps.” 
 
    “I know the feeling.” He sighed and gave the teenager a tired smile. “You want my advice? Go your own way. Figure out what you want, who you are, first.” 
 
    Klash nodded slowly. The hero Ultrablast had been idling in the general area for a suspiciously long time. Will took a step back and gave him a small nod, watching him swoop in to introduce himself. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 24 
 
      
 
    Will was present in his capacity as a Baffin Academy instructor as well, and he received a decent number of questions about his students from the other recruiting heroes. There was a range of breadth to the inquiries that he hadn’t been expecting.  
 
    Some of the recruiters were clinical in their attention, basically just confirming the details that would have been included in a student’s transfer resume. Others were clearly more critical in their approach. ChopShop, in particular, asked deceptively good questions. 
 
    “Maximum,” said ChopShop. “With a name like that, I’d suppose he has a bit of a chip on his shoulder.” 
 
    “He’s a good kid,” said Will. 
 
    “What’s the biggest mistake he’s made as a member of your class?” asked ChopShop. 
 
    “I won’t speak to specific incidents, but at times, he can be a little impulsive,” said Will, carefully. “He needs a team that can make him feel like he’s involved.” 
 
    “I notice you didn’t answer my question.” ChopShop crossed his arms, wrinkling his forehead in a distinctly condescending, older hero kind of way. “You ain’t doing any of the kids a lick of a favor by trying to make them sound better than they are, Mr. Lockpick.” 
 
    “That’s just it,” he said. “I don’t have to.” 
 
    Max received a lot of attention from the recruiters, as did Physique, but what caught Will off guard was how the consensus of the recruiters seemed to settle on Bloodfeud being the true standout of the class. Though, the questions the other heroes had about the teenager all fit a similar theme. 
 
    “What’s wrong with him?” asked Ultrablast. “He’s an orphan, right? In Lancaster City when shit hit the fan? Fucked up emotionally or something?” 
 
    “No,” said Will. “The only thing wrong with him is he doesn’t want to join a team.” 
 
    “Not a team player, then? More of a rebel without a cause?” 
 
    More of a rebel with one, he thought. 
 
    “He’s stubborn,” said Will. 
 
    “I’m offering him B-level pay as an apprentice, and he still won’t even hear me out,” said Ultrablast. 
 
    “Look, he’s still figuring out what he wants in life. It’s not about the money for him.” 
 
    Which, in all honesty, was kind of a relief. Will knew he and Kestrel wouldn’t be able to offer Bloodfeud anything extra. He could come to terms with not locking the teenager down onto his team if it was what he really wanted. Losing him in a bidding war would be so much more tragic. 
 
    He caught back up with Kestrel, who’d gotten a drink at some point. She was looking at him, rather than their potential recruitment candidates. 
 
    “Hey,” she said. “About last night…” 
 
    He waited, face as neutral as he could make it. 
 
    “Look, sometimes I find myself projecting my own mistakes onto other people,” she muttered. “Just because I have a secret, a dark side, doesn’t mean everyone does. I shouldn’t have made things weird like that.” 
 
    “It’s alright,” he said. 
 
    “No, it’s really not. Especially not in your case. I’ve seen how other people jump to stupid conclusions about you because of your past. I love you so much, LP. I’m the last person who should be pulling that shit.” 
 
    “You don’t have to apologize,” he said. 
 
    “I’m going to anyway.” She turned and smiled at him from underneath her green and orange mask. “Sorry. I shouldn’t have gotten weird about a sweatshirt. Literally, just a sweatshirt. I trust you, Will. It’s not as though you wouldn’t tell me if you’d decided to start moonlighting as a supervillain anyway, right?” 
 
    She asked her last question in a playful tone, but to Will, it was the furthest thing from a joke. He looked away, feeling so terrible and two-faced in that moment that it was all he could do to keep from letting everything come spilling out. 
 
    Webcam saved him, entering the training hall in costume and drawing enough of the room’s collective attention to shift everyone’s focus, Kestrel included. The fact that every ounce of Webcam’s body language seemed coordinated to reflect how much she apparently didn’t want to be there didn’t dissuade the recruiters from lining up to field their offers. 
 
    She straight up ignored them, coming right over to stand next to Will and Kestrel.  
 
    “If anyone asks, I already signed with your team,” said Webcam. 
 
    Kestrel scoffed. “Excuse me, but we’re taking this seriously. You don’t just get to—” 
 
    Webcam seized her by the front scruff of her cape with surprising intensity. “If anybody asks, I already… signed… with your team.” 
 
    “Jeez, Rue, chill,” said Kestrel. “Fine! No need to unleash your inner psycho over it.” 
 
    “Welcome to the team,” said Will, shaking Webcam’s hand with exaggerated seriousness. 
 
    She smiled and gave him a mocking bow before walking off with significantly fewer recruiters chasing after her. 
 
    “She should be having those conversations even if they’re not fun for her,” said Kestrel. “Regardless of whether she joins a team or not, she should at least know what she’s worth.” 
 
    “That’s just it — I think she already does.” 
 
    Kestrel made a tiny noise somewhere in between a snort and a scoff and bumped the side of her elbow against him. Will nudged her back, but drew the physical flirtation back as he saw another hero heading toward them. 
 
    Morning Glory had a bouncy gait, due in no small part to the tight fabric of her costume cupping the various curves of her body. She flashed a very friendly smile as she came up to them. 
 
    “Lockpick,” she said. “Kestrel. It’s good to see you both again. My old mentor team did a joint mission with the Crimson Five back in the day, though we never really had much chance to speak.” 
 
    “I remember that,” said Kestrel. “That was eons ago.” 
 
    “Yeah, it was.” Morning Glory sighed appreciatively and waved a hand. “Anyway, tell me about Bloodfeud. I tried to get him to talk to me about his aspirations. I really tried. Usually, the boys will at least hear me out, but he’s rather… standoffish.” 
 
    “That’s been the experience of the other recruiters, too,” said Will. “I wouldn’t take it personally.” 
 
    “I never do. Say, is there anywhere for a girl to get a drink around here? Zone is putting me up in the old instructors’ dorm for tonight. I was… kind of looking to have some fun.” 
 
    Will chuckled and glanced at Kestrel, who looked surprised and, more than anything, unsure of how to respond. 
 
    “Thanks, but no thanks,” he said. “Maybe another time.” 
 
    “Kestrel?” Morning Glory, still smiling, glanced her way. “I’d be just as interested in getting to know you. We could get some beers, or a bottle of wine. I have pretty varied tastes.” 
 
    Will blinked as he saw Kestrel seem to actually consider it. She held up a finger. 
 
    “Can I give you my answer in a little bit?” asked Kestrel. 
 
    “Of course!” 
 
    It was Will’s turn to be shocked as Kestrel seized him by the arm and dragged him toward the corner of the room. He pointed a finger at her, open with his accusation. 
 
    “You’re considering it!” he said. “After you saw me turn her down, you went ahead and gave her a maybe?” 
 
    “What if…” began Kestrel, rubbing his shoulder. “We both tell her yes?” 
 
    He was ready to argue and had to actually force a bit of frustration out of his tone. “Are you… saying what I think you’re saying?” 
 
    “I don’t know!” Kestrel shrugged. “It could be fun. We’d have to be careful, but after that wine comment, she’s clearly looking to play around with either and or both of us.” 
 
    “You’re crazy,” he said. 
 
    “Maybe she has an open mind?” suggested Kestrel. “I’m betting if we’re all drunk enough, stuff will just start happening and she won’t read too deeply into the fact that the two of us… you know.” 
 
    “Or maybe she will?” 
 
    “That’s why I’m intrigued!” said Kestrel. “Wouldn’t it be hot? Do you really think we’re going to stumble into a chance for a threesome with someone this sexy again anytime soon?” 
 
    “You… make a damn good argument.” 
 
    “You should take the same advice I’m sure you’ve been giving your students all afternoon,” said Kestrel.  
 
    “Be open to entertaining all offers,” he said dryly. “Speaking of which, I need to at least go make an attempt at locking in Bloodfeud.”  
 
    He felt the mood shift instantly as soon as he mentioned the brooding, reluctant teenager. Kestrel let out a patient sigh and shook her head. 
 
    “Do you, though?” asked Kestrel. 
 
    “What’s that supposed to mean?” 
 
    “You seem dead set on trying to recruit this kid. There are other options.” 
 
    “I mean, yeah, I guess I am.” Will turned his palms up. “He’s my student. If anyone is going to stand a chance at recruiting him, it’s us.” 
 
    “LP…” Kestrel sighed, touching his arm as he turned to leave. “I think your judgment is clouded precisely because he is your student.” 
 
    “Would you just say whatever it is that you’re getting at?” 
 
    “I don’t trust him,” said Kestrel. “I really don’t. Not after what he did to you and Mom.” 
 
    “If I asked him, he’d apologize. Look, just trust me. He’ll be a good fit.” 
 
    “It’s more than just that. He was a member of the Power Realists, LP. People don’t just grow out of that kind of toxic philosophy.” 
 
    He stared at her, surprised and more than a little hurt. “…Is that really what you think?” 
 
    “I didn’t…” Kestrel swore under her breath. “You know what I mean! I’m not talking about you. You’re different.” 
 
    Will shook his head, stepping away from her. “I’m not different. I’m worse.” 
 
    “Don’t be like that!” snapped Kestrel. “Come on, LP. I’m sorry.” 
 
    “It was hard,” he said, with a sigh. “Changing is always hard. And you’re right. It was a toxic philosophy. One that kind of just crept up on me, shifted my thoughts around. It felt natural at the time, and in the same vein, it felt natural when it was time for me to move on.” 
 
    “You think he’ll follow that same track?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” muttered Will. “I think he can, potentially. I got the chance to change and grow, to be better. If I’m actually going to try at being a teacher, for Bloodfeud, at least, I want to give him that same opportunity.” 
 
    Kestrel smiled, more at him than at his words. “Alright. I won’t stop you from trying. I wish I shared your faith in this kid.” 
 
    “Maybe you will someday.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 25 
 
      
 
    They stuck together as they finally rounded on the two potential team recruits who happened to be dating. Physique and Bloodfeud looked to be at different ends of the spectrum of having a good time, with Physique smiling and, for once, coming out of her shell, while Bloodfeud sulked and scowled. 
 
    They reminded Will of a pretty girl at a party with her introverted boyfriend. Physique laughed and waved as Morning Glory smiled and walked away from her, apparently pleased with whatever answer she’d gotten. 
 
    “Fuck,” muttered Kestrel. “Alright, we have to move fast. Bloodfeud I might be lukewarm on, but Physique is a must.” 
 
    “Still, don’t overplay your hand,” said Will. “Physique looks up to Relic. Act like you’re on the fence until Jess shows up, and then I’ll send her over to help.” 
 
    “Isn’t there like some ethical obligation against you manipulating your students to join your own team?” 
 
    “Oh shush. You want her on the team, too.” 
 
    Kestrel chuckled, and they both grew serious as they closed on their targets. Physique’s smile faded, and she seemed to turn back into the girl Will knew from class over the span of three seconds — anxious, but attentive, anxious, but ready. 
 
    “Instructor Lockpick,” she said, nodding with the enthusiasm of a salute. “I’ve spoken with four recruiters so far. I wasn’t, um, really sure if I should give any of them a verbal commitment, but I also… I mean, I didn’t want to say no, either.” 
 
    “Are you still on the market?” asked Will. 
 
    Physique nodded. 
 
    “Perfect,” he said. “This is my sister, Kestrel.” 
 
    “Walk with me,” said Kestrel, setting a hand on Physique’s shoulder.  
 
    It was a little cute, given how much taller and broader Physique was. It stopped being so cute as Physique tried to slouch down to make herself smaller in a rather unbecoming fashion. 
 
    “Those other recruiters were telling her whatever she wanted to hear,” said Bloodfeud. “But I think she’s worth it.” 
 
    “Are you going to be sad to see her go?” asked Will. 
 
    Bloodfeud shrugged. “We’re both adults. We know life isn’t a fucking Disney movie. I’ve been honest with her from the start. I don’t want to join a team. I want to go back.” 
 
    He narrowed his eyes at Will in a manner that was less intimidating and more infuriating.  
 
    “And how are you going to get there, Francisco?” asked Will. 
 
    “You know exactly how. Either you bring me back, or—” 
 
    Will jabbed a finger into Bloodfeud’s chest. “I didn’t ask who was going to get you there, I asked how. In case you didn’t notice, it’s not exactly an easy trip if you don’t have access to a helicopter, or a super with teleporting powers.” 
 
    Which of course he did, but he was really sick of being blackmailed. Kestrel’s concerns about manipulation were valid regarding Physique. Bloodfeud, on the other hand, was a target at a firing range, all but asking for it. 
 
    “The how is for you to figure out, not me,” snapped Bloodfeud. 
 
    “Exactly. Now guess the fuck what? I figured it out. Join my team.” 
 
    Bloodfeud scoffed and shook his head, but Will kept going before he could protest. 
 
    “Between me, both my sisters, and Physique, our team will be majority Lancaster City natives no matter what,” he said. “We’ll be heading back. Probably sooner rather than later.” 
 
    “Right. You’d waste a spot on your team just to keep your secret from getting out. Man, in some ways, you’re even worse than these other recruiters.” 
 
    Bloodfeud started to turn around, ready to storm off. 
 
    “Having you on my team wouldn’t be a waste, Francisco,” said Will. “You must have seen how these other recruiters have been eyeing you, heard their offers. If you want to be mad at me, be mad about my obvious ulterior motive. I’m not just doing this as a way of fulfilling our deal. I’m doing it because it makes sense. Because you’re talented. Powerful.” 
 
    Bloodfeud shook his head, unable to fully make eye contact. It was a strange moment. Will understood that they had an odd dynamic after everything they’d been through together, but he was still caught off guard by the way his praise seemed to affect the young man. 
 
    “You’re setting yourself up for disappointment, you know,” said Bloodfeud, wagging a finger at him. 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “This isn’t a guarantee that I’ll stick around forever.” 
 
    “Nothing’s guaranteed.” 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    Relic, as Will had hoped, arrived just as Kestrel was making her slow pitch to Physique. He smiled as he watched her walk over to them in costume, drawing the attention of ninety percent of the room in the process. 
 
    As a solo hero, Relic was technically as eligible to be recruited as any of Will’s students. He expected that exactly zero of the recruiters in attendance would have the guts to make such an offer, however. He was halfway tempted to make the try just as a jumping off point for their banter, but he wasn’t finished with his work just yet. 
 
    Lockpick, Kestrel, Physique, and Bloodfeud, with Webcam as more of a half member in the background. He knew the team could still use one or two more additions, and while he didn’t necessarily need to secure them that same day, it would help to at least consider his options. 
 
    His dark horse choice, assuming he could get Kestrel to agree, would be Miss Mass. A steadying older influence with a power that would not only let her fly, but also play the role of a frontline brawler.  
 
    He had been considering Daydream, but it appeared as though Clownslag was fairly serious about recruiting her for his team, which was more of a support team with a focus around mind affecting powers. She’d be a perfect fit. 
 
    Max was still somewhat of a liability, rather than a boon, by Will’s reckoning. He still had vivid memories of how the teenager had defied him during the incident with Impact in New York. If he would defy Will as a teacher, would he listen to him or Kestrel as team leaders? 
 
    Klash had already shaken hands with Ultrablast and seemingly given him his verbal commitment. Which was awesome, Will was happy to see his students succeeding. 
 
    Which left Pasithea. She’d spent the better portion of the meet and greet avoiding any recruiters who’d moved her way. Which, admittedly, had not been many. Her power was fairly niche and didn’t really lend itself well to how most teams would operate. Peering into people’s dreams at night might be useful to a team with a strict focus on spying, but those were uncommon. 
 
    “Buy me a drink?” she said coyly as Will approached her. 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    “You just want to jump straight to the action, then?” she said, smirking. “Want to know my price, Instructor? For you… it might be flexible.” 
 
    “You don’t want to be on a team, do you?” 
 
    Her smile faded, but that wasn’t the right word, really. It had never really been there in the first place. She was just putting it away. 
 
    “I don’t even want to be a hero,” she said. “I just… It’s ridiculous, but I would prefer to be normal. To not have to go through any of this.” 
 
    “That’s not ridiculous at all,” said Will. “Come on. Let’s sit down. I’ll buy you that drink, after all.” 
 
    He grabbed them both some punch and found two empty chairs for them to drop down in. It felt like a confessional, with Will waiting and actively listening while Pasithea thought about what she wanted to say. Deliberate and open, no judgment. 
 
    “I never complained,” she eventually said. “I shouldn’t complain. I’m incredibly lucky. My adoptive parents, despite being complete freaks, are rich as fuck. I was born hot, which again, is super convenient. But I have a superpower… and it’s kind of lame. It’s like I came so close, but I was always still so far away.” 
 
    “I get that,” he said. 
 
    “I know you do, Lockpick. You think I tried to seduce you just because you had authority over me? I just… I knew a hero with a power as weak as yours would never be able to judge me in that way.” 
 
    Will laughed and nodded a couple of times. “I suppose that’s true enough.” 
 
    “I never tried in your class. I actively tried to do badly.” 
 
    “I’m aware.” He leaned forward, lacing his fingers together. “Your life won’t stop when teams stop trying to recruit you. What do you want for your future, Thea?” 
 
    She didn’t answer for a long while, and when she did, it wasn’t much of an answer. “I don’t know. I really don’t. And that scares me, too.” 
 
    He just sat there with her, sharing the realness of those words, for a full minute. 
 
    “Well,” he said. “I know you say you don’t want to be recruited, but supposing you ever did, how well do you think your power would pair with Webcam’s?” 
 
    “I just got done telling you that my power is next to useless!” 
 
    “Yeah, well, that’s what I once thought about mine,” said Will. “Webcam told me once that her power still works while she’s sleeping. What would happen if you went into her dream, and then she used her power? Would you see what she sees? Could you use that to get a target on someone who’d normally be out of reach?” 
 
    Pasithea shrugged. “I don’t know. I mean… it’s an interesting question.” 
 
    “If you get curious about the answer, let me know,” he said. “Webcam is in a similar spot. She’s joining my team as more of a part-time member. There could be another part-time opening available.” 
 
    A slow smile crept onto the teenager’s face. “Is it alright if I say yes if I have an ulterior motive?” 
 
    “Seems like everyone’s got one, these days,” he said. “As long as it doesn’t involve trying to seduce anyone.” 
 
    “Not just anyone.” 
 
    He shot her an exaggerated scowl and stood up. 
 
    “Instructor,” said Pasithea. “Why is the whole world so obsessed with superpowers? It doesn’t really seem like they change anything… or help anyone, overall. Am I wrong?” 
 
    “No, you’re not.” He sighed and shook his head. “Honestly, the world began making a lot more sense when I started asking myself that same question.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 26 
 
    FOUR YEARS EARLIER 
 
      
 
    “LP!” cried Halberd. “Hurry up! Get over here! I can see it! It’s coming into view!” 
 
    Lockpick stepped out of the surprisingly spacious bathroom of Johnathon Ashford’s private jet. The main cabin was modestly sized, and aside from himself, the financier, Halberd, and Kim, entirely empty. 
 
    “East Bindala,” said Ashford. 
 
    “That’s it?” asked Lockpick. “It looks tiny.” 
 
    “It’s small,” said Ashford. “Just a couple square miles in area, but that’s part of the reason why I suspect it would be well suited to you, Halberd.” 
 
    “It’s so green and vivid,” muttered Halberd. “And look at the length of that beach. God, I bet it smells fantastic down there!” 
 
    “I can assure you it does,” said Ashford. “Trust me — this is the island to buy. The natives in the Pacific Bindalas have taken to worshipping supers like gods. The Champion Authority administrator, Cyclops, was under investigation for a related ethics violation for his role in encouraging it. Sadly, he passed away before any punishment could be enforced.” 
 
    “Listen to him,” said Kim, rubbing Halberd’s arm. “He knows what he’s talking about.” 
 
    “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves,” said Lockpick. “The whole supers-as-gods thing sounds like a weird dynamic.” 
 
    Halberd furrowed his brow. “We’ve been on the run for… how long now? Sounds like we’d receive a warm welcome here, at least. Though you’re right. We have to actually get down on the ground before deciding anything.” 
 
    “Believe me, it will be unlike any place you’ve ever been to before!” laughed Ashford. “I will come just short of promising your happiness, as my promises are my absolute bond, but I am still very sure of this.” 
 
    “Johnathon always keeps his promises,” said Kim.  
 
    “Always.” Ashford exchanged an odd glance with Kim and they both burst out into secretive laughter.  
 
    There was clearly something there between them, old but not buried, but as far as Lockpick was concerned, that was for Halberd to unpack. 
 
    Ashford broke out a bottle of champagne as though the deal was already done as the plane began to circle the island’s airstrip. Lockpick knew how Halberd was when it came to spending money and felt the need to give more voice to his main concern. 
 
    “This is going to take the majority of what we have,” he said, more to Halberd than the financier. “We won’t have enough money to sustain forever after this.” 
 
    “That’s just it — you won’t have to.” Ashford swirled his glass and sniffed the bubbles. “Along with the land itself, you’ll be buying the airstrip and the port. There are many people who will pay a premium for a place like this. Somewhere to stop over where they won’t attract suspicion, or store something without undergoing a search. A place to meet in unpatrolled waters for face-to-face business.” 
 
    “That sounds like it could be profitable enough.” Halberd looked at Lockpick and gave him a small shrug. “Nothing has been decided yet, but… I do see how this makes sense.” 
 
    Did it, though? Lockpick had to wonder if they were chasing a fantasy. The idea of going off grid and starting over was one of those dreams that everyone had and nobody ever pulled off realistically. Halberd’s plan was to buy an island and build what amounted to a fortress of solitude atop it. It was bold, it was brazen, and in so many ways, it was completely unrealistic. 
 
    The plane touched down. Lockpick followed behind Halberd out onto the island’s airstrip. The warm tropical air immediately alerted him to how much he’d overdressed for the weather, but that was one of those good problems. 
 
    A group of islanders were already waiting at the edge of the minimalistic airport, beyond a basic chain link fence. They were all tan-skinned, attractive, and healthy, though not completely untouched by the modern world, judging by their fashion choices. The men wore open Hawaiian shirts and swimming trunks. The women were in bikini tops and skirts, with a few opting for thin, floral-patterned summer dresses sheer enough to imply the silhouette underneath. 
 
    “Come on, LP!” said Halberd. “Let’s go meet the locals!” 
 
    “Do they even speak English?” asked Lockpick. 
 
    “I don’t care in the slightest!” Halberd was already bounding off, grinning and waving, a child at play. Lockpick glanced at Kim and Ashford, the pair standing perhaps a step or two closer together than needed. He chased after Halberd. 
 
    There was a gate around the other side of the airstrip which the big super didn’t bother using. He scaled the fence and dropped down into the crowd of a dozen or so natives on the other side, landing and posing for them. The islanders hopped a few steps back, eyeing him warily. 
 
    Stretching a hand toward a nearby tree, Halberd used his power, creating an axe from the wood from the pliable upper branches. The islanders gasped, seeming impressed and a little terrified. A few of them dropped to the ground, prostrating themselves in a manner that supported what Ashford had told them. 
 
    Halberd’s enthusiasm was infectious, however, and he soon had them all on their feet again, relaxed and curious, though obviously still awestruck. Lockpick couldn’t resist scaling the fence and joining them on the other side. 
 
    Halberd tossed his axe to a short islander boy who almost tipped over from the weight of it. Another child jumped up and grabbed his bicep, and Halberd swung him in a circle while making airplane noises. They began moving with the group, following a path that led through the thin trees toward a simple village a stone’s throw away. 
 
    A split coconut was thrust into Lockpick’s hand by an attractive islander girl within striking distance of his own age. She hopped back a step, glancing away shyly. Her hair was dark brown, and her eyes had an exotic quality to them, as though dimpled at the edges. 
 
    “Um, hi,” he said. 
 
    She laughed and shook her head. 
 
    “Lockpick.” He pressed a hand to his chest. “LP.” 
 
    “El-Piyee,” the girl repeated, mangling the last syllable. 
 
    It was his turn to laugh as he took a sip from the coconut. It tasted sweet, but with a strong kick of alcohol, rum, maybe. Halberd was also meeting people in his own charmingly brash way. 
 
    “Is this someone’s wife?” he shouted, putting his arm around an older woman with a curvaceous figure. “I don’t see a ring! Do you guys do rings or…?” 
 
    The woman shook her head, but it was anyone’s guess whether she truly understood his meaning. Halberd scooped her up into his arms, and she whooped with laughter. 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    “We’ll take it,” said Halberd. 
 
    It was later that same evening. Halberd and Lockpick had been given a tour of the village and eaten dinner around a bonfire with the natives. They had a surprising love for Spam, a food which Lockpick had never appreciated much. 
 
    “I am so happy to hear it!” said Ashford. “Will you be coming back to make the arrangements, or…?” 
 
    Halberd glanced at Lockpick, who nodded his head. 
 
    “We’re staying here,” said Halberd. “We have enough money left to start importing materials for the construction, and one of the buildings on the airstrip should suit us just fine for the meantime.” 
 
    “Halberd, my darling, I’m afraid I won’t be staying with you,” said Kim. “I have a life to be returning to. Ashford has given me his assurance that he can take me back to—” 
 
    “Sounds good!” said Halberd. “LP, you want to go figure out what our sleeping arrangements are going to be?” 
 
    “Yeah.” Lockpick couldn’t help but grin, and it wasn’t even about the island.  
 
    Halberd was back in form, and somehow, that made everything feel like it was all going to work out. They’d finished their journey and arrived at the destination. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 27 
 
      
 
    Will found a place against one wall of the training hall, a little exhausted from his recruitment efforts, but satisfied. He leaned his head back against the smooth painted bricks, closing his eyes for a glorious second of peace in what amounted to a gigantic party with nerves and preening in place of jokes and real drinks. 
 
    When he looked back around, several sets of eyes had swiveled his way. Or so he thought. A shoulder brushed his as someone slid into place beside him. 
 
    “How’s your class been doing?” asked Relic. 
 
    He thought about it for a second before answering. “…Pretty good, overall. Nobody seems to be the odd man or woman out as far as interest from the recruiters go.” 
 
    “What about Pasithea? I didn’t see many recruiters approaching her.” 
 
    “She basically shares Rue’s mindset, except isn’t beating teams off with a stick. I think I might end up putting her down as a provisional member of the Scarlet Squadron in case we need some dream detective work done.” 
 
    He wasn’t looking directly at Relic, but he could all but sense her mood shift as he mentioned his and Avery’s new team. 
 
    “I’m surprised you know Pasithea by name,” he added, mostly to fill the air. 
 
    “For the moment, I’m still part of this school’s administration staff,” said Relic. “I know every student here by name.” 
 
    She didn’t even say it like she was bragging, simply stating a fact.  
 
    “Are you here as an administrator?” he asked. “This is basically a recruitment fair. If you were looking to join a team again, I know of at least one in the process of starting up that could see your value.” 
 
    Relic chuckled, and then sighed. “I don’t think it would ever work, not in the way we’d all need it to. But funny you should ask. Part of the reason why Zone wanted me on deck for this is because he mentioned that one of the members of the Board of Directors might be stopping by to speak to me some more about the opening.” 
 
    “Did he say who?” 
 
    “Expecting Astroman, but hoping for Ice Nine, or even Pulsemaster.” 
 
    Will winced as he saw one of those heroes arriving through the door to their left. “Sorry to dash your hopes.” 
 
    There was a stark difference between the way Relic had entered the training hall, confident, collected, above the noise, and the way Astroman walked into the room. Will had seen celebrities win Academy Awards with less ostentation. 
 
    The former president and leader of the superpowered free world pretended to shoot finger guns, slapped high fives, and floated in the air and pretended like he was rowing a canoe to make his way forward. Will heard Relic groan audibly from beside him. 
 
    “Relic!” boomed Astroman. “There you are. The lady of the hour!” 
 
    He dropped back down to his feet in front of her. Relic flashed a thin smile and shook his hand. 
 
    “It’s nice to see you again, Astroman,” she said. “How have you been?” 
 
    “So our mutual friend Zone has recommended you for GM’s spot on the board,” said Astroman, ignoring her question. “He says you’re a team player and you’ll vote my way.” 
 
    “That… doesn’t sound like something Zone would say.” 
 
    “Yeah, whatever. I’m saying it now. You want you come play in the big leagues, blondie?” 
 
    Will felt his hand tightening into a fist even as his instincts butted up against his anger. Before Relic even had a chance to respond, Astroman was already swiveling in a new direction. 
 
    “You can get back to me later!” he said. “I just saw a friend I haven’t met yet. That girl Morning Glory has some serious, well, you know…” 
 
    He broke off into chuckles and made as though cupping an imaginary set of breasts. 
 
    “I think I just threw up in my mouth a little,” muttered Relic. 
 
    “I… read his biography,” said Will. “I can’t help but feel like it was complete bullshit, start to finish.” 
 
    “I honestly am so unenthused about this.” Relic crossed her arms and slowly shook her head. “Is it wrong of me to turn down a duty which might let me do a lot of good in the world simply because I literally cannot stand the presence of another hero?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” said Will. “I think you should just try to make the decision for yourself and do good from wherever you end up.” 
 
    Relic let her hand brush his but didn’t seem to want to talk about it anymore. Will contented himself with just being there with her, both of them in costume, in alignment with each other. 
 
    Kestrel came over, grinning at them as she crossed the training hall. She grabbed the spot against the wall on Will’s other side, one leg bent at the knee, foot flat against the bricks. 
 
    “Physique gave me her verbal commitment,” said Kestrel. “We have the bones of our team together.” 
 
    “Nice,” said Will. “Yeah, Bloodfeud also said as much, though I think he’s approaching it more on a… trial basis.” 
 
    “Still haven’t spoken to Miss Mass yet,” said Kestrel. “To be honest, I thought you might do the honors, given how you spent more time with her back in Lancaster City.” 
 
    “You’re going to try to recruit Marti?” asked Relic, with a hint of amusement. 
 
    “Yes, we are,” said Kestrel stiffly. “Why? Is there a problem with that?” 
 
    “No, of course not,” said Relic. “I only find it a little funny. The team captain is normally expected to be the most senior hero on a given team.” 
 
    “Well, our team might end up doing things differently!” snapped Kestrel. 
 
    “I’m not trying to get a rise out of you, sweetie,” said Relic. “I’m just making sure you’ve considered all the angles.” 
 
    “I have!” Kestrel made an annoyed noise and pushed off the wall. “Come on, LP. Let’s go—” 
 
    An ominous rumble ran through the training hall, like an earthquake, but with an extra element of direction to it. A murmur of confusion ran through the gathering as the question of whether earthquakes were common to the area was asked and repeated by nearly everyone in attendance. 
 
    Zone suddenly appeared near the training hall’s main entrance. He tried to speak over the clamor, glowered at the room in frustration, cleared his throat, and tried again. 
 
    “Quiet!” he boomed. “Excuse me! If I could have everyone’s attention. There seems to be an… anomaly occurring outside to the north that I would appreciate a few extra sets of eyes on. Astroman, Relic, Terra, if you would please come with me?” 
 
    Zone may as well have requested the entire academy to flood out behind him instead of just the three heroes he’d named. Everyone spilled out onto campus, and a wave of surprised, awestruck gasps ran through the line as the spectacle came into view to those exiting the doors. 
 
    The closest visual analogue Will had for what he was observing was a volcano, but he knew immediately that what he was looking at was something else entirely. A vaguely spherical lightshow pulsed in the distance with a white-red glow, intensifying and fading in rhythmic bursts like a heartbeat.  
 
    It was hard to judge the size at such a distance, but Will estimated the sphere was a good quarter mile across. At its center was a blurry humanoid silhouette. Unnerving, for sure, but what stole his attention was where the presence had risen from — around the same area he’d found the massacre of the research team the previous month. 
 
    He pushed through the crowd to get close to Zone, who was in the middle of talking to both Invisibella and Astroman. He took the headmaster’s arm and pulled him close, needing only a single word. 
 
    “Pleistocene,” he said. 
 
    “I know.” Zone nodded a couple of times and took a steadying breath. “It has to be. The recent incident followed by this, right over where the abomination has been detected under the ice, it all supports it. We’re dealing with something ancient and powerful.” 
 
    “You just said, um…” Astroman let out an odd chuckle. “Yeah, so… I’ll be right back.” 
 
    “Executive Astroman!” called Zone. “Hold on! We need to discuss… goddammit! We need someone to take charge of this!” 
 
    “I’ll lead the defense.” Relic dropped down next to him, skipping over the crowd with the assistance of her cloak. “Right now, I need every flyer that’s here at the academy to join me to run reconnaissance. We’ll feed whatever intel we pick up back to you, Zone, so you can position the ground-bound heroes in place to attack.” 
 
    “That… sounds like a strategy,” said Zone. “Quickly! Everyone, if you can’t fly or fight, I want you to get back inside the main building. Instructor Lockpick, I’m going to need your help in organizing the masses.” 
 
    “I should really be with the group you’re teleporting in,” said Will. 
 
    “LP,” said Relic. “It’s not the time for you to be questioning orders. I’m asking you to do this, on top of Zone. You’re an instructor and have a responsibility to your students.” 
 
    She took to the air before he had a chance to object. Kestrel followed after her, along with Miss Mass and Ultrablast. Astroman burst from a nearby door a second later, smoking a cigarette and breathing like he’d just run a marathon. Bits of cocaine hung in his mustache like snow on supple pine boughs. 
 
    “Let’s go!” boomed Astroman. “Let’s do this!” 
 
    He took to the air with such intensity that one of the younger students was knocked over from the blast of his takeoff. Will helped him up and tried to fight off a growing headache as he joined Zone in helping direct the chaos. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 28 
 
      
 
    The academy’s campus was deceptively calm and quiet as the last of the combat heroes teleported off to engage the abomination with Zone. Instructor Terra, Giga, and Invisibella had gone along, encouraged by Zone in case their powers might come in handy. As had Webcam, which Will had mixed feelings about. 
 
    It left him basically in charge of the academy, alongside Zone’s diligent and slightly neurotic assistant, Casey. They gathered everyone into the cafeteria, where a few windows gave them a view of what was happening to the north. 
 
    Nothing much had changed. Pleistocene was still floating in the air, still glowing intermittently, ominous more in its presence than in its lack of action. Will chewed his lip as he watched it, trying to theorize what the monster’s powers might be to Physique and Bloodfeud, who stood to either side of him. 
 
    “It was frozen deep in the ice,” he muttered. “Either it can withstand massive shifts in temperature and hold its breath for thousands of years, or it has the ability to hibernate.” 
 
    “Or it can self-heal easily,” offered Bloodfeud. 
 
    “Or it’s immortal,” suggested Physique. 
 
    “Let’s hope not,” said Will.  
 
    The light around the abomination seemed to die down over the course of several inward pulls. The ocean below was alive with orange and red, bubbles occasionally rippling upward like boiling water. Will realized, quite abruptly, that the light wasn’t dying down — it was being drawn inward. 
 
    There was another flash, bright enough to make everyone look away, and then nothing. Pleistocene floated in air, suddenly tiny, inconsequential, easy to miss. Will knew enough to know that this was far worse than the dramatic lightshow.  
 
    The battle in the distance began as though a cosmic referee had rung the bell. The flying heroes had just arrived, a contingent of some of the strongest names in the world that normally would steamroll anything they came up against. Astroman, Relic, Kestrel, Miss Mass, and Ultrablast.  
 
    They were tiny dots in the distance, more distinguishable by the colors of their capes and the effects of their powers than physical features. Astroman led the charge like the bird at the tip of the V, unleashing an orange energy blast centered on the abomination’s torso. 
 
    The size and intensity of the attack seemed impossible, beyond what a single hero should be capable of, but of course, he was Astroman. His reputation, regardless of whether it was accurate around the edges, had been fairly earned. 
 
    The blast never touched the abomination, coming to a stop against a shell of invisible power that extended a body length out from the monster in all directions. It reminded Will of watching water crash down against an upside-down bowl, particles of power bouncing in all directions except toward their intended target. 
 
    Relic attacked from the other side before Astroman’s attack had finished dissipating, a classic strategy straight out of Team Tactics 101. Watching her attack with a spherical shot of blue energy instantly brought Will back to their training the other day, though it was neither the time nor the place to be reminiscing. 
 
    Pleistocene’s sphere of defense crackled with a tide of blue static that extended around a third of the circumference before decaying to nothing. No other effects were apparent, and the heroes seemed temporarily at a loss for what to do next. They circled the monster, likely discussing with one another the best approach. 
 
    “That… can’t be possible,” muttered Daydream. “Even Meltdown was affected by Astroman’s energy blasts.” 
 
    “They aren’t fighting Meltdown,” said Klash. “I don’t think this one has the same vulnerabilities.” 
 
    “Yeah, no shit,” said Max. 
 
    Miss Mass was apparently up next. Will tensed as he watched her hurl herself, instead of an energy blast, at Pleistocene’s barrier from above. It made a certain amount of sense, despite seeming reckless. She could up the density of her body into the range of hundreds of pounds per square inch. Even an indirect blow might still be more than the shield could handle. 
 
    She landed hard near the sphere’s center, immediately crumpling under the gravity of her own weight. The sphere had just enough of a flat spot for her to balance upon it, and she stared down at the monster as she rose to her feet. The other heroes reacted in a panic as several lines of red light burst forth from Pleistocene. 
 
    Miss Mass threw herself sideways and rose higher into the air just as the monster’s shield pulsed with light the color of melting metal right around where she’d been standing. Will scowled so hard that his eyebrows hurt. What they needed to do was simply get away from it, come up with a better strategy. Preferably, one involving him and his cutting. 
 
    I could get through that, he thought. It wouldn’t stop me or Decay. 
 
    His costume was in his dorm, but it would still be a question of getting himself into place, and then the extended question of how to join a battle on the side of a bunch of heroes who considered him their enemy. It simply wasn’t an idea he could run with, even if it might carry the day. 
 
    Ultrablast attempted to use his power to crack the shield, unleashing a blast similar to Astroman and Relic’s, but clearly weaker. Kestrel attempted to use her telekinesis to do… something. Will was actually glad to see it have minimal effect. If her power did happen to be the key to the fight, she’d be toying with her own limits in a dangerous way. 
 
    “Why isn’t the abomination attacking them back?” asked Bloodfeud. 
 
    “I don’t think it cares about them,” said Will. “These things aren’t as predictable as they’ve been made out to be.” 
 
    He felt a presence behind him and turned around slowly, not immediately shifting his attention, expecting one of his students. 
 
    Genesis stood five feet away, so tall that he could watch over Will’s head out the same window. All of his four arms hung limp to either side, appearing more like a cape of tendrils than proper limbs. His bony face held no expression at all, but those horrible, insect dot eyes were clearly fixated on the abomination in the distance. 
 
    Will attacked on reflex, drawing his lockpick out of his costume and stabbing at the abomination’s neck. A couple of gasps came from around him, and it wasn’t until his strike had gone right through the monster without making contact that he realized he was the only one who could see it. 
 
    “Is something wrong, Instructor?” asked Physique. 
 
    “Just… don’t get too close to the windows,” he managed. 
 
    His eyes never left Genesis. The second to last thing his students needed was for him to react to what was currently happening to him in a way that made it seem like he was hallucinating. The last thing they needed was for him to actually be hallucinating. 
 
    “I’ve been waiting eons, and for no time at all,” spoke Genesis, in that multilayered, shattering glass voice. “She is my soul mate. She begat the one who begat me. Go outside. Step on earth. Breathe in, breathe out.” 
 
    “Why is she here?” he asked, under his breath. 
 
    “She?” said Daydream. “You think it’s a… wait, are abominations gendered entities?” 
 
    “I’ve been waiting eons, and for no time at all. She is my soul mate. She begat…” Genesis continued in a pitch perfect replay of what he’d just said. Will shook his head and ran a hand through his hair, weighing his options. 
 
    “I have to go outside,” he finally said. “Physique, Daydream. You’re in charge of our class while I’m gone. Make sure nobody leaves this room and everyone listens to Casey. Clear?” 
 
    “…What?” said Max. “Are you insane?” 
 
    “Um, Instructor Lockpick?” Casey had heard his proclamation and hurried over. “It’s best if we all stay together. Even better if you stay here, to help, you know… do what Zone told us to do?” 
 
    “It’s necessary.” He was already walking away and only stopped to shake his head at Bloodfeud, who’d been attempting to follow after him. 
 
    The campus was windy, which was doubly unusual, given the season and the influence of Instructor Terra’s power. The wind was the only noise Will heard as he walked across the grass in the direction of the distant abomination.  
 
    He scanned the area constantly, alert for danger, along with more whispers from Genesis. The fact that he was basically taking the abomination’s words at face value unsettled him. There was a time when he would have simply inverted whatever the monster seemed to want, but that’d been before he’d accumulated students, found himself in a position where he needed to protect people with limited resources. 
 
    The flying contingent of heroes had withdrawn from the fight against Pleistocene, probably to reconnect with Zone and their ground-bound allies. Will tried to imagine what they’d come up with for a plan B, given the failure of their offensive efforts to so much as scratch their opponent. 
 
    Pleistocene was on the move. He blinked a couple of times and squinted, confirming that the abomination was in fact growing larger against the horizon. Will spun his lockpick in his fingers and realized he, for whatever reason, was smiling. 
 
    “This is what you wanted, wasn’t it?” he asked into empty air.  
 
    He was tempted to hold his arms out as though welcoming Pleistocene to come in for a hug, but his students were no doubt still watching, and they already must have thought that he was crazy enough. 
 
    The abomination resolved into detail as it, she, drew near enough for various aspects of her appearance to be definable. At first, she looked far more human than any of the abominations Will had seen before. Four limbs, relatively unmarred skin, wild brown hair flowing behind her like a banner in the wind. She was even wearing clothing, though it looked ancient and was fairly tattered. 
 
    She slowed abruptly as she landed on the grass a few dozen paces from him. A massive sonic boom cracked through the campus, coupled with the sound of shattering glass. Will winced and covered his ears. 
 
    Good thing I told the kids to get away from the windows. 
 
    Pleistocene strode toward him with slow steps, and what had seemed human suddenly looked distorted, wrong in subtle, unnerving ways. Her eyes were too big, or perhaps her eyelids were too small. The eyes within had vertical, catlike irises and not nearly enough color. 
 
    Her entire appearance followed that same scheme, from her snow-pale skin with not even the color of veins or muscle showing through it, to her sun-bleached clothing. She wore a ratty animal fur cloak that was actively breaking into pieces with each step she took, several leather belts that hung diagonally against her waist, and a brown-grey tunic that was in surprisingly decent shape compared to the rest of her outfit. 
 
    Still walking forward, Pleistocene flashed him a thin-lipped smile that emphasized how her mouth, like her eyes, was a little bigger than it should have been, crowded onto a narrow, not unattractive face. If it wasn’t for the ominous, achingly cold feeling in his guts, he would have assumed she was some kind of ancestorial super. Genesis’s cryptic words had primed him for the worst. 
 
    She began speaking in a string of guttural, flowing syllables that were a juxtaposition of gruff barks and musical hums. Will shook his head, looking past her in search of the hero battalion, and then back toward the broken windows his students were still peering out from. 
 
    “Are you actually here?” he asked. “Is this another hallucination?” 
 
    “Run, Instructor!” screamed Pasithea from within the main building.  
 
    That was a pretty definitive answer, as far as he was concerned. 
 
    Pleistocene hadn’t slowed down and was still moving toward him at a confident, curious pace, a bored predator gauging how hungry it currently was. Will took a couple of thin breaths and decided to act first. 
 
    He let out a grunt and stabbed his free hand forward into a palm strike. It glanced off Pleistocene’s invisible shield like reinforced glass, though the contact felt warmer than expected. She took another step, and his entire body passed through where the shield should have been. She’d allowed him in, which was either a good sign… or a horrible one. 
 
    He hopped back a few paces, tested the barrier with another punch, and then stopped fucking around. He slammed his lockpick into the shield while using his power and felt it instantly break without even the slightest give. He saw the outline of it for an instant as it popped, mimicking the skin of a water balloon in the way the tear he’d made ruined the structural integrity of the rest of it. 
 
    “There’s more where that came from,” he said. “You’re defenseless now, aren’t you?” 
 
    He smirked, but it was almost entirely feigned and forcibly bolstered. Pleistocene was still walking toward him, and though she hadn’t attacked or shown any sign of aggression, he knew on a deeper level that her intentions were suspect.  
 
    “What do you want?” he shouted. 
 
    She just smiled and kept on walking. 
 
    “Answer me!” 
 
    He attacked, putting every ounce of muscle and dexterity he had into a strike that would have gone straight through her heart. The same style of attack he’d used on Galaxy Maiden, an ending stab. 
 
    She simply stopped being where she was the instant before the tip of his lockpick made contact. Will sensed her behind him and immediately spun around, slashing for her neck. She disappeared again, not quite teleportation he guessed, from the slight blur his eyes picked up on this time around. 
 
    Behind him again, Pleistocene finally made contact. She looped an arm over his shoulder and pressed her hand down over his heart. It felt more like a threat than an intimate gesture, a way of letting him know that the flex of a single finger would be enough to skewer him through the chest. 
 
    “I’ve heard your tongue before,” she whispered. “Your people had ways of speaking to me, or at least trying to. Diligent and persistent, I admired them for their attempts.” 
 
    Will slammed his elbow backward and felt a tremor of pain run through him as though he’d attacked a marble statue. He surged forward, and Pleistocene’s hand slid off him as though he was an animal she’d decided to pet. 
 
    “We have to help him!” Bloodfeud’s voice echoed down from the main building. 
 
    “He told us to stay back!” shouted Physique. 
 
    “And I meant it!” snarled Will. “Don’t do anything!” 
 
    He circled Pleistocene, trying to get a sense of whatever game the abomination was playing. It’d felt this way with Genesis, too. That same infuriating sense of being toyed with. 
 
    She knew what his power was, either from his opening strike against her barrier or some deeper means of detection. Her eyes never let his lockpick entirely leave their view. Will slashed a dozen times across a span of five seconds, and she stepped clear of each one of them. 
 
    “The young one has spoken true of you,” she whispered, her voice strangely accented. “You are the one who cuts.” 
 
    “Genesis?” He stared at her, torn between wanting to know more and sensing a new danger in her words. 
 
    “That is what he calls himself. He is but a boy, desperate for my attention. I am not his to covet, however. I am his greater, his forebearer. Grandmother, is that your people’s word?” 
 
    Will blinked, unnerved by how much more sense she was making overall than Genesis or, God forbid, Impact. 
 
    “Are you here to destroy us?” he asked. 
 
    “No. Oh, no no no. So far from it. That is what you will do.” 
 
    She flashed that thin, face-crowding smile again, and Will felt the true depths of his rage. He attacked blindly, flailing his arm in a manner that would have been useless to a normal knife fighter. He just needed a nick, the slightest contact, and he could end it, end her. 
 
    “That’s it,” whispered Pleistocene. “Cut me, if it pleases you. Cut the world next. It all goes down.” 
 
    He stabbed for her chest and she sped up, dodging behind him again. Will felt the tickle of warm breath on his neck. He spun around and was suddenly in her embrace. She ran her fingers down his face in a soft, but incredibly fast movement, and absurdly, followed it with a kiss. 
 
    He shoved her back, but sensed that it was more her letting him push than the alternative. His lip was bleeding, and he touched the wound with a trembling finger, the word infection reverberating through his head. 
 
    How did Genesis turn Impact into an abomination? 
 
    It was a question, maybe even a good one, but not at a good time. Pleistocene sucked in a sudden breath, seized him by the neck, and flung him like a ragdoll toward the wall of Baffin Academy’s main building. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 29 
 
      
 
    Will had time to brace himself, or at least cover his head with his more easily mendable arms. The impact was anticlimactic, and as it occurred and he heard a cascade of gasps, he quickly realized that Pleistocene had thrown him with a target in mind. 
 
    He was back in the cafeteria, surrounded by rightfully terrified students. He groaned and blinked out what felt like a tiny piece of glass, luckily not all that sharp, from his right eye. Physique and Klash were standing closest to him, the former kneeling to help him up. 
 
    “She’s coming up!” shouted Bloodfeud. 
 
    A chorus of screams came from the younger students, who Casey had corralled into the far corner of the cafeteria. There wasn’t a curse word livid enough to describe how angry it made Will to have the abomination purposefully shift the fight into a crowd of innocents. 
 
    “Keep them clear,” he muttered as he finally regained his feet. 
 
    “Instructor, we can help!” said Klash. 
 
    “I know you can!” he snapped. “But I need to think about how best to let you do that without getting yourselves killed. Just… be patient.” 
 
    Pleistocene gained the upper window with the grace of a maiden skipping over a stream. She ran her tongue over her lower lip and made an odd gesture with her finger pointed at Will, like she was turning a key, unlocking a door. 
 
    This wasn’t Will’s first rodeo with an abomination, and he’d made sure to keep hold of his lockpick during the chaos. He took a couple of dipping steps toward her, moving in weird ways, wondering if he could throw her off by getting a little crazy. 
 
    Pleistocene rose a few inches up into the air and slammed one of her palms forward. Clear energy extended outward, similar to her defense sphere, but with a different effect. Insane amounts of heat poured from it, shooting just by Will, missing his head by a distance that singed the tips of his hairs.  
 
    It had the effect of a fire sucking in oxygen, pulling the air toward it in a desperate need to burn hotter, though not brighter, and then all at once it was gone. He sensed it was just a display, a simple demonstration of her power in a controlled environment. 
 
    He took the opportunity to attack, regardless. Pulling out an old trick, Will made as though his lockpick was in his left hand, trying to fool her into blocking the wrong way while he struck from the right. Pleistocene deflected both hits with opposite hands, arms crossed in an X over her chest with poetic elegance. 
 
    She stepped forward and seized him by the neck. Will almost cut her hand off on reflex before wondering if perhaps that was exactly what she would expect him to do. He was good at fighting, good at killing, but great at staying alive. 
 
    He slashed at her face instead, drawing a thin slash too shallow for his power to make much difference. The way she blinked, the surprise visible on her ancient face, was, well, not quite a victory but still satisfying.  
 
    Her eyes quickly narrowed, revealing that anger at least was one emotion constant through the ages. Pleistocene flung Will into the floor with enough strength for his body to shatter a person-shaped imprint into the cafeteria tiles.  
 
    She took another step, preparing to kill or at least maim him. The thin trickle of black blood dripping from her cheek suddenly pulled backwards and slightly up in the manner of a perfectly placed fishhook. 
 
    “Now!” said Bloodfeud, voice gruff with effort. 
 
    Max threw himself into motion, his gold costume making him look like Zeus’s iconic thunderbolt in motion. He delivered a dropkick at maximum strength, striking the abomination directly in the torso and sending her body flying sideways while flipping head over heels. 
 
    Pleistocene hit the wall of the cafeteria and continued through it. The room had a nice cross breeze with the addition of another way for air to get in and out. Will wiggled his toes, making sure his legs still worked, and then slowly rose to his feet, every inch of his body aching from the recent impact. 
 
    “What’s our strategy, Instructor?” asked Daydream. 
 
    Everyone was looking at him, from his students, to Casey, to the younger classes. Will took a breath, drawing from tactics long since shoved into an old drawer of his mind. 
 
    “We take the fight outside,” he said. “This one’s strong enough to bring the building down on our heads, and we can’t take that risk. Casey, wait until we engage and then evacuate all of the younger students off campus.” 
 
    “Yes, Instructor,” called Casey, stuttering a couple syllables. 
 
    “Let me engage first,” Will said to his class. 
 
    “Are you out of your mind?” snapped Max. “You’re not powerful enough to—” 
 
    “He’s giving the orders!” shouted Bloodfeud. “He knows what he’s doing. He’s done this before.” 
 
    “Max, Physique, the two of you are going to flank around to either side,” said Will. “Daydream, does your power work on monsters?” 
 
    “I… I don’t know,” she muttered. 
 
    “Today, we’re going to find out,” he said. “Klash, Bloodfeud, look for opportunities to get creative. Pasithea, if anyone gets injured, you drag them away from danger.” 
 
    He half expected her usual snark, but she simply nodded. 
 
    “Get ready. All of you that can make the jump down, come with me now. Everyone else, take the stairs and try to approach without being seen. No point in not taking the element of surprise if you have it.” 
 
    “Yes, Instructor!” they replied. 
 
    Goddammit, I really hope I don’t get them killed. 
 
    He didn’t have time to indulge his own fears. With Max and Physique to either side of him, Will jumped through the hole Pleistocene had recently been kicked out of. He rolled as he hit the ground, absorbing the impact, while his students landed easily. 
 
    “Attack?” shouted Max. 
 
    “Wait for the others,” said Will. “Try to flank around while I hold her attention.” 
 
    “Attention,” called Pleistocene. “Oh yes. You have mine. You have all of ours, but I am the one who truly sees what is being shown. Exceptional.” 
 
    The abomination stood near where she’d landed with her arms wrapped around herself. Her fur cloak still blew sideways in the wind, bits and pieces of the decayed fabric coming loose like leaves on the eve of fall. 
 
    Will made as though to charge her, immediately stopped, shifted his stance. He was serious about buying time. He’d had blinders on before, trying to take her on by himself. It felt like a winnable fight with his students at his back, knowing their strengths and weaknesses, powers and tendencies. Which scared him all the more. Overconfidence was the silent killer. 
 
    Pleistocene had one of her arms to the side, and several stalks of grass danced through the air, cut at the base. He blinked, watching as she lifted her hand. She’d extended a blade, or claws, outward, but it presented visually as a clear, borderline invisible distortion, just like her other powers.  
 
    Will had no sense of length or width or even the number of blades she held in her hand, let alone where they emerged from. Fingertips? Above the wrist? She flexed her hand, at the very least showcasing that it wasn’t a gripped weapon. 
 
    “She has claws,” he said to Max and Physique. “Don’t get close.” 
 
    “What?” shouted Physique. 
 
    “They’re invisible!” 
 
    He rushed forward, swinging his lockpick in a strike not at the monster, but at her weapon. She snapped her arm back and away as though she’d touched something hot, and he tried to gauge from the extent of the movement a fair minimum length. Three or four feet, at least. Will’s earlier confidence evaporated as he realized it would diminish the effectiveness of Max and Physique if they couldn’t engage directly. 
 
    “Instructor!” Daydream and the others had made their way down.  
 
    Bloodfeud didn’t wait for orders, immediately attempting to tug at the blood dripping from the wound on her cheek. It’d already sealed itself up, and Pleistocene smiled at Bloodfeud, apparently amused by his efforts. 
 
    “Daydream!” snapped Will. “Distraction!” 
 
    “Mmhmm!” Daydream’s face contorted in concentration as she attempted to conjure illusions directly into the abomination’s mind. 
 
    Will couldn’t tell if it was working, but worried if he asked, she might lose her flow. He waited instead, still circling Pleistocene in a triangle with Max and Physique at the other two edges. 
 
    Pleistocene let out a long, languid sigh, and slashed her invisible claws several times through the air. Will could feel the air coming off the strikes, which perhaps might have been another cryptic clue as to their length. 
 
    “Now!” he shouted to Max and Physique. He was already moving, putting himself in position to land the first strike, accept the first counter.  
 
    He stabbed at Pleistocene’s chest. She rolled her wrist in a defensive motion, and Will felt something sharp bite into the bone of his wrist. He grabbed her arm and tried to pull her off balance. She let out a hiss and twisted loose, but the students were already attacking. 
 
    Max went high, while Physique went low, a dropkick and a matching sweep. Pleistocene snarled as the attacks knocked her off her feet. Both students hurried to pile onto her, but she was quick, rolling away, kicking back to her feet and quite literally cartwheeling away.  
 
    Her eyes snapped toward Daydream, having clearly deduced what was going on. Will saw what was coming an instant before it happened. 
 
    “Look out!” he shouted. 
 
    Daydream blinked and fell backward right as a blast of invisible fire struck the spot where she’d just been standing. The grass flared, air sucking inward to feed the sorcerous flames. Pasithea, quick on the uptake, grabbed Daydream and pulled her backward and to safety. 
 
    “I got this!” Klash began slapping his hand down on the ground, each one accompanied by a matching tremor localized to the spot underneath the abomination.  
 
    It was effective, for a few seconds, until the monster simply rose to float a few inches above the grass. 
 
    “Are you attempting to… impress me?” whispered Pleistocene. “I do not want them. Have I not been clear, or do you just place no value on their lives?” 
 
    Will stared at her. He was dealing with the most articulate abomination he’d ever faced, and still had no idea what the fuck she was going on about. He watched Pleistocene’s attention suddenly swivel toward Physique, and then back toward him, expression asking a question. 
 
    “Look out!” he shouted. 
 
    Physique’s expression was hard, and she stood her ground. Will was already moving, already shouting as he realized what was going to happen, already feeling that horrific, slow-motion sense of inevitability. 
 
    Pleistocene raised one arm, and simply flicked her wrist. Physique was a good twenty feet away… which answered the question of the range of her claws. 
 
    No! Goddammit, no! 
 
    But there was lag time! The strike landed an instant later than it should have, a tiny gap during which Will was able to thrust his own body into the mix.  
 
    You live long enough, and I suppose you figure out what you’re willing to die for. 
 
    Four slashes for four fingers. One deep cut across the neck, a shallower slash through his chest muscles. One right across his stomach, and a final, rather unnecessary slice along the belt line. 
 
    Will collapsed into a pool of his own blood, blinking as he watched Pleistocene make another odd twisting gesture with her finger and take off into the air. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 30 
 
      
 
    Will realized, through a haze of pain and blood loss, that dying in front of students was kind of a bad look. They were all screaming over one another about what to do, how to help, whether he was already a dead man and if it was pointless. 
 
    Thanks for that last one, Max. 
 
    He still had both hands clamped over his neck, mending the skin and blood vessels roughly and quickly. Bloodfeud pushed by the others and dropped to kneel over him, expression so horrified that Will briefly feared the teenager might throw up on him. 
 
    He tried to raise his eyebrows in a somewhat reassuring manner, but Bloodfeud seemed more confused by the gesture than anything. Will let out a cough as he finished a healing hack job on his neck, which forced an unfortunate amount of blood out from the other slashes. 
 
    “Get back!” said Bloodfeud. “He… can still pull through.” 
 
    “What are you doing?” cried Daydream. “What’s going on?” 
 
    “He…” Physique’s voice quivered with emotion. “I didn’t ask him to… save me.” 
 
    Will let out a chuckle as the blood loss passed into the point where everything seemed absurd in that overtired, exhausted way. He sealed the bottom-most slash next, as it was deceptively deep. The motion he used was a little like pulling on a belt, a belt of skin and muscle, and he had to grit his teeth to keep from laughing some more at that. 
 
    The world was quiet now, and voices came to him as though he was underwater. Bloodfeud was watching what he was doing, seeing and understanding the power usage on display. His other students were still arguing and worrying, but they’d catch on soon enough.  
 
    As far as the secret of his mending went, this was probably it. Endgame, as he could imagine that single secret serving as the first crack in the dam, a clue that compromised the structural integrity of the rest of his interconnected lies. 
 
    He mended the slash across his stomach, infinitely grateful that the organs deeper within his body had been spared major damage. No, Pleistocene had been careful. It’d seemed like she was attacking Physique, but he suspected that her attack had always been meant for him. This was what she wanted, to force him out in the open, alienate him by collapsing his life like a house of cards. 
 
    His students were quiet again, watching him again, as his hands touched the last slash. Bloodfeud spun around to face them, and Will could hear his voice, distant-sounding but clear enough to make out. 
 
    “Nobody speaks a word of this!” hissed Bloodfeud. “Not ever! You tell anyone and I find out, and it won’t be pretty!” 
 
    “It’s okay,” muttered Will. “I’m alive. We’re all alive. We’ll… talk about this as a class.” 
 
    With Casey having evacuated the rest of the school, it was just them. In the sky above, the airborne heroes were hurrying back to the school, oblivious to what’d happened. Only his students had been privy to those revealing last moments of the encounter. 
 
    “Wait…” said Daydream. “Why can’t we tell anyone? You’d think you’d want it to be known that you have a power like this! Do you have some kind of hidden incentive to keep it secret, or would there be consequences if it got out? I mean… Bloodfeud, this is incredible!” 
 
    Will sat up and, in his heavily anemic state, almost corrected her on reflex. He had to stifle a chuckle as he worked through her intriguing logic. It did make sense, based off what she must already suspect. 
 
    Bloodfeud had used his power to heal himself during their harrowing layover in New York. His clothes had been heavily bloodied. Daydream must have guessed, correctly, that he had the ability to self-heal, and then jumped to the conclusion from the way Bloodfeud had both been near Will and gotten defensive about his secret. 
 
    Why the hell did Bloodfeud try to defend my secret, anyway, he wondered. 
 
    He looked at the teenager, held his gaze for a moment. Bloodfeud tilted his head sideways a bit, trying to ask a question with that movement. Will nodded slowly, though he wasn’t entirely sure what he was saying yes to. 
 
    After several more seconds of silence, Bloodfeud cleared his throat and said, “Yes, that’s exactly it.” 
 
    Interesting. 
 
    “This is unbelievable!” gushed Daydream. “Bloodfeud, you can heal people!” 
 
    The other students began murmuring. They were in uncharted waters now, and Will did his best to handle the rudder. 
 
    “He can, but with some major limitations,” said Will. “It’s why… he only told me about it. It’s dependent on the type of injury, his current exhaustion level, and mental focus. Blood type, even. It’s not something he can simply do on command.” 
 
    “That’s, uh… That’s right.” Bloodfeud nodded vigorously. “It’s hard! I’m still, you know… figuring it out, so please don’t tell anyone. I want to be a hero on the front lines, not some EMT they bring in for the aftermath.” 
 
    Will wasn’t sure whether to laugh or to cry as he considered all the lessons he was teaching Bloodfeud, wrong and right. The teenager would have his own bonsai tree of lies to trim and dote upon soon enough. Maybe that was just how the game worked for people like them, prodigies with questionable moral dynamics. 
 
    He felt his students’ attention shift upward as the flying heroes began arriving. Relic was at the head of the pack, landing and immediately dropping to her knees at Will’s side. 
 
    “LP!” she said. “Oh God! What happened? Where’s the abomination?” 
 
    “I’m alright,” he said. He tried to smile and sit up only to break out in a sweat and feel the world spinning around him. 
 
    “He took a couple of hits,” said Bloodfeud vaguely. “But if it wasn’t for him, we all would have died.” 
 
    Relic lifted Will’s head into her lap, fingers running over the obvious cuts in his costume. “Why didn’t you stay clear? Your job wasn’t to fight, it was to protect the students!” 
 
    “Ma’am, um…” Physique stepped forward, raising her hand as though they were in class. “That’s what he was doing.” 
 
    “I’m alright,” he whispered again, weaker than before. 
 
     Astroman landed next, knocking up enough dust on impact to make Klash and Pasithea break out in brief coughing fits. 
 
    “Never fear, your savior is here!” he shouted. “Where is this abomination, and why was it too cowardly to face me directly?” 
 
    “Instructor Lockpick fought it off,” said Daydream. 
 
    “Good one!” Astroman laughed a few times, scratched his neck, and glanced toward the main building. “Whatever. As long as it’s gone though. I need to use the restroom quickly, and then I’ve got various other places to be and matters to attend to, as I’m sure you all understand.” 
 
    He was gone before any of them answered, to nobody’s real surprise or disappointment. Kestrel arrived and dropped down on Will’s other side. 
 
    “Is he okay?” she whispered. “What happened?” 
 
    The next few minutes progressed in much the same way, with lots of questions and explanations as all the heroes arrived back and got caught up. Zone brought the ground-bound heroes in with his teleportation and took stock of the damage. 
 
    Miraculously, Will was the only hero to sustain injury during the fight. Giga carried him to the infirmary, which was on the mostly undamaged first level of the school. Rue, who’d gone with Zone and the main body of heroes for coordination purposes, went through the same routine of worry and relief as Jess and Avery, all of them now out of costume. 
 
    “You idiot, LP!” she said, squeezing his hand. “You’re going to get yourself killed one of these days! Why can’t you… be more careful?” 
 
    “I’m fine,” he said. “I just got knocked around a little, that’s all.” 
 
    She had tears in the corners of her eyes, and in her case, they were justified. She knew his secrets and wasn’t as easily sold on his bullshit. 
 
    “I made it through the day,” he said. “Got a pretty good track record when it comes to that.” 
 
    Rue’s fingernails bit into his palm as she continued to squeeze his hand. “You better keep it flawless.” 
 
    He leaned his head back against the soft pillow of the infirmary bed. Reality had a hazy, sleepy, not entirely unpleasant feel to it — blood loss mixed with the waning endorphin high following in the wake of the adrenaline. 
 
    “Rue isn’t the only one worried, LP,” said Jess. “Why does it seem like every time there’s an abomination attack, you somehow end up at the center of it?” 
 
    “I’m as curious about that as you are.” He touched his lip, which he hadn’t mended and was still dripping blood from Pleistocene’s kiss. “Bad luck, I guess.” 
 
    Avery was shaking her head with small motions. Jess sighed as though she knew he was holding something back. Rue was outright pouting, still holding his hand. He remembered when they were kids and they’d play on the lawn, the way she’d sometimes grab his arm to keep him from running off to play with the other little hooligans down the block. 
 
    Have I returned to that place, he wondered. Can she hold me back this time? 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 31 
 
      
 
    Isabelle was the school’s part-time nurse, and she poked her head through the doorframe, hesitating for a second before interrupting the tense family moment. “You have a visitor, Instructor Lockpick. It’s one of your students.” 
 
    Bloodfeud stepped into the room with the goofiest smile on his face, to the point where he almost looked like he was on some kind of drug. Will sighed and held up a finger, glancing at his family. 
 
    “I need a minute to talk with this one alone,” he said. “He saved my life today.” 
 
    “He’s… overstating it,” said Bloodfeud, still grinning. 
 
    Jess looked at her former kidnapper coolly, and then back at Will. “We’ll go see if we can round up something for you to eat. Is there anything else you need?” 
 
    “Some clothes I can wear out of here,” he said, glancing at the tatters of his costume. Isabelle shot him a frown from where she stood in the back of the room, but didn’t otherwise object. 
 
    They left one by one, despite Jess’s proclamation. Jess first, then Avery, and finally Rue, only reluctantly breaking the contact of their hands. Bloodfeud waited until they were around the corner before slowly shutting the infirmary door. 
 
    “They really love you, don’t they?” he said. 
 
    “Yeah, they do.” Will sighed and shook his head. “They really do.” 
 
    Bloodfeud stood there awkwardly for a couple of seconds. “So, um… about the fight.” 
 
    “Take a seat, Francisco,” said Will, gesturing. “You saved me by covering for my power like that.” 
 
    “I know I did. To be honest, I didn’t really know what was going on. I just started shouting and, well, shit happened. I suppose I had this coming.” 
 
    “I hope you’re aware that even with just your classmates knowing, someone will eventually let the secret leak,” said Will, slowly. “I’m not saying they can’t be trusted. Just that people will start asking questions, and you might have to downplay this a bit.” 
 
    “That’s just it. I don’t want to downplay it.” Bloodfeud held out his hands and wiggled his fingers in an incomprehensible manner. “I think it’s time.” 
 
    “…What?” 
 
    “I’m alright with it getting out at this point,” said Bloodfeud. “The only reason I kept it a secret was because it scared me a little. Most of the time I end up doing more damage than I heal. I put a friend of mine into shock once. Stopped completely after that.” 
 
    Will slowly lifted a finger, staring at Bloodfeud in numb surprise. “You’re saying… you can actually heal flesh? Other people’s flesh?” 
 
    Bloodfeud furrowed his brow. “Yeah, I thought you guessed already? Everything you said about how hard it is for me to control my ability was spot on, minus the blood type thing. I’m just not good at it and it’s really hard to practice. Obviously.” 
 
    “You’re not kidding, are you?” 
 
    “No, of course not.” Bloodfeud shrugged. “It was my first thought when I saw how bad the abomination had gotten you. I would have tried it if you hadn’t done your own thing, which, by the way, is super impressive to see in action.” 
 
    “Why the fuck would you have kept something like this secret?” snapped Will. He took a breath, forcing the frustration out of his tone. “You could have been a prodigy within the CA if you’d been open about this from the start! I can count the number of heroes with healing abilities on one hand, and with half of them it’s just targeted radiation for cancer treatments.” 
 
    Even as Will spoke the words, he wondered… why did I? He’d kept his own power level a secret. It hadn’t been something he’d wanted to reveal. He’d already had his family, the Crimson Five. A place where he felt like he belonged. 
 
    Bloodfeud shrugged. “I don’t know. I guess I didn’t really want to be a healer.” 
 
    “It’s going to get out eventually,” said Will. “You should be ready for that. If someone in our class gets injured, and there’s even a chance they think you could help, they’ll ask you on the spot, and the proverbial cat will be out of the bag.” 
 
    “When it happens, it happens.” 
 
    Will nodded, finding the youth’s mature acceptance of the reality of his situation commendable, if a little shortsighted. 
 
    “If you hadn’t said what you said, I probably would have been outed as Decay,” he eventually said. 
 
    “That’s your shit, Instructor.” Bloodfeud flashed a smile again. “Don’t get all mushy on me. If I’m going to be on your team, I need to see you as a captain.” 
 
    “I think it’s going to be a co-captain thing, probably slightly weighted toward Kestrel.” 
 
    Bloodfeud nodded slowly. “I like the idea of it, you know. Even if it’s only temporary, until I figure out what I really want to do. Helga, Physique, is really excited. It’ll be cool, I think.” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    Bloodfeud sat with him for another minute before wordlessly departing. The change in the youth’s outlook, how far he’d come since Will had first met him, was truly impressive.  
 
    He’s going to be a real hero, he thought. One day. Maybe not too far in the future. 
 
    There was a knock at the door, and Zone poked his head into the room. “You don’t mind two visitors back-to-back, do you, Instructor?” 
 
    “Not at all.” Will motioned with his hand, and Zone came in, pulling out the same seat Bloodfeud had taken and dropping into it. The headmaster let out a long sigh as a smile crept onto his face. 
 
    “Thank you,” said Zone. “What you accomplished today was nothing short of incredible.” 
 
    “I appreciate that, but there was a significant amount of luck involved,” said Will. 
 
    “I’m not just speaking of your battle against the abomination, though obviously, that’s where the core of my praise comes from,” said Zone. “Every single one of your students is all but committed to a team. Even setting aside your bravery, you managed to exceed my expectations of you as a teacher in surprising fashion.” 
 
    “I’ll take the praise if you’re here to give it, but again, that’s not something I can take full credit for,” he said. “I have a talented crop of students.” 
 
    “You do, and they have a talented instructor.” Zone bowed his head slightly, but his expression grew serious. He stood up and walked toward the room’s counter, where Will’s costume lay in a plastic box. He pulled it out and ran his hands over the slashes through it. “I’m curious about your injuries, or lack thereof.” 
 
    “I got lucky, like I said.” 
 
    “Now, I know that’s not the full story,” said Zone. “With that said, I also know that if you hadn’t been there and faced off against Pleistocene as you did, the situation would have been a bloodbath.” 
 
    Will stayed silent. Zone folded the costume and set it back down in the box. 
 
    “Hard Sculpt will be coming to the school tomorrow to help repair the lion’s share of the damage,” said Zone. “You and your students will have the day off. When you get back, Seamstress, one of the CA’s costumers, will be here to do the final adjustments for the students. I’ll make sure she also helps you design a replacement, perhaps something more fitting for your new team, rather than your old one.” 
 
    “I’d appreciate that,” said Will. 
 
    “It’s the least I can do,” said Zone. “Anyway, I’ll let you get some rest.” 
 
    The headmaster paused as he approached the door, turning to say one last thing. “Lockpick. You are one of the greatest redemption stories I’ve personally been alive to witness. If you ever feel the urge to come back to Baffin Academy as a guest lecturer once you’re in action with your new team, don’t hesitate to pick up the phone.” 
 
    “Thanks. I might just take you up on that.” 
 
    He closed his eyes as Zone left, again feeling the full breadth of how much his body had been through. The headmaster suspected something, perhaps a continuation of questions birthed by the New York incident and Galaxy Maiden’s death. But suspecting was not the same thing as knowing. 
 
    “Um… Instructor Lockpick?” Daydream leaned through the door and shyly waved a hand at him. “Is it alright if we come in?” 
 
    “Is there like a line of people waiting to see me out there or something?” 
 
    “Um, kind of?” Daydream shrugged. “I think we’re at the end of it, though.” 
 
    Daydream, Pasithea, Physique, Klash, and Max all came into the room together. They still seemed high on adrenaline and more or less talked over one another as they thanked him and offered well wishes. 
 
    “I knew you could fight, but that was something else,” said Max. “You didn’t even waver. Against an abomination, of all enemies.” 
 
    Max exhaled and shook his head. 
 
    “Of course, he can fight,” said Klash. “He was in the Crimson Five, remember? And he made it through Mastodon Supermax alive. I’ve heard a few things about that place.” 
 
    “No offense, but it’s a little rude to bring that up right now,” said Pasithea. 
 
    “Um… Did Bloodfeud come in already?” asked Physique. 
 
    Will smiled and answered their questions and thanked them. It was strange how nice it felt just to see them as a group, all of them alive, with bright futures ahead, teams to join. Whatever small impact he’d had on their lives was something he would remember and treasure forever. 
 
    “Alright, I think I need my rest,” he eventually said. “You guys get tomorrow off, but I expect you to do at least some amount of training or studying. Classes continue until the close of the semester when you officially join your teams. No slacking off just because you’re near the end.” 
 
    “Yes, Instructor,” they replied. 
 
    He took a nap after they left. Jess and Rue stirred him from his sleep sometime later, and he let out a sleepy yawn and sat up a little straighter in bed. 
 
    “No, don’t wake up,” said Jess. “Get some more rest.” 
 
    “I’d rather rest back in Jerrigan Hall,” he said. “And get something to eat.” 
 
    Jess and Rue both frowned in unison. 
 
    “We didn’t account for the cafeteria being demolished,” said Jess. “I’ll have to run into town to pick us something up for tonight.” 
 
    “Where did Avery go?” 
 
    “She said she needed to do something back in the dorm,” said Rue. 
 
    That gave him a moment of pause. He thought back to the previous day, Avery finding his sweatshirt, the way her suspicions had clearly been stoked. He’d never considered it before, given how much Jess and Avery trusted and respected him, but a single thorough search of his room might supply enough evidence to reveal him as Decay. 
 
    Is that a real possibility, or the blood loss talking?  
 
    “I’m getting up.” He did it, or at least attempted to, as he spoke the words.  
 
    Isabelle, who’d been watching from the background ever since Jess and Rue had reentered, rushed to his side as he staggered on wavering legs. 
 
    “You really shouldn’t be trying to move around just yet,” she said. 
 
    “I’m fine,” he muttered. “Did you grab those clothes?” 
 
    Jess nodded, looking unhappy about it, and brought them over. Will needed so much help getting into them that it felt more like being dressed up as a toddler than a self-performed action. 
 
    “Make sure he drinks plenty of water and keeps his blood sugar up,” said Isabelle. “And absolutely no alcohol.” 
 
    “Oh, come on!” said Will. 
 
    Rue let out a laugh, but it was good-natured, especially given that she was helping keep him standing, supporting his weight with her shoulder. Jess slipped in on the other side, waving to Isabelle as they left. 
 
    “I’ll keep a close watch on him,” she said. “Thank you, Izzie.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 32 
 
      
 
    Will was out of breath by the time he reached Jerrigan Hall, still leaning heavily on Jess and Rue. Avery was in the common room and hurried over to help him. As far as he could tell, she didn’t seem any moodier than normal, which was reassuring. 
 
    “Let me guess,” she said. “He insisted on coming back here instead of resting in the infirmary?” 
 
    “As long as he’s resting somewhere, it should be fine,” said Jess. “Let’s just get him to bed. He’s had a long day.” 
 
    The walk had left him winded and dazed, and he all but collapsed onto his mattress once he was through the door of his room. Thinking back to the slashes Pleistocene had delivered, he wondered if he’d set a new record for blood loss. It was hard to think of many injuries he’d sustained that would even come close.  
 
    Jess, Rue, and Avery stayed in his room with him, as though he might disintegrate into a puddle if they turned their backs for too long. He reached an arm out at them through the haze and made a grabbing motion with his hand, unsure himself even what he was asking for. 
 
    “I’m starting to almost look forward to you being on a team again,” sighed Jess. “It’ll do wonders for my overall blood pressure to at least have Avery watching out for you full time.” 
 
    “It sounds kind of like you’re passing the buck,” Avery pointed out. 
 
    “More just hitting back the volley,” said Jess. “I’m sure it’ll be my turn again before too long.” 
 
    “It’s fun to have you guys talk about me like I’m not in the room,” muttered Will. “Please, keep going.” 
 
    Jess came over to his bed and sat down on one side of it. “You really had us scared this time, Will.” 
 
    He caught her hand as she reached out to stroke his cheek, letting his fingers slide down to touch her copper armband. 
 
    “I saw you use this in the fight,” he said. 
 
    “I did, but only a little,” said Jess. “It’s not affecting me much.” 
 
    “Sure,” he said, sarcastically. 
 
    “What does it matter how much Mom used her artifact?” asked Rue.  
 
    “It’s nothing,” said Jess. “LP just likes to tease me. Anyway, I need to figure out something for dinner. I might have to walk into town and pick up food. Requests?” 
 
    “Burgers,” said Will. “Salt. Protein. Grease.” 
 
    “He’s regressed to speaking in caveman,” said Avery. 
 
    “More of a lateral move than a regression,” said Rue. 
 
    “Does anyone object to burgers and fries, then?” asked Jess. “I’ll see if I can grab something healthy as a side dish.” 
 
    “Nope,” said Rue. 
 
    “That’s fine,” said Avery. “I’ll probably just nibble, anyway.” 
 
    “I’ll head right out, then,” said Jess. “Can I trust the two of you to keep an eye on him while I’m gone? He needs to be resting, not doing anything strenuous.” 
 
    “Of course,” said Avery. “What, are you expecting us to let him get up and run a marathon?” 
 
    Jess folded her arms and looked at both of her daughters plainly. “He can be… very persuasive. Nothing strenuous. Are we clear?” 
 
    “Jesus, Mom, relax,” said Rue. “It’ll be fine.” 
 
    “Good.” Jess leaned her body half over Will’s, blonde hair spilling down to almost make a curtain of privacy around their faces. “Get some rest, alright big guy?” 
 
    “Of course.”  
 
    He hugged her, letting the embrace go on for a second or two longer than necessary. His arms were pitifully weak — not just from blood loss, but overall exhaustion. Jess kissed his cheek and then rubbed her fingers over the spot before finally standing up and leaving the room. 
 
    There was an odd moment where Rue and Avery both eyed each other as they heard the front door close in the wake of their mother’s departure. It was as though they both expected the other to make herself scarce. 
 
    “I wanted to show LP something on my phone,” said Rue.  
 
    “He and I have to talk about team stuff,” said Avery. “Give us like… half an hour.” 
 
    “The two of you are always talking about team stuff,” said Rue. “That’s work talk. Right now he just needs to relax. With me.” 
 
    They both looked at him. Will shook his head and sighed. 
 
    “Can you not argue?” he said. “I don’t need this right now.” 
 
    Avery’s phone rang, and she checked the screen. “It’s the CA admin handling our team application. I have to take this. He’s all yours, Rue.” 
 
    She went out into the common room. Rue pressed her back to the door until it clicked shut and then slowly walked over to his bed. She had on a t-shirt and a pair of leggings, along with pink fuzzy socks. 
 
    “I was really worried, you know,” she said. 
 
    “That seems to be the consensus,” said Will. “I was worried, too. Just for my students instead of for myself.” 
 
    “Seriously.” 
 
    “I am serious.” 
 
    Rue pouted at him and gestured for him to make room. He slid over in the bed and pulled the sheets back. She climbed in next to him, and Will pulled her in to spoon with tired arms. 
 
    “I had like… the dumbest thoughts while I was on my way back here with Zone and the other heroes,” she whispered. 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    Rue shrugged. “Like… I better hurry back to the dorm so I can hide all of LP’s Decay costume stuff.” 
 
    “Aw.” He hugged her tighter and gave her a sleepy kiss. 
 
    “Or, how will I ever explain what happened to my boyfriend to my fans on stream? Honestly, I think I’d start crying if I tried to tell them that we… broke up.” 
 
    “Well, now, you don’t have to.” He kissed her again, but also grew serious. “Cammie… I don’t know if we’re going to have as much time for the stream, moving forward, once we’re on a team.” 
 
    “By as much time you mean any time?” 
 
    “Yeah,” he said. “I suppose I do. It was already risky before, but when we’re both on a team, we’ll be together in public a lot more.” 
 
    “You don’t sound too sad about it,” she pouted. “Were you sick of it?” 
 
    “No. I enjoyed every second of it. But I enjoyed you more. I’ll always enjoy you more.” 
 
    “Same. But don’t let that go to your head.” 
 
    “Too late.” He kissed her cheek, and then her neck. His hand ran down her body, and he let out a low groan as he cupped one of her breasts, feeling its plumpness spilling through his fingers. 
 
    “Easy,” she whispered. “Mom all but made me promise not to…” 
 
    “Not to what?” 
 
    “You know,” she whispered. “Fool around with you.” 
 
    Will started grinding himself against her. It was kind of shocking how hard his erection was given his recent blood loss. 
 
    “She didn’t say anything about me fooling around with you, though,” he whispered. “Totally different thing.” 
 
    He cut her protest off with a deep kiss. Rue rocked into him and rolled to face him, her guard down, defenseless and bangable.  
 
    The door suddenly opened in haste.  
 
    “Hey!” said Avery. “What the fuck, Rue!” 
 
    She pulled the blankets back, but they’d already shifted to a less damning position, both of them pretending to be asleep. Avery sighed and, after waiting a few ineffective seconds to see if they were faking, tucked them back in. 
 
    The thing about faking being asleep, at least for Will, was that when he did while tired it often stopped being fake. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 33 
 
      
 
    Jess and Avery had to help him into the main room when it was time for dinner. His nap seemed to provide an opportunity for his true exhaustion to catch up with him rather than the rejuvenation he’d been expecting. He sleepily munched on his burger and fries. Jess had also grabbed some chicken fingers and salad, the former he nibbled on, the latter he ignored. 
 
    “Is that wine I see?” he asked. 
 
    “Isabelle specifically said that you shouldn’t be drinking,” said Jess. “I’m not budging on it tonight.” 
 
    “You’re lucky that you have tomorrow off from teaching, LP,” said Rue. 
 
    “Extremely,” he said. “I plan on doing the absolute minimum.” 
 
    “You should at least draft a lesson plan for when you return the day after,” said Jess. “Your students are probably still shaken up about what happened. I would address it, turn it into a teaching moment.” 
 
    “They don’t have much left to learn from me. They’ve all found teams. I’m basically going to just run it forward for the next few weeks, teach whatever pops into my head.” 
 
    Jess frowned, but Avery and Rue nodded as though it was an entirely sensible strategy. 
 
    “You’re not off the hook just yet, mister,” she said. “As long as you’re a teacher, you should take what you’re teaching seriously.” 
 
    “That’s just it — I have a chance to, now.” He gestured with a fry as he explained. “Now that I know what teams they’ll be on, I’ll have a better sense than ever what role I’m preparing them for, what they actually need to learn. It’s just about pointing them in the right direction.” 
 
    “LP is a better teacher than I think he gets credit for,” said Avery. 
 
    “Zone gave me plenty of credit,” he said, sighing. “I will miss it when I’m done. My students are good kids. They’re going to go far in life.” 
 
    “Half of them are joining your team, plus me,” said Rue. “You even managed to lock in your favorite, Bloodfang, or whatever his name is.” 
 
    “You know what his name is,” said Will. “And he’s not my favorite. Just… the one I think I have the most to teach.” 
 
    He didn’t eat much, and the only thing he had energy for after dinner was brushing his teeth and heading back to sleep. It was intoxicating, almost like a drug in its own right, and he was a little annoyed midway through the night when he heard his door creak open. 
 
    “LP,” whispered Avery. “It’s me.” 
 
    Avery shut the door and came over to his bed. She wore a thin white nightgown, and enough ambient light came through his window for him to see that her red hair was down, and all of her piercings were out.  
 
    “What’s up?” he said sleepily. 
 
    “We didn’t get a chance to talk alone.” 
 
    “Avery, I am so tired right now.” 
 
    “I don’t care.” She sat down, a familiar weight on the edge of his bed. “I need to ask you a question.” 
 
    It was not the time for hard questions. He was sleepy, and still exhausted, and not confident about his ability to come up with a safe reply on the fly. He could hear the seriousness in her voice, however. Sometimes Avery simply couldn’t be denied. 
 
    “Okay,” he said. 
 
    “What really happened today?” 
 
    He let out an annoyed sigh. “That’s barely even a question. What do you want me to say?” 
 
    “I don’t know!” she snapped. “How did you fight it? How did you survive? Why is your costume all torn up despite you barely having any visible injuries?” 
 
    She knows. She just doesn’t want to have to say it. 
 
    “I’m stronger than I look,” he said. 
 
    “Bullshit.” 
 
    He sat up and grabbed her arm roughly, surprising her, surprising himself. “You’re not hearing me. Avery. I’m stronger than I look. A lot stronger.” 
 
    “LP… You would tell me if you were in trouble. Right?” 
 
    “I’m not in trouble,” he said, relaxing his grip. “If I was, I would tell you, as long as it… wouldn’t drag you down with me.” 
 
    “God, you are so fucking annoying sometimes!” She gently pushed his chest until he was lying flat again, keeping her hands on his bare skin afterward. “I love you, LP. I didn’t… see you clearly when you first got out of prison. You changed so much, but it all happened under the surface.” 
 
    “Not all of it, unfortunately.” He shifted one of her hands so her index finger was pointing at one of his tattoos. 
 
    “No, not all of it, but all the important stuff,” she whispered. “Look, I get it. I really do, maybe more than anyone else. We have a lot in common.” 
 
    Crossing lines and keeping secrets. He was all but sure she knew at least some of it, if not all of it. The fact that she wasn’t bringing it up, flinging it in his face for an explanation, seemed out of character. Should he bring it up? Why was he even thinking about bringing it up? 
 
    “Avery,” he whispered. “I love you, but you are also really annoying sometimes.” 
 
    “You better get used to it, since I’m going to be even more annoying as your team captain,” she said. 
 
    “I thought it would be more of a co-captain thing?” 
 
    “You can think whatever the hell you want,” said Avery. “I’m sick of watching you take stupid risks for no reason. It’s time for me to start being a real big sister and keeping your dumb ass out of trouble.” 
 
    Will snorted. “Right. I somehow get the feeling it’s going to be the other way a…” 
 
    Avery’s hand slipped into his boxers and started stroking his cock. “Are you sure right now is a good time to be talking back to me, LP?” 
 
    “I’d be doing more than just talking back if I wasn’t still so weak from my recovery,” he muttered. 
 
    “Just relax and let me take care of you,” she whispered against his ear. “I think you’ll soon discover that you like me being in charge.” 
 
    She kissed him softly on the lips, and even that small bit of contact shot fire through his chest and loins. Her hand stroked his cock up and down, thumb caressing the head. He groaned and tried to sit up, but she pushed him flat. 
 
    “You don’t have to tell me everything, Will,” she whispered, bringing one leg over his body to straddle him. “But at least promise me you’ll tell me when you’re in trouble. Promise me you’ll come to me for help.” 
 
    “I’ll come to you, Avery. I promise.” 
 
    He meant it, and he knew she did, too. It wasn’t a promise he intended to break. He knew how much it would hurt her if he did. 
 
    She settled her weight down on his stomach, first. He could feel that she wasn’t wearing any panties, the contact too hot and too full of skin and moisture to be anything but direct and bare. He reached his hands up to play with her breasts. She caught one by the wrist and brought his fingers to her mouth, sucking on the tips of index and middle. 
 
    Avery began sliding herself against him, hips rolling back and forth in the easy movements of a stripper, or even a belly dancer. She went slow, letting the lips of her womanhood brush against his cock and then slide completely over it. She didn’t take him inside her, instead pinning his tool flat and teasing him with sideways contact, flirting with the possibility of real sex. 
 
    He didn’t feel like he was being dominated, but she was in control. He wanted her to have that control, at least in that moment. Her words about being a real big sister echoed in his head, stirring a gentle sense of intimacy. She really wanted to be the one looking out for him. It was probably something he needed. 
 
    “Just lie back, LP,” she whispered, letting her womanhood drag over him. “You need your rest. I’ll do all the work.” 
 
    His heart still pounded like a machine gun in his chest, faster still as he felt the tip of his member catch on her entrance. They both groaned as he penetrated her for a glorious instant, and then she shifted, pinning his tool flat again, now slick with a mixture of their fluids. 
 
    “You can be careful tonight, right?” she whispered. “Just this one time?” 
 
    He tried to get ahold of her hips to pull her down, spear on through. She caught his hands on the way and threaded her fingers through his, but her mind was in the same place.  
 
    Leaning forward to pin herself against him, Avery gave him a kiss with full tongue. Will felt her small breasts and the points of her nipples rubbing against his chest. She did it blindly and with no hands, missing once as she slid down, sliding back up again, before finally dropping down on his member. 
 
    “Ahhh…” she sighed. “LP.” 
 
    She ran her hands through his hair. God, he loved her so much. He leaned his head up far enough to suck on one of her nipples. She pushed flat again and rose to ride him in an upright position, still serious about doing all the work. 
 
    They didn’t speed up. The pace Avery set was gentle but intimate, slow but needy, small motions of her hips that were somehow more pleasurable in the face of her restraint. She made the best noises, tiny shaky breaths and stifled moans. 
 
    Being on a team with Avery, Kestrel, in this new paradigm. They would have to be careful, search for a balance between work and play. Even just being around her in costume got him hard, sometimes. 
 
    He was enjoying Avery’s gentle movements… but he needed more. He ran his hands over her butt and then took a firm hold of it. Avery grabbed his wrists again, but he didn’t let her redirect him this time. 
 
    He started bouncing her with rough movements, moving her with his arms rather than simply urging her on. Avery’s breathing grew more spastic. She braced herself against his chest with her hands. He lost it, flipped her onto her back, and pumped into her with no control whatsoever. 
 
    It was a miracle he managed to pull out at the last second. Avery was already in the throes of an orgasm and let out a satisfied, though slightly annoyed chuckle as he unloaded onto her bunched up nightgown. 
 
    “I borrowed this nightie from Mom, you know.” 
 
    “I didn’t know that, and I didn’t need to.” 
 
    “If she asks about the stains I’ll just tell her I hooked up with Morning Glory and some rando for a threesome.” 
 
    “I’m sure she’ll approve.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 34 
 
    FOUR YEARS EARLIER 
 
      
 
    The night was enchanting. Lockpick felt like a teenager again, so much so that it made him realize that feeling like a teenager and being one were two distinctly different things. 
 
    The islanders had built a bonfire on the beach and thrown a party that everyone on the island, including Lockpick and Halberd, had been invited to. They’d been the guests of honor, in essence, treated with a curious variety of respect by a good portion of the locals. 
 
    Lockpick felt the warm summer air as much as the indescribable vibe in the air, like anything could happen, total freedom in paradise. Oddly, the language barrier fed into the mood. Halberd had made friends in his usual way with an attractive older native woman who he called Rosie, though that was an English mangling of what she’d actually introduced herself as. 
 
    The woman’s daughter was also pretty, and also close to Lockpick in age. He’d taken to calling her Nameless, as all of his attempts at a proper, mutual introduction had been met with coy smiles and soft laughter. She was beautiful, tall and thin with long dark hair and vibrantly tanned skin. Despite not revealing her own name, she called him El-Piyee, always speaking the last syllable with a lilting, musical flutter. 
 
    She was like a queen, a princess, among the young islanders. A boy of perhaps ten or twelve years brought her food, roasted meat and vegetables rolled into a simple flatbread wrap. Other older boys did stunts to try to win and hold her attention, but her attention was always fleeting and fickle, at least for them. 
 
    “How much do you know of the world outside of here?” he asked, gesturing across the starlit ocean into the horizon. “Do you have any idea how lucky you are to live in a place like this?” 
 
     He cupped a handful of sand and smiled as he let it run through his fingers. A large wave crashed against the beach, running up within a few inches of their feet before pulling back and revealing a perfect wet stain, bits of sand shimmering like glitter in the moonlight. 
 
    “El-Piyee.” Nameless nudged him with her elbow and flashed that coy smile again, the same one that had the rest of the teenagers and children lining up to do her bidding. 
 
    “We’ve spent… over a year now on the run,” he said. “Just looking for a place where we’d be safe enough to let our guard down. It wasn’t even stressful. It was just life, and you know… I think that was the most fucked up part.” 
 
    He had a mug filled with rum and some kind of fruit juice and took another long sip of it. Halberd had begun dancing with Rosie, both of them laughing and talking over each other in their mutually unintelligible languages. 
 
    “I expected to be a hero once,” said Lockpick. “I thought that would give me a life where I’d come to places like this. Stop in, save the day, move on. I can’t even think now why I wanted that so badly, to constantly have that pressure. Why should I have to be the one always saving the day? Why can’t I just… sit down on a beach, you know?” 
 
    Nameless blinked and stared at him. She took his hand, pressed it into the wet sand, and slowly made as though tracing its outline with her index finger, though it had already left an imprint. 
 
    Lockpick’s pocket shifted, and he realized his phone had gotten service again. He pulled it out of his pocket, but the incoming mass of messages were just different varieties of the same spam. He started to put it away, but stopped, noticing how the device had instantly transfixed Nameless. 
 
    She held her hand out, but not in a demanding way, more like she was requesting to take a closer look at a priceless artifact, or even hold a newborn baby. Lockpick chuckled, shrugged, and passed it to her. 
 
    “There’s not much you can do with it here,” he said. “The games I have don’t work without a better connection. And I sincerely doubt you’ll be able to read any of the texts if you can’t speak the language.” 
 
    None of that seemed to matter in the slightest to her. She slid her thumb across the screen, flipping back and forth through the pages of apps. Her thumb brushed one directly and it opened, a cascade of white light followed by a black login screen which would have allowed her to log into GalaxyPets, a silly little game he hadn’t played in years.  
 
    Nameless’s mouth formed a surprised little O. Her brow furrowed as Lockpick pressed the back button for her, bringing her back to the main homepage.  
 
    He felt odd, watching and acknowledging her intrigue and curiosity. Like a voyeur peering into a moment that should have been a private discovery, or should never have been at all. The islanders had intentionally limited their contact with most outsiders, only recently opening their world and even then, limiting it to tourists who came and went without changing their way of life. 
 
    “LP, I’ll be back in a few!” bellowed Halberd. He had Rosie over one shoulder.  
 
    The older woman was cackling with laughter and playfully alternating between swatting and caressing his muscles. 
 
    “Just, uh, be careful,” called Lockpick.  
 
    “I bought condoms, don’t worry!” 
 
    Lockpick massaged the ridge of his brow, hoping his father wasn’t about to overstep their welcome. Rosie seemed to be having a good time, but just that morning, Halberd had bemoaned the fact that he still hadn’t figured out a way to actually confirm whether she was married or involved with other men on the island. 
 
    “The battery is about to die,” he said to Nameless. “How about I let you look at it some more tomorrow after it’s charged up off the solar panels?” 
 
    She pouted as he took it away from her in a way that reminded Lockpick so much of Cammie that he had to steady himself, tamp down on memories. He stood up, half wishing he could pull a page from Halberd’s playbook and spirit her off into the trees for some fun of a more intimate variety. 
 
    It almost seemed like Nameless could read his thoughts as she reached to take his hand and began leading him off down the beach. He laughed and let his arm swing back and forth with hers. 
 
    “You’re going to have to tell me your name at some point, you know,” he said. 
 
    She smiled and said something in her own language that sounded more like a teasing jibe than anything resembling her side of an introduction. They drew closer together as they rounded the island’s corner, and then drew to a stop. 
 
    A group of young men, older than Lockpick, but not old, were waiting ahead of them. Nameless squeezed his hand and made an attempt at pulling him backward the way they’d come. One of the men whistled, and another shouted something that did sound like a name, though it was too quick for Lockpick to hear clearly. 
 
    That annoyed him, though he knew it shouldn’t. The idea that they knew not just her name, but all about her. She was on the other side of a door he couldn’t go through, and he’d been talking to her through a half open window. 
 
    Pain surged through Lockpick’s shoulder. It took him far longer than it should have to realize that one of the men had attacked him. A spear was jutting through his body with comical inelegance, sagging to one side from an imbalance between the section jutting out of his back and the section in front.  
 
    Nameless screamed and started to run toward the men, but slid to a stop at the halfway point and ran back toward Lockpick. Some of the men were whispering to each other. One of them was shouting, trying to make some kind of point about outsiders, no doubt. 
 
    Lockpick gritted his teeth. It was just about getting past the pain. Once he’d done that, it was simple. The spear came out. It was thinner than it felt, and he was quick to cover the hole in his back with his free hand before tossing the spear down and immediately covering the one in front. The spear had gone through cleanly, and it only took him a few seconds to stop the bleeding with his mending. 
 
    “You want a fight?” he shouted. “Come on. Come get me! I’m right here!” 
 
    He held his arms out, a little terrified that one of them might have a smaller throwing projectile hidden. None of them seemed keen on attacking, however. He watched in mute surprise as all of the men fell to their knees, bowing in front of him as though he’d just performed a miracle. 
 
    All of them were bowing, including Nameless, at his side. He thought back to Ashford’s explanation of how the islanders worshipped supers, how that was one of the only reasons the purchase had been an option for them to begin with.  
 
    “El-Piyee,” whispered Nameless. 
 
    Lockpick felt such an odd conflict in that moment… mainly because he didn’t want them to get up. One of them had tried to kill him, and that wasn’t an action taken by chance. Even Nameless, with her coy smiles, with the way she gave his phone her undivided attention while treating him like a novelty. 
 
    But they were people, just like him. They weren’t supers, and as he thought about it, there was a difference. Maybe not enough for this reaction, but didn’t he deserve their respect? Shouldn’t he be recognized for his strength? 
 
    “Try that again, and I’ll show you my other power!” He picked up the spear and pulled out his penknife, splitting the weapon down the long way like thin sticks of firewood. He rolled his shoulder out and shook off the lingering adrenaline. 
 
    Nameless was still on the ground, though she’d lifted her head up far enough to see him out of the edge of her vision. Lockpick took her by the wrist and pulled her off toward the trees, not with Halberd’s flair for the dramatic, but to the same end. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 35 
 
      
 
    Will slept through almost all of his day off, waking up only to eat and shower and briefly speak to his family. It felt indulgent, despite him knowing he needed the rest. Sleep could act as a distorting factor in how dreams drew from reality and retold it, tantalizing the mind with scenes and moments. 
 
    He felt back in form the next morning, though his body let him know in small ways that the blood loss was still a factor. Jess packed him a bagged lunch and smiled as she handed it to him at the door. 
 
    “Take it easy today, alright?” she said. “I’m sure both your students and Zone will understand if you need a break at some point.” 
 
    “Oh, please,” he said. “You’re worrying too much. I’ll be alright.” 
 
    She kissed him on both cheeks and gave him a long hug. Rue had already hurried off to her class, but Avery was in the common room, lounging on the couch in her underwear. 
 
    “You’re doting on him too much, Mom,” she called. “He’s fine. Look at that spring in his step.” 
 
    “Thanks, Avery.” 
 
    He made it to class after his students, though he’d aimed to get there before they’d arrived. Daydream immediately stood to her feet and began clapping as he set his stuff down at his desk. The other students joined in, some enthusiastic, others reluctant. He smiled and waved them back to their seats. 
 
    “Enough,” he said, smiling. “I know a lot happened the day before yesterday, and a lot is going to be happening over the next few weeks as you all start joining your respective teams. Before we begin today, let’s just clear the air.” 
 
    Physique raised her hand. “Um… Are you alright? I just mean, after the injuries you took, and how you were healed…” 
 
    Her eyes flicked toward Bloodfeud in the seat next to her, and Will knew there was more wrapped up in that question than just her concern for her instructor. 
 
    “I’m doing well,” said Will. “I spent yesterday resting and having my mother and sisters dote on me. I’m good.” 
 
    Physique didn’t immediately lower her hand. “But… I don’t understand why you tried to fight the abomination in the first place. Didn’t you… I mean no offense by this, but you said you were a support hero back when you were a member of the Crimson Five.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, my role has grown more fluid in the time since. Besides, I’m your instructor. You think I wouldn’t throw myself into danger for you guys?” 
 
    He smiled and saw more than a few of them smile back. She had a good point, however, one which might be a telling sign of issues to come on his new team.  
 
    Avery didn’t have a good idea of his true power level, or at the very least, wasn’t open with him about what she knew. She might also expect him to play a backseat role, or even use the threat of pushing him into one as a way of getting him to come clean. 
 
    Daydream raised her hand next, and Will called on her. She stood up and cleared her throat, hands clasped in front of her lap. 
 
    “I’m curious to know if the abomination’s designated name, Pleistocene, is intended to imply that it dates back to the last ice age?” 
 
    “That’s a good question that I do not have the answer to,” said Will. “I can tell you that it was frozen under the ice and previously under monitoring by a CA research team. I can also tell you that the team monitoring it had their mission compromised no more than a few short weeks before this attack.” 
 
    “Interesting,” said Daydream. “Do you think it had a reason for attacking when it did? If it truly is from the Pleistocene geological epoch, then it predates recorded human history. Is it possible that the anomaly that gives humans superpowers might work in cycles?” 
 
    “I think it’s a question worthy of more study.” He nodded approvingly, already seeing hints of research or academia in her future, and pointed to the next hand. “Pasithea?” 
 
    “Did everyone in our class find a team?” she asked, leaning back in her chair. 
 
    Max snorted from his seat. “I think the only one we weren’t sure about was you, princess. Rest of us are accounted for.” 
 
    “Hey!” snapped Pasithea. “For your information, I’m going to be joining Instructor Lockpick’s team.” 
 
    Physique and Bloodfeud exchanged uncertain glances. Will realized that he never told them about the arrangement he’d worked out with Pasithea. 
 
    Might have to address that, just to clear the air, he thought. 
 
    “Hey, since everyone is on a team, can we just fuck around for the last few days?” asked Max. “Isn’t that what they do in normal high schools once seniors get accepted into college?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t know,” said Will. “For the time being, we’ll be continuing with lessons as usual, just at a more casual pace.” 
 
    He waited for the expected groans and sighs, but they never came. Even as he broke out the textbook and started on the latest chapter of the FIELD classwork, his students remained engaged, respectful, curious, even. 
 
    Will made it about half an hour into the lesson before, ironically, succumbing to boredom himself. He closed his book midsentence and drummed his fingers on the cover. 
 
    “Physique, would you run down to the training hall and see if it’s available?”  
 
    “Um, of course, Instructor!”  
 
    Will wiped off the dry erase board and began coming up with a new, more active lesson plan on the fly. “I want each of you to make a list of everyone that’s going to be on your new team and their abilities.” 
 
    He underlined the new phrase he’d put up, COMPLEMENTARY POWERS AND SYNERGY, and turned to face the class. Daydream’s hand was up. 
 
    “I… joined more of an information collective than a team,” she said. “The Maryville Research Center. It’s where Clownslag does his experimentation.” 
 
    “Well, then I want you to come up with a few ideas for experiments you could do with your own power. Or something. Anything that gives you an idea you could work on in the training hall.” 
 
    Physique arrived back with confirmation that the training hall was empty, and Will led his class down the hall with a wave of his hand. He talked about the general idea of complementary powers on the way, up until the point where it became clear he was overexplaining a naturally intuitive concept. 
 
    “In short, find ways to use your power to maximize the powers of your teammates,” said Will. 
 
    “Most of our teammates aren’t here, though,” said Max. 
 
    “You can still practice whatever you anticipate is going to synergize with your team,” said Will. “What team did you join, anyway?” 
 
    “Lost Generation,” said Max. “It’s led by a heroine named Livewire.” 
 
    Right, thought Will. Liz’s old team. 
 
    “Livewire can attack by amplifying electrical currents,” said Will. “Give that some thought. What happens if she needs to electrify a wet floor while you’re standing on it?” 
 
    Max nodded slowly. “I… guess I’d have to jump out of the way?” 
 
    “Exactly. Now go practice.” 
 
    It was an unguided, sandbox-style lesson for all of his students, and he was surprised by how naturally they took to it. Daydream and Pasithea managed to entice Klash into being their guinea pig in their experiment to see if they could entrap a person in an all-encompassing waking, sleeping delusion. 
 
    Physique and Bloodfeud tested out their powers in interesting ways, Physique boosting him up, Bloodfeud seeing how much he could get done with just droplets of blood from a pricked finger. Max… kept busy, though his training was freeform and more self-focused. 
 
    He let them keep at it straight until lunch time and gave them an extra half hour to eat and relax. The cafeteria had been repaired to such an exacting degree that it felt surreal to look at where the hole in the wall had been, remember the events of earlier in the week. Rue was there with her friends, and Will exchanged a few secretive smiles with her, though they couldn’t really interact much openly in public. 
 
    When Will finally corralled his students back toward the classroom, he found Headmaster Zone waiting for him in the hall outside. He smiled and gestured for them to stop outside the door. 
 
    “Ah, there you are,” said Zone. “Seamstress is here to put the finishing touches onto the costumes of all of the students who will be joining teams. Your class is up next. She’s already inside.” 
 
    “Sounds good to me,” said Will. 
 
    Zone stepped closer, leaning in to whisper just to him. “I made sure to let her know about your recent heroics and the damage your costume sustained. She’s going to be giving your restoration her full attention.” 
 
    “Much appreciated.” 
 
    He and his students each ran back to their respective rooms to grab their costumes. One by one, Will watched them nervously enter the classroom only to emerge a surprisingly short amount of time later looking every bit like the heroes he’d always hoped they could be. 
 
    Max’s costume gained a cape and an oversized headband, the latter of which dangled behind him like a golden battle banner, oozing with style. Physique’s aesthetic underwent a color change, pink and baby blue shifting toward black with faint blue and pink accents. 
 
    Pasithea’s original costume had been impractically skimpy, and Will was pleased to see that Seamstress had filled it out with more fabric around her middle to mitigate the distraction of her navel ring. Bloodfeud still looked like he’d stepped out of a horror movie, but black and red suited him, both in power and personality. 
 
    “You’re up, Instructor,” called Seamstress, from within the classroom.  
 
    He eyed his class, wondering what to do with them while he was occupied. “Why don’t you all head back to the training hall and make sure your costumes still work for you while in motion?” 
 
    They nodded and set off without question or complaint. Will realized, somewhat absently, that he trusted them now. There hadn’t been a specific turning point when that trust had been born, but it was there, regardless, and it was real. 
 
    Seamstress was an older super, grey-haired with an honest smile and long fingers. She eyed Will’s damaged costume as he spread it out across the makeshift workstation she’d created out of several pushed together desks. 
 
    “It’s taken a few scratches,” he said. “I understand if you’d rather start over.” 
 
    “Young man, with my power you could have brought me a scrap of fabric and I’d still be able to accomplish a restoration.” She looked back and forth between him and the costume. “Hmm. I think you have the shoulders to pull off a decent cape. Perhaps even some pauldrons? More for style than functionality.” 
 
    She worked fast. It was hard to see exactly what she was doing, regardless of how closely he watched her fingers, or the way she pulled pieces of fabric, Kevlar inserts, and other bits and bobs out of the voluminous duffle bag on the floor beside her. 
 
    “There!” proclaimed Seamstress, after ten frenetic minutes of genius. “Try it on.” 
 
    “Uh, alright.” He grabbed it and made for the door. 
 
    “Child, just put it on here,” she said, sighing. “I am a professional. I see bodies the same way I see clothing mannequins.” 
 
    Will shrugged, stripped, and pulled on his new costume. There were multiple pieces of it now on top of the basic suit and eye mask. The cape, for starters, red in front, black in back. A shoulder harness that included the pauldrons she’d mentioned, basic three-quarter spheres that added a handsome amount of bulk to his profile. 
 
    “I left the emblem as-is, but as I told your students, I can make alterations to match your team if needed down the line,” said Seamstress. 
 
    Will turned to look in the mirror, eyeing the familiar red five on the chest of his black and grey costume. It looked like so much more than it had been before, in a way that seemed to match his own progression as a person. 
 
    Which was to say… It didn’t look like Lockpick’s costume, strictly speaking. It was somewhere in between Lockpick and Decay, somewhere in between hero and villain. He took a slow breath, wondering if Seamstress’s power gave her a deeper insight into the soul of whoever she was fitting for. 
 
    “What do you think?” she asked. 
 
    “It suits me,” he said. “For better or for worse.” 
 
    “You heroes are always so dramatic!” she said. “Well, at the very least you can go save the world in style.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 36 
 
      
 
    Will decided to keep his costume on for the rest of the day, partly at Seamstress’s suggestion as a way of ensuring that he’d discover any necessary alterations sooner, rather than later. 
 
    He joined his students in the training hall. One of them had grabbed a volleyball from the storage closet, and they were playing an interesting game of monkey in the middle, rotating through the roles. 
 
    With Max and Physique capable of insanely athletic passes, Klash rumbling the floor on defense, and Daydream’s hallucinations as a constant x-factor, it made for surprisingly good practice. Will joined in for a few rounds, but mostly just watched and left them to their game. 
 
    “Good work,” he said, as their last block drew to a close. “Tomorrow, we’ll have to get back to class stuff at least to start. Your homework is to, well… just think about your team. There’s not much else that you can do to prepare beyond that.” 
 
    There were some nods, some muttered repetitions of yes, Instructor. He smiled, realizing for the first time that he was genuinely going to miss this. Not just his students, given half of them would be coming along to his next team, but teaching in general. He’d found his stride right before retiring. 
 
    He took it slow during his walk across campus, letting the sounds and sights of the academy wash over him. A game of soccer with uneven teams was taking place across the green, but the point of it seemed less to win and more to burn off energy. A group of girls were posing dramatically for a selfie. The first one they took was apparently flawed, and they set up in the same silly positions for another try. 
 
    The school would go on without him. It was a thought that was simultaneously humbling and reassuring. He considered Zone’s offer to come back and give a guest lecture and decided he would very much like to do that, to keep Baffin Academy as at least a small part of his life instead of just a closed chapter. 
 
    “The kids bring out the best in me,” he muttered. 
 
    Bloodfeud and Physique, still in costume, were sitting against the side of the building and looked at him curiously. Will smiled and nodded to them, and then started toward Jerrigan Hall at a stride, wondering what his family was up to. 
 
    He’d all but forgotten he was still in costume as he pushed his way into the common room and confronted Rue and Avery, who were both lounging on separate couches. They looked startled, and then different shades of impressed. 
 
    “Whoa,” said Avery.  
 
    “Jesus, LP,” muttered Rue. 
 
    “Yeah.” He grinned and did a slow turn for them. “Seamstress made some adjustments to my costume while repairing it.” 
 
    Avery vaulted off the couch and came over to him, rubbing one of his visibly outlined pecs, and then his shoulder. “It really seems to add a lot of… girth. Broadness, I mean. Makes you seem dangerous. A little unpredictable.” 
 
    “Is that a good thing?” called Rue. “I mean, I agree, it’s super cool, but it kind of straddles the line a bit, doesn’t it? All the extra red and black.” 
 
    He could understand where Rue was coming from, given she’d seen his Decay costume and was no doubt drawing comparisons in her mind. She came over on his other side, reaching a hand out, hesitating, and then flashing a guilty smile as she touched his abs. 
 
    “It’s perfect for the new team,” said Avery. “You’ll make an excellent bad cop when the situation calls for it.” 
 
    “I suppose you imagine yourself being the good cop in that arrangement?” he asked. 
 
    “Yeah!” Avery’s smile twitched. “What? I’d make a great good cop.” 
 
    “You’re too loud and too bossy,” said Rue. 
 
    “I am not!” snapped Avery. 
 
    Rue and Will had a laugh, and they all settled down on the couch. He was getting up to change out of his costume when he realized they were short a family member. 
 
    “Where’s Jess?” he asked. 
 
    Rue and Avery glanced at each other. 
 
    “We aren’t entirely sure,” said Avery. “She got a phone call earlier and said she needed to take it outside.” 
 
    “She never came back,” said Rue. “She was in the middle of making dinner.” 
 
    “You didn’t go check on her?” asked Will. 
 
    “She’s a grown woman,” said Avery. “She’s fine. Besides, we were in the middle of a movie.” 
 
    Will shook his head, though it felt nitpicky to poke holes in her logic. “Well, I’m going to go look for her. Can one of you at least take over dinner preparations?” 
 
    “Rue,” said Avery. 
 
    “Avery,” said Rue. 
 
    He left them to argue over which one of them deserved the right to be lazy and headed back outside. It was already dark, given Baffin Island’s high latitude, and many of the students he’d seen loitering on campus had moved their adventures indoors for the night. 
 
    In all honesty, he had no idea where Jess’s contemplative mood might have led her off to. He was considering walking into town when he glanced up at the moon and noticed a tiny silhouette in the sky off to one side of it. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 37 
 
      
 
    The academy’s main building was unlocked, though entirely empty. He made his way up to the third floor, and then onto the roof. He still could only see a moonlit silhouette but sensed from the shift in her posture and movement that she could see him approaching. 
 
    He blinked, noticing only as she touched down that he wasn’t the only one who’d gotten a new costume. Relic’s new aesthetic went beyond the small alterations Seamstress had performed for him and into the realm of an entirely new outfit. 
 
    It resembled a compromise between the tight spandex of her old Crimson Five jumpsuit and the skirt and bodice of the costume she’d worn as a solo hero. She wore a black and red chest piece, thin armor molded to fit the curve of her body. Her cloak fluttered behind her, along with a skirt with a deep slit in it over black spandex leggings. 
 
    All of that was secondary to a small detail he might have overlooked had it not been so utterly heartbreaking. 
 
    “You… kept the Crimson Five emblem on your chest,” he called, staring at the stylized number, red on black. 
 
    “So did you,” Relic pointed out. She smiled as she strode toward him, looking him up and down. “I never imagined you’d opt into such a… dark color scheme, if given the option for something else. You almost look more like a villain than a hero.” 
 
    He looked away from her, wondering if she realized how those words raked at his soul. 
 
    “Sorry,” she said quickly. “I just mean…” 
 
    “I know what you mean.” 
 
    For a few seconds, they both just stood there. Will, at least, had no idea what to say, or where the sudden distance had come from, whose fault it was, who it belonged to. 
 
    “Rue and Avery said you ran off mid-phone-call,” he eventually said. 
 
    “I didn’t run, but… yes.” Relic touched her blonde braid, pulling it forward so it hung over one shoulder. “It was Ice Nine, calling about the vacancy on the Board of Directors.” 
 
    He met her gaze then. She’d kept the same plain black eye mask from her Crimson Five alternate costume. The same one he wore. The same one Rue wore, in costume, on stream. 
 
    “They offered you the directorship,” he said. 
 
    “They did.” 
 
    She turned around. He closed the distance between them, coming to stand a step or two behind her, just off to the side. 
 
    “So…” He paused as the wind picked up, whistling across the roof. “You came up here to try to give yourself room to think.” 
 
    “LP…” she said. “I already told them yes.” 
 
    “Ah.” 
 
    The moment took on a new aspect as she turned around to face him again. It almost felt like a showdown, a long overdue clash of perspectives on their present and future.  
 
    “It makes sense,” she said. “You said as much yourself. With you and Avery busy with your new team, Rue finishing school… I need to be thinking about my place in the world. How best to go about helping as a solo hero, making things better for everyone.” 
 
    “I’m not against it. I just… I guess I’ll miss seeing you as much as I do right now. Having you around to cook dinner every night, wake me up every morning.” 
 
    “You’d already be missing out on that just in terms of how much you’d be on the move with the Scarlet Squadron.” Relic flashed a sad smile and sighed. “And I’ll miss you just as much. I still plan on making sure we have a home base. Either here, staying at Jerrigan Hall, or maybe buying a house somewhere once Rue graduates.” 
 
    She shook her head, expression reflecting a heartbreak in motion. 
 
    “Don’t make that face,” he said. “This should be a happy moment. You’re stepping into a role that will earn you a spot in history, not to mention a role that will give you a chance to do so much good in the world.” 
 
    “I know,” she whispered. “You’re right. But…” 
 
    She turned around again. Will closed the distance between them and hugged her, his cape still blowing in the wind. 
 
    “No buts,” he said. “Well, okay. One butt.” 
 
    He let one of his hands gently rub the side of her butt and thigh, enjoying the sensation of her new leggings. 
 
    “LP, you always know just what to say.” She pushed her hips backward in more of a checking motion than one meant to encourage him. “I hope you’re aware that me being a CA director is going to put my life under a microscope.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah, I’m sure,” he said. “Astroman seemed very self-conscious about the way he ran off to the bathroom every few minutes to snort lines of coke.” 
 
    “Astroman has tenure.” 
 
    “And you have a sense of discretion. It’s one of the many things I love about you. I’ll be as careful as you want me to be in public. I’ll keep my distance.” 
 
    He gave her body a squeeze and kissed her cheek, almost but not quite contradicting his own statement. 
 
    “You talk a good game, mister,” she said. “I’m serious. For a while, especially when I’m starting out, you’re going to need to keep your hands to yourself. If not indefinitely.” 
 
    “Hey, it takes two to tango.” He ran his hand along her body, and then down her arm. Her armband crackled with blue static as his finger neared it, and Will felt a surge of warmth emanating through him from the point of contact. 
 
    “Mmm,” sighed Relic. “This isn’t dancing, LP. Even if it was, you shouldn’t… dance the same way with everyone. You should keep some distance with some people. There are plenty of partners to pick from.” 
 
    “You’re the one always holding your hand out.” He inhaled the scent of her hair and kissed her neck.  
 
    Relic arched her back in a manner that left her open for a moment, but she quickly spun around and narrowed her eyes through her mask. 
 
    “Sometimes I wonder if you have an off button,” she whispered, touching his chest. 
 
    “It’s right in front of you. I think you just don’t want to push it.” 
 
    Relic gently punched him in the pec. She glanced over her shoulder, eyeing the empty campus, and then toward the door of the empty school building. Will grabbed the front of her chest piece and pulled her into him, kissing her on the lips. 
 
     She rocked into him, hands roving down his back to give his buns a cute little squeeze. “At least… tell me you understood what I tried to say?” 
 
    “Loud and clear.” He took her hand and moved it to his crotch, smirking at the way she immediately began probing the size of his hardness through his tights. 
 
    “You are such a brat,” she whispered.  
 
    “You love every second of this,” he said. 
 
    He kissed her again, and her lips moved passionately against his. Her thumb ran over the tip of his cock, caressing and teasing him. They sank down to the roof together, and the true utility of their capes became immediately apparent. 
 
    “This is such a bad idea,” whispered Relic. 
 
    “Then tell me to stop.” 
 
    “I want you to know enough to stop on your own!” 
 
    “And I want to get this chest piece off you,” he said. “Is there like a clasp in the back, or…? Your boobs must be so cramped.” 
 
    She scowled and lifted a foot to land a playful, glancing kick on his butt. Will slid his fingers into the waistband of her leggings as he pulled her thighs open. There was an elastic belt holding them up with a fabric Crimson Five logo in the center as a faux belt buckle. He watched it slip downward, revealing her faint blonde pubic hair, pale thighs, and the lips of her womanhood. 
 
    His own tights slid down easily enough, as did his boxers. They were both still mostly clothed, mostly costumed, still wearing their masks, even. It made the moment feel horny and desperate, passion boiling over in a manner that simply couldn’t be denied. 
 
    “You have such a long way to go,” she whispered, biting her lip. “You need to learn control. How to balance your… urges.” 
 
    “Teach me.” He rubbed the tip of his cock against the entrance of her womanhood, feeling how wet and hot she was. “This can be the first lesson.” 
 
    Leaning forward to kiss her, Will buried his length deep into her folds, feeling the way it spread her open. Relic made a faint, but awesome noise, one so out of character and confusing to hear coming out of her in costume. 
 
    She kissed him back greedily as he started pumping into her with just as much need. Her chest piece was infuriatingly hard to get off, but it slid downward enough for her breasts to sneak out of the top of it, pale and perfect in the moonlight. 
 
    It was like they’d picked right up from where they’d left off after going all the way in the training hall’s locker room, like they were running the experiment over again to confirm the initial result. It was desperate sex, necessary sex, steam bursting out of a release valve only to start building up again on a timer. 
 
    It was rough concrete underneath them. Will’s knees chafed against the concrete as he pumped into her like a maniac, but he didn’t care in the slightest. Relic’s breathing was wild, but she was clearly working to keep her noises in check.  
 
    Which was hilarious, as her armband was sparking with so much blue energy that there was no way it wouldn’t draw the eye of anyone watching from the ground. He grabbed the edge of her cape and roughly wrapped her forearm in it as though he was tying her to a bed with handcuffs. 
 
    “LP!” she whispered. “Keep going! But… not inside! Just don’t stop yet!” 
 
    “I’m not going to stop,” he growled. “Not today. Not tomorrow. I love playing with you. I love you.” 
 
    “Oh God!” The fingers of Relic’s free hand dug into his back with superhuman strength. “Yes! Oh, oh… oh!” 
 
    He went faster, pulling on her shoulders for leverage, the cold night air contrasting against her hot body underneath him. He pushed as deep as he could go with each thrust, dimly aware that he couldn’t come inside her, no matter what. 
 
    The armband suddenly surged with blue light in the same moment Relic’s body tensed and then drooped backward, dazed and euphoric. He pushed her breasts together with his hands, lifting his body more upright. Taking a hold of the center of her chest piece, he pulled her back into him as he kept thrusting at a selfish angle, smiling at the dreamy, sex-addled expression on her face. 
 
    “There is a clasp,” she muttered. “On the side.” 
 
    She undid it before his eyes and lay back, clothed only in her cape and mask and otherwise completely naked. The sight of her like that, strangely, brought him back to his days in prison, the way so many of the prisoners had treated her and other famous heroines as fodder for their jerk off fantasies. 
 
    “Jesus,” he groaned. “Jess!” 
 
    He barely remembered to pull out, letting his seed spurt out onto her stomach and tits. Relic had a pleased smile on her face and took hold of his cock, milking out the last few pearls before reaching for the bottom of her cape to clean up the mess. 
 
    They lay there together on the roof, with the wind as their only witness. Will didn’t feel confused, not in the way he so often did. He hugged her, understanding that even the most complicated, twisted version of love could still feel simple and raw when it came on hard enough. 
 
    “Well,” whispered Relic. “I’m glad we cleared that up.” 
 
    Will chuckled and ran a hand along one of her arms. “Yeah. Totally clear.” 
 
    “We should probably head back before Rue and Avery send out a search party.” 
 
    “We should,” he said. “Let’s go.” 
 
    They put their costumes on and walked back to Jerrigan Hall hand in hand. 
 
    

  

 
   
    PART THREE: FULL CIRCLE 
 
   



 

 CHAPTER 38 
 
      
 
    Will stood atop the steps of an ancient temple, looking out across an empty Sumerian city. His side hurt, and as he touched his robes, his fingers came back stained with red. The pain was real and compelling, but the question raised, even more so. 
 
    He looked down and saw a dull, s-shaped dagger on the ground in front of him coated in blood. His blood. Someone was crying behind him, or off to the side. 
 
    “I will always take responsibility,” whispered a familiar, feminine voice. 
 
    A hand reached out to pick the blade back up, and the sun glinted off the edge of a copper armband. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Heading out, LP?” asked Jess. “I packed you a lunch.” 
 
    It was the next morning, and it was still early, the sky outside a collage of purple and promises. Will felt less than half awake, still coming back to reality through the veil of strange dreams and restless sleep. 
 
    “Thanks.” He forced a smile as she passed him the Tupperware container and kissed her on the cheek. “I have a suspicion Zone might have something planned for us today. Might be back a little late.” 
 
    “Let me know if you are,” called Avery, from the couch. “I have some team stuff to run by you.” 
 
    “I will.” He leaned over on his way past and kissed Avery on the lips.  
 
    Rue was waiting for him by the door. She usually insisted on them leaving separately, a defense mechanism to mitigate the awkwardness of having her brother as a teacher at her school. 
 
    “You and Avery keep forgetting that I’m going to be on your team, too,” she said, pouting a little. 
 
    “Are you going to be?” Will smiled and nudged the side of his hips into her. “Because I seem to recall you presenting it to us as a way of having an excuse to ward off the other recruiters.” 
 
    “Which did work, by the way.” Rue shrugged. “I’m just saying. I’d like to be in the loop when it comes to some decisions if I’m going to be part of the Scarlet Squadron.” 
 
    “You will be, Cammie,” called Avery. “Relax. You can join the conversation tonight. I just figured you’d be busy running around with your friends, Ms. Popular.” 
 
    Rue pouted in the face of the jibe. “Excuse me for fitting in for once in my life.” 
 
    “Come on, let’s move,” said Will. “I have to get to class before my students.” 
 
    They walked together, not holding hands, not overly close, but in perfect sync. They stopped at the corner of the building as Rue spied two of her friends waiting by the double doors. 
 
    “I’ll split off here,” she said. “See you tonight?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    She didn’t kiss him, but somehow, the smile she flashed hit him just as deeply. He had to rush to get to his classroom with sufficient buffer time ahead of his students, but his early morning felt like it’d been worth every second. 
 
    Zone was waiting for him, ahead of both teacher and students. Will chuckled as he put his lunch away in the drawer of his desk. 
 
    “Called it,” he said. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Nothing.” Will kicked back against his desk and folded his arms. “What’s the agenda today, Headmaster?” 
 
    “Another practical exam,” said Zone. “Perhaps the last for you as a full class, depending on how quickly your students assimilate into their new teams.” 
 
    “Nice. I’m actually excited to see how these guys do. They’ve leveled up a lot recently.” 
 
    “There’s something else,” said Zone. “It’s going to be a foray into one of the cities affected by the recent breaches. Your old city, in fact. I took your request to heart, Instructor.” 
 
    “Ah.” Will nodded, frowning a bit despite trying not to. “Well, better late than never, I suppose.” 
 
    “It stuck in my mind after you mentioned it,” said Zone. “I thought it might be a good way of giving you and your students a sense of closure before moving on to the next chapter with your new teams. I’m not without empathy for your plight.” 
 
    “I can see that.” 
 
    “You don’t seem excited?” 
 
    “I am, for sure, I just…” He shook his head. “Never mind. Can I get a preview of our objective, or is that still withheld until the moment of departure?” 
 
    “You’ll know soon enough,” said Zone. “I’ll be back in an hour or so. I advise you to give your students an easy warmup and get them into costume.” 
 
    Will did just that, only explaining that they had a practical exam and leaving out the extra detail of where they’d be going. He went back to Jerrigan Hall grab his own costume, slipping by Avery and missing Jess, who was out.  
 
    He still kept the fact that he was going on a field trip back to Lancaster City to himself, not wanting to worry anyone else unnecessarily. There were too many different emotions tied up around their old home, and that made him as wary of their reactions as whatever danger he might end up facing. 
 
    Joining up with his students in the training hall, Will ran them through some basic stretches and partner warmups. Zone arrived at the turn of the hour, smiling as he led them out to the transfer building. 
 
    “Your practical exam will be taking place in Lancaster City,” the headmaster explained. “I picked it not only because it’s perfect to prepare for what you’ll be facing in the world to come, but because I know several of you hail from there originally.” 
 
    Bloodfeud and Physique glanced at each other, both reaching to hold each other’s hand. 
 
    “Your objective will be to trek through the city to the old Second Advent church,” said Zone. “The original evacuation was very sudden, as I can attest to. You will be searching the remains of the building for any official Second Advent documents that may have been left behind.” 
 
    “Anything in particular?” asked Will. 
 
    “Anything you find,” said Zone. “It more than likely won’t be much, given the damage to the building. We’re just helping the church cover its bases.” 
 
    Will nodded slowly. “Can I address my students before we set off?” 
 
    “I would recommend it.” The headmaster took a step back, giving Will room to instruct. 
 
    He took a second to consider his words, or more accurately, who he was really talking to. 
 
    “We’re heading into a city that’s been through hell,” he said. “The situation is going to demand us to not just be on guard, but work together as a class. As a team, really. I don’t want us to have another New York, with half the class running off on a whim and rushing into danger. 
 
    “This is one of those times where the line between training and actual field work begins to blur. Following orders might make the difference between life and death today. That’s not an exaggeration. Are we clear?” 
 
    “Yes, Instructor!” boomed six voices as one. 
 
    Will nodded to Zone and turned to pass through the entrance of the transfer building, letting his cape flip to the other side of his shoulder. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 39 
 
      
 
    Zone’s teleportation was the usual mix of vertigo and stomach-churning discomfort. Will heard several of his students groaning as they emerged into the dusty darkness on the other side.  
 
    “Here we are,” said Zone. “The door is just in front of you, Instructor Lockpick. I will return to this same building to bring you and your class back to Lancaster City in four hours. That should be plenty of time to complete your objective.” 
 
    Will took a couple of steps and fumbled in the dark until he found the door handle. “We’ll be here.” 
 
    He pulled open the entry to the outside world, narrowing his eyes against the sun’s glare. They were within the same community center Zone had used for the initial evacuation, which immediately let him orient himself within the greater city. 
 
    It also had the unfortunate effect of letting Will instantly compare the scene from that perspective against what he remembered from the snapshot he still had in his mind. It was somehow even more depressing than his recent freeform jaunt through Lancaster City with Mist. 
 
    Well, that was because you had Mist with you, he thought. Hard to be depressed around her energy. 
 
    Bloodfeud and Physique, both Lancaster City natives, were in the midst of their own homecoming. Physique’s breathing was uneven, and she turned away from everyone else, one hand quickly brushing over her face. Bloodfeud’s expression was an odd mixture of anger and anticipation, deep emotions that Will suspected he’d have to address in the near future. 
 
    “This was your city?” asked Max. “Holy shit. It’s fucking leveled.” 
 
    “Hey!” snapped Bloodfeud.  
 
    “Easy,” said Will. 
 
    “I don’t mean anything by it,” said Max. “Relax. I just… didn’t realize. You guys must have gone through hell getting out.” 
 
    “Remember, Instructor,” called Zone from inside. “Four hours. I’d suggest setting a timer.” 
 
    “We’re all going to set a timer,” said Will. “If for whatever reason you end up separated from the group, just get back here around the designated time.” 
 
    He looked directly at Bloodfeud as he spoke, who, to his credit, didn’t look away, and even nodded as Will punctuated his point. 
 
    “How much of the world is in this state?” asked Daydream. “After seeing New York, and now this… I feel as though I’ve been insulated from the true extent of the damage.” 
 
    “This is why you’ll all be joining teams,” said Will. “This is what you’ll be fighting to prevent. I suppose you could call this a teaching moment. We have to all strive to do our best, because every city is a single attack away from ending up like this. I called this place home once.” 
 
    “I still call it home,” said Bloodfeud. 
 
    Will exhaled through his nostrils and shook his head with small motions. “There’s no point in wasting time. The church is about a mile and a half away from here. That’s further than it sounds, given some of the streets are likely going to be impassable, and others are going to be brimming with monsters. Is everyone ready?” 
 
    He saw them nod, looking at each other as much as him. Superficially, they looked as ready as they ever could be, each of them in costume, trained and athletic, coming into the prime of their lives.  
 
    Will’s question was directed at what lay underneath that. They were still untested, aside from Bloodfeud, who’d fought alongside him in New York. Battling through a city filled with mutants was different from training at the academy, or even helping face off against an abomination, more unpredictable and chaotic. 
 
    “Bloodfeud,” he said. “You’re up front with me. Physique, Max, I want you to take up the rear. Klash, you’re going to be the center square. Scan the area constantly and use your power the instant you see trouble. Daydream, Physique, stay close to him and act as support heroes.” 
 
    They fell into position, and Will began leading them down across the parking lot. It was filled with cars, people who’d shown up with no other choice but to leave their vehicles behind during the evacuation. There were so many cars that it created a disconnect, left him expecting to hear the noise of an event nearby, or see pedestrians walking en mass along the street. 
 
    The city around the evacuation zone was an absolute mess, worse than most of what Will had seen during his last visit with Mist. A flipped car was surrounding by a pool of spilled oil, gasoline, and blood, bodies clearly still inside and actively decaying, judging from the flies swarming in and out of the deformed windows. 
 
    A building collapse blocked off the first street they attempted to go down. They doubled back, trying an alleyway only to find that someone had gated and locked it and put up a sign that said “FUCK OFF.” 
 
    “People don’t act rationally during these sorts of crises,” said Will. “A large part of your job as a hero oftentimes is just going door to door during a disaster and doing your best to calm people down and get them to go to safety. To get out of the way, really.” 
 
    He pulled out his lockpick and opened the gate easily enough. The street on the other side of the alley was more open, at least for a few hundred feet. He waited for his students to fall back into place before continuing. They’d gone quiet, and he could understand why. 
 
    In truth, he was just as anxious as they were, though for different reasons. One advantage of being alone during a trek through danger, or with someone like Mist who could easily retreat, was that he’d only had to worry about himself. There was so much more at stake with his students in tow, each of them a potential point of failure, an extra person to be accountable for during a moment of chaos. 
 
    Glass crunched within the interior of a corner store as they approached the next intersection. Will raised a hand, drawing his group to a stop. He crept forward a few feet, ears alert, scanning not just the source of the noise but the rest of the surrounding area. 
 
    A large, dark-furred mutant surged out of the store’s darkness, letting out a low, rumbling snarl. It was a massive mixture of claws, fangs, and corded muscle, a four-hundred-pound maneater with all the characteristics of a large predator. 
 
    It pounced toward them, but immediately staggered as Klash used his power to unbalance its legs. Will fell into a combat stance, lockpick at the ready. 
 
    “Max, Physique,” he shouted. “Move in to attack, but focus on speed. Only strike when its attention is turned away from you.” 
 
    They rushed forward, moving so quickly that they were just blurs in motion. Max feinted, giving Physique a chance to land a hard kick across the mutant’s snout. Hard enough to draw a small trickle of blood. 
 
    “That’s you,” said Will, nodding to Bloodfeud. 
 
    Bloodfeud yanked a hand upward, and the monster’s head jerked as though caught by a fishing hook. Max and Physique delivered several crushing blows, doing enough damage to cripple the beast. Will felt strange as he strode forward with his lockpick to finish it off, as though he’d just won a chess match rather than a fight against a bloodthirsty opponent. 
 
    A single quick slash across the neck was all it took. He cleaned his weapon off on the monster’s fur as his class fell back into formation, everyone listening carefully to the surrounding area, scanning for any further threats nearby. 
 
    “Will there be more of them?” asked Pasithea. 
 
    “What do you think, princess?” snapped Max. 
 
    “Relax,” said Will. “We’ll deal with them as they come. I have a lot of experience against mutants. They’re a threat, but not an insurmountable one if we stay on our toes.” 
 
    “Instructor!” Klash jabbed a finger at a nearby building with boarded up windows and a heavy, barbed-wire-wrapped barricade in front of the door. 
 
    Expecting another mutant, Will motioned for his class to creep forward slowly. It was an old woman who poked her head out of the second-floor window, however, with a young girl peering through under the curve of her armpit. 
 
    “Yeah, we had to take care around that one these last few days,” she called. “Thank you!” 
 
    “Uh.” Will furrowed his brow, glancing around some more. “You’re welcome.” 
 
    “CA must be serious if they’re giving you power boys costumes,” said the woman. 
 
    “They’re the Power Realists, Gramma,” said the little girl. 
 
    “That’s what I said!” 
 
    Will shook his head and held up a finger. “Actually, we’re not—” 
 
    “And thanks for the food!” shouted the woman. “Barely scraping by as it is. Those military dried things are… well, they vary a great deal in taste. But at least I know they’ll stay good!” 
 
    “You’re welcome, ma’am,” said Bloodfeud. “We do what we can.” 
 
    The woman cackled with laughter, for whatever reason, and closed her rather heavy-duty window shutter. Will narrowed his eyes at Bloodfeud, not at all liking the feel of the reply he’d offered. 
 
    “Power Realists?” asked Klash. “The hell?” 
 
    “They’re some kind of prison gang,” said Pasithea. 
 
    “Have you not been keeping up with the news?” asked Daydream. “They were involved in that big prison break. And they’re not just a gang, they’re super supremacists. At least that’s what I heard.” 
 
    She crossed her arms and frowned at the window the woman had been leaning out of in the same manner Will had seen her frown at hard test questions. 
 
    “Look, the situation is dire here in Lancaster City,” he said. “People take help from wherever they can get it. That doesn’t mean they aren’t seriously dangerous people.” 
 
    “Weren’t they deputized by the CA?” asked Physique. “Um… maybe I’m thinking of a different gang?” 
 
    “No, you’re not,” said Will, with a sigh. 
 
    “I heard that too,” said Daydream. “It’s ridiculous. They’re basically a hate group.” 
 
    “Hey!” snapped Bloodfeud. “That’s not what they’re about. It’s more complicated!” 
 
    “It is,” admitted Will. “But not in a good way. Look, they’re not why we’re here. We have an objective totally separate from them and, with any luck, we won’t even veer into their side of the city. Let’s get moving.” 
 
    He saw Bloodfeud immediately start sulking and knew it was a problem that would come to a head, likely before they even reached the halfway point to the church. He could see it, and he understood it. 
 
    Somewhere deep inside Will, nestled in between the seeds of old grudges and revenge, was the impulse to throw everything he’d just said out and go on a hunt. Finish it, once and for all. 
 
    You’ve matured, he thought. You know it’s just a childish fantasy at this point. 
 
    “Let’s switch up the formation,” he said. “Physique, you’re a Lancaster City native. Do you remember where the Second Advent church was?” 
 
    “Of course,” she said. 
 
    “Take point. Max, Klash, I want you on the sides. Bloodfeud and I will bring up the rear.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 40 
 
      
 
    The road was blocked ahead of them. Two eighteen-wheelers had crashed in the worst possible way, and while doubling back was an option, it would have been a lengthy one. Will let his students digest the problem, only chiming in to confirm that their approach was workable. 
 
    “We go over,” said Max. “Physique and I can pull down that piece of metal box frame and set it up as a ramp, I bet.” 
 
    “It could work,” said Physique. 
 
    They both looked at Will, and he nodded and said, “Do it.” 
 
    He was still in the back of the group with Bloodfeud, a deliberate pairing. He could practically sense the gears working in the young man’s head, or rather, trying to turn and catching on reality. 
 
    “You asked Zone to bring us back here, didn’t you?” asked Bloodfeud. 
 
    “I did.” 
 
    “Why did you use this as bait to get me to join your team then?” snapped Bloodfeud. “How is that fair? You manipulated me!” 
 
    “Zone told me no when I asked him,” said Will. 
 
    Bloodfeud made an annoyed noise and shook his head. “If I’d have known we were already scheduled to come back here when you asked…” 
 
    “You can finish that sentence if you want,” said Will. “You know what I would have done if I’d known that Zone was going to provide me with a chance to bring you back here, a chance to give you what you were blackmailing me for?” 
 
    Bloodfeud frowned and gave a small shake of his head. 
 
    “I would have asked you to join my team anyway.” Will smiled and clapped him on the shoulder. “Don’t overthink this. You’re getting what you wanted.” 
 
    The makeshift metal ramp worked like a charm, aside from the unavoidable metallic tings that sounded off each of their footsteps. Will dropped down from the top of the upturned truck trailer and frowned, sensing movement in the surrounding area. 
 
    “Get ready!” he said. “We’ve been heard.” 
 
    A chorus of aggressive howls and snarls come from the intersection ahead of them in both directions. They had time to reorient themselves with the more support-minded members of the class in back before the mutants rounded the corner, a dozen strong and each a threat in their own right. 
 
    They were mutant coyotes, or had begun their lives as such. Each was a fair bit larger than a full-grown mastiff and weighted differently, long, spindly legs and massive mouths bristling with razor teeth. They were each red and black in color, not from the natural tone of their fur, but significant amounts of matted blood and refuse. 
 
    “Wait for them to engage, but don’t let them surround us!” he shouted. “Klash, staggering them is on you.” 
 
    “Got it.” 
 
    “Daydream, play around a bit,” he said. 
 
    “I’ll see what I can do!” 
 
    Will took a step forward, forming a wall with Max and Physique. The monsters charged as a group, and he knew this was the real test they’d been studying for. A test of nerves and resolve, performance under pressure. 
 
    Klash grunted with exertion as he used his power, staggering the entire group of predators so badly that the front two toppled in a rolling heap to land at Will’s feet. He stabbed one through the neck with his lockpick. Max delivered a hideous, but extremely effectively head stomp to the other. 
 
    The rest of the mutants had regained their balance and resumed their approach. Daydream sucked in a breath, deep in concentration, and the entire group of monsters seemed to lose focus in the same instant. They snapped their teeth and hissed, some of them attacking each other, while others surged into thin air. 
 
    “Bloodfeud,” said Will. 
 
    Vines of blood slid out from the monsters Will and Max had just dropped, wrapping around the legs of close to half of their remaining enemies. Will nodded to Max and Physique, and the three of them started forward to finish the job. 
 
    Heavy footsteps against thin metal echoed from behind them. Will only had time to spare a single glance in that direction. Two more mutants, massive hulking bearish things, were rushing his class from behind.  
 
    “Klash!” He only had time to shout and point as the coyotes began to regain their equilibrium. He slashed at one, missed, and yanked his hand back to avoid the guillotine of teeth that clamped down in its wake. 
 
    Even if he’d wanted to keep giving them specific orders, directing the battle like a team captain, the chaos had become too loud for him to shout over. He sank into his own vicious instincts, separating legs and snouts from bodies like a butcher in the backroom.  
 
    He saw Klash fling himself into a massive monster that had been about to rush into Daydream and Pasithea. It reared onto its back legs, readying itself to smear the dreadlocked teenager into the cement. A nearby corpse suddenly sprouted a punji stick of blood, skewering the monster through its underside and adding to the mess on the ground. 
 
    He turned back toward where Max and Physique were holding the front line. They were pressed on all sides, but leaning into their speed advantage, turning the battle into a game of tag weighted in their favor.  
 
    Will engaged with the other big monster attacking them from behind, dodging a massive paw strike before slashing it across one arm. The appendage hung limp, dangling by a string of skin he hadn’t quite cut through. He stabbed it in the neck and twisted his lockpick around, finishing the kill. 
 
    He searched for a new opponent, but the battle was already coming to an end. His students slowly fell back into formation as Bloodfeud used his spears to put the last few monsters out of their misery. 
 
    It was a moment out of a dream, a moment Will hadn’t even imagined his class would ever reach. He realized, all at once, that they trusted him and he fully reciprocated that trust. A smile snuck onto his face that he had to reel in, a smile born of the absurd amount of pride he had for each of them.  
 
    It’s going to go to their heads if you let them see it, he thought. 
 
    “Any injuries?” he asked. 
 
    “I sprained one of my fingers in a punch,” said Max. 
 
    “I got sweat in my eye,” said Pasithea. “Does that count?” 
 
    She tugged at the front of her costume as Will glanced her way, briefly flashing him something that looked way too much like a hint of nipple. He brought up a hand in a blinder motion against the side of his eye and heard her giggle at her own antics. 
 
    “Let’s keep moving,” he said. “We made a lot of noise, and noise attracts trouble.” 
 
    They continued on their way, weaving from street to street along a path more akin to a meandering river than a normal pedestrian route. It took them about half an hour more to approach the church, which still put them well ahead of schedule. 
 
    The Second Advent’s Lancaster City chapter was in surprisingly good shape compared to the surrounding area, which was lukewarm praise, at best. The roof was partially collapsed, and the side building where the clergy had bunked was entirely burned out. The wreckage of a car partially blocked the main entrance, but other than that, the church was still standing, still traversable. 
 
    “We can’t be sure of what’s in there, but in all likelihood, the larger threat is going to come from outside,” said Will. “Max and Klash, I want you both to stand guard at the door.” 
 
    “What?” snapped Max. “Why can’t we go inside?” 
 
    Will shook his head and raised an arm to gesture at the obvious. “It’s a church. Trust me. You’re not missing out on much. Physique, I want you in back. Bloodfeud, up front with me. Pasithea, Daydream, stay close.” 
 
    He carefully navigated the lump of twisted metal in front of the door and pushed his way into the main aisle that ran between rows of pews. All of the once beautiful stained-glass windows had been smashed out except for one, which depicted Jesus passing a chalice to one of his disciples. 
 
    Memories washed over Will, from the time he’d snuck into the church after hours, to church with Jess and Rue and Avery, to meetings with the Drifters and Father Darkeye back when there’d still been a city left to protect. He walked slowly, boots crunching over broken glass, and headed for the backroom where he assumed the files they were looking for would be. 
 
    Bloodfeud entered the room just ahead of him and immediately shook his head. “It’s already been stripped.” 
 
    “That doesn’t make any sense,” muttered Will. “Who would want a bunch of church documents? This isn’t worthwhile information to anyone but the Second Advent.” 
 
    “Incoming!” shouted Klash, from outside. “Instructor Lockpick! We’ve got some guys on bikes coming this way!” 
 
    He nodded to his students, and they all filed back out of the church. Will arrived just in time to put himself in front of the group as three men on dirt bikes slowed to a stop in an open section of the destroyed parking lot. He recognized the one in the lead, which was beyond unfortunate. 
 
    “It’s been a while, Pick,” called Bonespur. “I wish I could say it’s good to see you again… but it’s not.” 
 
    Bonespur had grown his mop top of hair out, and it made him look rather unkempt when combined with his black leather jacket and dirty jeans. He was a different man than the one Will remembered, no longer the redheaded runt who’d taken to clinging to Despot’s coattails on the first day of his imprisonment. 
 
    Will presumed that he was now Despot’s right-hand man, with Glass dead. He tried to remember the last time he’d actually spoken to him as Pick, as opposed to as Decay, and found that he couldn’t. There was still a significant amount of animosity between them, but not as much as there could have been, were all the cards on the table.  
 
    “Bonespur,” he said, smiling with dark humor. “It certainly has been a while. I see you’re still rocking your little dirt bike. It suits you.” 
 
    “Are you sure it’s a good idea to pick a fight with me while in the middle of a babysitting gig?”  
 
    Max let out a huff and tried to take a step forward. Will extended an arm, stopping him in his tracks, but the shift in his attention left a gap for Bloodfeud to move into the open. 
 
    “Yo,” said Bloodfeud. “Bonespur. How’ve things been around town?” 
 
    “Holy shit, I know that voice.” Bonespur chuckled and leaned forward on his handlebars. “Bloodfeud! Our CA rep mentioned that Pick would be coming through with his students, but I had no idea that you were one of them. Thought you were dead.” 
 
    “Nah, just… you know.” Bloodfeud shrugged. “Looking out for my sister.” 
 
    “You’re not here to talk to him,” Will told Bonespur. “You’re here to talk to me.” 
 
    He was annoyed, and that fed into numerous points of frustration. The apparent fact that the Power Realists had been deputized by the CA was already patently absurd. Discovering that they’d been given advance notice of his class’s practical exam was beyond infuriating. Still, he couldn’t let it show, as much for his own ego as to project strength. 
 
    “Yeah, because I just love talking to you so much, Pick,” said Bonespur, shaking his head. “You came for some files which, as it happens, we’ve been keeping safe. When I say we, I of course mean Despot, Father Darkeye, and Blackwing, our CA rep.” 
 
    “Father Darkeye is here?” Will resisted the urge to scowl, but only just. 
 
    “He came back to aid in the humanitarian effort here in the city,” said Bonespur. “He fell in with us immediately, as everyone else just sort of ducked and ran when the trouble started. Pretty cowardly, I think, to abandon the people who were stuck here for whatever reason. Running away instead of standing your ground.” 
 
    “I had to protect my sister!” snapped Bloodfeud. 
 
    Will touched his shoulder, holding him back as much as calming him down. Bloodfeud’s outburst actually made it easier for him to keep his own cool, a reminder of his role as a teacher. 
 
    “I’m not here to goad either of you, though it is fun,” said Bonespur. “We have what you’re looking for, and we’re fine with turning it over to you. The papers are basically useless to us, and Father Darkeye would be fine with letting you run them home to the CA to pass on to the church’s archives.” 
 
    “What’s the catch?” asked Will. 
 
    “The catch is if we don’t make the offer, our CA rep is going to get on our ass,” said Bonespur. “The catch is, you have to come into our neighborhood to get them. The catch, the real catch, Pick, is that Despot will want to talk to you if you do have the balls to show up, and we both know you’re terrified of him.” 
 
    Will took a step forward, staring into Bonespur’s eyes, threatening as much as fuming. He felt his students react to the tension, especially Bloodfeud, who also took a step, probably more to put himself in place to pull him back if needed than in anticipation of a fight. 
 
    Bonespur knew that he could needle him without repercussion. Instructor Lockpick, surrounded by his young, impressionable charges. He couldn’t do anything rash, but he didn’t want to back down. Whether it was arrogance, or the need for closure, or simply a desire to make sure his students passed their practical exam, he knew there was only one way forward. 
 
    Your ego is pulling your strings, he thought. You don’t even care if this is a trap. No… part of you wants it to be one. 
 
    “I’ll get the files,” said Will. “Why don’t you run ahead and let your master know that he should get them ready for me?” 
 
    Bonespur spat on the ground and eyed him and his students one last time. “Good to see you haven’t changed, Pick. Your students got the luck of the draw, that’s for sure.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 41 
 
      
 
    “I don’t see what the big deal is,” said Max. “They said they had the files. Just go get them and come back. Simple enough.” 
 
    “Are you an idiot, or something?” asked Pasithea. “Instructor Lockpick obviously has history with them. This reeks of a trap.” 
 
    “He kept calling you Pick,” said Daydream. “Was that your nickname at some point? Anyway, I agree with Pasithea. They’re a bunch of unpredictable racists.” 
 
    “That is the stupidest thing you have ever said,” muttered Bloodfeud. “Recognizing that there are differences between people with powers and people without them is nothing like—” 
 
    “Enough.” Will ran a hand through his hair. “This isn’t a group decision, and we’re not going to have discussion time right now. I’m going to send you all back to the pickup point. I’ll go and get the files by myself and meet you there.” 
 
    Several of his students immediately tried to argue against the arrangement, voices overlapping into a cascade of dissent. He was already thinking through his approach. The Power Realists had expanded their wall around the junkyard, meaning he’d be inside what amounted to their inner territory for even longer. He knew some of the layout, but time had passed, things had likely changed. 
 
    “He is our instructor!” boomed Physique. “If he gives an order, we obey it! It’s just like being on a team. Get used to it!” 
 
    “You don’t have all of the details!” Bloodfeud jabbed a finger into her face. “This is between me and Pick! No offense, but stay out of it!” 
 
    “Excuse me?” snapped Physique. “What’s gotten into you? Francisco…?” 
 
    “Quiet!” shouted Will. He seized Bloodfeud’s arm and pulled him off for a sidebar. “You have thirty seconds to ask what I know you’re about to ask and make your case.” 
 
    “Okay.” Bloodfeud hesitated, perhaps caught off guard by Will’s frankness. “Alright. Look… I guess all I want to say is that you kind of owe me this. I was your friend before I was your student. At least I thought I was. I mean, I am your student too. I’ve learned stuff from you, but what I mean is…” 
 
    “Fifteen seconds,” said Will. 
 
    “I need this!” snapped Bloodfeud. “You owe me this. This isn’t a favor, this is more basic! This is just trust. Haven’t I earned that by now? I didn’t tell anyone what I know about who you really are. I even covered for you! Goddammit, I had your back against Glass! Galaxy Maiden!” 
 
     “You did,” said Will, holding up a hand to ease down Bloodfeud’s volume. “To be honest, this is that kind of situation. You heard Bonespur, maybe not what he said, but how he said it. That smirking, shit-eating tone. This is going to be a trap. I don’t know how it’s going to play out, but I’m sure of it.” 
 
    “You can’t be sure of that! You’re not thinking clearly. I’m not talking about you, really, but…” Bloodfeud swore and glanced at the other students, making sure they were still out of earshot. “You’re thinking like Decay. You have to separate that out. To Bonespur and Despot, you’re still just Pick. Think about how much has changed. It’s ancient history.” 
 
    “You don’t know them like I do,” muttered Will. 
 
    “Maybe not, but you promised me this. You owe me this. I’m not running away to join up with them again, I fucking swear on my mother’s grave. I still have my sister to look out for. I just need… to see what’s going on with them. Figure some things out for myself.” 
 
    “Some things you don’t figure out, Francisco. You just get infected by them. One day, you’ll know what I mean by that. Maybe one day soon.” 
 
    “I know enough already,” said Bloodfeud. “I’m hearing what you’re trying to tell me, Pick. Seriously, though. This should be my decision to make. And let’s be honest — you could use someone watching your back in there. It should be me, just like I had your back with Glass and Galaxy Maiden. You’re my friend, like, my realest friend in the world.” 
 
    Will let out a tired sigh. “Were you aiming for that pun?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    He shook his head. “…Fine. You can come along, Bloodfeud. But you have to promise me that you will follow my lead.” 
 
    He enunciated those last three words with a fair amount of grit and was satisfied with the way Bloodfeud nodded with seriousness. He walked back over to his other students, who were whispering amongst themselves, uncertainty plain and obvious in their expressions. 
 
    “Francisco and I are going to retrieve the documents,” he said. “The rest of you are going to make your way back to the community center where Zone will be picking us up. Any questions?” 
 
    Physique’s hand shot up, though she was glaring at Bloodfeud rather than Will. He called on her, though he knew it was a mistake. 
 
    “Why?” she shouted. “This is stupid! You’re going to take him, and just him, and send the rest of us back to twiddle our thumbs?” 
 
    “What happened to we should listen to our instructor?” asked Bloodfeud, mockingly. 
 
    “Fuck you!” Physique stomped toward him. “You… you’re so stupid!” 
 
    Max grabbed her by the shoulders and held her back. “Easy there. Take a breath.” 
 
    “Francisco!” shouted Physique. “You promised me!” 
 
    “I’m coming back!” Bloodfeud shouted in her face. “Come on. I’m not an idiot, okay? Would you just relax and trust me?” 
 
    “Everybody just needs to calm down,” said Will. “This is still a practical exam. Bloodfeud and I both have experience with the Power Realists. It might not seem like it, but this is the best approach for us to achieve our objective. That’s what we all want. Alright?” 
 
    “Are you implying you’re both, um, associated with this group?” asked Daydream. 
 
    “No!” he snapped. 
 
    “Yeah,” said Bloodfeud, at the same time. 
 
    Will took a breath and silently reminded himself that his students were only curious because they cared. “Bloodfeud was a member of their gang, in the past. I… knew some of these guys in prison.” 
 
    Close enough. 
 
    “Do you really think it’s a good idea for us to just head back on our own?” asked Klash. 
 
    “That depends on whether you think you’re up for it,” said Will. “I might be the instructor. I might have the authority here. But if you aren’t comfortable retracing those steps on your own, we’ll all just go back together. Even if it means not completing the exam.” 
 
    Presenting it to them as a binary, win-lose situation seemed to reinvigorate his class. He saw them all nod, and while the concern and unease were still there, their posture had undergone a subtle shift. They were heroes making hard choices, not students being ordered about. 
 
    “We can handle it,” said Pasithea. “Right? We’ll go back and keep that area secure. You just come back to us safe, Instructor.” 
 
    She stepped forward and kissed him on the cheek, catching him before he could stiff-arm her as he usually would. 
 
    Careful, he thought. She’s not going to be your student for that much longer. 
 
    “Alright,” he said. “Let’s all get moving. Go slow, and don’t be afraid to deviate from the plan if you encounter anything that feels off. Trust your instincts. Trust your creativity.” 
 
    “We will,” said Max. 
 
    Will glanced at Bloodfeud, who nodded, and the class split off into two groups. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 42 
 
      
 
    Will and Bloodfeud traveled fast. They had no real other choice, as the junkyard was on the other side of the city. Traveling at the same speed they had with the full class would have forced them to cut things close, time-wise. 
 
    The nearer they drew to the base of the Power Realists, the safer the area seemed to become. There were hints of active inhabitation, little things. Bits of discarded food that had been tossed out a window. Slop stains from… other sorts of refuse that had obviously been dumped after the collective failure of the city’s plumbing. Even notes taped to doors that read “HELLO” or “KNOCK THRICE IF HUMAN.” 
 
    Bloodfeud treated each little discovery of life as a triumph, though he was obviously holding back his reaction. Will wished he could explain to him that none of it changed anything, not when the Power Realists were involved. It was like celebrating putting out a house fire when the house was infected by mold. 
 
    You can do good things and still be evil. 
 
    The wall of the junkyard had been extended, as Will had seen on his last visit. It encompassed a larger section of the city, though the original wall still cordoned off what he assumed to be the main base of the Realists. 
 
    They weren’t at a gate when they reached the outer wall, and neither of them objected to simply scaling it and dropping down the other side. Here, there were people, men and women and even a few children. They stuck together in groups, still aware and smart enough to be cautious, but unlike every other inch of the city Will had seen, they at least felt comfortable enough to treat street level as a safe place.  
 
    Both still in costume, Will and Bloodfeud drew a fair amount of attention. He expected to be mobbed by people asking for help, demanding to know where the hell the CA was, why so many had been left to fend for themselves. Maybe he just wanted to know that. If anything, the people gave both him and Bloodfeud a wary berth, as though they represented potential trouble, rather than a stabilizing force. 
 
    Bloodfeud headed straight for the main gate leading into the junkyard. Will held him back, instead opting to bring them into a position where they could watch for a bit. He heard his student sigh and cross his arms. 
 
    “You’re being paranoid,” muttered Bloodfeud. “And even if you weren’t, they’ll already know we’re coming at this point. We’re better off not acting like we’re here to stir up trouble.” 
 
    “You don’t have to stir up trouble to end up with it,” muttered Will. 
 
    A voice shouted something from behind them, and then repeated it, this time loud enough to be audible. 
 
    “Lockpick,” called Father Darkeye. “Is that a new costume? It is so incredibly good to see you, after all this time.” 
 
    Will stared at the old priest, briefly unable to square his presence away with the rest of his interpretation of the situation. He looked much as he had the last time Will had seen him, still thin, still grey-haired, still dressed in a black cassock… still missing an arm, from the elbow down, though it seemed to have healed well. 
 
    “Father Darkeye.” He frowned and shook his head. “It’s good to see you too, but… what are you doing here?” 
 
    The priest furrowed his brow. “I still live here. I was briefly moved up to Montreal during the evacuation, but it made… a certain amount of sense for me to come back. This is where I’m needed.” 
 
    “He’s with the Second Advent, right?” asked Bloodfeud. “We’re here to recover some of the documents from your church.” 
 
    “Ah, yes,” said Father Darkeye. “I only made a passing stop through on my arrival. That area of the city is still rather dangerous. I didn’t think to grab any of my old folders. Saving people and artifacts of the church seemed more relevant, at the time. Perhaps Blackwing knows something about where they are?” 
 
    He waved a hand at someone who’d been watching from off to the side. Will was surprised to see another hero in costume jog over. 
 
    “These are the students who are here in the city on assignment, I take it?” asked Blackwing. His aesthetic was all midnight purple, and his mask had the somewhat inelegant addition of two horizontal wings jutting out from the face. 
 
    “I’m the instructor, this is my student,” said Will. 
 
    Blackwing nodded skeptically. “And the rest of your class? Did you just leave them unattended within the wild section of the city?” 
 
    “Do you know where these Second Advent documents are or not?” snapped Will. 
 
    “He means the ones within the church around the time of the breach,” said Father Darkeye.  
 
    “I’m aware of what he means,” said Blackwing. “Despot has them. If you’re asking where, specifically, they might be located, that’s not within my purview.” 
 
    “Fantastic,” said Will. “Thanks for the help.” 
 
    He turned and walked away from the two men deliberately, frustrated more by the fact that he may have misjudged the situation than his lack of progress. Bloodfeud was smiling as they approached the junkyard’s gate. 
 
    Gallop, wearing an eyepatch over one eye, stood within the parapet-style walkway above them. He squinted suspiciously down at them and waved a hand to someone else within the yard. 
 
    “Gallop,” called Bloodfeud, smiling. “Yo. It’s me. Bloodfeud.” 
 
    Gallop’s jaw dropped open and he shook his head. “Holy shit. You’re still alive?” 
 
    “I’m still alive,” said Bloodfeud. “I’m here as part of a class… thing. To get some documents.” 
 
    “You’re with Pick, then.” Gallop pointed a finger at Will, clearly only then recognizing him, though it was hard to tell whether it was because of the costume or his eyesight after taking a splash of acid back during Jess’s kidnapping. 
 
    “He’s with Pick,” said Will. “You clearly already knew I was coming. Now hurry the fuck up and follow your orders.” 
 
    “Fuck you.” Gallop tried to spit down on him, but the wind wasn’t cooperative. He waved his hand again, looking down at the ground within the junkyard. “Open the gate. But watch the one with the cape.” 
 
    The gate slid open not by strength of muscle, but with the help of some rigging powered by a generator. Will’s jaw tensed as he walked through, still expecting a trap, a trick, something.  
 
    What greeted him instead were familiar faces from another life. Tinkerbell, Tink, wore a thin spring dress and had grown out her hair, or at least used her power to make it appear long and voluminous. Tusk, the massive strongman who’d been an apparent late recruit to the gang, wore an open Hawaiian shirt and was carrying a set of golf clubs for some indiscernible reason. 
 
    Calling the Power Realists’ center of influence a junkyard felt inaccurate, given how much they’d overhauled it. There were fewer mangled and rusted out cars within their base than in the city outside it. Numerous vans and RVs and repurposed box trucks were parked and being used for habitation.  
 
    There were also a few examples of new construction, shack-like buildings made from recycled metal. Sections along the inner wall had been dug down to soil and turned into gardens, though not much was growing. 
 
    “No frigging way.” Tink took an uncertain step forward. “Francisco, is that you? Seriously?” 
 
    She grinned and ran forward, pulling him into a tight hug. Bloodfeud laughed and leaned her from side to side. She cupped his cheek as she pulled back. 
 
    “Boy, we thought you were dead!” she said. 
 
    “I heard,” said Bloodfeud. “Not dead. Just… looking out for my sister.” 
 
    “I feel you,” said Tink. “Good to have you back.” She finally turned her attention Will’s way, face flash-freezing over into coldness. “Pick.” 
 
    Looks like she still has fond memories of our last encounter, when I kidnapped her and held her at knifepoint. 
 
    “Tink,” he said. “I’m only here for one thing, and it’s not to make trouble.” 
 
    “Well, you best go handle that one thing, then,” she said, turning her nose up. “Francisco? Are you going too, or can I fawn over you for a bit more?” 
 
    Will glanced at his student and shrugged. 
 
    “Let me talk with Pick for a second,” said Bloodfeud. “I’ll be right over.” 
 
    She skipped off, and the fact that she was barefoot said so much about the junkyard’s evolution. Will crossed his arms and waited for Bloodfeud to speak his piece, surprised by how nervous he was about what it might entail. 
 
    “I’m coming back with you,” said Bloodfeud. “You know that, right?” 
 
    “Now that you’ve said it I do.” 
 
    “I have my sister, not to mention Physique.” He chuckled and shook his head. “Can you imagine how she’d react if I didn’t? She can already be wild enough when we’re… well, you know.” 
 
    “I don’t, and I don’t want to,” said Will, chuckling. 
 
    “I was so mad about not really getting the choice about whether to stay and be a part of this that I…” Bloodfeud brought his thumb to his mouth and bit at the nail. “I guess I never stopped to really think about what I would choose. Not just for me, but for everyone that needs me.” 
 
    “You’ve matured,” said Will. “Even in just the time I’ve had you as my student.” 
 
    “Maybe you’re just realizing how mature I’ve always been,” said Bloodfeud. “One question though. Am I allowed to drink on the job if it’s just one or two beers? I think they have some over there.” 
 
    “One, max,” said Will, rubbing his forehead. “We’re out of here literally as soon as those papers touch my hand.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 43 
 
      
 
    Bonespur had been watching Will, waiting just off to the side, since he’d first come through the gate. Will walked over to him and waved a hand, all but knowing what came next. 
 
    “He’s waiting for you,” said Bonespur. “I hope you’re ready.” 
 
    Ready for what? Will felt his heart pounding, despite how hard he was trying to stay calm, stay cool. 
 
    “Well, hurry up with it, then,” he snapped. “Don’t waste my time, Bonespur.” 
 
    “You’re forgetting where you are right now, Pick. Your time is whatever time we let you have. That’s not a threat, just reality.” 
 
    They stared each other down as hatefully as two men could. Bonespur shook his head and eventually began leading him toward a large RV near the center of the compound. He knocked on the door. 
 
    “Yeah?” called a familiar voice, from inside. 
 
    “He’s here.” 
 
    “Send him in.” 
 
    Bonespur opened the door and stepped out of the way. Will climbed into the RV, his heart rate reaching a new fevered pitch as he scanned the clean, relatively empty interior. It was spacious, with a large dinner table, a queen-size bed in back, a tiny bathroom-shower duo in one corner.  
 
    Despot, Jacob Miller, sat at the table with a tablet in front of him playing some TV show with loud gunshots. He turned the screen off and stood up as Will approached, smiling and more than anything, just looking tired.  
 
    He wore a suit jacket over a button-up shirt over jeans. His grey and black hair was cut short, beard cropped similarly close. His face had a full quality to it that almost seemed out of character, the reddish hue and slightly baggy chin that comes from eating well and living comfortably. 
 
    “Will,” said Despot. “How have you been?” 
 
    He reached forward for a handshake. Will folded his arms and gave the smallest shake of his head. 
 
    “Just get the files,” he said. 
 
    “It’s been a while. I know we didn’t part on the best of terms last time we encountered one another, but that was, well… a different time. A different place. For both of us.” 
 
    So much seemed to shift into view for Will upon hearing Despot’s voice again. He’d met the man about a month after Halberd’s death. Despot had basically been the first sympathetic ear he’d encountered, the first person to listen to what he had to say about what he’d been through in the time between running away and going to prison. He’d reminded him of Halberd, though he hadn’t realized it at a time. He’d slid into that same role as a father figure. 
 
    “We’re not doing this,” said Will. 
 
    “We’re a lot alike, you know,” said Despot. “Too stubborn to stop and consider we might be wrong, or the truth might be more toward the middle.” 
 
    Will said nothing for a couple of seconds, apparently long enough to set off Bonespur’s suspicions, as he opened the RV’s door and poked his head in. Despot scowled and waved him off. 
 
    “Goddammit, Pick. Just take a seat and act like a human being across from me for five minutes and I’ll give you those worthless fucking files, alright?” 
 
    He gestured to the seat across from him. Will let it screech petulantly as he pulled it out and sat down. 
 
    “Five minutes,” he said. 
 
    Despot tapped the table twice, reached over to a conveniently placed mini fridge, and pulled out a four-pack of craft beer still sealed in the cardboard. He extracted two beers and set one in front of each of them. 
 
    “Here,” said Despot. “It’s not poisoned, obviously. I think we both know if I was going to kill you, that wouldn’t be my approach.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t put it past you, especially now that you’ve preemptively denied it,” said Will. 
 
    “Jesus fucking Christ,” said Despot, with a sigh. “Forgive me for thinking that maybe, just maybe, it was worth trying to see if we could… I don’t know. Now that’s probably the truest thing I’ve said so far. I really don’t know what I expected from this meeting.” 
 
    Despot opened his beer with a hard pull on the tab. It frothed over onto the table and he swore and tried to quickly drink the excess. Will cracked his more carefully, relaxing a little, though he didn’t really want to. 
 
    He was still seething with hatred for this man, this manipulator. He remembered how neatly Despot had dressed up ideas that had amounted to enslaving the mundane population back in prison. Raping mundane women and using mundane men as pack animals to “build a better future.” This was that same man, regardless of how he looked or how he talked. 
 
    “We’ve been busy these past few months,” said Despot. “In some ways, it’s been easy. In other ways, it’s been hard. I would say that it’s preferable to the gang’s time out in the Exclusion Zone… Though I guess that’s technically where this will be, soon enough. Just waiting for the proclamation to come down from on high.” 
 
    “The proclamation, and your pardon,” said Will. “Yeah, I’m sure you’ll stick around and keep helping out once you’ve got what you want. I’m sure you won’t just pack up your followers and move to a major city.” 
 
    “Are you talking to me, or are you talking to yourself? I like this city, Pick. The people still left here like us, and we like that they like us, and we try to help them. Supers, mundane, there is a difference, never forget, but in times like this that difference is what lets you make a difference.” 
 
    “Whatever you say.” 
 
    Despot sighed and took another sip of his beer. “I hope you know I do respect you for having served your time. I know better than most that you could have, shall we say, cut and run. Nobody would have been able to stop you. Not right away, at least.” 
 
    “It’s called having integrity.” 
 
    “So many things I could say to that, but I won’t.” Despot pointed to him with the index finger of the hand holding his beer. “At least not right now, that’s for sure. Instructor Lockpick. You know, I’ve not got a bad word to say about you making a run at teaching. You’ve got a lot you could teach. Lessons worth learning.” 
 
    “You know the most important thing I’ve taught them? That would be how to keep from making the same mistakes I did.” 
 
    “I think that’s good, Pick,” said Despot. “No, I think that’s great. Necessary, even.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m sure you do.” Will felt his contempt slipping out into his tone, into his posture, even the set of his eyes. 
 
    “You know what your problem is?” snapped Despot. “You’re so used to the world judging you, misunderstanding you, trying to turn you into some kind of cautionary story that you’ve started to believe it yourself. You’ve forgotten that you can still be seen. I see you. I’m seeing you right now.” 
 
    It was time to shout. Time to tell a presumptuous asshole to fuck off. Time to throw a punch, but more than anything, Will sensed it was time to go. He chugged his beer with a couple of unnecessary sips and set the empty can down hard. 
 
    “Nice talk,” he said. “Now make with the church documents.” 
 
    Despot stared at him with such utter nonchalance that it seemed for a second that he actually hadn’t heard what Will had just said. He finally gave a small nod and stood up from the table. 
 
    “I said one beer, and I meant it.” Despot disappeared into the bedroom area, and the unmistakable sound of a file cabinet swinging open sounded from within. “Here you go. Have a nice life, Pick.” 
 
    He passed them over and began reaching into the box of beers, grabbing another, which he opened with his back turned. Will waited for a couple of seconds, unsure of what the new game was. It felt like the kind of moment Despot would spring a trap in, but nothing came. 
 
    He left the RV and began walking across the compound. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 44 
 
      
 
    Will was actively trying not to think about anything Despot had said, but it wasn’t as easy as simply deleting the encounter from his mind. He distracted himself by heading for the gate, searching out Bloodfeud on the way. 
 
    He found Tink, his eyes briefly meeting hers as he was swinging his gaze across the compound. She started toward him, and he knew he had to say something. 
 
    “Looking for Francisco?” she asked, before he could begin. “He already left.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Some tall girl in a costume showed up outside the gate and started demanding to see you both,” said Tink. “He went back with her, told me to tell you not to wait up.” 
 
    “Seriously?” Will exhaled through his teeth. Physique had been reluctant about letting them both run off to begin with, but it seemed out of character for her to openly defy his orders, especially now, with her about to join his team. 
 
    “It’s not like I could have stopped him,” said Tink. “Though I did think about it. There’s a lot more danger out there than in here, that’s for damn sure.” 
 
    “It is what it is,” muttered Will. “Hey… listen.” 
 
    Tink folded her arms and narrowed her eyes, but she didn’t stop him from proceeding. 
 
    “I’m sorry about the whole… taking you hostage thing.” He scratched the back of his head, feeling absurd. “I won’t make excuses for my reasoning at the time, which was desperate but valid. I shouldn’t have scared you like that. No hard feelings.” 
 
    “There’s feelings, Pick,” said Tink. “Maybe not hard ones, but definitely some. If you’re asking me if I still hold a grudge, well, I’ve learned there’s a time to hold them and a time to let them roll on by.” 
 
    “That’s fair.” 
 
    “Go find your students, Professor.” 
 
    “Instructor, but I will. See you around, Tink.” 
 
    He made his way out of the inner compound and through the walled off section of the city beyond it. The process dimly reminded him of the old, official exclusion fence, the feeling of stepping outside and preparing himself for attack from any angle. 
 
    No attacks came, however. For the most part, he simply retraced his steps, only veering down a new street when he reached the turn in between heading toward the church and heading back to the community center where Zone would be picking them up. 
 
    He did encounter a single mutant on the way, a hulking mammalian quadruped that hissed at him, but never attacked. It was as though it could sense that he wasn’t afraid and actively decided not to take the fight. 
 
    The community center looked empty from a distance… and emptier up close. Will’s heart began beating at double speed as he spun around in the parking lot, searching for any sign of them. They would have had plenty of time to get back, even Bloodfeud and Physique, if they’d left before he had. 
 
    His concern began verging on horror as he thought about the kind of catastrophe it would take for two separate groups of his students to be thrown off course, at best… or killed, at worst. It had been his idea for them to split up, his idea to leave them on their own, his idea to— 
 
    “Instructor!” called Daydream. “We’re up here. We didn’t want to just stand around and be too obvious.” 
 
    Will grabbed his chest, feeling beads of cold sweat on his forehead. “Right. Well, come on down. It’s almost time for us to get out of here.” 
 
    He chuckled and sat down atop a car with two flat tires. His students filed out a minute later. Max and Klash upfront, Daydream and Pasithea just behind them, Physique following up in back. 
 
    “Is Bloodfeud still inside?” he asked. 
 
    The students glanced at each other. 
 
    “I thought he was with you?” said Klash. 
 
    “What?” said Will. “Physique, you went after him. Didn’t he go back with you?” 
 
    “Um…” Physique shook her head slowly. 
 
    “She’s been here with us the entire time,” said Daydream. “None of us have gone anywhere.” 
 
    The truth hit him like a punch to the gut, the kind of winding blow that becomes an unfortunate moment unto itself. Will ran his hands through his hair, not mad, not disappointed, not any one simple, definable emotion.  
 
    “He’s still in the junkyard,” he muttered. “I brought him back… and he stayed.” 
 
    “What?” shouted Physique. “Bloodfeud didn’t come back with you? You mean he… No!” 
 
    She let out a horrible groan and sank down on one knee. Will rubbed the bridge of his nose, his entire face feeling hot and acidic, as though he’d just snorted a line of pool water. 
 
    “Stay here!” he snapped. “I… have to go after him. I can’t let him do this. He’s not thinking straight. He must have just been confused.” 
 
    Confused, he thought. It’s so much worse than that, and you know it. He’s spilling all your secrets to Despot, right this very moment, selling you out to your worst enemy. You’re a goddamn idiot. 
 
    “We have less than half an hour until Zone shows up!” said Daydream. “I don’t think that’s enough time for you to go anywhere, really.” 
 
    “I’m coming with you!” said Physique. 
 
    “Nobody is coming with me!” He was shouting without meaning to, glaring at his students, not because they’d done anything wrong, just because they were there. “You’re staying put. That’s more than an order. Don’t try to follow me.” 
 
    “What are we supposed to do if you’re not back when Zone shows up?” asked Max. 
 
    “Go with him back to the academy,” said Will. “Tell him to come back in an hour. I’ll be there with Bloodfeud.” 
 
    The words tasted like a lie even as he spoke them. What was he supposed to do? Force his way back into the compound and drag the teenager, who had a heavy-duty power in his own right, back to the pickup point?  
 
    Or worse — make a deal with Despot? He wondered if that was what the bastard had been angling for all along, why he’d taken such a conciliatory tone, the beer, letting him walk away. He’d known that he already had him through one of his students. 
 
    “Instructor…” Physique was past anger and defiance. She looked and sounded like she was about to cry. “Please… Just tell him that… I don’t know. Tell him he’s breaking my heart.” 
 
    “I’ll tell him everything,” muttered Will. 
 
    He left without another word, feeling like a fool and a failure of a teacher. He didn’t run, at least not until he was out of view of his students. The same mutant he’d seen on his way back eyed him again, and once again decided there were easier pickings. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 45 
 
      
 
    Will eventually broke into an all-out sprint, even though he suspected it was already too late. He felt powerless at the same time he felt like he had to do something, which was a horrible combination of opposites. 
 
    He was still running at full speed as he approached one of Lancaster City’s former busiest intersections, which was now occupied by a few broken down cars, lots of trash, and a conspicuous dark red stain. But there was something new here, as well, a new addition that he hadn’t seen on his way through previously. 
 
    Bloodfeud. 
 
    He was leaned up against one of the cars, his unmasked face tipped forward at a lazy angle, hands clutching his chest. Will was so caught off guard that he literally stumbled over a piece of debris. Sliding to a stop next to his student, he shook his head and kneeled down, speechless in his confusion. 
 
    “I… I didn’t… realize,” muttered Bloodfeud. “I’m... so sorry.” 
 
    He was bleeding from the chest, but the color of his costume hid the extent of it at first. There was a lot of blood, and in between the teenager’s splayed fingers, Will could see a point of bone jutting out. 
 
    “It’s okay,” he said, quickly. “Hey, hey. It’s okay. Just… try to breathe.” 
 
    “He was in contact with us, you know,” called Bonespur. He and several other members of the Power Realists stepped out from the surrounding buildings, at least six that Will could see, including Gallop. “Surprised me too when Despot told me. Little Francisco called us up from your dinky little school in Canada, desperate to stay in the loop.” 
 
    Bloodfeud made a gurgling noise and coughed a bit of blood onto Will’s shoulder. 
 
    “Just focus on breathing!” hissed Will. 
 
    “He told us he uncovered a big secret,” continued Bonespur, all but monologuing to thin air. “A secret about you, Pick. He said it was too big to even say over the phone.” 
 
    “I… I can’t do it,” cried Bloodfeud. “It’s… too much.” 
 
    “Little Francisco, so eager to fit in again from the moment he walked back through our gates. He was ready to do whatever we told him to do, except, apparently, give you up. Which unfortunately was all we needed from him.” 
 
    “Hey!” said Will. “Look at me! Don’t think about anything else other than healing yourself and looking at me. Okay?” 
 
    Bloodfeud’s face contorted in an awful way, like when a child cries out all their tears but still can’t stop crying. 
 
    “You should have heard him scream when we were trying to get it out of him,” laughed Bonespur. “Goddamn, let me tell you, we made him scream. He tried to use his power with his own blood, so I stuck a spur through his heart. Wild that he’s even still alive.” 
 
    The words sounded faint and distant, but their meaning was instantly clear to Will. Bloodfeud was using his power, holding his heart together with the blood it needed to pump through the rest of him. It was incredible that he could sustain in the way that he was, but it would still take a miracle to bring him through alive. 
 
    Will reached around to support Bloodfeud’s head and noticed how pale his face was again. He saw Bloodfeud’s eyes flicker, the way his lower lip curled from the pain, the exhaustion. 
 
    “Come on, kid!” hissed Will. “This is your thing! This is your power! You can… you can heal from this. You deserve better than this.” 
 
    “Sorry…” Bloodfeud sucked in a tiny gasp, and his throat made a horrible wet noise as he let it out, and his eyes… stayed open, not moving, not closing. His hand fell away from his chest. 
 
    “Goddammit!” screamed Will. He tried to bring Bloodfeud’s hand back to where it had been, but it wouldn’t stay there. The blood oozed out in a horrible, gushing pulse. Will bent over the teenager’s body and just held him, unable to acknowledge the facts at hand. 
 
    “Fucking pathetic,” muttered Gallop. “He’s losing his shit. Let’s just do him too, not like he doesn’t deserve it.” 
 
    “Sink or swim,” muttered another gang member. 
 
    “We’re not here to do him.” Bonespur walked toward Will, standing so his shadow fell across him and Bloodfeud. “As much fun as it would be, he’s ours now. Bloodfeud did sing eventually, even if it came too late for him to save himself. He served his purpose. We know everything… Decay.” 
 
    Will wiped some of the blood off Francisco’s cheek from where he’d coughed earlier. He’d been handsome, still a little baby-faced, but with all the right qualities underneath. Strong jaw, expressive eyes. Just needed a few more years… a little more time. 
 
    “You did this,” said Bonespur, with a laugh. “If you’d just let things be, not filled his head up with so much of your own baggage, let alone dumping your secrets on him, none of this would have happened, Pick. None of it.” 
 
    Will set Francisco’s body down, folding both of the teenager’s hands over his chest. He ran his fingers through his own hair, ignoring how much blood was still on them. He wondered what his face must look like as he turned toward Bonespur and saw his confused reaction. Was he… smiling? 
 
    “Despot humbled himself to you, and you spat in his face,” said Bonespur. “The way I see it, this is your punishment for not listening. For not using your head. You could have saved him if you’d come around a little earlier. Hell, I would have taken him over you.” 
 
    “No,” said Will, in a dreamy voice. “I didn’t do this. Not this time.” 
 
    “You’re coming back with us,” said Bonespur. “You’re on a leash now, Decay, unless you want the entire world to know about the things you’ve done. If Despot says jump, you jump. If Despot says lie down and roll over, then you—” 
 
    Will already had his penknife out, and he hurled it into Gallop’s face. The tip of the blade sank into the speedster’s remaining eye. Gallop tried to blink, tried to pull it out, and then staggered and fell over. 
 
    “You know, I stopped using that knife,” said Will. “I thought it didn’t suit me as a hero. As Lockpick.” 
 
    Another gang member charged at him, Agave or Saguaro or some other cactus-themed name. Will couldn’t remember for the life of him. He leaned back, dodging a punch as little spines extended outward in a blurring aura around the man. 
 
    Will cut one of his arms off, feeling the spines scraping his hand as he brought his lockpick by on a close pass. He ducked and rolled, dodging a blast of heat-based energy from another super. Everything felt like it was happening in slow motion, which was good, because he also felt like he was moving through a dream. 
 
    An arm stretched out to grab him from ten feet away. Will seized it and yanked, pulling a flex-super he didn’t recognize toward him. He heard the man growl, but it turned into a pained yelp as he sank his lockpick in, swirled it around like he was stirring up a smoothie. The man dropped. 
 
    “Attack together!” Bonespur shouted to his last two followers. “He’s an unhinged psycho. Don’t go at him one by one!” 
 
    Firecracker was one of those remaining, and he leveled his hand at Will like a popgun. He felt one of his ears crack with painful intensity, and the side of his hair singed as the flames of a near miss smoldered through the air.  
 
    Will rushed forward and killed him. No fuss. No ceremony. He was simply faster, more dedicated to what needed to be done, and more aware of how quickly it could be done. Firecracker tried to hold his slit throat as he stumbled backward, to no avail. 
 
    Bonespur’s other henchman took off running, but Will knew where he’d find him later. He walked over to Gallop’s body and pulled loose his penknife, shaking blood from both his weapons as though drying his hands in a public restroom. He started laughing and noted the mixture of fury and horror on his last opponent’s face. 
 
    “Fuck you!” screamed Bonespur. “Killing is the only thing you’re good at, but you can’t kill me. I’ve always been better than you. I know it, and you know it, and soon, Despot will know it, too.” 
 
    “I’ll go tell him for you after this,” said Will. 
 
    He watched as Bonespur’s face took on that odd quality again, the expression a man wears when he knows he’s about to be exposed but still can’t find it in him to back down. Bonespur shuffled forward, extending his spears out through his wrists a few feet and then pulling them back in a few inches. 
 
    They rushed toward each other, both leaning into their respective advantages. Bonespur had range, but Will’s weapons would win out in anything resembling a parry. They both feinted and attacked from strange angles, all of it happening in a confusing flurry that would have looked ridiculous to an outside observer. 
 
    Will lost the first engagement, taking one of the bone spears through the shoulder. He cut it off at the midpoint and stumbled backward with the skewer still jutting from his body. He’d been sloppy, his focus sabotaged by all of the emotions actively roiling through him. 
 
    Bonespur howled and tried to press the attack. Will yanked the spear out, flung it at Bonespur, and did a quick and basic mend job on the gash. His shoulder still felt like he’d just gotten out of surgery, but he wasn’t actively bleeding, at least. 
 
    He ducked under another spear jab and slashed, nearly disemboweling the other man. He swung his lockpick for a left-handed follow-up, aiming at skull level. Bonespur leaned sideways, losing a few tufts of red hair, but nothing more. 
 
    Will let out a single amused snort, knowing in that moment that he was going to kill the other man. It was a strange realization to have in advance, drunk on desperation, desperate for revenge. He was going to kill Bonespur… but he was still closer to the start than to the end. 
 
    Bonespur touched the bald spot Will had given him and seemed to come to a conclusion. Pieces of bone in the shape of armor began sprouting from various points on his body, shoulders and elbows, wrists and knees. He covered his face last, and while he wasn’t clad in anything resembling full-body plate mail, the bits he’d formed would do a good job of protecting his vital points against typical slashing and cutting attacks. 
 
    Will’s attacks weren’t typical, but he still nodded, still showed respect. Bonespur threw himself forward, roaring as he stabbed with his spears, spinning into another attack with a literal spur of bone jutting from his elbow armor. Those points were sharp, Will knew that firsthand. 
 
    Bonespur repeated the basic format of his attack, always moving quickly, always being smart about his range advantage, fighting on his own terms. He kept a close watch on Will’s weapons, never losing track of them in the moment. 
 
    Until, inevitably, he did lose track, and for Will… it only took a moment. His counter was barely even a passing touch, and he held his penknife in an awkward knuckle grip somewhere in between a normal and reverse hold. He simply rubbed the blade against Bonespur’s wrist, all the way down, all the way through, severing the limb as though it had never been attached in the first place. 
 
    Bonespur crumpled to the ground, remaining hand clutched over his bloody stump, still glaring in defiance. “Fuck you, Pick!” 
 
    Will flicked a finger against the forehead of Bonespur’s stupid bone mask. “I saved you for last, you know.” 
 
    “He cried for his little sister while he was being tortured.” Bonespur spat at Will’s face, most of it hitting the chest of his costume. “I told him I’d take care of her real good. He cried like a little bitch and begged me, straight up begged me not—” 
 
    Will punched him in the face, his knuckles cracking against hard bone. It stunned Bonespur, but probably did more damage to his own hand. He kept punching, over and over, even as he felt his skin bruise, even as he felt the joints underneath pop, the knuckles eventually snapping in painful little ways. 
 
    He didn’t stop until he’d broken through the mask and kept going after that until the fight was past over and Bonespur’s body had gone cold. His hand was a mangled mess, but he went back over to Francisco’s body instead of getting the mending started. 
 
    “We both fucked up today,” he muttered, dropping down to sit next to him. “What are we going to do? Any ideas?” 
 
    He’d held out a miniscule, foolish hope that Francisco would somehow suck in a breath and sit up like characters so often seemed to do in movies. The teenager’s face was so pale in death, lips verging on blue in color, eyes still open and sightless. Not this time. 
 
    The world felt hazy to Will, part dream, part video game. It seemed incredibly obvious what he had to do next, given the facts on hand. He started mending his hand, smiling at each breathtaking jolt of pain as he reset his broken fingers, as he walked off to get his greatsword. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 46 
 
    FOUR YEARS EARLIER 
 
      
 
    There was something about Halberd’s good moods that Lockpick had always found infectious. They’d spent the past six months watching the construction of their home on the island go up at an infuriatingly slow pace, only for everything to come together in the last two weeks of massive progress. 
 
    “What do you think, LP?” Halberd grinned and thumped him on the back. “It’s all ours, custom-built for our specific needs. Not just a home — a home base.” 
 
    “It’s impressive,” said Lockpick. “I guess I’m just surprised.” 
 
    “By what?” 
 
    “How much it looks like a Hollywood mansion,” said Lockpick. “I suppose when you get into the thirty-million-plus price range for custom-built houses, you pick from the same pool of architects.” 
 
    It may have looked like a cookie cutter movie star mansion, but as Halberd had explained to him in excruciating detail, it really was custom-built, just for them and their… particular needs. 
 
    A wall ran around the mansion’s exterior, outfitted with razor wire and security cameras around the top. The gate was capable of being electrified at the touch of a button, and two islanders that Halberd had recruited as henchmen were already midway into their first shift of standing guard on either side of the entrance. 
 
    “We still have to get the gas working,” muttered Halberd. 
 
    “Isn’t it already? I took a hot shower in one of the bathrooms this morning.” 
 
    “No, the knockout gas line,” said Halberd. “Every single room and hallway will be isolatable using the shutters. We can seal intruders off and knock them out without ever needing to get out of bed.” 
 
    “That seems… excessive.” 
 
    “And I’ve been keeping eye open for any used helicopters for sale so the helipad doesn’t go to waste,” said Halberd. “No point in getting a new one, given its range will only let it be useful for us getting around the island.” 
 
    “I’m sure the savings will be tremendous.” 
 
    Halberd shot him a glance, but Lockpick was still smiling, still enthused, despite not necessarily seeing the value of all the extras. 
 
    “This will be our home, LP,” he said. “A place where we can finally let our guard down.” 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    The mansion’s interior was mostly unfurnished, but Lockpick and Halberd brought in what little furniture they’d scavenged and made at least a few rooms livable. That first night felt like a true new beginning, at least to Lockpick, and not necessarily in a good way. 
 
    For the first time since he’d left home with Halberd over a year and a half earlier, he could see a real future for them. The island was remote, cut off from the rest of the world in more than just a geographical sense, but it was a lively, livable place. Navenya, Nameless, had become more a friend to him than a lover, but solid company, all the same. 
 
    Lockpick walked through the downstairs of the mansion in the middle of the night, lost in his own thoughts about past and present and future. The unfortunate truth was that if he could live here, with Halberd, an ocean away from their old lives, it would mean never seeing Jess and Rue and Avery again. 
 
    He hadn’t even tried suggesting to Halberd that they should look into bringing them out for a visit or even to come live with them permanently. He knew without needing to be told what the older man’s answer would have been, how quickly he’d shut the idea down. 
 
    Lockpick knew he could make a life on the island, or at least, he knew that he needed to. It was a compromise of sorts, but how hard could it really be? Living in a mansion on an island of never-ending summer surrounded by natives who worshipped supers, some of whom were actively learning English to better insinuate themselves into their lives. 
 
    It was better than being on the run, and that meant more than the words made it seem. 
 
    A noise came from somewhere outside. Lockpick tried to dismiss it as a bird or animal, some inconsequential night sound that he simply wasn’t used to yet in the new space. He was on the ground floor and saw an eerie purple light cascade through the window of the corner room. 
 
    The window’s glass shattered inward, but the pieces never hit the floor, muffling half the sound as each shard spun in slow motion, held in place by purple energy. A super in a dark costume climbed in with somewhat ungainly motions in comparison to the neat fashion in which he’d created the opening. 
 
    Lockpick ducked behind the corner of the hallway, swearing under his breath. Halberd was upstairs, likely drunk or asleep. The only way up to him was the stairs, and Lockpick would have to pass by the room their intruder was in on the way. 
 
    He had more options than just running. If he waited for the right moment, he might be able to strike from this hero’s blind spot, and he was reasonably sure it would only take one strike. 
 
    The hero began striding forward. Lockpick caught a glimpse of one of his ankles as he peered out at kneeling level. The sun emblem on one foot gave him away — Purple Sun, a high-level solo hero known for bravado and a crushing need for attention. 
 
    “I have enhanced hearing,” said Purple Sun, grabbing with telekinesis in the same motion. His sneer softened a few degrees as he pulled Lockpick out of hiding, but it didn’t come close to fading completely. “The fucking kid. Normally having you as a hostage would make things easy, but with Halberd… Who fucking knows?” 
 
    A noise echoed from the mansion’s extravagant stairs, a slow, dramatic clap. Halberd slowly made his way out of the shadows, clad in his boxers and his eyepatch, but still somehow dripping with confidence. 
 
    “It seems you’ve caught me with my pants down,” said Halberd. 
 
    “Uh, yeah, so to speak,” said Purple Sun, looking as though he preferred to be fighting a clothed opponent. “Look, I just want the bounty on you. If you come quietly, you can say goodbye to your kid and I’ll drop him off somewhere on the way.” 
 
    “It’s just you here, then?” asked Halberd. 
 
    “No, I plan on splitting the bounty six ways with some B-tier CA backup team,” said Purple Sun sarcastically. “Obviously it’s just me. As I expected, it wasn’t really all that hard.” 
 
    “Did you tell anyone you were coming?” 
 
    “Do you really think I would have been allowed to come here on my own if so?” asked Purple Sun. “Go put some pants on already. You have so much hair on your body, I… like I seriously can’t even look at you.” 
 
    “One last question,” said Halberd, raising a finger with villain-esque flair. “Who sold me out?” 
 
    “Some chick who wanted revenge for her dead boss,” said Purple Sun. “Kimberly or Kimberlain… something.” 
 
    “Fucking Kim,” muttered Halberd. “Well, I should have expected that. LP! Shutters!” 
 
    Halberd reached into his boxers and pulled out a remote control, slamming a finger down on an ominous-looking red button. The corner room’s spacious entryways were suddenly sealed off by metal shutters, trapping Purple Sun within. The hero seemed more annoyed than unsettled, and they had a view of him through conveniently placed windows within each sliding barricade. 
 
    “You’ve got to be kidding me,” said Purple Sun. “Hey! I have two tons of flexing power with my telekinesis when I use it at an off angle. Let me out of here. I will seriously… collapse… the…” 
 
    He fell forward, briefly smearing his cheek into the glass of the window before sinking into a crumpled pile on the floor.  
 
    “I figured the gas would be visible,” said Halberd. 
 
    “That’s just a movie thing,” said Lockpick. “Didn’t you say the gas wasn’t working?” 
 
    “Yeah, there was a valve in the control room I needed to throw. Easy fix.” 
 
    They stared at Purple Sun through the window for another minute. Footsteps alerted them to the arrival of their newly hired henchmen, who seemed abashed at their failure on guard duty, though neither spoke enough English to offer much apology. 
 
    “You think the gas has had time to clear out?” asked Halberd. 
 
    “I… think he’s dead?” said Lockpick. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Yeah, he’s definitely not breathing.” 
 
    Halberd swore under his breath and raised the shutters. He felt for Purple Sun’s pulse and slowly shook his head. “Whoops. Well, I mean, it’s not as though we could have let him go anyway.” 
 
    The two henchmen stooped to lift up the body. Lockpick furrowed his brow and shot a glance at Halberd. 
 
    “Is body disposal part of their job description?” he asked. 
 
    “In a manner of speaking.” Halberd pulled Lockpick off to the side as the two henchmen carried the dead hero out of the mansion as though removing an old carpet. “Part of the deal I worked out with our new employees ties into their… ancestral traditions.”  
 
    “I’m going to need a little more to go off than that,” said Lockpick. 
 
    “They believe that the thing that makes supers super is a… tangible essence,” said Halberd. “Which can be passed on through… ingesting it.” 
 
    “They’re… going to eat him?” 
 
    “It’s fucked up, I know.” Halberd held his hands in a what can you do gesture. “It’s really fucked up. God… I wonder sometimes how we ended up here.” 
 
    “They do know that it’s bullshit, right?” snapped Lockpick. “You don’t get superpowers from cannibalism! Halberd, you need to tell them! You need to explain it!” 
 
    “I always tried to teach you the best I could, LP,” said Halberd absently.  
 
    “There’s still time!” shouted Lockpick. “Are they all cannibals, or is it… is it just like…” 
 
    “I don’t know how good of a job I did overall as a father,” continued Halberd. “As a role model. But in my heart, I know that one day, you’re going to grow up to be a better man than I ever was!” 
 
    Halberd pulled a flask from somewhere and took a sip. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 47 
 
      
 
    Even with most of the landmarks destroyed, Will knew the way back to his childhood home so well that walking it felt like an act of muscle memory. He moved with no urgency, not in any rush. He wasn’t alone, either, all but certain someone was watching him. 
 
    “Pick?” Erik, or at least one of his doubles, came out from an intersection as he walked by. “Hey, Pick. Can we talk for a minute?” 
 
    Will kept walking. Erik fell into step alongside him, simply keeping pace at first. 
 
    “Hey,” said Erik. “I notice that you’re kind of… covered in blood. I came to give you a warning about Despot putting the word out about your secret. The whole Decay thing. I take it you, um… already know?” 
 
    “Yeah.” Will let out a dry chuckle. “I know.” 
 
    His secret was out. His life was over. He thought of all the work that’d gone into appeasing Francisco after he’d uncovered the truth. He could have just let his student do his worst, and the situation would have likely played out better than it had. 
 
    “Mind if I ask where you’re going right now?” asked Erik. 
 
    “To get my sword,” said Will. 
 
    “After that?” 
 
    “After that?” He shrugged. “Nowhere good.” 
 
    “That… sounds bad.” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    They kept walking. Will could sense how much Erik cared, how hard he was trying to think of the right thing to say. He wanted to simply tell him that it was too late, but knew vocalizing that reality would only cause his friend to redouble his efforts. 
 
    Will’s phone vibrated. He took it out of his pocket, more than a little surprised he even had service. It was Rue, perhaps calling because of what she’d seen with her spying, or maybe the truth of his secrets had already spread that far, that fast. 
 
    Jess… Avery… They either already know or will soon enough. 
 
    He didn’t take the call. He’d always expected this moment to be dramatic, liberating, even. For his secrets to be out there, exposed, the raw truth of everything he’d done. It should have held some sense of catharsis, shouldn’t it? 
 
    There was nothing in him other than a deep rage toward Despot and, unsurprisingly, a lot of old instincts. The sense of flightiness he’d always felt with Halberd, the urge to constantly look over his shoulder, to keep in motion. 
 
    “Here we are.” He stopped with Erik in front of his old, burned-out house. “It used to look really nice, I swear. A safe little slice of suburbia. A place I always knew I could come home to.” 
 
    “Pick,” said Erik. “Why don’t you come home with me? The sewers lead everywhere. I could help you keep a low profile while you… calm down a little.” 
 
    “Hold on.” He held up a finger. “That’s my phone again.” 
 
    It was Mist, this time, which all but answered the question of how far his secret had spread. She barely ever called him first, and if she knew down in Florida, it really was already over. He refused the call and headed into the garage, finding his greatsword against the leg of the ladder. 
 
    “He was a fucking prodigy,” he muttered. 
 
    Erik, as good of a sport as he was a friend, gave him a sad smile. “Who was?” 
 
    “Bloodfeud,” he said. “You must have encountered him, during your brief overlap within the gang.” 
 
    “In passing, I think.” 
 
    “He was really something,” said Will, with a sigh. “He was… my student. He was my friend. God, he was on the path to being better than I could ever be.” 
 
    “Do you think this is what he would want?” asked Erik. “For you to be grabbing your sword right now, and acting all intense?” 
 
    Bonespur’s voice, that sneering tone. 
 
    He cried for his little sister while he was being tortured. 
 
    “You’re a good friend, Erik,” said Will. “But I think now is probably the right time for you to take off.” 
 
    Erik folded his arms. Four more copies stepped out from around the corner, all of them lining up in front of the open garage door, implying that they’d block his way. 
 
    “If I try to walk past the five of you, are you going to try to stop me?” he asked. 
 
    All of the Eriks tilted their heads ever so slightly to the side. “Why don’t you try it and find out?” 
 
    Will walked forward, not slowing down as he pushed through them, shoulders brushing a double on either side. 
 
    “Goddammit, Pick,” muttered one of them. “At least… clean yourself up a little bit? Here, give me your shirt.” 
 
    Erik was talking to one of his doubles, who he liberated an extra sweatshirt from. He ran back up to Will and started cleaning the blood off his costume with the garment, restoring him to a slightly less murderous-looking state. 
 
    “There you go,” said Erik. “Your new costume looks badass, by the way.” 
 
    “Thanks. I guess this is… goodbye?” 
 
    “Go fuck yourself,” said Erik. “I’m not saying goodbye.” 
 
    “Then see you later.” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    All of the doubles turned away, unwilling or unable to look at him. Will shouldered his greatsword with the flat of the blade against his shoulder and started walking toward where he knew he’d find Despot. His phone rang again, Rue again. He turned it off and put it into his pocket with the camera end down. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 48 
 
      
 
    Will encountered a shocking lack of resistance on his way back through the city. It seemed as though nobody, human or monster, wanted to mess with the guy with a massive sword, a vacant expression, and flecks of blood on his face. 
 
    The sun was setting. Dimly, he tried to work out what time it was. The rest of his students should have made it back to Baffin Academy with Zone. He sighed as he thought of Physique, how anxious she probably still was waiting for word of Bloodfeud’s fate.  
 
    It was like pouring gas onto an already raging fire. He wasn’t wading through the aftermath of random, churning events. Despot was responsible, and he was going to pay. He knew it wouldn’t bring Francisco back or put the proverbial genie that was his secret back into the bottle. It was still going to happen. 
 
    The initial wall cordoning off the Power Realists’ section of the city was easy for him to scale. Everyone was already inside for the night, and silence was the only welcome he received. He made for the main gate leading into the junkyard, wanting a spectacle, though he couldn’t explain why. 
 
    Two bright floodlights clicked on as he drew near, each pointed straight at him with the intensity of a freshly lit stage. He flipped his greatsword off his shoulder and stabbed the point down into the concrete. 
 
    He waited, not saying anything even as one of the Power Realist wall scouts hailed him. They knew who he was. At least some of them knew why he was there, and those within the overlap who’d also been with him in prison knew enough to make sure Despot got the message. 
 
    Tink was among the first new arrivals atop the wall, eyes narrowed, face wary and hateful. She crossed her arms and slowly shook her head. 
 
    “I was hoping you’d have the sense not to come back this time,” called Tink. 
 
    “You lied to me, Tink.” Will’s voice was strange, even to him. Playful. Evil. Too much dark intention. “You lied to me, and you got a good man killed. A good, young man.” 
 
    “I would think very carefully before you go and start throwing threats around,” shouted Tink. “Your secret is out. You’re a dead man walking, and everybody knows—” 
 
    Will’s impatience flared and he rushed forward, slicing through the gate at each set of hinges and once more at the middle. Both pieces of heavy recycled metal fell forward with a tremendous crash, and the following silence was punctuated by his own heavy footsteps against hollow tin. 
 
    “Go get Despot,” he said to the nearest gang member, who’d been standing right by the gate. 
 
    “Fuck you!” he snarled. “I don’t take orders from…” 
 
    He trailed off as Will jabbed the greatsword just under his chin. “Tickles, doesn’t it? You know, this thing is heavy. If I relaxed my arm, you would become the sixth… seventh, person I’ve killed today?” 
 
    “He’s lying!” hissed Tink. “Pick has been all talk since he got out of prison.” 
 
    “Ask Bonespur if I’m all talk,” called Will. He laughed and wiggled his greatsword, drawing a bead of blood from the gang member’s neck. “I’ll tell you exactly what he’ll say if you ask him. Nothing. He doesn’t do much talking anymore.” 
 
    He saw a pair of men approaching from the shadows but knew from their posture that neither was Despot. Father Darkeye and Blackwing. 
 
    “What in God’s name is going on here?” snapped Blackwing. “Wait… That’s him, isn’t it? Lockpick, or Decay, as he apparently has taken to calling himself while cavorting with supervillains. He’s a wanted man!” 
 
     “You’re surrounded by wanted men,” said Will. “The CA just decided it suited their purposes to turn a blind eye to them.” 
 
    “William, please,” said Father Darkeye. “Put the sword down. It isn’t too late for you to choose a more peaceful path. We all have to surrender to something, be it a higher power or simply the laws of the land.” 
 
    “To this day, I still don’t understand how you managed to get as far in life as you did, Father, while being so completely and utterly naïve,” said Will. “Real evil thrives on enablers like you.” 
 
    “I’m calling in backup,” said Blackwing. 
 
    “Reach for your phone and lose a hand,” said Will. “This is your only warning.” 
 
    It looked like Blackwing might test him for a moment, but only shook his head and deepened his scowl. Despot finally emerged from his RV, approaching with three of his heaviest remaining bruisers in tow — Tusk, and two smaller men Will didn’t recognize. Despot was smiling, but Will knew better than to believe it. 
 
    I’ve already hurt him bad, he thought. Bonespur and the others he sent after me were not men he could stand to lose. 
 
    “Pick,” called Despot. “You wanted to talk to me. Here I am. I think we’d have a much better discussion if you put your sword down and took a seat. Acted like a mature adult.” 
 
    Despot was actively seeking eye contact with him, clearly keen on using his fear power to bring the encounter to an early end. Will was halfway tempted to simply lock eyes with him, see if there actually was anything that could scare him in his current mood. 
 
    “Unfortunately for you, the fear is only going to be flowing one way tonight,” he said. 
 
    “You are scary, Pick,” called Despot. “I’ll give you that. Francisco certainly thought so, and for good reason. He told us some extremely concerning details about you, about the villain, Decay. We let him go because he was dead set on getting back to the school and his sister. It wasn’t our place to physically stop him, but I have to wonder now if we should have. What did you do to him when he told you he’d revealed your secret, Pick?” 
 
    “So that’s how you’re going to spin it,” said Will. “First and foremost, you were always an extremely good liar. It all flowed from that, didn’t it? Sink or Swim, Evolve or Die, it’s all just rhetoric. It’s all just a tool for you, a way to get power, convince people to do things for you. It’s almost poetic.” 
 
    “This is getting tiresome.” Despot sighed and glanced at his men. “One last chance. Surrender, Pick. Don’t test my patience. Don’t find out where this shit leads.” 
 
    “I am where it leads!” shouted Will. 
 
    Despot snapped his head up, searching for eye contact, but really just forcing Will to glance away. He swung his sword as he did, feeling the tip slash against some poor idiot who’d charged at the wrong time. He let out a manic laugh and ran his free hand through his hair. 
 
    The number of opponents in front of him suddenly doubled, and he noted the look of concentration on Tink’s face, no doubt using her power in hopes of confusing him. He could see blue auras around all of the doppelgangers and had no trouble distinguishing them, but he played up his uncertainty anyway. 
 
    Father Darkeye strode forward, arm outstretched. “Please, Lockpick. William. I’m going to come toward you and take the sword from your hands.” 
 
    He started forward at a slow, but deliberate pace. Will let go of his sword with one hand and punched him hard across the chin. 
 
    “That’s it!” snapped Blackwing. “We need actual heroes on scene.” 
 
    He reached into his pocket and pulled out his phone. Will surged forward and slashed in the same motion, following through with his earlier threat. Blackwing screamed and stared at the stump where his hand had previously been. 
 
    “It’s like you don’t even listen,” said Will quietly. 
 
    A few of Tink’s copies rushed him. He ignored them and blew her a kiss. One of Despot’s brawlers leapt ten feet into the air, angling his lunge to come down with an attack from above. Will cut him in half and neatly sidestepped the rain of gore. 
 
    A familiar face from Mastodon, but not the prisoner side, rushed toward him next. Cryptkeeper, silent, imposing, extending his hand outward to use his mysterious power… died much like the last man had to the edge of Will’s sword. He smiled as the former hero collapsed to pieces amid a mist of blood and the black pieces of his own costume. 
 
    And Recall thought you might be Decay, he thought. Fitting that you die by my hand. 
 
    A silence held in the wake of Cryptkeeper’s death. They were all catching up, finally arriving at a vantage point where they could see the situation for what it was. 
 
    “I’m here to kill Despot,” said Will. “I will kill anyone foolish enough to stand in my way, or side with him. So either move, or—” 
 
    A gang member rushed forward, arm crackling with red energy. Will dodged a blast of power and cut his legs off just above the knee. 
 
    “Move, or die,” he said, raising his voice to be heard over the screaming. 
 
    He waited a couple of seconds, but the usual bystander affect held sway, with everyone suddenly acting like mere observers watching from outside of the action. He started walking to Despot, and only then did people start moving, scurrying like mice running from the light. 
 
    The wind picked up, and Will’s cape fluttered behind him as he strode forward, using his greatsword like the beak of an icebreaker to part the crowd. He’d lost sight of Despot, but he found him as he searched through the people, meeting his gaze before he could help himself. 
 
    Fire blossomed to life all around him as Despot’s power infected him with… fear, or as close as he could come to it in that moment. It was a thin veneer of horror overlayed on greater emotions, demons and death and ghastly screams that seemed like an afterthought compared to his looming revenge. 
 
    He swung his greatsword in wide, unforgiving arcs, still stomping his way forward. Despot looked away first and tried to rally what remained of his men. 
 
    “Kill him!” he shouted, still hurrying backward. 
 
    “Get out of my way,” said Will. 
 
    Some of them did. Some of them died. A man with an assault rifle opened fire, but immediately stopped as one of his bullets struck the wrong target. Two men with makeshift clubs tried to block Will’s way. He cut one of them straight down the center, leaving two almost perfect vertically split halves on the ground in his wake. The other man stumbled backward and broke into a run. 
 
    Despot had climbed onto a dirt bike and was already looping around toward the junkyard’s open gate. There were several other bikes, and Will borrowed one, setting his greatsword sideways across the handlebars as he sped off after his prey. 
 
    Despot led him on a chase through the ruined city, following a path he clearly knew from previous rides. Will still had an advantage in being second, not having to slow down and react as quickly to places where debris made the streets challenging to navigate. 
 
    They sped through downtown. Will fell behind slightly, but gained on him again as they passed through an intersection filled with abandoned cars. Despot pulled onto the highway, quickly getting up to speed again. Gunshots sounded as he blindly fired a pistol back in Will’s direction. 
 
    He sped forward, and then slowed down as he saw Despot’s dirt bike suddenly skid out in an attempt to avoid an obstacle. Despot went flying amid the collision, and Will climbed off his own bike, eyes adjusting to the dark as he made his way over. 
 
    The obstacle had been one of the massive canine mutants, and it was already bending forward to pin Despot down with one hulking paw. The gang leader screamed and tried to get his head around to use his power on it, to no avail. Will crouched down a few feet away, smiling and feeling no impulse to intervene. 
 
    “Fuck you, Pick!” screamed Despot. 
 
    “Sink or swim,” he said, quietly. 
 
    He turned around as Despot’s screams took on a horrified tenor, hearing the crunch of bone and wet, tearing flesh. For an unnerving instant as he looked back toward his dirt bike, he thought he could see Pleistocene floating off to the side of the highway. He blinked, clearing his vision, and looked back toward Despot’s body, confirming what he needed to confirm. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 49 
 
      
 
    Will continued down the highway for a while, aimless and empty. He felt as though he was catching up, not just with what he’d done that afternoon and evening, but with the fact that he could never go home.  
 
    He was back where he’d been after leaving with Halberd, and he couldn’t blame anyone for it but himself. 
 
    He climbed off the dirt bike when the gas tank was still a few millimeters from running empty, standing on an overpass ahead of the highway’s next off ramp. He still had his phone with him, though he’d turned it off before raiding the Power Realists’ base. 
 
    If he wanted, he could call Jess, or Avery, or Rue. He thought about what they’d each have to say to him. Rue, at least, might be understanding or even sympathetic. Avery had begun to suspect, which might give her slightly more footing to regain her balance in the wake of a bombshell. 
 
    Jess would… well, he honestly wasn’t sure. Her reaction was the hardest of all to anticipate, and so he didn’t bother trying. He didn’t want to let his thoughts keep going in that direction. It felt too much like self-pity. 
 
    What would Halberd have said to him? It was strange to acknowledge how fiercely he missed his father in that moment. Halberd had been an emotional man, but simultaneously indomitable. He’d never stopped moving forward, well, aside from occasional detours. He’d always gotten back up after being knocked down, at least until the day he hadn’t. 
 
    “I tried to learn from your mistakes,” said Will. The moon was out, and he reached a hand up as though to prod it with a finger. “I just made different ones instead. Maybe worse ones.” 
 
    He took a seat against the highway’s guard rail and imagined Halberd sitting next to him, sipping a beer, smiling in that thoughtful, patient way. 
 
    “You didn’t settle,” said Halberd. “Sure, maybe you made mistakes. But you were like me most of the time. You took it all on your own terms. You played your hand and bet big. I’m proud of you, LP.” 
 
    “I believe that.” Will sucked in a breath and leaned his head back, smiling, despite everything. “I think you would be.” 
 
    He didn’t have any food. The night was cold, and he didn’t have anything to wear or bundle up with other than his costume. He pulled his cape around to wrap his hands in, though he only let himself stay like that for a minute. Staying still felt a little too much like giving up. 
 
    He thought about calling someone again from a more realistic perspective. If he called Mist and explained to her what was going on, she might be good for at least one teleport to fresher pastures. She was an escaped prisoner herself. He had to imagine she could relate to what he was currently going through. 
 
    Even if she would help, he couldn’t shake the sense that it was horribly unfair and short-sighted for him to drag her into his problems this time. Once again, he felt like he understood Halberd better than ever. 
 
    In the end, Will trekked on, trying to make what little gas he had left in his dirt bike last for every second he could wring out of it. He eventually stopped next to an old Ford Mustang that looked like it had been carefully, intentionally abandoned. His hope was to siphon some gas from the tank, but it was easier imagined than done with the scant resources he had on hand. 
 
    A shadow passed over him from above, someone flying between him and the moon. Will slowly rose to his feet and turned to face Astroman as he descended from the sky. 
 
    Gone was the general sense of performative chaos that had surrounded the leader of the Champion Authority during his brief visit to Baffin Academy. Standing before Will now was a cold, determined super, no different from the ones that’d come after him and Halberd. Completely different in terms of power level, however. 
 
    “I knew your father, you know,” called Astroman. “Personally and as a figurehead. I gave a speech once about the insidious, sliding nature of evil that used him as an example. As satisfying as it is to look back on… whatever the hell I actually said in that speech and feel smug about being right twice over, seeing you now just really makes me feel… tired.” 
 
    He sniffed a few times and rubbed his nose. 
 
    “Get out of my way,” said Will. “Just go. Fly back to the Lighthouse and say you looked for me and couldn’t find me.” 
 
    His greatsword was on the ground, but he doubted Astroman would simply let him pick it up. 
 
    “If it makes you feel any better, this was basically inevitable.” Astroman floated a few feet above the ground, arms crossed, barely smiling. “A CA detective by the name of Recall marked you as a person of high interest in her investigation of Decay and the prison break. You would have had a few weeks more, maybe a month at best.” 
 
    “I’m flattered by all the attention.” Will smiled and made a wide, shrugging gesture with his arms to slide his penknife partway down his sleeve. “I’m just a low-level super who made some bad choices. I’m surprised they even sent you out after me and didn’t just list a modest bounty.” 
 
    “Extenuating circumstances,” said Astroman. “Family circumstances. I agreed with the rest of the current members of the board in wanting to make sure this was handled correctly.” 
 
    “That’s commendable.” He smiled and rolled out one of his shoulders. “It doesn’t, however, change anything. I’m not surrendering.” 
 
    Astroman nodded and clasped his hands together. “I was hoping you’d say that.” 
 
    Pain exploded through Will’s left arm, the kind that skips ahead instead of arriving late to the party. His elbow was completely snapped, and he didn’t have a single scrap of visual information to even piece together whatever attack Astroman had used on him. 
 
    “I could probably just stop here, if I wanted to,” muttered Astroman, from behind him. 
 
    Will both heard and felt a horrible crunch as the super’s foot came down against his ankle. He flopped sideways, trying to catch himself with his sole remaining usable arm. Astroman laughed, and the sound died off into an amused sigh. 
 
    “I never fail to impress myself,” muttered the hero. “I always have such high expectations whenever I’m tasked with going after a genuine supervillain. It kind of ruins it for me. Don’t get me wrong, I do enjoy this. It’s my favorite thing!” 
 
    His foot ground into the section of Will’s leg that he’d just destroyed. The pain was past the point of screaming. Will screamed anyway, losing the focus he’d mustered in an attempt to try to mend his arm.  
 
    “There is a point here,” said Astroman. “The point is to break all of your limbs. It’s very hard to still pose any sort of threat when you can’t stand on your own, can’t pick things up, can’t do anything, really, other than flail around.” 
 
    He floated over Will, looking at him with eyes that didn’t belong in a fight. Dropping down, Astroman stood with one leg on either side of the young supervillain’s body and reached his hands out to grasp his undamaged right arm. 
 
    “We’re almost there,” he whispered. “Man, this brings back so many memories.” 
 
    “For you and me both.” 
 
    Will rolled his wrist, bringing his penknife to hand and opening it in the same motion, and slashed into Astroman’s legs. The cut was a deep one, not quite so deep as to sever both limbs completely, but enough to ravage a canyon through shinbones and calves.  
 
    Astroman let out a horrific scream and shot upward into the air, which was an odd sight. He grasped at both of his legs, all but sobbing in pain, reacting exactly as a mundane man would, except going through the motions of agony while floating. 
 
    Will grabbed his broken leg and started mending it, smiling through the pain. “I didn’t actually think that would work. Are you just not used to people fighting back? You know, for the record, I enjoy this just as much as you do.” 
 
    “My legs…” Astroman pulled back his fingers to peer at the damage and gasped as one of his feet dangled like a half-broken branch. “You… How did you…?” 
 
    “The same way I always do.” Will tested the fix he’d applied to his leg. It was still painful, but it held as he stood up. “The choice is still there. Get out of my way, or get cut.” 
 
    He took a step toward his greatsword, smiling with amusement and a bit of hatred. He couldn’t even pick the weapon up with his elbow mangled, but Astroman still interpreted the movement as an additional threat. He let out one final gasp of pain and took off into the sky at speed. 
 
    Will waved to him as he faded into the distance. Then, he set about mending his arm. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 50 
 
      
 
    Will wheeled the dirt bike down the highway until he found another clump of cars. He got lucky this time, discovering a gas can in the back of one that was easily liberated by a few quick cuts of his penknife. 
 
    He wondered who the CA would send after him next as he gassed the bike back up. There was a greater than zero chance that they simply wouldn’t send anyone, at least for a while. He and Halberd had experienced several grace periods after encounters with various heroes and teams. It didn’t seem too outside of the realm of reason for the defeat of the strongest of the heroes to inspire the CA to find their patience, think things through. 
 
    There certainly were plenty of heroes who would pose a greater match against him than Astroman, detached professionals who wouldn’t bother making grandiose speeches or taking their time for their own amusement. He wasn’t under any illusions. He’d beaten Astroman with a combination of surprise and luck, and it wasn’t really repeatable. 
 
    After filling his bike up, he rode until it was deep into the night, eyeing an old rest stop in the distance as a potential place to camp for the night. Something snagged his attention from the corner of his vision, and he glanced upward to see another hero descending toward him from the sky. 
 
    Not just any hero. Relic… Jess. 
 
    He stopped his bike and climbed off, heart thudding twice as hard as it had when Astroman had shown up. He didn’t know what to do, how to stand, whether to be on guard or run forward and greet her. 
 
    It felt a lot like when he’d first seen her on the day she’d come to pick him up from prison, that breathless mixture of shame and anticipation, the unpredictability of an impossible moment. 
 
    Her blonde hair was up in a loose bun as it often was when she flew long-distance. Her cloak fluttered in the wind as she slowly dropped down to the abandoned highway. Will could see her expression in the moonlight, complex and heartbreaking. She looked relieved, more than anything else, but there was so much to unpack in the way she looked at him. Too much. 
 
    “LP,” she said, her voice barely audible despite the silence of the night. 
 
    “Jess!” He felt his composure breaking as he ran forward, pulling her into a fierce hug. “I… I’m sorry.” 
 
    Her arms wrapped just as tightly back against him. He felt a pinch against one of his shoulders. He flinched but didn’t draw back from her, his mind not processing the detail until he realized she held something in her hand. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” she whispered, voice wavering with emotion. “I’m so sorry.” 
 
    Whatever drug she’d just pricked him with got straight to work. Will felt the world spinning around him. His legs gave out in a slow release of muscle movement, and he dropped to one knee. Jess sank with him, still holding him in her arms, face quivering with emotions. 
 
    “I’m so sorry,” she said. 
 
    She made this horrible expression as tears began to streak down her face, and the sound of her breathing was torture for them both. Will touched her cheek and gave her a genuine smile. 
 
    “It’s okay,” he said. “I don’t blame you.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you tell me?” she sobbed. “LP… Why?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” he muttered. “I wish I had.” 
 
    She hugged his head to her chest and smoothed back his hair. He felt her tears raining down on his face. She squeezed him tight, holding on as though she’d never let go even as she did. 
 
    “I always thought Halberd… just couldn’t handle seeing you again,” he muttered. “That’s why he told me never to contact you. But that wasn’t it.” 
 
    “You’re not Halberd!” said Jess. “I won’t watch you die like he did!” 
 
    “It’s because… you’re one of the good guys,” he said. “It’s because you believe in doing what’s right.” 
 
     He listened to her crying as he lost sensation in his arms. There were worse places to be. 
 
      
 
      
 
    THE END 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CONTINUED IN BOOK EIGHT 
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