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PART ONE: IRRECONCILABLE DIFFERENCES










CHAPTER 1




THREE YEARS EARLIER



 



Paradise. It was a clear, sunny day on Lockpick’s tropical island, with the ocean visible on one side and a beach pulled straight from a travel brochure on the other.



The island had a single rope swing, one that hung from a tree jutting from a cliff face, made with frayed, ancient rope that felt like it could snap at any moment. Lockpick pulled the swing back, eyeing the path it would take him over the water on a diagonal.



“Here we go,” he said.



Nameless was next to him, and she was smirking, which he’d learned meant she knew something he didn’t. He made a face and reached out to tweak one of her bikini straps, a move he’d internalized at some point from Halberd. She caught his hand and briefly swung it back and forth, mimicking the swing before letting go, fingers flying in dramatic fashion.



He took a few more steps back, listening to the cheers coming from the beach below, mostly from younger islanders. The kids loved following him and Halberd around and made a game of trying to climb them both for shoulder rides.



He doubled the balance of the actual swing part of the rope swing, finding it a little loose and not anywhere close to even. He knew he’d been stalling for too long at that point and wished he’d never looked down at the drop to the sand below he’d have to clear before being over the water.



Nameless gave him a little push that surprised him more than anything. He flinched into the right direction, however, and the only thing he had to grab onto to keep from tripping and falling over completely was the rope swing, which had plans of its own.



It was the sun glinting off the water that caught his breath more than the height. It was the way even at speed, the wind seemed to welcome him with its warm, mildly humid embrace. It was knowing that he could swim and relax as much as he wanted and then simply walk across the island when he was done to the place he now called home.



The island children shouted as Lockpick flew through the air, flailing in surprise at the amount of freefall the swing had earned him, and then struck the water. He landed with such force that it dislodged the knot of his swimming trunks, and he had to grab them and hold them in place as he came back to the surface. The ocean was placid, and he took a moment to float on his back before swimming to shore.



Nameless and the children celebrated him as though he’d done something incredible as he walked onto the sand dripping wet. When nobody climbed up the cliff to attempt the rope swing after him, he got the sense that it wasn’t an oft used feature of the island.



“Your turn,” he said, grabbing Nameless’s arm.



She laughed and batted at him, and he made as though to throw her over one shoulder and carry her up.



 



***



 



Halberd was loitering around what had, in many ways, become the island’s town square. It was really just the paved area outside their imported mansion, but many of the islanders who plied their wares had taken to setting up there as though anointed by charter.



It always left a sour taste in Lockpick’s mouth to see and acknowledge the faint worship the islanders paid toward western civilization and westerners. He wanted to explain to them that he and Halberd weren’t the pinnacles of success, and emphasize that they were simply rich, not there to enlighten or enrich. The language barrier kept the impulse contained, where it chafed constantly against his ideals.



“They’re done, LP!” called Halberd. “Come on! You’ve got to check them out!”



“Do I?” asked Lockpick. “I’m not really as… enthused about these as you are.”



His father clamped a hand down on his shoulder and directed him into the mansion’s courtyard. The objects of his excitement were set in what would have been the drop-off loop, had they been in a place that appreciated cars, front and central for each and every guest to admire on their way by.



Two statues stood atop a raised stone dais, tall and imposing and not nearly as familiar- looking as they should have been. Lockpick and Halberd, standing with confident posture and peering off into the distance with thousand-yard stares.



“I had to have the sculptor add my eyepatch,” said Halberd. “What do you think?”



Lockpick… had some thoughts. The first was so central to the premise of having a statue made in someone’s honor that it almost felt paradoxically pointless to voice. Neither statue looked anything like either of them.



“I think the creative mind behind them took a few liberties,” said Halberd. “They’re supposed to represent the
 ideal
 of us, rather than simply be a one-to-one recreation.”



“Right,” muttered Lockpick.



Halberd’s statue was too tall and too muscular, but with the eyepatch, the resemblance was almost there. The statue held its axe high into the air, heralding in the new day. There was an undercurrent of intrigue, danger, even, to him, one that Lockpick had to admit fit him perfectly.



It was his own statue that he had the larger problem with. The sculptor must have had a photo of him from when he was younger, because even though his recreation was reasonably tall, there was something deceptively adolescent about his expression. He looked like a boy who’d discovered cruelty without empathy, an unchained puppy that plays too rough.



It was unnerving, as though a lie had been carved onto his statue’s face to be worn openly for the rest of time. The idea that he was
 enjoying
 his time on the run, all the times he’d hurt people, killed them, even. Perhaps he was the only one who’d see that expression and immediately make that particular connection, but it was there, unwanted and undeniable.



“You look disappointed.” Halberd rubbed his shoulder. “We could always have adjustments made to it. Might be expensive, but we still have the money.”



“No, it’s fine,” muttered Lockpick.



It wasn’t fine, and he knew it would nag him endlessly, possibly even haunt his dreams. The issue was that correcting the statue wouldn’t fix the realization it’d given him, wouldn’t change the fact that he really had enjoyed much of his time as a teenage supervillain, doing horrible things with no consequences.



The statue looked nothing like him and yet still managed to hit too close to home.



“Hey LP, is it gay if I fondle my own junk?”



Halberd had climbed up onto the dais and was in the middle of reaching his hand toward the egregiously obvious bulge the sculptor had painstakingly detailed on the older man’s crotch. Lockpick laughed despite himself and climbed up too, putting an arm over the shoulders of his own statue and letting the moment roll off him under the tropical sun.










CHAPTER 2




 



Will knew exactly how many strides across his cell was in both directions. He knew how to sleep comfortably on his cot, how he needed to move if he wanted to turn onto his side or his stomach. He did a fair amount of tossing and turning, as he was not allowed sheets or blankets, just the same as solitary confinement had been back in Mastodon.



Drawing that comparison was more painful than it should have been. It brought back old fears and memories, the confusing terror he’d first felt during the initial days of his very first prison sentence. A mixture of captive dread and claustrophobia that he’d never sufficiently appreciated the absence of during his brief interlude as a free man.



He’d been imprisoned for ninety days, possibly eighty-nine, possibly ninety-one. There’d been a few days early on where it’d simply been too much to get out of bed, not that he would have anywhere to go even if he had.



His cell had a cot, a toilet, and a door with a slot for food. The walls and ceiling were a sterilized white that hurt his eyes to look at for too long in any one spot. The overhead light dimmed during nighttime hours, though it always gave off enough illumination for the guards to perform their half-hourly wellness checks. The powers that be were justifiably concerned about him killing himself.



Which wasn’t to say that Will was actively suicidal. The simple fact of the matter was that, left with nothing to do and no control over his life, the idea of ending it reared its head here and there. No, he wasn’t suicidal, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t always looking for the requisite means to give himself the option, if he so desired it.



The unfortunate truth that lay ahead of him was that his trial would decide everything — whether he would ever see the outside world again. If the answer to that question was no, not ever, then he wasn’t sure he would see any benefit in enduring his imprisonment longer than necessary. He’d only gotten through Mastodon because he’d known it was a limited sentence, that there’d be an afterward, eventual relief.



I’ve only been awake for five minutes, and I’m already thinking about it again,
 he thought.
 Today is going to be an ordeal
 .



It wasn’t as though he didn’t have other things to think about, but those other things usually hurt more. Suicide was almost comical in the way it flitted through his mind, a binary decision, pushing a button labeled “DO NOT PUSH.” The argument he often had with himself over it was like banter, small talk, compared to the heavier thoughts and emotions on the edge of the horizon.



Jess, her betrayal, how justified it must have been from her perspective. Avery, discovering everything he’d hid from her from a secondhand source. Even Rue, how she was likely blaming herself or at least imagining what she could have done differently.



Thinking about his family, even in passing while still half-asleep in bed, never ended well. He’d failed them so completely, and he could only guess at whether he’d ever get to see them again, how much time he’d be allowed to apologize, if any.



Will forced himself to get up, groaning as his body identified a variety of aches born from near total inactivity. He started pacing, measuring the space within his cell in the same manner he did every single day of his incarceration. Four and a half steps, front to back. Three and a half, wall to wall. Closer to two in the back, where the bed and the toilet took up space in the corners.



He walked the edge of his cell a hundred times to start his day off, tracing the limits of his tiny home. Though, calling it
 home
 felt like an insult to every place he’d lived before. Calling it his
 prison
 also didn’t do the space justice. It was his reality. It was the empty lot the dead-end road of his life had led him to, with nowhere to turn around.



He kept pacing, arms hanging limp at his sides, feet shuffling with no energy. It was every bit as tedious and pointless as it sounded, the type of activity that would drive most men crazy, and in this regard, he was most men. His thoughts veered back toward suicide, the only escape that seemed at all likely, his comfort food of the mind.



  He received one shower a week. The guards forced him to wear a blindfold on the trip there and back, though he doubted there was much to see. The pills they gave him, a heavy dose of Normexital to block out his powers, were administered through the food slot. If he refused them, his meals were withheld, and he hadn’t found a way to adequately fake swallowing them as of yet. They always seemed to know, somehow.



He continued his pacing for another hundred laps before coming to a stop a few minutes before breakfast. He’d normally workout for the entirety of the two days before each weekly shower, but he’d just had one the day before. He stretched as he waited for the food to arrive, testing the limits of his muscles and pretending like his physical fitness mattered anymore.



The food never arrived. It threw him off completely, despite being such a small departure from his normal schedule. There was nothing, in itself, egregious in a slight delay in his usual breakfast time, but it allowed room for his imagination to run wild.



He didn’t let himself get his hopes up, however. Hope was his worst enemy. Hope was what had made his first few days into torture, still buzzing with energy and excitement from the outside world, incapable of accepting the new, empty pace of his existence.



Will was sitting down as he heard footsteps approaching his cell from outside, each one stirring his anticipation, setting up for new disappointment. There was a beep as the guard engaged his key on the other side of the door.



“Cell 16452 engaged for access,” said the feminine voice of the prison’s AI. “Prisoner, be advised that any sudden movements will be treated as an immediate threat.”



He stayed where he was, sitting on the bed, still confused about what was going on. The door opened, and two guards in black combat fatigues and balaclavas stood on the other side. Will felt a sudden, reactive surge of anxiety that didn’t have a rational catalyst.



“Arms out front,” barked one of the guards.



“What’s… going on?” he asked. His voice was weak, out of practice, each syllable catching a bit on rusted vocal cords.



“16452, arms out front,” snapped the other guard.



Attack them now
 , he thought.
 Kill them or make them kill you.



He closed his eyes and held his arms out. Idly, he wondered if he’d regret not taking his own suggestion later on.



The guard in front snapped a pair of knockout cuffs onto his wrists. He knew from experience that they were capable of dropping him with the press of a button. It hardly seemed necessary with his power blunted from the drug, but given his reputation, his
 legacy
 , the prison wasn’t taking any chances.



“You’re being moved out of solitary for your trial,” said the first guard.



“When… is my trial?” he asked.



“A few days from now.”



Well, they’re certainly giving me ample time to prepare.



The fact that they were bringing him out of his cell without the usual blindfold seemed more important than the arrival of the day he’d been waiting for, the day he’d been dreading. Again, it was the very idea of
 hope
 that stabbed at him, having the possibility of freedom dangled over him, far out of reach, but still there.



He took a breath as he followed the guards into the hallway, brushing off an odd sense of agoraphobia as he took five full steps in a single direction with his eyes open for the first time in months. The hallway felt like a chasm, each ominous shadow along its length a fiction of his own mind reflected in reality.



The guards took him on a short walk through the prison, no more than two minutes in total, but the interlude felt longer than entire road trips he’d taken as a free man. His new cell was the equivalent of an upgraded hotel suite compared to his old one, with a view, even.



A barred window looked out onto a sight infinitely more visceral than the uniform white walls he’d previously been subjected to — the prison’s outer wall, a solid fifteen-foot obstruction, and the parking lot beyond. He was in upstate New York, some town he couldn’t remember the name of due to the drugs he’d been dosed with upon arrival. Seasonal snow had fallen to coat the land in a flawless blanket of white.



His new cot was exactly the same type as the old one, odd how that fact seemed to reassure him. The guards locked him in without preamble and left without saying anything more. Will paced his cell the long way, measuring it to be a full two steps longer in each direction.



“Is silence any way to greet an old enemy, Decay?”



Will blinked in surprise, only then realizing that one of the nearby cells held another prisoner. Not the cell directly across from him, or directly to either side, but on the diagonal, which forced him to take a specific position on the far edge of his cell to see whom he was addressing.



Though it was only to confirm a voice he’d known from a past life. That tired, evil, English accent. The man was tall and spindly, with hair too grey for the modest lines etched into his face. He wore a blindfold over his eyes and a patient smile.



“Hive,” said Will. “Well, I’ll be damned. What are you doing here?”



He thought back to Hive’s brief rampage across the city, all of the people he requisitioned using his power. He’d taken control of Breathless and forced her to give birth, though she’d already been pregnant. Hive was directly responsible for creating Genesis, who’d destroyed more than just Will’s city in the time since.



“I have a trial on the way, though I can’t say I’m truly looking forward to it,” said Hive. “I would venture to guess that the same is true for you.”



“You would guess correctly,” said Will.



It was an odd moment, both men dressed in orange prison jumpsuits, Will leaning against the far wall of his cell to create a viewing angle to see eye to eye or at least face to face. He decided that was probably a good place to start when it came to clearing the air.



“Sorry about the eyes,” he called.



Hive let out a sigh and pulled his knee closer to his chest. “It was very traumatic but… I’ve had time to adjust.”



Will blinked, narrowing his eyes slightly at a slight aberration he noticed emerging from the back of Hive’s neck. It was faint, more of an afterimage than anything substantial, but he was fairly certain he could see a singular blue cord emerging from Hive’s upper spine.



Easy to not miss your eyes if you can use someone else’s
 , he thought.
 He might be locked up, but he’s not imprisoned, not completely.



“Besides,” continued Hive. “Holding a grudge seems fairly pointless, no? You’re the only company I’m liable to have in the near future and vice versa.”



“Extremely logical,” said Will. “It’s good that we’ve cleared the air.”










CHAPTER 3




 



Will settled into his new cell, surprised at how much difference a window and a neighbor made to his mental state. He’d been within striking distance of suicide in solitary, if not ready to die. The change of surroundings was reinvigorating, though it had little effect on the greater forces at work arranging his future.



The guards came to grab him again after about an hour. The knockout cuffs went back on, and one of them grunted “lawyer” in response to his query about where he was being taken. Will hadn’t realized that he’d been assigned a lawyer, but he supposed he would have to have one if he was being prepared for trial.



They led him down several confusing hallways, ascending a staircase, descending another one, before finally stopping in front of a plain wooden door. The space behind it was a room clearly intended for the purpose of meetings between lawyers and their clients.



The walls were stacked with books, law review journals, various encyclopedias, and other relevant content. A single table, fully plastic down to the legs, filled the room’s center, with a couple of chairs tucked in around the edges.



A woman stood in the back of the room, reading from the contents of an open folder. She was short, mid-thirties maybe, with dark brown hair, a red blouse, and a black pencil skirt with stockings underneath. She closed her file and somehow managed to smile at him and dismiss the guards with a toss of her head at the same time.



“William Sorling,” she said. “It’s nice to finally meet you. I’m Rebecca Copperton, your lawyer.”



She reached out to shake his hand. Will raised his cuffed wrists and glanced at the guards, who were in the process of leaving. Neither volunteered to take them off, though they were polite enough to wait outside of the room and give him a modest amount of privacy.



“You’re a public defender?” he asked.



“I am,” said Rebecca. “Is that going to be a problem for you?”



He shook his head. Halberd had once joked about how he’d rather defend himself in court than rely on a public defender, if it came to it. It was one of those many occasions on which Will had silently inversed Halberd’s opinion as an easy means of forming his own.



“You’re going to have your work cut out for you,” he said, smiling.



“Oh, I’m well aware,” she said. “I’ve been on your case for months now. The prison denied all of my requests to meet with you in person on the grounds of general safety up until now. We have an enormous amount to cover and not nearly enough time to do it.”



“Then let’s get started.” He walked over to the table and took a seat, noticing the curious way Rebecca was looking at him. “What is it?”



She shook her head. “Nothing. I’m just surprised by how… young and normal you seem. I only had the sketches to go off, given the super privacy law. I think the artists let their assumptions cloud their illustrations.”



“Well, I appreciate your unfiltered view all the more, then.”



He was surprised by how strong his own reaction to her was as she took a seat next to him, sliding the folder in place for both of them to view its contents. She was pretty in a professional sort of way, serious and driven, but lacking that tired urgency so many government employees develop after a decade or so into an arduous career, overworked and underappreciated.



“I’m not going to go into every single charge they’ve levied against you,” said Rebecca. “We simply don’t have time for that anymore. I’ve already laid the groundwork for your case, so I’m going to talk fast, explain as much as I can, and try to get you as ready as you can be. Sound good?”



“Yeah,” he said. “All I want is a chance to tell my side of the story.”



“You won’t be getting one, unfortunately,” she said. “I have no intention of putting you on the stand. It would be a disaster for your case. Terrance Chadwick, the lead prosecutor, would eat you alive.”



“I know I’m going to be found guilty. I just want… a chance to explain.”



“William.” Rebecca grabbed his shoulder, digging in her fingernails. “You don’t know a goddamn thing about how the jury is going to rule. So, please be quiet, allow me to explain what our strategy is going to be, and save the self-pity for the aftermath.”



She continued without waiting for a response.



“Now, the prosecution’s major day-one witnesses are going to be people who Chadwick thinks the jury will view as having some unique lens into the nature of your soul,” said Rebecca. “I’m going to tell you who they are, but I need you to stay calm and not get upset.”



“I can do that.”



“Father Darkeye, one of the witnesses from your attack on the Power Realist’s refugee camp.”



He rapped his knuckles on the table. “Junkyard, not a refugee camp.”



“That’s what the prosecution will be calling it, and there’s nothing we can do about it.” Rebecca flipped to a new document. “Sebastian Gall, your former parole officer, also slated to testify early. Your former headmaster, Zone, might be called to testify. There’s some uncertainty surrounding him as a witness.”



“Alright,” he said. “None of them have outright grudges against me, though Sebastian was never a fan.”



“Your family could also potentially be called to testify against you,” said Rebecca.



He nodded but didn’t let his mind go there. Picturing Jess or Avery on the stand, imagining what they might say… No. He simply didn’t let his mind go there.



“The prosecution also seems to think a woman named Elizabeth Collins might hold some key insight into the case,” continued Rebecca.



“Elizabeth…” He turned the name over and sighed as he finally recognized it. “Liz Laser. Fucking hell.”



“Not a good witness for you?”



“My ex,” he said. “Who hates me.”



“When you say hate, what exactly do you, um…?” She made a rolling gesture with her hand.



“She tried to kill me a few months ago,” said Will. “I’ve also blackmailed her into silence about a few… minor things.”



“That sounds ominous and potentially relevant to your case. Care to divulge the full story?”



“I don’t,” he said.



Rebecca folded her arms and narrowed her eyes. “You can tell me anything in full confidence.”



“If it becomes relevant, I’ll explain more,” said Will. “There’s nothing that can be done to cushion her testimony if she decides to give it.”



“That sounds even more ominous.” Rebecca made an unhappy noise but moved on, consummate professional as she was. “In general, the charges against you right now are related to what the district attorney is sure he can prove. A range of crimes on the minor side related to your dealings as Decay, failure to report your powers, destruction of property, etcetera. Nothing related to the prison break, though they believe you to be culpable.”



“I’m not,” he said. “I had nothing to do with it. Chauffeur, Despot, and Cryptkeeper orchestrated the entire thing.”



“Several murders in the second degree related to your activity in Lancaster City before you were apprehended,” continued Rebecca. “Assault on a registered, on-duty superhero, Astroman, which itself would carry several years. This is the real meat of their case. I’ll be honest, it’s going to be… a significant challenge to defend you on this front.”



“If I’m found guilty, will I be looking at life in prison?” he asked.



“Most definitely, but that’s still an
 if
 . We’ll cross that bridge when we come to it.”



She touched his hand and gave him a surprisingly reassuring smile. Will got the distinct sense that she genuinely enjoyed her job, and the challenge of his particular case even more so.



“Now,” she said. “I also need to inform you that they have reopened the investigation into Galaxy Maiden’s death, which I understand you were present for.”



Will started laughing, feeling every bit like the evil bastard the state would be trying to paint him as. “Well, that’s just fantastic.”



Rebecca’s expression twitched. “I was hoping you’d pipe up to say that you have something resembling an alibi. Perhaps one of your students was with you at the time and can verify how Galaxy Maiden died at the hands of an abomination?”



He slowly shook his head. Rebecca pushed the tips of her index fingers together and pointed them at him.



“Okay. If, hypothetically speaking, there was a motive involved here, one that might
 suggest
 a connection between you and Galaxy Maiden, I would need to know about it, regardless of whether it was accurate or justified. I am your lawyer. I’m not asking for a confession, just some help doing my job.”



“What if a motive existed, and it was weighted in the other direction, toward Galaxy Maiden having a reason to kill me?”



Rebecca stared toward him, but not at him, her expression tight around the edges with intelligent thought. “Her son and several of his friends are missing, presumed dead, at this point.”



“You could say that Liz Laser was involved with that disappearance,” he said slowly.



“Oh God.” Rebecca rubbed her forehead and let out a tired laugh. “I think I see where this is going. The ex-girlfriend gets her new boyfriend to take revenge. Maybe just to scare you, maybe a little more. Things get out of hand. People disappear. Galaxy Maiden jumps to a conclusion, and then, seeing her opportunity…”



She trailed off, scribbling something down in her notebook, and then looked at him again. “This all comes so close to tying together perfectly, but a few of the assumptions the prosecution would have to make are just so… outlandish. The strongest point in your favor, William, is that they’re going to have to work their asses off explaining how
 Lockpick
 managed to cause all of the havoc you’ve supposedly caused.”



“Safe to assume they’ll have Astroman pushed into the room on a wheelchair?”



“Who the hell knows what he’ll do or say,” said Rebecca. “He’s a wildcard. Anyway, they’re saving him for further on in the trial, possibly even as their last witness.”



“That seems pretty logical.” Will glanced at her folder, frowning at her indecipherable handwriting. “Be honest with me. Do I even stand a chance?”



“It’s going to take a miracle to save you from life in prison,” said Rebecca. “Lucky for you, I have in fact worked miracles before.”










CHAPTER 4




 



Will was brought back to his cell a short time later. Rebecca left him with a few parting questions, one about Liz and her potential weaknesses, another related to whether he could remember ever violating the terms of his parole under Sebastian.



He had a fair amount of thinking to do when he arrived back to his cell. One of the guards revealed to him that he would now have the option of a daily shower, which was such an unexpected luxury that he asked what the man meant, assuming he’d misheard.



“A daily shower,” repeated the guard. “As in, you don’t have to smell quite so much like shit anymore.”



Hive cackled with laughter from down the hall. As soon as the guard had departed, Will broke into a workout, another luxury he’d rationed in solitary. His body felt soft, weak, even, regardless of how much he warmed up and pushed himself. It wasn’t a bad feeling necessarily, more like establishing a checkpoint, verifying where he was starting over from.



The window in his cell grounded him against the actual time of day. Watching the sun set, the gentle shift of hues across the broad night sky, was the most entertained he’d been in months. He’d never realized before how much of a privilege it was.



Hive began whistling just as Will started trying to fall asleep. Shockingly, he found it to be more of a comfort than an annoyance. Hive was pretty good at it, working some familiar theme songs in between melodies Will didn’t recognize.



He brought him back to Mastodon, not when he’d first arrived in the prison, but when he’d first become ingratiated with the Power Realists. The memory would have normally infuriated him, but pretty much everyone he was mad at within the throwback was dead by his hand.



The sun was already up when the guards roused him the next morning. A breakfast consisting of an English muffin, scrambled eggs, and links of sausage was thrust into his face with a plastic fork and knife. The guard watched him eat, which was odd, but possibly just the way of things outside of solitary.



“You can receive visitors now,” said the guard. “There’s a group here already for you.”



“Visitors?” Will shook his head, heart leaping in unfortunate ways. “Who?”



“Helga… Dulkey, Dul-sigh, something like that?” said the guard, reading from a sheet. “Thea Larue. Thomas Calloway. Ali Abara. Emma Rosenburg.”



“Right,” he said. He nodded slowly, trying to preserve what he could scrape up of his enthusiasm. He wasn’t actually sure whether he would have wanted to see Jess, Rue, and Avery right away, even if that’s what his heart screamed out for. He needed time to think, to cover the ground he’d been avoiding in terms of accepting the real consequences of his actions.



Hive began whistling
 Yankee Doodle
 as Will was escorted out of his cell and down the hallway. The prison’s interior remained a series of claustrophobic lanes and turns until they finally reached the visiting center. Glass partitions sealed off each sectional from the true outside world, but he could still see his students clearly, watching and waiting for him.



He felt an odd, unwanted stab of self-consciousness. He touched the scraggly beard he’d grown, too patchy to be properly rugged. His hair had grown long enough to feel weird to him, shades of the style he’d once rocked as young Lockpick.



Most of all, he was aware of his orange prison jumpsuit, along with how the guard watched him as he took a seat across from the five remaining members of his class and picked up the ancient rotary style phone receiver to speak to them.



“…I wasn’t expecting you guys to come,” he said. Honesty was all he had for them, and he wasn’t sure it was even what they’d want.



They looked older, somehow, though that may have in part been due to how unused he was to seeing them outside of their school uniforms. Max was wearing his glasses, a thick rectangular set with broad black frames, and they looked good on him. Pasithea wore big silver earrings, each in the shape of a teardrop, along with a winter jacket with faux fur around the hood.



“See, he’s fine!” said Max, speaking to the others rather than Will. “A bit… crusty around the edges, maybe. But he’s still our teacher.”



“We knew everything they were saying was bullshit,” said Klash. “Hell, we were there for most of what happened! We know you went looking for Bloodfeud to bring him back, not to kill him.”



Will sighed and let his gaze drop. “I didn’t kill Bloodfeud… but there were other people. Old enemies. A lot of them.”



He saw the shift in their expressions, none of which had been overly enthused to begin with.



“Wait, so… some of it is true?” asked Max. “They said you fought Astroman and, like… I don’t know. Nobody wants to say you
 beat him
 , but he had injuries afterward and didn’t capture you, so…”



Will chuckled. “Yeah, I suppose I did beat him. I made him run away. Halberd always said it was close enough. If they run away or if you get away.”



Again, he felt the mood across the partition shift. Even though they’d come to visit him, he suddenly felt selfish, cruel, even, for expecting anything from them.



“Look, I appreciate all of your support,” he said. “I really do. But I don’t want you guys to feel like you have to support me. You can make up your own minds about everything I’ve done. I’m… not your teacher anymore. Just a guy in prison.”



Physique shouldered her way to the front of the group. She had on a flannel scarf, and she played with the end as she met his gaze. Her face was tough and serious and clearly pasted on over what lay underneath, cracks already forming around the edges even before she began to speak.



“I… still don’t understand,” she said, in a quiet, heartbreaking voice. “Francisco… I just need to know. None of the reports have been clear. Instructor, I just… I need you to tell me…”



She couldn’t say
 what
 . She didn’t need to say what.



“He got betrayed.” Will sucked in a breath as his thoughts went back to that moment when he’d first seen Francisco lying in the street. His exhale came out as a sigh of pain, and he slammed his fist down against the table, drawing a glare from the guard. “He got betrayed by his former gang.
 My
 former gang. He trusted them, and they screwed him over, and… he died fighting.”



He closed his eyes. He still wanted to present himself to them with composure, confidence, for memory’s sake, at the very least. He wasn’t nailing it.



“Physique,” he said, coming back to the moment. “Francisco’s sister, Mariah?”



Physique was already nodding through tears of her own. “I’ve been looking after her. She’s… been helping me, too.”



“I’m glad. Keep it up.”



She smiled and sniffed and abruptly pulled back from the glass, making a beeline for where a sign indicated the bathroom was in the corner of the visiting area. Daydream took a shy step forward to lower herself down into the hot seat.



“I… would like to know the truth.” She adjusted her glasses, and the face behind them hardened. “Were you planning to kill those men? Had you thought about it before in the past?”



“I did hate them, but I wasn’t planning on killing them.”



“You were such a good teacher! I don’t understand how you can just start killing people like it’s… like it’s…” She let out a hiss of exasperation and, shocking everyone including the guards, banged her small fist against the glass. “It’s stupid, and it’s reckless, and most of all… it just doesn’t make sense. Were you just lying to us about who you are?”



“It wasn’t a lie,” he said, touching the spot she’d punched. “It was what I was trying to make true. When you learn to do a… certain thing, the knowledge is always there. Like muscle memory, waiting for you to move in the right way.”



“The right way.” Daydream sneered at him and pushed up from the chair. “I suppose I should thank you! Thanks for being such an awful role model, Instructor. Thanks for trampling all over the trust and faith I had for you.”



“Hey…” Klash reached a hand out but stopped himself from touching her shoulder as she stomped off in the direction of the same bathroom Physique had disappeared into.



Pasithea finally made her way forward, slipping down into the seat Daydream had vacated. He didn’t know what to expect from her, which left him more confused than surprised when he saw open empathy writ clear across her expression.



“You did teach her how to speak up for herself, at least,” she said, tilting her head in the direction Daydream had disappeared.



“I can’t think of a time she ever gave the wrong answer in class,” he mused. “Even now. What she’s saying… she’s not wrong.”



“I don’t care about right and wrong.” Pasithea leaned forward, sliding her hand across the table below the partition. “What can I do to help you, Instructor? Is there anything you need?”



“Nothing they’d let me have,” he said.



She nodded, still looking at him, searching for something in either his face or his answer.



“Are you scared?” she whispered.



He shook his head, but it wasn’t the full truth. “No. At least not for myself. For my family. For how this effects other people. That does scare me.”



“You aren’t alone, you know,” whispered Pasithea. “They might try to paint you as a villain, but plenty of people know the truth.”



He chuckled, biting it off into a tired sigh. “Don’t get too hung up on the truth. Just focus on living your life well. All of you. Whatever that means for you personally.”



“Time’s up,” said the guard.



Will was roughly frisked as he stood up, as though he’d been talking to his visitors through a chain-link fence and not an airtight partition. Pasithea, Max, and Klash waved goodbye, and that singular moment stabbed daggers through his chest as he considered whether it was a true goodbye.










CHAPTER 5




 



The guards walked Will back to his cell. He felt Hive’s attention, if not his gaze, upon him as they walked him down the hall.



“Who came to visit?” called Hive. “Family? Friends?”



“Students,” said Will.



The guards unlocked his cell, pushed him inside, and relocked it before departing. He waited for Hive to ask more, and when no questions came, he felt strangely disappointed.



“I was an instructor at Baffin Academy for a little while,” he said, unprompted.



“Now that’s a surprise,” said Hive. “You seem too young to be a teacher. Too wild. Too rough around the edges.”



“The headmaster took a risk on me.” Will leaned against one wall of his cell and slid down to the floor. Rebecca’s earlier suggestion that Zone might be called to testify suddenly loomed in his future, a small episode within the greater trial which he was already dreading.



“You must have left quite the impression on your students for them to stand by you at a time like this,” said Hive.



“I tried to teach them the most important lessons I learned,” he said. “I think the problem I ran into was trying to be an instructor while still learning myself.”



“A profound and humbling lesson, truly,” said Hive, smiling. “Who should humanity at large look toward when we, as a people, wish to continue our education?”



Will waggled a finger at Hive, though he knew the other man couldn’t see it. “I wondered how long you’d manage to pull off acting sane before the crazy began to poke out around the edges.”



“Oh, come now, Decay,” said Hive. “I think we’ve both toed the line around the bounds of the game here and there. We’re not so different. Let’s not dismiss each other’s unique perspectives so casually. We can converse, speak freely, with no judgment or consequence.”



Will smiled and slowly shook his head. “There was a time when it would have infuriated me to hear you draw such a comparison.”



“Not anymore? What changed?”



“I don’t know that anything did,” he said. “Maybe I just caught up with who I really am.”



Hive didn’t reply, despite his earlier suggestion to open the line of communication. It would have annoyed Will if not for the fact that he knew neither of them were going anywhere, and they certainly wouldn’t be lacking for more chances.



He spent the rest of the day working out. The guards brought him to shower, and though the water was lukewarm and he was washing under a time constraint, it was still refreshing, borderline blissful.



He received more visitors the next morning. The guard who came to inform him spoke in a quick, indecipherable mutter, and Will frowned and shook his head.



“Who?” he asked.



“John and Cassandra Ferguson,” said the guard. “Will you accept their visit or not?”



He nodded slowly, though he still didn’t recognize either name. “I don’t see why not.”



He was led back down the halls and into the visitor’s area. A single glance through the glass partition dispelled the mystery. Erik, wearing a black bowler and a suit reminiscent of an undertaker’s garb. Mist, in a blonde wig with black bug-eye sunglasses.



He smiled as he sat down, which grew into a full-blown grin as he further considered the risk they’d taken in coming to see him in the first place. It created a division in the communal mood, with both Mist and Erik looking closer to funeral attendees in terms of expressions.



“It’s beyond awesome to see you both, but you didn’t have to come,” he said. “I’m holding up alright.”



“That’s… good to hear,” said Erik.



“Pick…” Mist’s voice wavered on the single syllable, and she sniffed and cleared her throat. “I could try it, you know. If you wanted?”



She didn’t have to say what. He’d thought about it more than once. It’d been hard not to, especially during those first few dark weeks in solitary. Erik was already shaking his head slightly, which matched the conclusion Will himself had drawn.



“I’ve been trying to explain to her how bad an idea it would be,” muttered Erik. “Just because it seems feasible doesn’t mean it is. Remember all the redundancies Mastodon had against people with escape powers simply slipping out?”



“I do, and I agree,” he said. “Mist, it wouldn’t be as simple as you just teleporting in to grab me. It would trigger something, an alarm, if not a hero with a trap power. And even if it worked, what then?”



“Anything you wanted!” Mist hissed, in a whisper. “Just because I have to be careful as a wanted woman doesn’t mean that I haven’t been living my life, Pick. Would it be so bad for you to do the same?”



She pressed her hand against the glass, and he put his in the same spot, his fingers longer and larger than hers in the way they overlapped. “It wouldn’t be the same. They’re going to make an example out of me. If I did stage an early departure, they’d put every resource they have into my recapture. This is a different situation from the prison break, the cows getting out of the fence.”



“I think he just called you a cow,” joked Erik.



Mist pressed on, not taking the bait. “Isn’t it worth it to try, at least?”



“Not if it puts a target on your back in the process,” he whispered. “If I do decide that’s what I want, I still wouldn’t get you involved. You’ve done enough for me, Mist. Annalise.”



She bowed her head forward and took her sunglasses off. A single wet tear fell loose from her eye, plopping against the table underneath the partition. In that moment, the situation really did feel like a funeral, and it felt so unfair for him to both be in the role of the one being buried and the one trying to offer comfort.



“I don’t know if you really need to know this or not, but you’ve been like the top news story for the past month,” said Erik. “Constant coverage. You’re literally famous now, Pick.”



“Cool,” he said. “Better late than never, I suppose.”



Nobody said anything for a minute or two. Will appreciated their friendship more than ever in that moment, the fact that they were willing to be there with him, silent, uncomfortable, but present.



“Hey,” he eventually said. “Have… either of you heard anything from my family?”



The question had been on his lips since the day before, but begging his students for details on Jess and Rue and Avery felt a touch too desperate, unfair to their memory of him. He saw Erik and Mist exchange a glance and braced himself for whatever they were about to say.



“They’ve been keeping a low profile,” said Erik. “Mostly.”



“Mostly?”



“Your mom is on the Board of Directors,” said Erik. “It’s been a bit of a scandal. A lot of people in the media were saying she should resign, but at the same time, she was the one who brought you in, so there were two sides to it.”



Will nodded, but the mere mention of how Jess had “brought him in” — her betrayal — was enough to make him want to move on. “Anything from Rue or Avery?”



“Kestrel formed her new team,” said Mist. “The Scarlet Squadron. I think a few of your old students joined up.”



He nodded, unsurprised. Pasithea and Physique had probably been careful not to mention it around him, lest it only deepen his sense of loss and imprisonment.



“I’m glad,” he said. “It wouldn’t have been fair if my situation had stopped her from following it through.”



“I also talked to Rue a little,” said Mist. “I snuck into the school and found her.”



Will nodded and braced himself. “What did she say?”



“She was… really upset,” said Mist, voice cracking.



“What did she say?” he repeated, more firmly.



“Pick.” Mist blinked out some tears and shook her head. “She blamed herself. She said it was all her fault. We both were sobbing. It wasn’t… really a conversation, even.”



She closed her eyes as more tears stole past her defenses. Will put his hand against the glass again, and she pressed hers in the same spot on the other side.



“It’s okay,” he said.



“It’s not,” she whispered, shaking her head. “It’s unfair. It’s just…”



“Unlucky,” he said. “But it’s still okay.”



They stayed like that for a while, until the guard announced that visiting time was over again and both Erik and Mist stood up to leave.



“I’ll write you,” whispered Mist.



“I’d like that,” he replied.



“I’ll pour one out for you when I hear the verdict on the news,” said Erik.



“Thanks, appreciate the vote of confidence.” He grinned and nodded to them both. “Take care of yourselves. Seriously.”










CHAPTER 6




 



Back in his cell, Will fell into his usual rhythm, working out until he was too sweaty and tired to think about the greater world or his oversized problems. He felt Hive’s attention on him, as though the other prisoner were somehow watching him with those unseeing eyes.



“You seem very keen on preserving your body’s strength,” said Hive. “Are you expecting to have need for those muscles in the near future?”



“Better to have them and not need them than to need them and not have them.” He finished a sit-up and remained upright and sitting. “I get the sense that you subscribe to a similar philosophy.”



He eyed the singular cord he’d previously noticed emerging from Hive’s neck and extending outward, through the wall of his cell, connecting to some poor body-snatched innocent. Hive didn’t appear overly disturbed by his insinuation.



“Indeed, I do,” said the villain. “I wasn’t mocking you, Decay. I think you may well need your strength in the days to come, if only to present a strong image to the many onlookers you’ll have during your trial.”



“If only?” said Will. “I’m a prisoner, Hive. What other reason could I have to keep my body in shape?”



“The obvious one.” Hive flashed a slow, indulgent smile. “Your extended health.”



Will didn’t respond, falling back into the rhythm of his exercise. He suspected he knew where Hive was going with the conversation but had no wish to follow him there just yet.



“Too much confinement is as unhealthy for the body as it is for the soul,” said Hive. “We each must decide where and when to draw the line about what we’ll endure. Even in this, we have choices.”



“I would need a pen to draw such a line and hold to it,” said Will, playing along, despite his reluctance. “A pen, or at least something to scratch it out with.”



“Well, I could always keep my eyes open, so to speak. Far more passes through these hallways than one might assume.”



Faint feminine laughter came from elsewhere down the hall, as though directly in response to his words. Will recognized it on a deeper level, memories stirring even as his waking mind made the conscious connection.



Pleistocene strode down the hallway with long, unconcerned strides. She walked right by a pair of guards that didn’t so much as blink in reaction, which all but confirmed in Will’s mind that she was projecting an image of herself rather than making a physical appearance.



She was still a creature of eerie beauty, porcelain pale skin on a not-quite-human body. Her eyes were too big, fingers too long, hair somehow too dark, too oily, like the straightened fur of a wild animal. She wore only shreds of an outfit, ancient leathers and tattered furs, all of it suggesting she’d once been something other than a monster thousands of years prior.



Will waited for her by the bars of his cell, which left him all the more beguiled when Pleistocene continued right past him. He didn’t say anything, not letting himself owe her any sort of reaction. He
 wanted
 to say something as she stopped in front of Hive’s cell, as she smiled with predatorial hunger.



Her body was so lithe that she was able to slip right through the bars without shifting her illusion. Hive was still sitting in meditative posture against one wall of his cell. Will almost spoke up as Pleistocene crouched next to him and extended a hand to stroke the villain’s cheek, but he caught himself, holding back.



Hive was blind to her on two separate levels, but the real danger wasn’t aimed his way. He was a villain who had literally taken over a city to breed an abomination, and now he had one standing in front of him. Pleistocene’s smile took on new a depth as she touched the patches of grey hair around each of Hive’s temples.



“The time approaches,” she whispers. “Be patient.”



The jingling of a guard’s keys stole Will’s attention, and when he looked back, the abomination was gone. He stood up and wiped sweat off his face, watching as the guards came to stand in front of his cell.



“You have a call from your lawyer,” said the guard.



 



***



 



The guard led him to an ancient-looking phone bank in another part of the prison. A phone was thrust into Will’s hand, and he waited for a few seconds while the guard connected the line.



“Hello?” he said.



“Will!” said Rebecca. “Great. This is important. Would you be willing to meet with Liz Laser tomorrow?”



“…What?” He furrowed his brow, so caught off guard by the request that he had to repeat the words once over in his head.



“She requested to speak with you,” said Rebecca. “Went through channels outside of the prosecutors in order to do it. Highly unorthodox. I think she might be reconsidering her role within the case. The
 tone
 of her testimony.”



“Alright,” he said. “Is this good for our case?”



“This might be the miracle we were hoping for,” said Rebecca. “It might also make no difference whatsoever. Either way, I would strongly recommend you take the meeting.”



He
 strongly
 didn’t want to but sensed that saying no would be the equivalent of shooting himself in the foot before a sprint. “I suppose I could hear her out.”



“I would advise you to wine and dine her, not just hear her out,” said Rebecca. “Metaphorically speaking. I’ll let her know that tomorrow works for you; we want this done soon.”



“Right.”



The guard took him back to his cell, and after finishing his workout, showering, and eating a basic dinner of beef stew and bread, he went to sleep. He felt himself drifting off, even felt the first stirrings of his dream, enough to be less than surprised when he found himself standing atop an ancient temple, barefoot and clad in a clean white robe.



He somehow knew this time around that he wouldn’t find Jess regardless of how hard he looked, and that knowledge made him question if perhaps his dream was just a dream. He looked down and saw a dagger with an S-shaped blade on the ground in front of him, the edge still coated with specks of crimson blood. His blood.



The armband had brought them back here, time and time again, visions of the past that only seemed to reinforce the strange bond it’d created between them. He didn’t understand completely, and now, in the wake of all that’d happened, he wasn’t sure he wanted to or would ever get the chance to.



“I hope you’re not contemplating suicide.”



He’d just bent over to pick the knife up when a soft voice called out to him. Not Jess, though it was someone he’d been expecting. He turned around to find Pasithea, still dressed as she’d been earlier that day, unzipping her winter coat under the hot Mesopotamian sun.



“Not just yet,” he said, turning the dagger’s blade away from him. “I wasn’t aware I gave you permission to enter my dreams.”



“I thought you picked up on what I was implying when I asked if there was anything you need.” She took a step toward him, but at a diagonal, playing coy as she closed the distance. “You don’t have to be alone if you don’t want to be, Instructor.”



He let out a low laugh and nodded slowly. She was absolutely right, and moreover, she wasn’t technically his student anymore.



“Well then,” he said. “Can I offer you a drink?”










CHAPTER 7




 



Within his dream, Will was the master of reality, though his control was limited by the walls of his imagination. He waved a hand, bringing them from where they stood amid a Sumerian temple to a more familiar setting.



Pasithea glanced around, taking in her new surroundings. “Where are we?”



“In a tropical paradise.”



He gestured to the window as he began pouring them each a glass of wine. They were in the mansion on the island he and Halberd had once lorded over, within his old bedroom. He’d always found it to be an egregiously large space for him as a teenager, but even now as an adult, it felt like more than he really needed. Though he conceded that it was possible prison had shrunken his sense of space.



“Why did you bring me here?” asked Pasithea.



“What did you visit my dream for?” he countered.



She gave him a playful smile and slowly walked over to accept her drink. She paused on the way, glancing down at herself and only then realizing he’d also changed her clothing in the transfer. She was wearing one of Jess’s night robes, an old white one that fit her in size but not style. It was too prim, too ordinary, though it looked good and showed off a fair amount.



“Seriously,” said Pasithea. “Where is this place? I want to know you more. You don’t have to hold yourself back.”



She sipped her wine and Will smiled, appreciating how much she’d grown up even in just the short time he’d known her.



“I lived here with my father during the tail end of our career as supervillains,” he said.



“Oh? Is this a dangerous place?”



“Halberd and I were dangerous people,” he said. “We had traps and defenses installed in case we ever got attacked.”



“Is that why you brought me here?” asked Pasithea. “Are you going to trap me? Handcuff me? Tie me down?”



“I suppose I should appreciate the fact that, from your tone, you don’t consider it to be a real possibility or danger. You’ve entered the dream of the infamous supervillain, Lockpick.”



“I’ve entered the dream of my hunky, mysterious teacher, Will Sorling.”



“Stop that.”



“No.” She came over to him and gently poked him in the chest, pouting openly. “You stop.”



He shook his head and took a sip of his dream wine, surprised at how good a job his brain did at feigning minor intoxication.



“I didn’t say everything I had to say when we all went to visit you as a class,” she admitted.



“I’m listening.”



“I’m not kidding, and I’m not playing around.” She crossed her arms and gave an odd shrug. “I’m intrigued by you. I’m… attracted to you.”



“I picked up on that. I’ve always wanted to be fair to you.”



“Then start being fair! I’m not your student anymore. I’m eighteen. I know I’m hot, and I know what I want.”



“And so humble,” he said, rolling his eyes.



She went over to his bed and sank down on it, bouncing a few times, but still looking determined. Will closed the distance to her slowly. He reached out and touched her cheek, feeling a variety of powerful, manly urges emerging from dormancy.



“You would have gotten further with me if you’d played the part of a good girl,” he said.



“Daydream was more your speed, then?”



He scowled, and Pasithea burst into giggles.



“Besides, I’m
 not
 a good girl,” she continued. “You might have been too noble to dip into your students, but I was fantasizing about being punished by you constantly.”



“I lean more toward corruption than punishment.”



“Big talk for a man still acting like he’s scared of getting fired if he looks at me wrong.”



More than the setting, or her state of near undress in the nightgown, it was her tone that broke through the last of his defenses. Still, he had to make sure she understood where he was coming from.



“Pasithea,” he said. “I have people I care about. I’m not looking to make things complicated.”



“I figured it was already pretty
 complicated
 for you after that first dream when I eavesdropped with you humping Relic,” she said, with a little too much mirth. “It’s alright. I don’t care about that.”



“It’s a little hard sometimes to tell what you do care about.”



“Mad at me for not taking your class seriously?” She jutted her chin out at him, clearly enjoying the dynamic. “I would have done more of the assignments, but I was like, really busy.



“Well, in that case, I’m going to have to hold you after.”



Will saw Pasithea holding back an intense smile and got the sense that this was a fantasy she’d imagined, if not tried to orchestrate, many times over. He sat down on his dream bed and leaned back on his elbows. She started to lean in to kiss him, but he shook his head.



“Oh no, this is detention, Pasithea,” he said. “I’m not going to reward you for your poor performance.”



He took her hand and pulled it onto his crotch, feeling a sudden rush of pleasure even just from that. Months in solitary had him primed for even the slightest bit of contact, the sensation almost forgotten but quickly remembered.



“It won’t happen again, Instructor Lockpick,” she said. “I promise.”



“I’m afraid a promise isn’t enough to get you out of the hot seat, young lady.”



She nodded slowly and started rubbing with more intention. Will took his pants off, enjoying the way she savored his underwear-clad bulge as it came into view.



“Knew you had a big dick,” she whispered.



He cupped her cheek, and she turned her head to suck on his thumb, making an impossibly hot little moan. He realized all at once that there was a side to Baffin Academy he’d been totally blind to as a teacher. How many other students had she seduced or been seduced by, sucked off or ridden? It was one of those questions he was both insanely curious about and averse to the answer.



“You’d better do a good job, or you’ll be back in detention after class tomorrow.” He pulled his boxers down and gently repositioned her face in front of his cock.



“You could have held me after and made me do this every single day of class, and I would have enjoyed every second of it,” she whispered. “Boys are so clueless. Even grown-up boys.”



He flexed his hips, letting the tip of his erection stamp the side of her cheek. “You seem awfully keen on goading me into making up for lost time.”



She looked him dead in the eyes as she kissed the tip of his tool. The pleasure was like eating a starburst, a sudden rush that bordered on an entire state change. She made a noise and pushed her mouth further forward, letting his cock ease her lips open.



He never would admit to her, but in that moment, he did have some regrets about how he brushed off her advances. Watching Pasithea bob her head up and down, enthusiastic and attentive, made it impossible not to imagine how interesting the months at the academy would have been with her down on her knees in detention or pulling her skirt up for him in the teacher’s lounge.



His fingers cupped the back of her head, urging her to suck faster, take his cock deeper, which she did without hesitation. The noises she was making sounded more like the way a woman would moan speared through between the thighs rather than while giving head. It was so hot and so indulgent, intense pleasure over a murky power dynamic. It was…



Time to slow down
 .



He gently pulled her head back from his tool, letting out a slow groan as the blood pounding through his body informed him that he was on the cusp of coming early. Pasithea looked at him expectantly, and he eyed her body.



“Let’s get you more naked,” he said.



She pulled the nightgown off so quickly it almost spoiled the reveal of her busty, nubile flesh. “Who does this belong to, anyway?”



“Relic.”



Her eyes widened, and Will grinned as he pulled her back down to the bed and tossed his own shirt sideways. Pasithea slid in as though to cuddle with him, but that wasn’t even close to what he had in mind.



She let out a tiny, surprised gasp as he mounted her and sank the entire length of his cock into her womanhood. He heard her clearing her throat, testing her voice ahead of some teasing quip, but it never made it onto the air as he began thrusting, the real punishment she’d been so eager for.



“Oh!” she moaned. “…Fuck!”



“This is what happens to girls who don’t turn in their homework,” he whispered. “They get a harder assignment.”



“If this… is the… assignment, I…” Pasithea’s voice trailed off into lilting moans as Will got up to pace. He let out a low laugh as he cupped one of her deliciously firm breasts, his fingers leaving a faint imprint against her pale flesh.



He was passionate and rough, borderline selfish as a lover. In truth, she would have had a gentler experience had she managed to seduce him during detention rather than after months of imprisonment. He played with her body in a way that expressed more than just his sexual frustration, dominant and aggressive.



She checked out almost completely at one point, her voice trailing off into high-pitched pleasure, her face taking on that vacant, orgasm-overload quality. Will pulled out and let his cock rub against her crotch, giving her enough of a break to catch her breath.



“Jesus,” she whispered. “Did you…?”



He smirked and shook his head. She started to sit up as though to blow him again, but he playfully pushed her shoulders, knocking her onto her back with a bouncing motion. He sank into her for round two, pounding her at full intensity from the start. Her voice snuck out in tiny, trilling syllables.



“Oh, oh, oh!” she moaned. “Ah! Oh!”



He went faster and faster, veering into a level of intensity usually reserved for fight or flight. Pasithea cried out louder and then went silent again, lost in her release. She started kissing his neck, finally piercing through the veil of her own pleasure to tease him back.



“Fuck me, Instructor,” she whispered. “Teach me to behave.”



He leaned her sideways far enough to give him room to slap her ass. She cried out in mock pain and broke into horny laughter. He pinned one of her wrists, thrusting with full strength as he felt the blood pounding, clouding over his vision. She kissed him and wrapped her legs around him, and all at once, Will was over the edge.



Pasithea seemed to jerk with each burst of his orgasm. He had a fleeting moment of terror about coming inside her, only remembering that it was just a dream after the first wave of panic. She kept a tight hold on him as though it was real life and she was looking to get knocked up, not releasing the vise clamp of her thighs until he’d begun to go soft.



“That…” he said, with a sigh and no small amount of regret, “…was—”



“Awesome,” said Pasithea. “Detention with you is the best, Instructor.”



She kissed him on the cheek, and all at once, Will felt the dream fading. He came awake on his prison cot and, lifting up his blanket, gave thanks for the fact that he was now allowed daily showers.



Part of him had wanted to stay with her a little longer, but he wasn’t sure what he would have said, how either of them would have escaped the post-sex awkwardness. She was still his student, regardless of labels and circumstance.



But good God, could she give awesome head.










CHAPTER 8




 



Will was less than surprised the next morning when the guard appeared outside his cell and announced that he had a visitor. He’d already spent the early hours of the day preparing himself for the visit from Liz that Rebecca had arranged, thinking about what to say, how to handle the situation.



“The visitor’s name is Rue Sorling,” said the guard. “I assumed she was a family member?”



“Yeah.” He breathed out, both excited and relieved. “I want to see her.”



The guard led him down familiar hallways and out into the visiting area. Rue wore a purple winter jacket over black leggings and brown, fur-lined boots. Her hair was pulled back into a poofy ponytail, and she managed a sad smile as she saw him walking over.



With her in front of him, he was forced to acknowledge how hard he’d worked to keep from getting his hopes up for this moment. It hurt him to think about his family, how he’d ultimately betrayed their trust and pushed them away. Rue was the only one who’d known the truth, and he’d even shut her out during his last few moments of freedom, refusing to take her call at a time when she might have been able to help.



But she was there now, sitting on the other side of the glass, forcing a smile onto her face. God, it would have devastated him for her not to have shown, and in that thought was the promise of further pain and disappointment, as it was just her there. Just Rue.



“Hey,” he said, matching her fake smile.



“Hey.”



They were both silent for a heartbreaking moment, across which they each lost a measure of their composure in a different way. Rue took a ragged breath, pain and sympathy sneaking onto her expression. Will touched the glass and furrowed his brow, wishing for nothing more than to be able to touch her, to hold her.



“I’m sorry,” he whispered. “I’m so sorry.”



“I pieced together what probably happened,” she whispered. “I heard some of it through eavesdropping through your phone. Why didn’t you pick up when I called you?”



“I don’t know,” he muttered. “I lost it. I was just so mad.”



“Oh, LP.” She closed her eyes, opened them, and pressed her hand against where his was on the other side of the partition. “I don’t blame you, I hope you know. I get it, but at the same time… I just wish… so badly that this all had played out differently.”



“It played out how it played out,” he said. “I have to accept responsibility. I’m here because of the choices I made. Don’t feel sorry for me, Cammie.”



“That’s not what I mean. I can’t help but think how quickly my life would implode if my secret were unveiled in the same way. The stream, everything we’ve done, how hard it would be to keep going afterward.”



“You wouldn’t be looking at jail time, at the very least.” He smiled, leaning his head sideways in search of her gaze. Rue eventually met his eyes, one hand quickly wiping over them with what she must have thought was a subtle movement.



“How are you?” she asked. “I mean… how is it? Are they at least treating you okay?”



“Yeah, of course,” he lied. “It’s been fine.”



His time in solitary had been unbearable, pushing him to the point of considering suicide as a real option, but that was over. A future involving him being dumped into some gen-pop level penitentiary for supervillains would probably be hell again, like a do-over of Mastodon without the certainty of being part of a gang. For the moment, however, his circumstances were workable.



“What can I do?” whispered Rue. “There must be something. I can see into other parts of the prison with my power, or anywhere else in the world, really. Anything, LP.”



“You being here is enough, Cammie,” he said. He rubbed his hand against the glass over hers. “You don’t have to do anything more.”



“And I’ll be at your trial,” she said. “In your corner. As close as I can get.”



“Thanks.”



Rue’s hand closed into a fist, and she brought it down gently against the table. “I still haven’t spoken to Mom. Not since the day she betrayed you.”



Will took a breath and let it out slowly, not wanting to examine his own knotted, raw emotions on the subject. “You don’t have to do that. What happened is between me and her.”



“I am my own person, and I’ll have whatever emotional reaction I damn well please,” said Rue. “I have no interest in speaking to that woman after she nuked our family from orbit.”



“If she nuked our family, I’m the one who built the bomb,” said Will.



“I don’t care,” said Rue. “You’re not going to talk me out of being mad at her. I even switched to living in the student dorms at the academy so I don’t have to see her every day, not that she’s even been around much. On that note, Zone was… actually the one who brought me here for this visit.”



“Good man.”



“He’s going to be testifying tomorrow.”



Will shrugged. “He’s got relevant testimony. I’m sure he’ll tell the jury what he considers to be the truth.”



Rue nodded slowly. She looked scared, and he found it hard to meet her gaze without feeling a transfer of that fear, like the stakes were being made real through her expression.



“No matter what happens, LP, I’m going to be here for you,” she whispered.



“That’s all I could ever ask for. It’s going to work out, one way or another.”



“I know,” she said. She looked at him again, hardening or perhaps softening her face to match her words. She suddenly glanced over one shoulder, and Will followed the line of her attention back to another figure standing by the metal detector at the door.



Avery had also come to visit. Rue didn’t seem surprised by their older sister’s arrival, which he wasn’t sure whether to take as a good sign or a warning.



He stared at Avery for an endless, unfair moment as she walked toward them, serious and unsmiling. All of her piercings were out, and her hair was cut short again. She looked older than he remembered, but that wasn’t quite it. More professional, less accepting of nonsense, and certainly already past the initial sorrow on the topic of him and his secrets.



“Neither of us knows this town, so we figured we’d meet up to find a motel or something for the trial,” said Rue, with a guilty shrug. “I didn’t realize she’d be stopping by right now.”



“It’s fine.” He smiled and made as though to rub her hand through the glass. “You want to tag out with Avery?”



“I don’t want to, but I will,” she said, quietly. “I’m in your corner, LP. Now and always.”



She leaned forward and made as though to kiss the glass without actually making contact. He touched his own lips and then pressed his fingers to the same spot. Rue stood up, exchanged a small nod with Avery, and moved off to the side.



“Will.” Avery made an odd, pained expression, and gave a small shake of her head as she sat down.



“Hey,” he replied.



Avery folded her hands on the table, fingers interlaced. Neither of them spoke, but it was a different class of silence than what he’d shared with Rue. It didn’t feel like having a family member or even a former lover pay him a visit. More like the beginning of an interrogation, or an excommunication, even.



“I’m glad you came,” he finally said.



“I’m here,” she said, voice flat.



He was aware of his own appearance to a degree he hadn’t been with Rue. His beard was scraggly and uneven, and his orange prison jumpsuit, much like every one ever created, was imbued with an unpleasant but intangible quality, the intersection of shame and disposability.



“I’m sorry,” he eventually said. “For everything.”



“Why didn’t you trust me?” asked Avery, words hissing out like steam from a faulty weld. “Why did you keep all of this secret? Did you enjoy keeping me in the dark?”



“I don’t know. I don’t have an answer. I wanted to tell you, or at least, I wanted for there not to be so many secrets. But I… I also wanted to protect you. Not force it all on you. I wanted things to be simpler.”



She looked away and took a breath, posture tense, resolve thinned. Will saw her swallow and almost had to avoid her gaze as she turned back to face him. So much anger and hurt, all of it deserved, all of it for him.



“I almost relapsed when I realized the full extent of it,” she whispered. “I had the pills and everything. I came so close…”



“Avery…”



“No!” She leaned forward, eyes intense. “You need to hear this, LP, because I’m sick of hearing it echo in my head and nowhere else! You hurt me… wrecked me… kept all of these secrets, right under my nose. Like it was fun for you. I was your probation officer! I was… goddammit, I am your fucking sister!”



“I watched Halberd have an overdose once,” he said. “He was taking pills and drinking at the same time, and probably more that I didn’t know about. I thought he was dead, but he woke up. I remember him telling me afterward how he wished he could be a better man, and at the time, all I could think was… then do it! Back then, I thought it was all just… that simple.”



Avery slowly shook her head, looking angrier than she had before, if anything.



“You’re not Halberd. And I’m not going to indulge your self-pity, LP.”



“You don’t have to stay,” he said, smiling, despite it all. “Avery, I know I’m a fuckup. I’m not denying any of this. It’s my mess. If you feel like you need to leave, to move on from all of this, I get it. I’m your biggest fan… and I don’t want to drag you or anyone else down with me.”



“Why do you think I came, after everything?” she hissed. “I love you. I still love you. So I’m here, even if you’re dragging me down. I’m your biggest fan, too. Which is why…”



She closed her eyes and shook her head, face shuddering under her emotions like an overloaded bridge. Will slid his hand as close as he could get it to hers with the partition in the way.



“How’s the team?” he asked. It felt cruel to change the subject so brusquely but even crueler to stay on it.



“The team,” echoed Avery. “I wasn’t sure if you’d heard. I told your old students not to bring it up with you.”



“I haven’t heard much,” he said. “Just in passing. I’m happy for you guys. I have enough weighing on me without thinking that I sabotaged your pet project.”



Avery nodded. “…No. I pushed ahead with it. To be honest, it helped to have something to do other than just sit around all day feeling devastated.”



“Did you replace me, or…?” He smiled but drew it in as he saw her face. “That was supposed to be a joke.”



“Hilarious,” said Avery. “I don’t think we could have ever replaced the mighty
 Lockpick
 even if we’d wanted to. No, we just went with who we had. It’s me, Miss Mass, Physique, and Pasithea.”



“Seems like a solid quartet,” said Will. “I think you all can do a lot of good in the world.”



“That’s the plan,” said Avery in a slightly choked voice.



“Rue didn’t end up taking the leap?”



“She did, but it’s been tough on her with school and… everything.” Avery shrugged. “I haven’t been pushing her to do more than just be a reserve member.”



He eyed where Rue was standing across the floor of the visiting center, watching them while trying to seem like she wasn’t. “It’s been tough on her, too, hasn’t it?”



“Yeah. It’s been tough on all of us.” Avery shifted forward, concern edging into her expression. “I’m not sure if Mom is… going to be at your trial.”



“Honestly… I’m not sure whether I want her to be there.”



It was two truths at once, his anger and his shame. He wasn’t sure if he was still mad at her — if he’d ever really been mad to begin with and not just upset — but seeing her would force him to figure it out. What he was sure of was that he was ashamed, maybe not of the actions he’d taken, but in how they’d affected everyone, her especially. How much they’d undercut what she represented.



“It’s not a simple decision for her,” said Avery. “She’s on the Board of Directors. Your situation isn’t the only source of friction. There have been a lot of abomination attacks throughout the world, and Astroman has still been recovering. She’s been busy, both with the media frenzy and with keeping the world safe.”



“Good for her,” he muttered.



“Do you seriously blame her for what happened?” asked Avery.



“I didn’t say that!” he snapped. “I just…”



He shook his head, struggling to articulate it, which left room for Avery to interpret.



“Maybe you thought those little encounters between us and
 Decay
 were just fun little outings, but Mom and I took them seriously,” she said. “When I found out, at least, I was more confused than angry. I don’t know that I would have reacted any better in her shoes.”



“I already said I don’t blame her!” he said, with a little too much intensity. “I just… God, I wish things were different.”



“We all do.”



He swallowed, knowing there was one more question he needed to ask. “Would you react better now if someone sent you after me?”



Avery furrowed her brow and shook her head slightly. “…What?”



“Hypothetically speaking,” he said. “If I hadn’t stumbled into Jess’s arms and been caught. If I were still on the run… Would you come after me, now that you’ve had time to process?”



He watched her and picked up on the instant she understood what he was really asking. The question was a relevant one, despite being veiled in the past tense.



“I’m not answering that,” she said, slowly. “I really hope my little brother is smart enough to not do anything stupid and rash. That’s all I’m going to say.”



“I’ve missed you so much, Avery.”



He pressed his hand to the glass, and she touched the same spot.



“I’ve missed you too,” she whispered. “And I am still on your side, despite how cruel what you did to me was. All the lying… I’m still not even sure I understand the full extent of everything you did, LP. But I still love you. Idiot.”



“Thanks.” He grinned and felt his eyes getting misty.



The guard, with ever impeccable timing, stepped forward and cleared his throat. “Time’s up.”



“See you at the trial,” he said, smiling as Rue ran over to say her goodbye alongside Avery.



“I’ll see you there, LP,” said Avery. “Good luck.”



“I love you, LP!” shouted Rue.



“I love you both,” he said, waving as the guard led him away.










CHAPTER 9




 



“It seems you’re quite the popular man,” called Hive.



Will chuckled as the guard locked him back inside his cell. “Lucky is the word I would use.”



“Oh, that too, for sure.” Hive was stretched out across his bed and shifted one of his pillows to better prop himself up. “I feel like I’m going to be missing the show by not being allowed to attend your trial. It’s going to be the spectacle of the year.”



“When is yours supposed to be, anyway?”



“Oh, I’ve had my lawyer spinning his wheels on various procedural roadblocks to buy us more time,” said Hive. “I’ve no interest in being returned to a maximum-security life sentence until it’s strictly necessary.”



Will eyed the cord emerging from Hive’s neck again and wondered if it was just a simple preference or a strategy in motion. He thought about Avery’s non-answer to his last question, why he’d asked it to begin with. If Jess hadn’t brought him in the way she did, who would they have sent after him? Would anyone else have been able to stop him?



The quiet, unchanging environment of his cell left him with ample time to go over Rue and Avery’s visits, replay every word they’d spoken. He couldn’t help but smile at the fact that they’d shown up. They were both there to support him, despite their own feelings, despite all he’d put them through. He was beyond grateful.



The guard brought lunch, and he ate in silence. He had another workout and gladly took his daily shower afterward, using every second allocated to scrub himself clean. His hair was still damp as he arrived back in his cell, and he carried the moisture onto his pillow as he stretched out in bed.



He remembered what Rebecca had told him about Liz paying him a visit and did his best to keep from drifting off into a midday nap. The idea of meeting with her right after waking up felt a little too much like nightmare fodder for his liking.



Several hours passed by, however, and it became clear by that evening that Liz probably wasn’t going to show. It seemed like an ominous development, given what Rebecca had told him.



If she was going to be one of the witnesses testifying at his trial, there was no predicting what she might say. The truth was a burden in its own way, and maybe she’d decided it was time to get it off her chest.



A guard did show up to announce a visit — with Rebecca, not Liz. He was led back to the room with the various bookshelves, where Rebecca was already waiting for him. She smiled and pulled a chair out for him to sit down.



“I have you scheduled to get in with the prison’s barber after this,” said Rebecca. “The shaggy hair and scraggly beard look isn’t going to cut it for the courtroom. What did Liz have to say?”



“She didn’t stop by,” he said. “I’m going to guess that’s not good?”



Rebecca groaned and brought the knuckle of her thumb to her mouth, gnawing on it like a squirrel with a nut. “It’s not great. I suppose her requesting the meeting to begin with is an indicator that she might be on the fence about what she wants to say. Regardless, there’s nothing we can do about it this late in the game. Also, I got you a suit to wear.”



She slid a small bag across the table toward him. The guard stepped forward before Will could touch it, going through its contents in a manner that did more to disturb the folds of the fabric than anything.



“Thanks,” he said. “Should I try it on?”



“Oh, trust me, it’ll fit,” said Rebecca. “This is not my first rodeo, and I’ve always had a knack for sizing people up.”



“I’ll take your word for it then.”



Rebecca scribbled in a notebook distractedly. “Fundamentally, our strategy is going to be the same with or without Liz’s testimony leaned in our favor. They can easily prove some of the charges against you, most notably your scuffle with Blackwing and the manner in which Despot died.”



Will nodded, slightly amused by how generous she was being with her phrasing. He’d cut Blackwing’s hand off when he’d tried to call for help, and he’d chased down Despot and killed him after all but announcing his intentions to a crowd of people.



“They’re going to try to prove that you’re Decay, but I don’t think they’ll be able to do it,” said Rebecca. “At least, I’m not going to make it easy for them. Aside from what amounts to a few spurious, unsubstantiated claims that emerged from people with a vested interest in slandering your name, all they’ve got is a few bits of circumstantial evidence.”



“It’s already out there.” Will shook his head. “I’m not going to deny it if they ask me.”



Rebecca laughed and shook her head. “I’m not putting you on the stand, Will. That would be a quick and efficient way of completely incinerating your case. Now, when it comes to what happened between you, Bonespur, and the other gang members you fought before confronting Despot, it shouldn’t be too hard to angle the narrative toward a mixture of self-defense and protecting your injured student.”



“I have to say something,” he said, still stuck on the previous point. “I have the option of testifying, don’t I?”



“William. Look at me.”



He sighed and looked at her. Rebecca pantomimed slapping him across the face.



“You. Do not. Want to testify.” She paused for emphasis. “It won’t end well. There’s nothing I could do to prepare you. The prosecutor, Chadwick, is a master of rhetorical games and would eat you alive. You have to trust me on this.”



“It’s my decision, isn’t it?”



“If you walked into a room and found someone pointing a gun at their own head, would you accept them saying that it’s their decision and leave it be?”



“You really think it would be that bad?”



“Worse than that bad,” said Rebecca. “Now, where things get a little bit murky is in regard to Galaxy Maiden, her son Complex, with whom you had a variety of public interactions ahead of his disappearance, and Liz Laser. The prosecution seems to think Liz is their lynch pin for this sector of the case. I would love to know exactly why that is?”



“Because she probably is,” said Will. “But in order to give her side of the story, she’d also have to incriminate herself.”



“Do you think she’d be willing to do that?”



He slowly shook his head, not to say no, but that he didn’t know. Rebecca drummed her fingers on the table and let out a low chuckle.



“I’ll be honest with you,” she said. “It almost doesn’t matter. The state doesn’t need to have a strong case when there are so many different avenues of attack. If they sufficiently convince the jury even on just a few of the charges, you’re going away for a long time. Probably life, Will.”



He nodded, not saying anything. What was there to say? He was fucked. It was strange, like the reality of that still hadn’t completely caught up with him.



“With that said,” continued Rebecca. “I’m not going down without a fight. I’ve gotten people off with a similar number of charges before. This is a long shot but not a lost cause. I just need you to keep trusting me. And make sure you tell the barber to cut your hair short and scrape off every ounce of that beard. I want you looking as young and potentially innocent as humanly possible.”



“That much I can do,” he said. “Thanks for putting in the effort.”



“Likewise.”










CHAPTER 10




 



The rest of the evening was uneventful, aside from Will’s appointment with the prison barber, a silent man whom he felt he was trusting with his life as he worked a straight razor across his face. He got as much sleep as he could, which wasn’t much, and woke up the next morning feeling uneasy.



“Good luck,” called Hive.



“Yeah,” said Will.



He’d already changed into his suit, though the lack of a mirror within his cell left him in the dark in terms of how he actually looked. The guard arrived and, after securing knockout cuffs onto him, led him down the hallway with no further fanfare or preamble. It was as though they were bringing him anywhere else, not to a spectacle that would decide whether he had a future as a free man.



The outside world was simultaneously too cold and too bright. Will saw his breath when he exhaled, which was nothing short of entertaining after so many weeks within the climate-controlled jail. It was actively snowing, small, lazy flakes descending leisurely, and each step left a tiny, perfect imprint of his shoes as he followed the guard to the van he’d presumably be riding in.



The guard frisked him again before pushing him into the windowless back, which was probably a wise move on his part. It was just the guard and the driver, both varying degrees of overweight, sitting up front. They immediately began joking with each other about the cold or something. Will was too busy casing his new surroundings to pay much attention.



All he would need was a small bit of metal, a pen, a hairpin, a loose staple. It wasn’t about actively wanting to escape, not now, ahead of his trial. The timing would make it feel too much like running away, and this time, he didn’t have it in him to run. Still, his mind very clearly wanted the option, which he could understand.



There was nothing. The van’s interior, at least the back, was far from spotless, with plenty of stains and dirt skins and unsavory spots of what looked a lot like mold. It was free of anything he could use, however, probably vacuumed twice over within the past week.



He forced himself to sit still and endure, if not enjoy, the ride. With no windows in back, he was clueless about where he was going. When the van drew to a stop, he was expecting to be within a town or city, perhaps outside of a stereotypical court building with a sculptor’s rendition of justice poised in the walkway.



A fucking military base. Oh, they don’t play.



He took in the various military grade buildings, oversized vehicles with pothole surmounting wheels, and men in fatigues running drills or carrying firearms. His trial was through the CA, which was technically a civil entity that worked through the standard court system, but it made a certain amount of sense, given the risk of a villain attempting an escape, the potential damage certain supers were capable of doing in minutes.



Despite their presumably stringent training, nearly every soldier paid attention to Will as the guard from the prison led him through the base. He felt like a supervillain, all the way down to the suit Rebecca had provided for him and the close shave from the barber. Clean cut, pure evil. He laughed, drawing even more attention.



The guard brought him into an old aircraft hangar, the interior an empty expanse of plain concrete floor. Will’s hands were going numb from the cold, which made it even more disappointing to find that the hangar was underheated, or perhaps just abysmally insulated.



Chairs had been set up in the familiar pattern of a courtroom, and an entire judge’s bench had been brought in for effect. It felt small within the wide-open interior, small and meaningless, an artifact of tradition that seemed naked out of context.



For whatever reason, he’d expected to be the first one to arrive. It was his trial, after all, but no. A woman in a traditional judge’s robe stood off to one side, drinking coffee and observing. A few of the seats allotted for the public to observe were already occupied.



Will spotted Rue and Avery sitting together, though neither had seen him yet. Pasithea and Physique were in the row behind them, and shockingly, he spotted Mist and one of Erik’s doubles a few chairs away.



Rebecca ran up to him clad in a skirt and high heels, but also still wearing her winter jacket and gloves. She frowned at the guard and made a rolling motion with her hand.



“Cuffs off,” she said. “Nothing that might influence the jury.”



The guard grumbled something but did as commanded. Rebecca folded her arms and eyed Will, eyes scanning from top to bottom.



“Not bad,” she said, quietly. “You look relatively innocent.”



“Does that really make a difference?”



“It all depends on the jury we get, but generally, yes. People see what their eyes show them, and then their imagination fills in the gaps.”



He followed her over to the table they would apparently be sitting at, up front and within easy view of the judge’s bench. Will risked a glance over his shoulder as he sat down, catching Avery’s and Rue’s gazes for long enough to smile at each of them. He paused as he noticed more people entering the old hangar in a line, the foremost of which he instantly recognized.



Jess. She looked good, healthy and confident. She’d done her makeup and wore a grey skirt and a black long-sleeved blouse over leggings and high heels. Her hair was down, perfect, glossy strands of blonde falling across her shoulders, and she had a pair of silver earrings in.



She was wearing one of the two artifacts he’d given her — the water-breathing brooch, which fit neatly into the landscape of her outfit, drawing attention to her blouse’s modest neckline. He wondered at that, though he didn’t want to. There was little point in wearing it other than to simply have it on, given its niche utility.



She caught his gaze for an instant that passed immediately and yet still overstayed its welcome. He couldn’t even begin to decipher the conflict he saw in her face, the strange depth within her brilliant blue eyes, almost like she was about to cry.



He looked away, annoyed with her, annoyed with himself. His heart was pounding in his chest, and it felt like the last thing he needed. Why hadn’t she come to visit him in prison, at the very least to give him a heads up about her intention to be present for the trial? Was she there to watch? To testify?



“Please, everyone,” said the judge, as she ascended to the bench. “Take your seats and quiet down. I am Judge Jacqueline DeLangia, and I will be presiding over this trial.”



She went on, glossing over various pre-trial announcements with the sort of quick, practiced explanation that spoke of rote memorization. Much of it was related to the non-disclosure agreement signed by all members of the public, given the nature of heroes being unmasked through testimony. Everyone stood as the jury was brought in and sworn in.



Will looked them over briefly, not seeking out eye contact but not averting his gaze. They looked normal, three men, four women, all of whom he could imagine stepping off of a bus or waiting in line at a busy restaurant.



Judge DeLangia explained various aspects of their duty to them, ranging from how to report influences that might predispose them to a certain judgment to how to raise their hand if they needed something.



She went through the laundry list of charges against him, various second-degree murders along with other crimes, not all of which Will could remember the specifics of when described so clinically.



Eventually, the judge prompted the lawyers for their opening statements. The prosecutor went first, a pale man with busy eyebrows that made for a voluminous contrast against his waxed bald head.



“Your honor,” he said, nodding to the judge. “Esteemed jurors. Members of the public within the courtroom today. My name is Terrence Chadwick, and I’ll be prosecuting this case on behalf of the District Attorney. You’re going to hear a lot about what happened from a variety of different sources, but ahead of all of this compelling testimony, I would like to place a question into your mind.



“What are the facts? What… are the facts? What
 are
 the facts? We have several eyewitnesses, people who in some cases have known William Sorling for months, for years, longer than that, all of whom can deliver testimony supporting the actual facts of this case without any leaps of logic or suppositions.



“William Sorling stormed into a safe space for refugees, maiming a member of the Champion Authority in the process. William Sorling threatened a community leader and deputized member of the CA before chasing after him on a dirt bike and said community leader was later found dead. William Sorling,
 Lockpick
 , fought Astroman and, in the midst of a chaotic melee, delivered an injury that leaves him wheelchair bound to this very day.”



Chadwick droned on in his somewhat nasal though commanding voice, fleshing out his accusations and hammering home the importance of “the facts” until the word had lost meaning for Will. He tried to keep his expression neutral even as what little hope he’d had trickled away. Finally, it was Rebecca’s turn. She nodded to him and flashed the kind of smile that only people who truly understand what it means to love a job can interpret.



“First and foremost,” she began. “I would like to state the obvious — opening statements are not evidence. The prosecution’s description of what they claim happened and what they allege my client did is not evidence.



“The evidence is what will be shown to you within this courtroom across the next few days. The evidence will come to you in pieces, as a puzzle, to be interpreted and assembled. For all of Prosecutor Chadwick’s fixation on the truth, I hope you’ll approach this case from the perspective of uncovering what
 is true
 , what can reasonably be proven by the evidence, rather than what sounds good or confirms someone else’s hunch.



“I believe that anyone who looks at this case and comes to a judgment off the verifiable evidence will have an extremely difficult time finding my client guilty beyond reasonable doubt. My client acted in defense of himself and one of his students, a seventeen-year-old whom he watched die in his arms.



“He reacted as anyone would have in the same situation and went looking for answers, only to be forced to defend himself a second time, in the heat of the moment. The prosecution is even willing to go so far as to attempt to tie him to a series of completely unrelated crimes committed by a supervillain who happened to be operating out of the same city all on the basis of an unsubstantiated claim from a former gang leader.”



Rebecca held out her arms and smiled for emphasis. “I don’t know about all of you, but personally, I’m looking forward to discovering the truth. What the evidence, and the evidence alone, can tell us.”



She went on, touching on his past as a hero, various historical good deeds, even mentioning Halberd in passing. She was good at her job, but so was the prosecutor, and hearing their opening statements back-to-back left Will with emotional whiplash.



He looked around as Rebecca thanked the court and returned to her seat. Judge DeLangia cleared her throat, looking tiny but tall atop her raised bench.



“Mr. Chadwick,” she said. “The prosecution may call their first witness.”



Chadwick nodded and stood up. “The prosecution calls Mark Alberg,
 Zone
 , to the stand.”










CHAPTER 11




 



Zone took the stand, nodding to the judge with a withdrawn smile as he adjusted his chair. He looked tired but serious and laced his fingers together on the stand in front of him.



Prosecutor Chadwick paced across the floor of the empty hangar for a few seconds, gathering his thoughts or perhaps simply pausing for effect. The first bout of questions related to Zone’s own history at Baffin Academy along with his tenure as an administrator at the Seattle Super Academy in the years before.



“This brings us to the start of the current academic year,” said Chadwick. “You hired William,
 Lockpick
 , as an instructor. You took a chance on him, really.”



“That’s correct,” said Zone.



“Now, I’m not intimately familiar with the hiring standards of your institution, but it’s hard to imagine that he was qualified to teach at a college, was he?”



“Our school has a varied academic populace,” said Zone. “Many of our students come from rough homes or have preexisting behavioral issues.”



“Was he qualified?”



“In his own way, he was,” said Zone.



“More specifically, what were his educational accolades?” asked Chadwick. “Did he have a degree from an accredited college? A teaching license?”



Zone sighed and gave a small shake of his head. “I don’t believe so, but in terms of experience as a superhero—”



“Experience which is impossible to directly measure,” said Chadwick.



“Prosecutor, please refrain from cutting off the witness,” said Judge DeLangia.



Chadwick held up one hand demurely, head lowered. “My question, Headmaster Zone, relates to your own expectations upon hiring him. Were you at all concerned at that time about his checkered past or general reliability as a teacher?”



“Objection,” said Rebecca. “Leading the witness.”



“Overruled,” said Judge DeLangia. “Headmaster? Your answer?”



Zone took a breath and shrugged. “Yes, at least to a degree. I had some basic concerns which were mostly related to his understanding and adherence to the academy’s protocols. It wasn’t enough to dissuade me from hiring him.”



“At the time it wasn’t,” said Chadwick. “Which is understandable. Admirable, even. You wanted to give a young man a second chance, a former hero who seemed to be in the right place at the right time for the needs of your school. Headmaster, on the day the accused returned to Lancaster City with his students for their practical exam, were you still confident in his competency as a teacher?”



“Yes, I was.”



“Did the accused show any interest in returning to Lancaster City, a city with various shades of history and meaning for him, in the time before this practical exam?”



Zone slowly nodded. “He did. He spoke to me about wanting to return earlier that same week.”



“And your answer was…?”



“I told him no at the time.”



The edge of Chadwick’s smile twitched as he glanced toward the jurors. “Why did you tell him no?”



Zone breathed out and turned one hand palm up. “It seemed unnecessary. I didn’t think anything good would come of it.”



“But you did eventually bring him and his students to Lancaster for their practical exam,” said Chadwick, in a tone that implied misfortune. “Did you sense anything unusual between Lockpick and Bloodfeud when you first delivered them to the city?”



“Nothing of note.”



“Anything could be of note, Headmaster,” said Chadwick. “Please, speak your mind.”



“The two of them seemed to… have an understanding,” said Zone. “I took it to be related to the fact that Bloodfeud, Francisco, was slated to join Lockpick’s new team.”



“Alright. Let’s jump ahead slightly. Tell me about when you returned to Lancaster City with your power to herald the end of the practical exam. What did you find waiting for you?”



Zone massaged the spot just above the bridge of his nose. “Five of Instructor Lockpick’s students were at the pickup point. Lockpick and Bloodfeud were absent.”



“Were you concerned by that?”



“Yes, I was.”



“Were the students?”



“To a certain degree they were, yes.”



Chadwick made a show of crossing one arm to prop up the elbow of the other. “Did you get a sense of Mr. Sorling’s other priorities in the way his students recounted the moments before his departure?”



“If, by other priorities, you mean a desire to look out for one of his students, then yes,” said Zone. “They were very confused but seemed to believe their instructor was acting in the class’s best interest and taking a major risk in doing so.”



“I see.” The prosecutor nodded slowly, flashing an eager smile. “Was there a plan in place to ensure that Mr. Sorling, who has no ability to travel great distances on his own, would be able to return to Lancaster City?”



“There was,” said Zone. “He was to return to the same drop-off point an hour after the originally slated departure time.”



“And did he?”



Zone shook his head.



“Please, out loud, for the stenographer,” said Chadwick.



“No, he never returned.”



The prosecutor nodded and, with a gesture to the judge, ended his line of questioning. Will was wary, more than anything, and unsure of what Chadwick had uncovered that might be useful to the prosecution’s case.



Rebecca had a chance to cross examine, which she took gracefully. Her questions focused more on Zone and Will’s work relationship, artfully changing the context of some of what Chadwick had unveiled earlier.



“You took a chance on him when you hired him, didn’t you?” asked Rebecca.



“Very much so,” said Zone.



“Would you say there was something within Mr. Sorling that pushed you to do that, then?” asked Rebecca. “A facet of his character that you believed in?”



“Objection,” said Chadwick. “Your honor, the accused is not being tried on the merits of his character.”



“Sustained,” said Judge DeLangia.



The trial continued on with Rebecca eventually ending her line of questioning. The prosecution called Father Darkeye as their next witness, and a single glance at the priest’s posture was enough to tell Will that he probably wasn’t going to like what he had to say.



“Father Darkeye,” said Chadwick. “That is your preferred form of address, no? Good. I’d like to start by asking you how long you’ve known the defendant.”



“I’ve known William as an adult for a little over a year now,” said Father Darkeye. “I knew others in his family for years before that, though not him personally.”



“So if I were to ask you if he seemed at all different after his previous prison sentence, you wouldn’t be able to—”



“Objection,” called Rebecca. “Relevancy?”



“Sustained,” said the judge.



“Just performing my due diligence,” said Chadwick. “There is an incident from around the time Mr. Sorling first returned home from prison that I’d like to unearth, however. I believe a friend of his who was released around the same time was a member of the Second Advent. Chauffeur?”



“Brother Chauffeur, yes,” said Father Darkeye. “He was committed to turning his life around.”



“Did it seem to you as though Brother Chauffeur and Mr. Sorling had a history when they interacted?”



Father Darkeye shot a glance Will’s way that seemed almost apologetic. “They seemed very familiar with each other, yes.”



“I see,” said Chadwick. “I understand that Brother Chauffeur’s time within the Second Advent was short lived?”



“Unfortunately, yes.”



“Due to his involvement in the prison break?”



Father Darkeye nodded. “That is correct.”



“He wasn’t the only one involved,” said Chadwick, more to the court than his witness. “The supervillain known as Decay was heavily rumored to have supported him in his actions. Now, I’m just going to go out on a limb here, but it seems awfully suspicious for Mr. Sorling and Brother Chauffeur to have this previous affiliation renewed so shortly before that particular incident.”



Will tried to nudge Rebecca under the table, but she just gave him a confused shake of the head. He wasn’t sure what he really wanted her to do, regardless. It seemed like a misstep to try to call the prosecution out for misunderstanding his motives and actions while there was potentially still plausible deniability around his secret identity, at least in terms of what was provable in court.



“Now, Father Darkeye, I’d also like to ask you about—”



An air siren sounded from somewhere nearby, loud and ominous. Several people rose from their seats as the lights within the old hangar flickered overhead. Judge DeLangia leaned sideways from the bench to speak with a soldier who’d run up to her and then banged her gavel.



“Order,” she called. “Several units on base are responding to abomination activity within the area, but we’re perfectly safe here. The trial will continue.”



“You look disappointed,” Rebecca whispered to Will.



“I thought it was my chance to escape.”



She chuckled and squeezed his shoulder, but he hadn’t really been joking.










CHAPTER 12




 



“Father Darkeye, I understand that you were among the Power Realist refugee camp when the defendant arrived on the day in question,” said Chadwick. “Can you give the court an account of what happened?”



“Certainly.” Father Darkeye took a breath and leaned his head back slightly as he began recounting it. “He was with his student when he first arrived. He seemed uneasy, perturbed, I’d even say. His student seemed to know a few people within the encampment, and the leader of the Power Realists met with William in an official capacity.”



“Did it seem as though he was in danger or being threatened at any time?”



“Not in the slightest,” said Father Darkeye.



Will swore under his breath. Of course, it hadn’t seemed like he’d been in danger. Despot had still been trying to court him at that point. Asking if he’d been in danger was like asking if anyone at a poker table was trying to steal chips — just because the answer was no didn’t mean the chips weren’t still changing hands.



“Did you see when he and his student left?” asked Father Darkeye.



“I did not, but they weren’t present the next time I surveyed the courtyard, so I presume they must have.”



Will was openly shaking his head. Rebecca nudged him and shot him a glance, apparently signifying that it was a bad look for him.



“Now, you would think this would be where the story ends,” said Chadwick. “He comes, he visits, he leaves. But that wasn’t the case, was it, Father?”



“No,” said Father Darkeye. “William did return, unfortunately.”



“Unfortunately?” Chadwick grinned and flipped his hand over. “Why do you say unfortunately?”



Father Darkeye sighed, glanced at Will, and slowly shook his head. “He was carrying a very large sword, and he was covered in blood. He demanded to see Despot, the leader of the Power Realists. When Despot came out to speak with him, accusations were made on both sides.”



“Anyone can say anything in a situation like this,” said Chadwick. “I’m interested in what happened. Continue, Father.”



“He cut his way into the base with the sword,” said Father Darkeye. “He punched me in the face and pushed me aside when I attempted to step into his way. He threatened Blackwing, the city’s interim CA representative, and then proceeded to… cut his hand off when he didn’t obey him.”



It was strange how much worse it sounded in a courtroom when retold under oath by a priest, but Will wondered if perhaps the various gasps coming from the public attendees were influencing the moment.



“And you’re sure it was Mr. Sorling?” Chadwick pointed a finger at him from across the courtroom. “This man?”



“I am,” said Father Darkeye.



“That will be all,” said Chadwick. “Thank you for your time.”



Rebecca went through her cross examination with a couple of concise questions, none of which really seemed to help Will’s case, from what he could tell. The damage had been done, but how much damage? They could nail him on assaulting Blackwing, but the bulk of the charges against him were still unsubstantiated, which he supposed he should have been grateful for.



“Sebastian Gall,” said Chadwick, facing the next witness. “You were Mr. Sorling’s probation officer for a brief period, correct?”



Sebastian looked reasonably well, all things considered. He’d cut his dark hair short, and it made him look younger by about a decade, though his sharp features still gave him a dour demeanor.



“That’s correct,” said Sebastian.



“This was during the period when he first shifted back into active duty from his suspension from the Champion Authority, I believe?” said Chadwick. “When
 Lockpick
 first began to stretch his wings and return to keeping the city safe.”



“That’s correct,” said Sebastian.



“Did you have any concerns at that time?” asked Chadwick. “This was a man on probation, a man you were charged with keeping track of, and he was thrust into the role of defending the city?”



“I did have some concerns,” said Sebastian. “That is correct.”



“Were they eventually substantiated by his behavior?” asked Chadwick. “From your point of view, did Mr. Sorling have any business at all wearing a mask and attending to the city’s needs?”



“Yes, very much so,” said Sebastian.



“Which… question were you saying yes to, Mr. Gall?”



“I’m glad he was back in costume, as a hero,” said Sebastian Gall. “There was an incident in which he was instrumental in freeing hostages from a bank that, at the time, my daughter worked at. Any anomalies in his behavior seem secondary in comparison to—”



“Thank you, Mr. Gall.”



“Objection,” said Rebecca. “He’s cutting off the witness.”



“The witness is meandering into territory of spurious relevance,” said Chadwick.



“Sustained,” said Judge DeLangia. “Mr. Chadwick, please refrain from talking over the witness.”



The rest of Sebastian’s testimony was shockingly unhelpful for the prosecution’s case. Rebecca was ruthless with her cross examination, focusing in on whether Sebastian had actually encountered any direct evidence tying Will and Decay together, which he hadn’t.



The trial adjourned for the day. As far as Will could tell, the prosecutor’s opening statement had done more to set the narrative of the case than any of the witness testimony. He had to tamp down on a growing hope that maybe, just maybe, he might be found innocent on some of the major charges.



“I told you,” said Rebecca, as people filed out of the old hangar all around them. “They don’t have nearly as much on you as they seem to think they do. They threw every charge at you that they thought might stick. When one peels off, there’s a chance it might pull a few others down with it. There’s a kind of gravity to the nature of culpability.”



“I’m starting to see that,” he said. “Thank you.”



“Save your thanks for when the trial is over,” she said. “Get lots of sleep tonight. I want you looking bright tomorrow.”



  He was brought back to his cell in the same manner he’d left it, in the back of an armored truck. Hive was whistling as the guards locked him back inside.



“What’s the good word on your innocence?” called Hive.



“Overwhelming,” said Will. “Though whether the jury also comes to that conclusion remains to be seen.”



Hive gave him a pity laugh and picked his tune back up. Will sighed and fidgeted with the cuffs of his suit jacket. They’d left him with it, which seemed a bold amount of trust to place in him as a prisoner. He’d already gone over all the interesting places, however. From the buttons to the zip of the fly, everything was a plain plastic composite, useless to his power.



Only a few minutes went by before the guard returned, not enough time for him to even think through the specifics of the trial and give himself permission to relax. He eyed his clothes, wondering if they’d decided to strip him bare, after all.



“Visitor,” said the guard. “Jessica Sorling.”



He laughed, one of those singular, dark humor scoffs that was more of a reflex, more of a shield. He almost said no off that same reflex. Part of him wanted to, craved the callousness he knew he could deliver by simply refusing her presence all together.



Ultimately, he had to see her. There were too many leftover emotions, too much left unsaid. He had to see her, if only to sit down across from her and let her see what she’d done.



He kept his suit on, and with his face shaved and hair cut, he felt almost like a human being as the guard led him down the hall. His eyes locked onto her instantly as he entered the visitation wing, each detail seeming new despite her looking no different than she had during the trial.



It was Jess, all right, and that chafed against his heart in an odd fashion. Without realizing it, he’d painted
 Relic
 as the real catalyst in his mind. Relic, the betrayer. Relic and her subzero degree righteousness. It was likely the logical extension of the duality he’d come to view her through as Decay.



She was still wearing her clothes from the trial, skirt and long-sleeved blouse. Her makeup was very basic, but even then, he noticed smudges. Her hair looked slightly wild around the edges, as though she’d fidgeted her fingers through it one too many times.



“LP,” she said. Her voice was fractured, so vulnerable it was a little heartbreaking.



“Jess.” He sat down heavy in the seat on his side. There was so much he wanted to say that he’d even rehearsed different versions, ticking off points with practiced phrasing. Now he had no idea what to say, and from the length of the silence, neither did she.



They both just sat there, enduring the intensity of the empty moment on both sides of the partition. A full minute ticked away, each second pained, strained.



“Are you alright?” Jess finally asked.



“Yeah.” He said it in the same way he would had she asked the question years earlier, after a rough day of school. He was alright. He was fine. Everything was normal and sustainable and their family hadn’t been shattered into pieces by a combination of their choices.



“Have you been getting enough sleep?” she whispered. “Enough to eat?”



“A cot and three square meals a day,” he said. “I’ve had worse.”



She nodded slowly, pausing to consider another question, another lifeline. “Have you… seen Rue and Avery?”



“Yeah,” he said. “They both came before the trial started.”



Not an accusation, just a fact, but from the way Jess winced, the facts could cut just as deeply.



“I wanted to come, but with how things are right now on the Board of Directors…”



“It’s fine,” he said, shaking his head. “I know how challenging it must be.”



Jess lowered her gaze and took a long breath. “Will…”



She opened her mouth, eyes pleading with him as she failed to get the words out the first time around. “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. I did what I thought was right, but at the same time… I hurt you so badly.”



“You betrayed me,” he said. “Worse, you did it before even talking to me! Before trying to understand what was going on!”



“You didn’t explain to me what was going on!” she hissed. “That was a betrayal of its own. You can’t keep me in the dark and then get upset when I don’t react the way you expected.”



“I’m not upset!” he snapped. “I just… Jess. It hurt so much. It hurt
 so much
 … for it to be you. To have to think of you every time I pictured that moment.”



“You think it didn’t hurt me, too?” she asked. “A part of my world turned off in an instant, a candle just snuffing out and plunging me into the dark. More of my world than I realized, at the time.”



“You had other options.”



Jess shook her head, making a quick motion across one eye with the sleeve of her dark blouse. “Options, LP? Like what? The other heroes would have killed you after what happened with Astroman. I was the only one who could keep you safe, and the only way to do it… was to bring you in.”



“I could have kept myself safe,” he said, turning his shoulders away.



“Even now, I’m trying,” she whispered. “There’s so much pressure on me to step down from the Board, but I won’t do it. I won’t even consider it, not until after your sentencing. They can scream bias if they want to, LP, but I’m using every ounce of influence I have to make sure…”



“Make sure of what?”



She didn’t say it. She didn’t need to. A single look into her eyes, misty with tears, the pain in her expression, hints of missing sleep.



“They’re going to push for my execution,” he said. And he knew it was true as he said it.



“I’m not going to let it happen,” she whispered. “I can still help you.”



He folded his arms.  “No. I think you’ve helped me enough.”



“LP, please, just listen to me!”



“Jess,” he said, smiling. “I won’t just stand by and let them kill me.”



“…What are you saying?”



He just shook his head, feeling so tired. He loved Jess, despite how mad at her he still was. He loved her, but not enough to trust her in this, to believe that she really could make a difference through the system. They would seek his execution. The less he said to her, the less he revealed, the better.



“I’m ready to go back to my cell,” he said to the guard.



The words seemed to cut Jess deeper than anything else he’d said, but she didn’t object. “I love you. Nothing about that has changed or ever will change.”



She pressed her hand to the glass. The sleeve of her blouse slid down low enough for him to catch a glimpse of copper, the upper edge of the armband which had connected them to the past lives of a Sumerian prince and his concubine lover. He’d seen their sad story through his dreams, and he’d lived parts of it anew with Jess, and now here they were.



He left the visitation wing without looking back. It was for his own benefit, not to punish her. He fell into step alongside the guard, only feeling an extra presence as they reentered the hallway.



“You’re beginning to understand your circumstances,” whispered Pleistocene. “It is a simple choice. An overdue choice.”










CHAPTER 13




 



Will assumed that he was the only one who could see the abomination, given his guard’s total non-reaction to her appearance. She walked alongside him, a pale, ancient specter, watching him expectantly. She didn’t say anything else, not even as he reached his cell and was unceremoniously locked back inside.



He’d missed dinner, but his usual food tray was set out on his bed. Taco night, and they’d supplied him with a choice of soft and hard shell, along with a plastic spoon to ladle out ingredients.



“All you would have to do is take my hand.” Pleistocene reached through the bars of his cell, smiling as she sought contact. “For so long, I’ve been waiting.”



“I think I would if I were you,” called Hive.



“…What?” He stared past the abomination’s projection at an angle that let him see into the other prisoner’s cell.



“They’re tastier than they look,” said Hive, nodding to the food. “Besides, you’re going to want to sleep on a full stomach. Tomorrow is going to be an eventful day, I suspect.”



Will closed his eyes and massaged his temples. When he opened them again, Pleistocene and the temptation of what she was offering was gone. He thought again about Impact, running off in the midst of the breach only to return weeks later as a monster. Was it really that simple? Wrong question. Was it better than dying?



 



***



 



The second day of Will’s trial began without much fanfare. He sat in the same seat at the defense counsel’s table. Rebecca had come with an array of new notes which she’d made a valiant attempt at summarizing for him in the few minutes they’d had before the action kicked off.



“My next witness hardly needs introduction,” said Prosecutor Chadwick. “A hero, a former President, and a victim of Lockpick’s madness. I’d like to call Astroman to testify on what happened on the day in question.”



The crowd let out a collective gasp, much as Chadwick had probably intended. Will wasn’t sure how many of the details surrounding his situation had made it out into the public, but either way, the sight of Astroman entering the makeshift courtroom in a wheelchair, regardless of whether he actually needed it, was powerful and striking.



Rue and Avery looked stunned. Jess looked slightly annoyed, though it was clear that she was more tired than anything. The rest of the onlookers broke out into a sporadic applause. Astroman smiled and held his hands up in mock triumph, always the champion, always the showman.



“Order in the court,” said Judge DeLangia. “Sir, if you would please come right up to the stand? There’s a ramp back here that should accommodate your chair.”



“You are too kind,” said Astroman. “Honestly, all of you are. I may be an actual hero by career, but each and every one of you is the real hero on the inside.”



He looked surprisingly healthy, all things considered. His face was, if anything, less wrinkled and aged looking than it had been the last time Will had seen him. Someone must have touched his face up for the public appearance.



Astroman could have floated himself around with far more ease than rolling in the wheelchair, and that fact alone told Will everything he needed to know about what the man’s testimony would entail. He watched as the hero took his spot at the stand, face now deadly serious, fingers pressed into a casual steeple in front of his chest.



“We spent much of yesterday retracing the past of William
 Lockpick
 Sorling,” said Chadwick. “I wanted to give the honorable jury a fair impression of him, his depth and complexity. With that said, there is nothing all that complicated about what this man, who needs no introduction, will recount to you.”



“Well, I don’t know about that,” said Astroman, with a hearty chuckle. “I have been told before that I have quite a complicated way with words. But I do agree with the general thrust of your point.”



“Astroman,” Chadwick said, more to the room than to his witness. “A living legend. The most shining example of a true hero we have in our world today. There’s so very much I could say to preempt his testimony, but I think it’s easier to let his account stand for itself. Tell us — Had you encountered Lockpick at all before the day in question?”



“In passing, I believe,” said Astroman.



“What was your impression of him then?”



Astroman let out a dramatic sigh and furrowed his brow. “There was a quality to his gaze that I can only describe as… soulless. It wasn’t my place to come to a judgment at the time, but in retrospect, the signs were there.”



“Did he seem at all unhinged at the time?” asked Chadwick.



“Objection,” said Rebecca. “Your honor, that’s clearly a leading question.”



“Sustained,” said Judge DeLangia. “I advise the prosecution to not waste our time or their witness’s.”



Chadwick gave the judge a small bow and turned back to the wheelchair-bound hero. “Of course. Let’s move forward, then. You were called in to apprehend Mr. Sorling on the day in question. What was your impression of him when you arrived on the scene?”



“I was troubled by what I saw,” said Astroman.



“Could you elaborate on that for the court?”



“Certainly.” Astroman shifted his gaze toward Will, the somewhat justifiable hatred obvious in his expression. “I saw the accused standing atop an abandoned highway, in the midst of his escape. It looked as though he was attempting to steal a car.”



He’d been stealing gas from a car, but it was a minor enough distinction. The attention of the onlookers was split between Will and Astroman, which felt odd. It was the only time he could remember being in the legendary hero’s presence without someone actively fawning over him. Well, the only time aside from the incident currently in question.



“Can you go greater into detail?” asked Chadwick. “Did he seem like a forlorn commuter? Did he excitedly wave you down, eager for a helping hand?”



“He looked pitiful and unstable.” Astroman glowered at Will as he spoke, drawing out the chance to talk shit with admirable pettiness. “He looked like a feral human, a madman amidst an episode, a…”



He paused and pulled out a small notebook. “…a cancerous stain on the tapestry of humanity.”



“I see.” Chadwick quietly whistled and held an arm out. “Coming from a man with your reputation, such words should absolutely not be taken lightly.”



“Objection,” said Rebecca. “The jury does not need instruction on how to interpret Astroman’s statement.”



“Overruled, Ms. Copperton,” said the judge. “He’s just being rhetorical.”



“Thank you, your honor,” said Chadwick. “Astroman, if I’m understanding this correctly, you sighted the accused from overhead. Tell us what happened next.”



“I dropped down to engage with Lockpick directly after I’d recognize him underneath all the dirt and blood,” said Astroman. “An orange level arrest warrant had been issued for him in regard to the incident at the refugee camp and the accusation that he and Decay were one and the same. I was well within my authority to detain him.”



“You absolutely were,” said Chadwick. “But, unfortunately, that never happened, did it?”



“No,” said Astroman, frowning. “There were some… mitigating circumstances.”



“Could you describe these circumstances to the court?”



“Immediately after I began interacting with the accused, I could tell he was not going to be reasoned with and that he was a danger,” said Astroman. “We exchanged a few words, I confirmed that he wasn’t willing to surrender, and I moved in to disable him.”



Chadwick nodded and waited for Astroman to continue, eventually prompting him.



“What were your thoughts in the moment?” asked Chadwick. “Were you wary of him, given what you knew at that point?”



“I always maintain a baseline level of… professional wariness,” said Astroman. “In this instance, it was very much the other way around. Lockpick was cautious. I even saw a slight tremble in his posture, a reaction not at all uncommon to my opponents. He was terrified of me.”



Will snorted softly, and Rebecca shot him a look of a warning that could have stripped the paint off a freshly waxed car.



“Unfortunately for you, for all of us, you didn’t have a full understanding of Lockpick’s power at the time, did you?” asked Chadwick.



Astroman made an irritated noise. “I don’t believe it matters whether I knew this or that, whether he had this power or that power. He was facing down
 Astroman
 , a living legend in the flesh. I guarantee you that he was afraid.”



“Of course, of course,” said Chadwick. “Can you describe how the fight progressed in your own words, in that case?”



“I had him completely outmatched in every capacity!” said Astroman, almost yelling. “Speed, strength, tactics, general confidence and composure. I had essentially already won the fight when I let my guard down and suffered a… minor injury.”



Chadwick nodded but held up a finger. “You’re too modest, as is so common with true heroes. It was a little more than a minor injury, no? Could you expand on that moment, in particular?”



“He surprised me!” snapped Astroman. “It was a cheap shot from a hidden weapon. And I didn’t realize he was even capable of causing damage to me with his power.”



“An unexpected and underhanded attack, sure, sure,” said Chadwick. “But also one that underscores Lockpick’s danger to the world at large. He was capable and willing to deliver a potentially fatal injury to a hero, simply to avoid surrendering to custody for the sake of an investigation. We came very close to not apprehending him at all, but we’ll get to that point soon enough. Astroman, how did you escape?”



Astroman scoffed and shook his head, seeming more annoyed with Chadwick than he was with Will. “
 Escape
 is an ill-suited word choice. I didn’t escape. I wouldn’t even necessarily characterize my departure as a retreat. It was really more of a… priority shift. I had no choice but to tend to my wounds, despite my duty and desire to continue the fight.”



“Out of respect for the legacy of this hero, whom we all love and admire, I’ve allowed him to beat around the bush, but the truth needs to be stated openly,” said Chadwick. “William Sorling,
 Lockpick
 , the man on trial today, fought and nearly killed Astroman. If he’d aimed for the head or the neck instead of the legs, we might well be leaving today’s trial to attend a funeral.”



“That is a gross exaggeration of the very minor, very under-control amount of danger I was in!” snapped Astroman. “Hold on! Don’t type that down!”



He stabbed a finger at the stenographer, who furrowed his brow and glanced at Judge DeLangia.



“We’ll… look into amending it for the official CA trial record,” said the judge. “Astroman, thank you for your testimony and service to our country.”










CHAPTER 14




 



Rebecca’s cross-examination of Astroman was incredibly short, with a heavy focus on enticing the hero back into boasting about his strength and what little danger he’d been in during the fight. Will doubted it was going to do much of anything to soften the facts provided by the man’s earlier testimony, but he appreciated her effort, regardless.



There was a short break ahead of the prosecution calling their next witness. Rebecca scribbled down some notes, writing at a pace that would have been impressive if not for the wild sloppiness of her penmanship.



“I really wish you’d let me testify,” he muttered. “The jury is only getting one side of the story right now.”



“I’m not putting you on the stand.” She touched his hand, eyes narrowing with emphasis. “It’s not about your story or the truth, but how the narrative unfolds. There’s no question I could ask you that would lead to a harder hitting sound bite or bombastic quote than what Chadwick could conjure up. Just the nature of the situation.”



“I can’t stand just sitting here and listening,” he said. “I have no control over this.”



“No, you don’t, and that probably isn’t going to change in the near term.” She patted him on the shoulder and made a subtle, sideways gesture with her head.



Will followed the movement to the prosecution’s next witness. Liz Laser wore a long-sleeved navy blue dress with a black shawl draped over her shoulders, blonde hair twisted into a tight bun. She looked good, but her expression was a tight mask, impossible to glean anything from.



“Your honor, I’d like to call Elizabeth Reynolds to the stand,” said Chadwick. “More commonly known as Liz Laser.”



Will let out a low groan and slumped lower in his chair, only to correct his posture at a nudge under the table from Rebecca. Liz took the stand with her head held high, dignified and a touch arrogant. He listened as Chadwick established a few basic details, her name, her career as a hero, segueing into her history with the infamous Lockpick.



“Am I correct in establishing that you and your team encountered Lockpick and Halberd years ago?” asked Chadwick.



“We did,” said Liz. “That’s how… he and I first met.”



“You would have been, what?” Chadwick made an absent-minded thinking gesture with one hand. “Eighteen, nineteen, at the time? With Lockpick, Mr. Sorling, just a few years younger. Teenagers, full of raging hormones.”



“That’s not exactly how I would have described it, but yes,” she said. “We were both teenagers.”



“Of course,” said Chadwick. “I will spare the court’s delicate sensibilities by not expanding on how we all know teenagers tend to be. The two of you initially developed your friendship during that time period, but it was renewed more recently, no?”



“Again, I’m not sure that’s how I would describe it,” said Liz.



“Feel free to stop me whenever you feel the need to make a correction, in that case,” said Chadwick. “William Sorling, the accused, along with his family, arrived at the Lighthouse for a routine review period. During his time there, Mr. Sorling encountered you and a friend of yours who has since gone missing. Complex, a promising young CA hero and the son of Galaxy Maiden.”



“That’s correct,” said Liz.



“During a reception gala for a Second Advent Bishop, did you exchange words with Mr. Sorling?”



“I did. I also slapped him.”



“We have several other witnesses who can corroborate the slap,” said Chadwick. “It was quite the moment, I must say. A few days after that, Complex and the defendant engaged in a public duel within the Lighthouse’s combat arena. Were you present for that fight?”



“No,” said Liz.



“Did you encounter either Complex or the defendant later that night?” asked Chadwick. “Again, this is on the very day that Complex was last seen within the Lighthouse. Mr. Sorling was never tied to the disappearance, but in terms of motive, he’s at the top of the list.”



Will ran a hand through his hair, watching anything resembling a defense crumbling like the first bits of ice ahead of an avalanche. Liz testifying on what’d happened the night he’d killed Complex would not only implicate him in several murders — likely as the instigator, depending on her version of events — but would instantly tie him to Galaxy Maiden’s death.



He eyed Rebecca and then shifted to glance at his family sitting in the chairs with the rest of the public. They deserved an explanation, and even if he’d had one to give, it would come too late. They were about to hear Liz’s version of his dark side, the truth filtered through her own toxicity and guilt.



“I saw the defendant later that night,” said Liz, in a quiet voice. “We met up.”



“Just the defendant?” Chadwick smiled and stroked his pale chin. “Was this before or after you met up with Complex and his friends after the fight?”



Liz took a breath, eyes briefly flicking to Will. “It was just myself and the defendant.”



“You and Mr. Sorling.” Chadwick hesitated. “I was under the impression that the two of you joined Complex, Glidemaster, and Benny Smoke before leaving the tower. I would like to emphasize that all three of the young heroes I just named are still missing, to this day.”



“We never saw them,” said Liz, with no inflection. “Lockpick — Mr. Sorling — and I spent that night… We spent it in my room.”



Will couldn’t stop himself from smiling as he remembered feeding Liz this lie under the threat of blackmail. He didn’t look at her, didn’t want to risk having the immense relief that must have been on his face in that moment reflecting her resolve. She was lying for him under oath, and sure, it was mainly because he’d blackmailed her, but he was still endlessly grateful.



“This is…” Chadwick wiped a hand down his face. “I was under the impression that events transpired differently that night.”



“I never said that,” said Liz. “I said I’d tell the truth about what happened.”



“You did say that,” muttered Chadwick, in a bitter voice. “And you won’t claim that anything else happened that night, aside from you and the defendant, who you’d slapped and argued with previously that week, were suddenly relaxing in your room together?”



“We had sex,” said Liz. “Teenagers aren’t the only age group with active hormones, Mr. Chadwick.”



A few mild chuckles came from the crowd. Will felt Rebecca nudge him and glanced over. She was watching him, evidently amused by the victory she must have seen reflected in his face.



“Your honor, may I have a short recess to speak with the witness alone?” asked Chadwick.



“Objection,” said Rebecca.



“Sustained,” said Judge DeLangia. “If you have questions for her, ask them here and now.”



He did proceed to ask a few more questions, most of which were subtle re-phrasings, poorly veiled attempts at getting her to change her story. Rebecca’s cross examination felt like a polite victory lap.



“I presume you have another witness to call, Mr. Chadwick?” asked Judge DeLangia.



The prosecutor nodded, recovering a fair amount of composure and confidence. “I do. I’d hoped to establish more direct evidence of the accused’s crimes by this point, I must admit. I suspect that my next witness will be more illuminating in that regard. I would like to call Rue Sorling to the stand.”










CHAPTER 15




 



The surprise in response to the prosecutor’s announcement came from multiple directions. Will was stunned, and from what he could see of Jess and Avery’s reactions, so were they. Rebecca scoffed and immediately began filing through her papers. The only notable person who seemed unperturbed was Rue herself.



“I wasn’t aware that Rue Sorling had been submitted as one of the prosecution’s intended witnesses,” said Rebecca.



“Her name was at the top of the second page I sent you,” said Chadwick.



“If this is an issue of the defense being deprived of relevant information ahead of the trial, we can adjourn for a period for her to organize her notes,” offered the judge.



Rebecca looked at Will uncertainly, and he gave a small shake of the head.



“She looks like she knows what she’s doing,” he whispered.



She was smiling at the crowd in a way that he hadn’t seen in a while, mischievous, borderline conspiratorial. With her power, it was hard to know exactly where her mind was, but she seemed confident. Moreover, Will trusted her. She’d always been true to him, more than anyone else in the ways that really mattered.



“I have no problem with the prosecution calling their witness,” said Rebecca. She slowly sat back down in her chair, gesturing with her arm for the trial to proceed.



Rue walked up to the witness bench slowly. Her hair was pulled into what amounted to a neat ponytail for the level of curliness of it. She had on a black and grey dress that did an incredible job of showcasing her curves without veering from professional sensibilities.



“Could you state your name and relation to the defendant for the court?” Chadwick asked.



“Rue Sorling,” she said. “I’m Will’s sister.”



“Now, given your circumstances and background, much of your testimony will be redacted from the official trial record,” said Chadwick. “You will be asked questions about your secret identity for the sake of uncovering the truth. By law, if you are unwilling to have that information revealed to the members of the court in attendance today, you are allowed to refuse to testify.”



“I’m alright with it,” said Rue. “I’ll testify.”



“This is basically just a formality, given the renown of the Crimson Five, but could you tell us your hero name?” asked Chadwick.



“Webcam.”



“Thank you. Now, Webcam, could you explain your power for those in the court who might not be familiar with the nature and extent of it?”



“Sure.” Rue smiled and leaned forward in her seat. “My power lets me spy through cameras. I’m a master of
 webcams
 , as my name would imply.”



“Quite the versatile ability,” said Chadwick. “I understand you’ve had a fair amount of interest from various teams and recruiters over the years?”



“Objection,” called Rebecca. “Relevancy?”



“I’m providing much needed context, but if the defense counsel prefers, I can skip straight to the point,” said Chadwick.



“Overruled,” said Judge DeLangia. “But don’t waste our time, Mr. Chadwick.”



Chadwick nodded to Rue, who shrugged and picked up from where they’d left off.



“A lot of teams have tried to recruit me,” said Rue. “I’ve basically turned them all down.”



“All of them except for one, no?” Chadwick smiled and held up a single finger. “According to the CA’s public team registry, you recently signed with the
 Scarlet Squadron
 .”



“Is that a question?” Rue shook her head, looking amused.



“Yes. Did you join that team?”



“In a limited capacity, yes,” said Rue.



“Did something change your mind in this instance?” asked Chadwick. “I have a theory about what it could be, if you’d allow me to speculate.”



“You don’t have to guess,” said Rue. “My sister is the team captain.”



“Let’s not overlook the fact that your brother was slated to join, as well,” said Chadwick. “You’re very loyal to your family. It’s an admirable trait in this day and age.”



Chadwick hadn’t asked a question, and Rue was smart enough to simply wait, not offering anything else up in response to his gentle prompting.



“We’re going to jump back in time a little, as what I want to ask you about occurred long before your recent commitment to a team,” said Chadwick. “Shortly after your brother was first released from prison, your family had a bit of a scare, didn’t they?”



“More than one,” said Rue.



“I’m speaking of the brief period in which your mother was hospitalized following a major car accident orchestrated by the supervillain known as Chauffeur. Do you remember that time period?”



“Of course, I do,” she said. “I was worried. So was LP.”



“LP being your nickname for your brother,
 Lockpick
 ?”



Rue nodded.



“The two of you were together during that timeframe?” asked Chadwick.



“Some of it, yes.”



“But not all of it?”



“We’re not attached at the hip,” said Rue. “He was with me right after it happened and for most of that time period.”



“Did he go anywhere? Did he leave the house at any time that you know of?”



“Um…” Rue shrugged and shook her head slightly. “I can’t recall.”



“The reason I’m asking, of course, is because this is the very same time period during which the supervillain Decay is alleged to have been helping Chauffeur orchestrate the Mastodon Supermax prison break.”



A murmur ran through the crowd. Will grabbed a piece of paper and quickly scribbled down
 what caused the car crash
 and slid it over to Rebecca. There was an opening there in the fact that Chauffeur had been behind the car crash that’d put Jess in the hospital. If they could get Rue to testify to that, it might poke a hole in the prosecution’s assumption that Decay was helping Chauffeur.



“I’m curious if you checked in on your brother at all during this time period,” said Chadwick. “With your power.”



“No,” said Rue, a little too quickly. “He’s his own person. I don’t micromanage or spy on him or whatever.”



“Not even at a time when your family is in dire straits?” asked Chadwick. “Your mother is in the hospital. Your brother, still just days out of prison, is off doing… what, exactly? You didn’t think to simply use the most readily available means of accounting for him that you had at your disposal?”



“No, I didn’t.” She folded her arms, looking bored and slightly annoyed.



“Let’s jump forward a bit,” said Chadwick. “It’s a few months later. The supervillain, Hive, has begun taking control of the superpowered defenders of Lancaster City. You were, at the time, already helping both your mother, Relic, and the Drifters, a team from out of town who’d come to lend their aid to the city. The situation had come to a head with the disappearance of your older sister. Where was your brother?”



“I don’t know,” said Rue. “I’m not his mom.”



“You’re even better!” Chadwick gesticulated with his hands, staring at the jury. “Rue,
 Webcam
 , you are capable of simply checking his phone and instantly getting a sense of where he is, what he’s doing, what’s going on. This is a situation where your family is literally under attack by a supervillain, and you’re telling me you didn’t think to check on him?”



“I was busy helping in other ways,” said Rue.



“Sure, sure.” Chadwick flashed a predatorial smile, nodding with fake sincerity. “There are other incidents, other examples I could point to, but I promised not to waste this court’s time. I just wanted to establish that, at various times throughout the past year, Rue Sorling could have used her power to uncover her brother’s secret identity — his dark life as the supervillain, Decay.”



The muttering within the court grew louder, and the judge had to bang her gavel and call for order. Chadwick seemed to relish the moment, waiting until he had full silence again before continuing.



“I would posit that there is no real way that William Sorling could keep this level of secret from someone like his sister, Rue,
 Webcam
 . I would posit that she, in fact, knew about his secret from nearly the beginning. I would posit that this young lady is a greater victim of her brother’s crimes than anyone else. And, this last position, I have evidence to support.”



Will felt a horrible, sinking feeling roiling through his stomach as the prosecutor walked over to his table and extracted a USB drive from his bag. The makeshift court had a basic projector setup which he spent half a minute fiddling with before finally punctuating his point by displaying an image for the court.



It was a screenshot of a woman wearing a mask and lingerie. A woman with dark tanned skin and curly hair, a voluptuous build, and a familiar smile. Chadwick had grabbed a screenshot from a recording of their stream.










CHAPTER 16




 



The next minute of Will’s experience was a choppy, breathless blur. He tried to stand up and rush forward toward Chadwick, hands balled into fists. Rebecca grabbed his arm and pulled him back. Two armed guards stepped forward, intent on keeping a closer eye on him even as he settled back down into his chair. Chadwick’s smile was cruel and smug.



“I apologize on behalf of the court’s sensibilities, but I promise that this is relevant,” said Chadwick. “The woman you see in this image went by the username MissMasquerade19. Rue, would you care to tell us, under oath, if you recognize this woman?”



Rue slowly shook her head but answered the question aloud. “…Yes.”



“Are you MissMasquerade19?”



You bastard,
 thought Will.



Rue gave a small nod, this time not willing or able to say it. Will could see Jess and Avery’s reactions in their seats, confusion and pain and a slow but growing sense of understanding.



“Let the record show that Ms. Sorling nodded her head and answered in the affirmative,” said Chadwick. “I do have more evidence. Much more, though as you can imagine, much of it is inappropriate for me to display in a public context. Though very watchable, I must say.”



A few chuckles came in response. Will wasn’t laughing or smiling.



“Mr. Chadwick, I’m going to need you to explain how this is relevant in the next thirty seconds, or I’m cutting you off,” said Judge DeLangia.



“This next photo should help lay the foundation of the context I’m establishing.” Chadwick pressed a button on the projector, and the image on display shifted.



Will instantly recognized the scene. It was a heavily redacted and carefully framed shot of them both on the couch, Rue masked and mostly naked, Will nearly out of view. It was a still from the first time they’d had real sex on stream, a scene that even censored had no business being thrust into the faces of a courtroom.



“Ms. Sorling, describe this image for us,” said Chadwick.



Rue didn’t say anything. Chadwick cleared his throat and prompted her again.



“We’ve established that you are MissMasquerade19. This was taken directly from your stream. You’re in the middle of
 engaging
 with a male companion, and if I can direct the court’s attention right down here…” Chadwick pointed to a section of Will’s chest that was visible. “We can see a visible tattoo which, conceivably, could be used to identify the man in question even if Ms. Sorling opts to obstruct my line of questioning.”



Rue didn’t answer. She was staring straight ahead, face set into an impossible expression of control. A single tear beaded and ran down one cheek. She didn’t wipe it away.



Will felt capable of murder in that moment. The only thing stopping him from lunging at Chadwick was the simple truth that it would change nothing now, that it could never undo what’d just been exposed.



“I didn’t bring Ms. Sorling up to testify just to bend her arm and cause her distress,” said Chadwick. “The man in this photo, as many of you have already guessed, is none other than the defendant. Mr. Sorling. Her brother. Does it seem unbelievable to you that Ms. Sorling never uncovered the secret identity of the accused? If it does, it’s because it is. She knew, but she couldn’t speak of it even if she’d wanted to. She was being
 blackmailed
 .



“Objection!” shouted Rebecca.



“Sustained,” said Judge DeLangia. “Mr. Chadwick, please refrain from tangents and speculation.”



“Allow me to rephrase it as a question, then,” said Chadwick. “Ms. Sorling, the evidence of what was going on between you and your brother is undeniable. Were you a willing participant in this incestuous debauchery, or was he using your secret to apply leverage?”



Rue took a breath and glared hatefully at the smug lawyer. “Fuck you.”



“Order!” snapped the judge, slamming down her gavel. “Ms. Sorling, if you can’t control your tongue, you will be dismissed from the witness stand and held in contempt of court.”



Jess stood up from where she sat with the rest of the public, the faint blue aura of the armband pulsing against the limits of her control. Avery looked furious in her own way, though a part of it was clearly directed at her siblings and not just the prosecutor.



“What I would like to establish here isn’t simply that Mr. Sorling,
 Decay
 , was aided by his sister, regardless of her willingness, but to open the door to a greater conspiracy,” said Chadwick. “Finding Mr. Sorling guilty might only be the beginning of this grand unearthing of corruption and wrongdoing.”



“Motherfucker,” muttered Will.



Rebecca touched his arm. “Don’t do anything stupid. He’s overplayed his hand. If you just keep your cool, the jury might still surprise us.”



“You just want me to sit here and do nothing?” he hissed.



“Exactly.” She smiled and patted his arm again. “Sometimes it’s the best move.”



 



***



 



THREE YEARS EARLIER



 



It was a beach day, and Lockpick missed his family. He and Halberd were sunning on the sand with plenty of drinks and good company. Nameless had set her towel out right next to his, and they’d made a game of competing to find the prettier shell. It was friendship, nothing more, but after Liz, it was more than enough.



He missed Jess and Rue and Avery, and being on the beach in such a perfect place seemed to prime his mind to go in a single direction. It didn’t seem fair to have bought an island and built a home only to never be allowed to share it with the people he loved most.



But life wasn’t fair, and he’d made his mind accept it in the face of his heart’s ongoing refusal. It might not be everything he wanted, but it was enough, and as stared out at the distant ocean horizon, complete with a line of grey ships on the far edge, he…



Wait a second.



“Do you see those?” he asked Halberd.



Halberd grunted and pulled back his sunglasses. He’d put on a little weight since coming to the island, and when he was lying on his back, it turned his stomach into a fleshy mound.



“Yeah,” said Halberd. “I see them.”



“It looks like… Wait, there are guns on some of those ships, I think.”



“They’re US Navy, so that’s not surprising.”



Lockpick turned to stare at Halberd, mouth open. “You knew they were coming?”



Halberd sat up and crossed his legs, slowly shaking his head. “I had a theory. I’ve seen it happen before a few times. When the CA loses a hero in action,
 Purple Sun
 in this case, they’ll tag out for the mundane military to investigate, depending on the circumstances. They have resources, spy planes, cool toys, all the stuff you need to ruin a dangerous fugitive’s day.”



“They know we’re here?”



The tremor must have been obvious in Lockpick’s voice because Halberd leaned over and took him by the arm.



“It’ll be okay,” he said. “We’ve been through close scrapes before. We’re not alone this time, either. The islanders will fight to protect their home.”



Lockpick eyed the ships, counting at least a dozen in a situation where he supposed one fully crewed ship might have been enough. He took a slow breath and tried to make Halberd’s confidence true for them both.



Over the next few days, the island’s atmosphere took on that of a soon to be battlefield. The ships didn’t come any closer right away, but various small aircraft, spy drones probably, hovered in the air overhead.



The islanders threw spears at them, which wasn’t as ineffective as it sounded, downing one and scaring off another. What really struck Lockpick was the form the rest of their preparations took.



The islanders created and wore their own costumes, mimicking the style and form of what they’d seen of the heroes they basically worshipped. Some of them wore eye masks, while others had full-on visages carved from wood or coconut husks, quilted capes, and bodysuits with basic buttons. They were serious about defending their island in their own way. Lockpick tried not to imagine the potential massacre that might await them if they remained so resolute.



“Has it really come to this?” he asked Halberd. “What’s going to happen when those ships get here?”



Halberd sighed. He had a few wrinkles on his tanned face that Lockpick had never noticed before, along with a dusting of grey in his hair.



“Honestly, LP, I don’t know,” he said. “We just have to wait and see.”










CHAPTER 17




 



Rue was apparently the last witness. Rebecca and Chadwick gave their closing statements to the court, the core of which mirrored the themes and intensity they’d opened with. Will barely listened, caught up in the drama of his own thoughts and concern for Rue.



She’d left the court immediately after testifying, and Jess had gone after her. He didn’t blame either of them. It made him feel oddly content to know that the gravity of his problems hadn’t swept his family up so completely as to have Rue’s emotional state sidelined or ignored.



“The jury is going to deliberate,” said Rebecca. “It’s in the hands of whoever or whatever you pray to, now.”



“Is it going to take them long?” he asked.



“In your case, I would hope so,” she said. “If they come back quickly, it’s usually either a really good sign or a really bad one. Given all the directions the testimony of this trial went in… Let’s just say it would suit us better for there to be debate among the jurors.”



He nodded slowly, leaning back in his seat. There was a small commotion in the back of the room, a few soldiers stationed on the base conversing with animated movements. Will eyed the door the jury had disappeared through to deliberate, forcing himself to stay patient as the minutes ticked by.



An air siren suddenly blared in the distance, stealing the focus of everyone in the room. The floor rumbled underneath him, and one of the soldiers shouted a gruff order which the others hurried to follow.



“Stay calm,” called Judge DeLangia. “Follow the directions of our hosts. Don’t crowd around the exits, and—”



The shaking intensified, and several people screamed as the light flickered overhead. Will saw Avery stand up and head for the side of the building where Physique and Miss Mass were apparently waiting, though both were out of costume.



The urge to rush over and at the very least be filled in on the situation was near overwhelming, but Will’s assigned guard moved closer as though sensing his eagerness. He hissed out a sigh, annoyed for a dozen different reasons, most of all because he knew he wasn’t a hero anymore. He wasn’t even a villain. He was just a prisoner, to be watched and judged and, eventually, locked away.



“Your honor, we’ve reached a consensus.” The apparent leader of the jurors had arrived back and walked up to the judge’s bench, passing her a folded piece of paper.



Will sat up straighter in his chair, bracing himself for whatever was to come. He was hopeful, shockingly so, and wondered if it was a defense mechanism of his mind, desperate to put off the inevitable disappointment even just for a few seconds more.



Judge DeLangia opened the piece of paper, and even as people continued to move around the edges of the makeshift courtroom, everyone fell silent. “On the first charge of murder in the second degree, the jury finds the defendant, William
 Lockpick
 Sorling, guilty. On the second charge of murder in the second degree, the jury also finds the defendant guilty. On the third charge…”



He tuned out after that, feeling no strong impulse to listen to each additional charge, each additional life sentence stacked onto his shoulders. Rebecca rubbed his hand, looking, if anything, more upset than he felt. He was just numb, relieved to be done with it, but far from ready to think about what living the next few decades — if not the rest of his life — behind bars would really mean.



“I’ll do everything I can in the appeal,” whispered Rebecca. “And through sentencing. I think we can still avoid the nuclear option of a death sentence.”



Will leaned his head back and laughed, drawing a fair amount of attention and looking every bit like the lunatic the jury had decided he was. He’d forgotten that an execution was in the cards. He wondered, in that moment, if he’d actually prefer to die, if only given the choice between life in prison and death by injection.



There’s a third option
 , he thought.
 What would Halberd do?



A window so far up the back wall of the old hangar that Will hadn’t even realized it was there suddenly exploded into shards of glass. A monster came through, landing amidst the court proceedings with a horrible hissing noise. It was the size of a thin man down on all fours, covered in red scales with a grotesque, snaking tongue.



People started screaming, a justifiable reaction impossible to contain by any number of clacks of the judge’s gavel, though DeLangia gave it her best. Two soldiers rushed forward, one of them dropping to his knee and unloading several rounds from his semi-automatic rifle into the mutant. It hissed and thrashed and didn’t go down neatly, charging at the man in front.



Will had fallen sideways in an attempt to shield his face from a shower of sandy bits of glass. He snapped back to his feet, old instincts kicking in, blunting up against reality. He was the last person within the building who would be handed a weapon and allowed to fight.



“…orderly fashion!” The first part of whatever Judge DeLangia was trying to say was lost to the clamor. “Form a line! Out the same doors you entered through!”



Will was pulled apart from Rebecca by the guard who’d brought him by truck. She swore at the man but could only shake her head apologetically at Will, both swept off in opposite directions by the ongoing panic.



The sun was far brighter than he’d been expecting as he was pushed out into the cold winter day. He would have shielded his eyes, but the guard had begun putting a pair of knockout cuffs on him. He almost struggled on reflex but knew it would only end in pain.



“Back to the truck!” shouted the guard. “No trouble! You hear me?”



“I hear you,” said Will with an even smile.



People ran in all directions, some off into the distance, others into the military base at high speed. Will could only see so much, but he recognized what he heard. It sounded like Lancaster City during those days when the chaos had been at its highest. Lancaster City before the fall.



It’s not just going to be a town or city falling this time
 .



He wondered why he felt so sure about that, if perhaps he was projecting the finality of his own circumstances outward onto the world. Maybe, but the reality currently surrounding him was certainly providing his imagination with ample fuel.



A woman who wasn’t watching where she was going ran full tilt into a man in a green T-shirt tucked into camo pants. The woman fell on her butt, and as the man stooped to help her back up, something unseen seized him by the shoulders and yanked him into the space between two buildings.



A massive flash of red power instantly recognizable as one of Genesis’s energy blasts tore across the sky, briefly turning the bright day into a crimson red hellscape. It crossed the entirety of the horizon, dozens of miles, a mere passerby on the way to its true intended target.



“Go!” shouted the guard, so near to Will’s ear he felt uncomfortable flecks of spittle against his neck. “I said go!”



Intense pain exploded through his body, starting at the knockout cuffs on his wrists and expanding outward. The electric jolt simultaneously teased and tensed each muscle with hot needles, locking him in place. He wanted to explain how counterproductive using the cuffs as a motivator to get him moving was, but his jaw was locked so tightly he could taste his own teeth.



He was eventually forced back up and pushed into movement. The guard had a hard job, not that Will reserved any sympathy for him. The situation had devolved downward to a level where a supervillain on trial was more of an afterthought, a side nuisance. His guard, the man being directly paid and judged upon keeping an eye on him, seemed like the only one still concerned.



But the guard, luckily, was strong enough to make it happen. Will was pushed hard as they reached the back of the armored truck and fell forward onto the floor of the prisoner compartment at a hard angle.



He groaned and shimmied forward like a snake to get his legs clear of the door, feeling pathetic and hoping he looked that way, too. The guard only glanced at him one last time before shouting something vaguely threatening that was lost to the din and slamming the compartment shut.



Will rolled onto his back and took a few long, exultant breaths. He’d been careful, and as far as he could tell, the shard of glass he’d grabbed from the broken window within the hangar was still safely up his sleeve. It hadn’t shattered, it hadn’t accidentally slit his wrist open, and it would work perfectly for everything he needed.









PART TWO: NEVER WASTE A TRAGEDY










CHAPTER 18




 



It took Will’s guard and driver an hour to manage what had been a fifteen-minute trip on the way out. With no windows in the back, he couldn’t see what was going on. It made the journey surprisingly tense, one that left him second guessing his plan with each shake and rumble, every distant explosion and not so distant scream.



He couldn’t risk trying to escape with the knockout cuffs still on. Tampering with them supposedly triggered the shock function in a way that left it on permanently until a guard used the remote to disable it or the device ran out of batteries. It would have been ideal if he could simply cut his way out of the truck mid-motion and sprint off into the distance, but it simply wasn’t in the cards.



All he needed to do was keep the shard of glass hidden. As far as he could tell, all hell had broken loose, with monsters attacking at ground level and Genesis making waves somewhere within a few hundred miles overhead. If the chaos continued once he’d been returned to his cell, he’d simply break out immediately. If things calmed down, he’d start using the glass shard to construct a more subtle getaway.



He was only distantly considering the latter option, as the situation seemed to be getting worse by the moment rather than resolving itself. The driver was muttering swears constantly, and helpfully, the guard in the passenger seat was berating the driver for his incompetence. The danger they were in was nearly palpable, but Will wasn’t worried about himself.



It felt counterproductive with escape so near within his reach, but he couldn’t stop thinking about Jess, Avery, and Rue. As heroes, they would have been immediately pulled into any encounter against an abomination or an uncontrolled horde of mutants. Rue, obviously, would be helping from the sidelines, but Jess and Avery,
 Relic
 and
 Kestrel
 , would be instrumental in saving the day.



And he was just supposed to go back to his cell and twiddle his thumbs? Await a hearing that would decide whether he’d be put to death or slammed with a stack of life sentences?



What would Halberd do?



The more he asked himself that question, the more of a joke it became. Halberd… Will had spent years of his life watching his father making mistakes at critical intensity, and now, he really wished he could ask him for advice. He’d been good at making hard decisions, picking both the right and wrong choice with unassailable confidence.



He played the part of the obedient prisoner as the guard pulled him out of the back of the prison van. He got a glimpse of the view of the surrounding area but only managed to discern that the horizon in most directions was veiled in smoke. Not the most reassuring sign of the state of the world.



The guard unceremoniously brought him back to his cell. Hive was awake and watching from up against his bars, clearly curious about what was going on. Will didn’t look at him, instead putting the core of his focus into relaxing his forearms and keeping the glass shard hidden.



The guard barely even looked at him as the knockout cuffs came off. He was still in the suit Rebecca had given him for the trial and, presumably, should have been patted down and made to change out of it. As far as he was concerned, today was exactly the right time for his captors to start cutting corners.



“It’s begun, hasn’t it?” asked Hive. “Not just down south, but here as well?”



“Is that where your second set of eyes is, Hive?” asked Will. “The one controlled body you kept hold of?”



The supervillain hesitated, flinching in surprise. Will had been careful to avoid the subject, not wanting to expand on how, exactly, he knew Hive was still using his power. It hardly seemed to matter now. He listened to the guard’s retreating footsteps, the door at the end of the hall opening and then closing.



“How did you know that?” called Hive.



“He knows because he sees.” Pleistocene stepped into view slowly, hips swaying with a seductive shimmy. “His eyes cut through to the truth. It is simply a facet of his power.”



Hive’s eyes flicked toward the abomination with a tiny but definite movement. Will had his answer about whether the other man could see the abomination’s projection but wasn’t sure what it implied.



“How did it feel to have your
 truth
 exposed?” Pleistocene whispered to Will. “To be judged on a tainted slice of your efforts and activity? All of it, thrust before your peers, turned into a dark, cautionary fable? Has it led to a fate you will truly accept?”



“You’re not going to get an answer out of me,” said Will. “Not the one you want.”



“I’m not seeking an answer. I’m offering a solution.”



She came right up to the bars of his cell and extended one hand through the gap between them. The air around her seemed to pulse in time with the blood in Will’s head, a combination of headiness and a more primal seduction. He wanted whatever she was offering. More than that, he wanted
 her
 .



“Nice trick.” He drew nearer to her, standing to one side of her hand, and leaned his face in close. “But I’ll pass.”



“He doesn’t care!” shouted Hive. “He’s spitting in your face with every word. You think he would serve you or join your cause? He doesn’t even know who he is! While I, on the other hand, have been on this path from the start!”



“Take it,” Pleistocene whispered to Will. “Take my hand. You will see. You will understand this offer and why it suits you once you step through to the other side.”



He palmed the shard of glass, wondering if attacking her would even do anything, if she was really
 there
 in a capacity that mattered. Hive began shouting again before he got the chance to decide for himself.



“Please!” hissed Hive. “I can be useful! You said it yourself. He won’t listen to you!”



Pleistocene let out a feline sigh and slowly withdrew her arm. She moved to Hive’s cell instead, reaching her hand toward him through the bars in a similar fashion. Hive let out an ecstatic laugh and seized it with his own, fingers clasping tightly even as his expression contorted in sudden agony.



The way Hive screamed unsettled Will to his core, but it was the way the corruption spread across his body that really hammered home the horror of what was happening. Impact had never been the same after undergoing his own transformation, always talking in cypher.



Will had assumed it was simply the nature of abominations, but hearing Hive bellow his lungs out like a man being pulled apart on a torture rack made him wonder if the shift itself was simply too much for the mind to handle.



That was all secondary to what really mattered. The guards came running down the hallway. Pleistocene blasted them backward with a simple wave of her free hand, her body seeming to grow in vivacity as she became present and visible to the rest of the world. Present and visible… and deadly.



This was it. He’d spent enough time asking himself what Halberd would do, whether he was making the right choice. The opportunity was right there in his face. He’d lived by the rules for long enough, or at least within the daylight, only skirting the law at night. Let the CA come after him if they decided to prioritize his recapture. He was sick of acting like the meek prisoner in chains.



He carefully gripped the glass shard in between thumb and forefinger and, with two quick strikes at neck and ankle level, opened up a person sized gap in the bars of his cell. It wasn’t as easy as it should have been, probably due to the lingering aftereffects of the Normexital regimen he’d been on during solitary, but it wasn’t a struggle, either.



He immediately considered whether perhaps the window would be a better means of escape as he stepped out into the hallway. Hive, somewhat ironically, had suffered an outbreak of red and pus-green lesions across his face and body.



His jaw hung open, not agape, but unnaturally loose as though some tendons had snapped during his transformation from human to abomination. He cupped his chin with one hand and pressed it back up into place, only to have it fall loose again, revealing the red of his mouth as soon as he pulled his fingers away.



“Quite the upgrade,” called Will. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’ll just be on me way.”



He took a step in the opposite direction, only then noticing that two new cords protruded from Hive’s neck, connecting him to the guards that Pleistocene had just disabled. One of them lurched toward Will with arms extended. Will ducked the grapple and pulled loose a handy tactical knife from the guard’s belt, ditching the shard of glass by stabbing it into the man’s leg in the same motion.



He felt the attention of both Hive and Pleistocene on him as he turned around, a rejected lover and her new flame. Toying with them would at best waste his time and more likely get him killed. He backed off slowly, feeling an odd juxtaposition of a smile creep onto his face. It felt good to be moving again, to be in danger, reliant on his body, twitch reflexes, and luck.



Pleistocene bared her teeth and swung an arm through the air, sending a wave of barely perceptible energy straight toward him. He threw himself around the corner of the hallway, only just getting out of the way as her attack left a gash in the wall that caused the ceiling to sag at an angle.



The next corridor was full of identical, empty cells. He sprinted down it, tried to open a door with a window revealing a staircase on the other side. It was locked, but he was
 Lockpick
 . Taking the stairs two at a time, Will spilled out onto another, apparently occupied, level of the prison.



Prisoners roared at him, loud and overlapping and incomprehensible. Someone threw a bottle of yellow liquid, definitely piss, at him, which brought back so many memories. He ducked underneath it and started running and then had a thought.



He had an abundance of prisoners in front of him, not supers, but still potential targets for recapture, or even just annoying bodies to put between him and the pair of abominations in pursuit. Hundreds of distractions just waiting to be unleashed.



He felt no small sense of irony over staging an actual prison break after chafing for months under accusations of having done just that. It wasn’t enough to dissuade him from the idea. He ran down the hallway, cutting through the lock of every cell he could conveniently reach without slowing down.



The prisoners were as confused as they were enthused. He heard the tone of the questions they shouted after him, though they talked over each other to a degree that made it impossible to decipher the words. It wasn’t until one or two of the new escapees pushed out of their cells and began sprinting down the hallway that the reality of what was going on really began to click for them.










CHAPTER 19




 



Will escaped the prison at the front of a stampede of prisoners that he really hoped had been serving time on minor charges. He was lucky to still be wearing his suit from the trial, which made him seem credible, if not dapper, and separated him from the rest of the orange jumpsuits.



In combination with the tactical knife he’d taken off the guard, he was as well-equipped as he could possibly ask to be, with the exception of a proper costume. No, he was past that. There was no flipping certain cards back over once they’d been seen by your opponent.



The first thing he needed to do, if not the only thing, was find his family. The area outside the prison was smoky, with a vague smear of intense flame on one edge of the horizon. It looked a little like the world was ending. He wasn’t trying to jinx it, but it appeared sort of… a bit… like the world was ending.



He just needed to find the people he loved and make sure they were alright. If anything, his latest bout of incarceration had sharpened those incredibly basic impulses into a veritable philosophy. He loved them, and everything else, from his reputation to his future, had been stripped away.



He hadn’t been conscious when they’d first brought him to the prison he’d just escaped from, which meant he didn’t have a good sense of the small town he was in, aside from what little had been visible through the view out the window of his most recent cell. He sprinted the length of the road that cordoned the prison off from the more civilized parts of town.



Reaching an intersection, Will tried to glean what he could about the situation from what little he could see. The road was blocked to his left, and a long line of cars was busily trying to squeeze by a tiny gap on the sidewalk to continue their evacuation. An overturned car with a blaring antitheft alarm was in the middle of the street to his right.



He went straight, jogging into what appeared to be the area’s designated downtown. It was a breezy day, and his suit coat fluttered behind him, but the intense wind also dampened the noise within the surrounding area.



Predictably, he nearly ran right into a group of mutants idling around a disemboweled corpse. He whipped out the tactical knife, wondering if he needed to reassess what he was dealing with. They weren’t mutants at all, not really, closer to the shambling humanoids that had come after him way back when he’d investigated the arctic research center.



Except… that wasn’t quite accurate, either. They didn’t show any of the signs of age or frostbite. Most of them had extra appendages, arms and legs and even additional heads protruding from shoulders. Will didn’t understand, but understanding wasn’t what the situation called for.



He took them on as they shambled toward him, a few moving with surprising speed. His body was out of practice, despite the time he’d put into training in prison, but he had a damn good knife in his hand. He slashed through the first monster, a naked, pink thing with extra forearms protruding from its elbows like humanoid crab claws.



Had any of these unfortunate creations been humans once? They all likely had, judging from the bits of clothing and jewelry he could see on a few of them. A sad fact, but not nearly enough to make him hesitate.



The wind was cooperative, blowing against his back and keeping most of the blood splatter from flying his way. None of the monsters hesitated or backed off even as he turned the street into a montage of gore. Will didn’t hesitate or back off.



He wiped the tactical knife on the lower back of one of the mutants before closing it and started forward again. Absently, he wondered if he would have balked at the level of violence needed to handle the monsters at an earlier time in his life. Before Lockpick and Halberd, before Decay.



If your imagination is taking you back that far, the question is meaningless.



He had to stay focused. Reorienting himself, he tried to think about what direction the military base had been in. He remembered the sun shining against the passenger window on his way there that morning — east, meaning they’d primarily been traveling north.



He turned in that direction and saw a few faint plumes of smoke but nothing cataclysmic. The question of why the attack seemed centered around the area he was in fell to the wayside as he passed a TV in the display window of a store that still had power, a newscaster in the midst of chaos in a far-off city.  



Pleistocene had made him an offer, only settling for Hive when he’d refused. They’d wanted him… why? To join in on the destruction? Did it have something to do with his power? His ability to break the unbreakable?



It didn’t feel like the time to let himself wade through the mystery of their intentions. He had to get to his family. Jess, as a powerful solo hero, might not even still be in the area if other parts of the country were being hit harder.



Avery and her team would likely still be around, as most of them were ground bound and limited by the speed of normal transportation routes. Rue would probably be with them. He hoped she was with them.



He ran faster and nearly slammed into a group of soldiers as he took a shortcut through an alleyway that spilled out into a parking lot apparently being used as a staging area. The tips of a dozen rifles swiveled in his direction.



Will raised his hands, letting the knife disappear into his sleeve in the same motion. Some of the men began lowering their weapons, but one of them, a tall fellow in front, kept his rifle trained directly on him.



“That’s Lockpick!” shouted the man. “His trial was today! I saw him!”



Faint screaming in the distance marred the brief silence that followed the soldier’s declaration.



“Am I really your biggest problem right now?” asked Will.



“He makes a good point, but… he’s right here,” said another man. “Reynolds. Take him into custody.”



The soldier that stepped forward seemed to think Will would simply go along with the command. As soon as he came within range, Will brought the tactical knife back into hand and cut the barrel off the man’s weapon, swinging the edge around to press lightly against his throat.



He held the soldier in front of him as a human shield and laughed. A very… villainesque laugh, though he hadn’t intended it to be so.



“I think you can see where this is going,” he called out. “You can attempt to take me down, but it’s going to cost you some bodies. The choice is yours, gentleman.”



The leader of the group swore under his breath and motioned for the other soldiers to lower their weapons. “Let him go, and we’ll let you walk.”



Will kept a grip on the man, guiding him to take a step backward. “I’m taking him with me down the street, and then
 I
 will let
 him
 walk.”



It wasn’t a question, and he didn’t wait for them to answer. The soldier he’d taken hostage trembled as Will guided him out of the parking lot at knifepoint. He only rounded the corner before pushing him away and taking off at a sprint.










CHAPTER 20




 



Will’s search for the rest of his family wasn’t free from the simple reality of the world’s scale, which forced him to take an unnecessary risk. There were heroes around, several airborne, high enough up that they only resembled dots in the sky. He couldn’t see them in detail, but presumably, they were scanning the ground from above.



He made his way into a section of grass in what had once been a park and, after fending off a couple of mutants, got to work. Using his cutting ability to shear pieces of metal off nearby abandoned cars, he began arranging massive letters across the open grass in the manner of a desert island HELP entreaty.



K. E. S. T. R… was it an
 A
 , or
 E
 ? Will pondered for a couple of annoying seconds, realizing how incredibly reliant he’d become on autocorrect. He eventually just said to hell with it and opted for an A since it took fewer pieces of metal to form.



He was in the middle of forming the L when he received a response in the form of a whistle in the distance. He spun around, expecting to see Kestrel, but found a couple of the other members of her team instead.



Miss Mass and Pasithea walked toward him slowly. Miss Mass’s expression was hard, borderline angry. Pasithea looked concerned, uncomfortable, out of her element.



“Hey,” he called out, with a lazy wave. “I take it the two of you are in contact with my sister?”



“We are,” said Pasithea.



“What, exactly, do you want to see her for?” asked Miss Mass. “You aren’t supposed to be here.”



Her tone implied how much of an understatement even she thought that was. Will rubbed his hands together, feeling the full brunt of the midwinter day for the first time since his escape.



“She’s my sister,” he said. “I need to find her, along with Rue and… the rest of my family.”



A shadow passed overhead, and a moment later, Kestrel descended to land next to the other members of her team. The conflict on her face was real — relief and annoyance, as though she simultaneously wanted to hug him and chew him out.



“LP,” she said, shaking her head.



“Hey.” He took an uncertain step forward. Kestrel matched his pace, and they were suddenly embracing so tightly that he could feel her heart pounding through her costume.



“You idiot,” she whispered.



“I couldn’t just sit this one out,” he said. “Things look bad.”



“They are,” said Kestrel. “Really bad. The view I have from above is just… almost too much. In every direction, it’s like looking down on a warzone, and people aren’t acting like themselves.”



“Hive was my penitentiary hall mate. I watched Pleistocene turn him into an abomination, just like Impact.”



Kestrel exchanged a look with Miss Mass, who’d come to stand close behind her, almost intimidatingly so. Footsteps sounded as Physique arrived to join the others, confusion obvious on her face as she took in the sight of her former instructor.



“We have to regroup with the main contingent of CA heroes,” said Kestrel. “They need to hear this. If Hive starts possessing supers again, we won’t stand a chance at saving anyone, let alone pushing back the next attack.”



“Kestrel…” said Miss Mass. “You know he can’t come with us.”



“He’s my brother!” snapped Kestrel.



“He’s also a…” Miss Mass made an annoyed noise and shook her head. “He just can’t.”



Will took a step back from the heroes, realizing in that moment that he’d finally crossed over for good. He was a supervillain, perhaps one with good intentions, but still a creature of chaos. It was a fact that had been true for a while, but it was only then, staring at a team he’d once been on the verge of joining, seeing the suspicion in most of their expressions, that he truly accepted it.



“I wouldn’t go with your team even if the invitation was being extended to me,” said Will. “I’m not an idiot. It would only make it that much easier for the CA to recapture me.”



“LP,” said Kestrel. “Don’t listen to her. We’ll figure it out!”



“I already have figured it out.” He took Kestrel’s hands and smiled as he met her gaze through her mask. The wind was playing with her red hair, the ends of it dancing like embers blown loose from a campfire.



“I love you,” she whispered. “I can’t just leave you. Not now! Not with all of this going on!”



“Avery,” he whispered. “I still need to find Rue and Jess. Everything else, including what the hell happens to me, can wait.”



“Mom went with Ice Nine and some of the other CA heroes that arrived on scene after everything went crazy,” said Kestrel. “I haven’t seen Rue. She said she needed space after the trial and went for a walk. At the time, I…”



“I know. She probably did need space. You couldn’t have known what was going to happen.”



“I’m getting an emergency alert,” called Miss Mass. “There’s a town just to the north of us that’s also being attacked. We need to get moving.”



“I’ll look for Rue,” said Will.



“Here.” Pasithea stepped forward and pressed a cell phone into Will’s hand. “You’ll probably need this more than I will.”



“Um…” He furrowed his brow. “Are you sure?”



“I can always have my parents buy me another,” said Pasithea. “No lock screen. Just don’t look at my photos.”



“Why not?” Will smirked and made as though to start scrolling through them, which earned him a teasing punch to the shoulder.



“Seriously!” snapped Pasithea, with a smile. “I’ll know if you did.”



“We have to go,” said Miss Mass.



“LP, find a way to get in touch with me if anything happens, and I’ll come flying straight back,” said Kestrel.



“I can take care of myself. Go be a hero.”



She shot him a mock glare, and he slapped her on the butt as she turned around, feeding her exaggerated ire. The Scarlet Squadron split off from him, moving together as a practiced unit. Moving together with such ease that Will missed a team he’d never actually been a part of.



He waited until they were entirely out of view before taking out Pasithea’s phone to totally violate her privacy. He’d been expecting nudes, and… that was exactly what he got. Nudes and lewds and a shocking amount of lingerie selfies. He found himself wondering if she’d told him not to look precisely because she knew he would. Both of her parents were shrinks, and he had to expect a certain amount of casual reverse psychology.










CHAPTER 21




 



Will continued his search for Rue and found Relic instead. She was impossible to miss, a blue star passing across the daytime sky. He might not have known it was her solely from her aura, but a deeper certainty came over him as he stared up at her in the sky. A connection of hearts made possible by her newest artifact.



It wasn’t a situation of spelling her name out on the ground, as he’d done for Kestrel. Relic had arrested him once when he’d let his guard down. He was willing to bet that she’d take a different approach this time around, but it wasn’t a very large bet.



He wished he could talk to her, but at the same time, he wondered what he’d even say. He wondered what
 she
 would say, and the whole topic made him feel like a rebellious teenager again, preparing excuses and arguments in his head.



As it happened, it seemed as though Relic had other places to be. He imagined her flying ahead of him to save Rue from whatever predicament she’d found herself in, but it was just a thought.



He wasn’t alone in the town. Other people were out doing much the same as he was, searching for their loved ones in a desperate situation. Most of them were calling out names,
 Kathy
 or
 Jackson
 , tragedy rife through their tones. Will eventually gave in, calling for Rue and trying to sound confident that he’d find her instead of scared he wouldn’t.



He continued on like that for close to an hour, hopes dwindling by the minute. The sun was setting, and he knew he had to come to a decision about what to do next, how to survive the night. Just as he verged on giving up, Will finally heard a response to his shout.



“…LP?”



It was just an echo of an echo, but he was sure of what he’d heard.



“Rue!” he shouted.



He took off in the direction the shout had originated from as he heard it sound off again. Rounding the corner, Will saw a large house in the distance, already evacuated or abandoned, judging by the destroyed garage door and hastily shuddered windows.



“Rue!” he shouted again.



“LP!” she called back. “I’m inside. It’s safe, but I think I’m trapped.”



He’d arrived at much the same conclusion. Within the open garage, he could see a trio of dog mutants, massive bodies with oversized jaws dripping with blood from fresh kills. They were trying to get inside and making decent progress, judging from the splintered door.



He attacked before they’d given him their full attention, decapitating one and disabling the two others. It was easy enough to dispatch them from there, quick stabs from his awesome new knife, followed by a couple of pushes with his foot to clear the bodies out of the way.



He caught himself before calling out for Rue again, instead knocking with mock politeness at the door. A minute or so went by, replete with the sound of sliding furniture, before it finally opened.



“LP…” Rue had changed out of her dour trial clothes and into a baggy sweater and tight black leggings.



“Hey.” He grinned and leaned against the doorframe. “Are you home alone?”



“There were two guys in here with me earlier, but they decided to take their chances.” Rue frowned a little and folded her arms. “You aren’t supposed to be here.”



“Oh, come on,” he said. “Don’t be that way. I came to save you.”



“I just mean…” She shook her head and sighed, looking exasperated. “You’re just impossible sometimes. Come on.”



She took him by the hands and tugged, finally letting a smile sneak onto her face.



“So you are going to invite me inside?” he said.



“It’s like you said — I’m home alone.”



They closed the door and barricaded it. The house’s interior was dim, lacking electricity, no doubt, but nicely furnished. Rue had a candle going in what appeared to be the living room, though thin beams of orange sundown light were still illuminating their fair share.



“What happened?” he asked. “Did you split off from Jess and Avery after the trial?”



She shrugged. “I went for a walk. I felt like I just… needed to be alone. To process how completely screwed I was after having my secret revealed on the loudspeaker.”



“Yeah. It’s no fun. Trust me, I know.”



There was a couch in front of a nice TV, with an empty dog bed to one side. Rue sat down on the couch and pulled her knees up to her chest.



“They were already talking about it minutes after it happened,” she said, in a whisper. “Online. In the news. Someone had recordings of some of the streams and started releasing screenshots. I always imagined how horrible it would be if someone figured out who I was, and… like, this is going to sound crazy, but it used to… turn me on.”



Will joined her on the couch. “You’re right, that sounds pretty crazy.”



“Hey!” She uncurled one of her legs to kick him. “You’re supposed to be overflowing with sympathy.”



He caught her foot and kissed the top of it. She had on fuzzy pink socks for some reason, and her feet smelled way better than they had any right to.



“I’m just teasing you, Cammie,” he whispered. “I think I get it. The risk being there in the background… I thought it was really hot, too. But when it suddenly becomes a scandal instead of just a risk… Well, at least you lucked out. It basically happened on a Friday.”



“It’s Wednesday.”



“It’s a PR saying-slash-strategy. If you want to bury a story, you release it on a Friday to make it hard for reporters to do their job and capitalize on it while it’s still hot.”



“You’re saying that with the world ending, or flirting with ending, my secret is going to fall to the wayside?”



“Not completely.” He started tugging her leg, reeling her in toward him. “But enough so it shifts from being just a scandal back to being hot again.”



Rue laughed and shook her head, pressing her toes into his chest to slide herself back from him. “Hold on a second. It’s your turn.”



“What?”



“What the fuck are you doing here?” she asked. “LP, have you just… completely given up on playing by the rules?”



“Yeah.” He let the syllable land for a second before adding a question. “Does that freak you out?”



“Maybe,” she whispered. “A little. It makes you dangerous. Even to me.”



He grabbed her foot again and started with her toes through her sock. “Interesting choice to invite the dangerous supervillain inside when you’re home alone.”



“I know this particular supervillain, and I’m pretty sure I can handle him.”



He began pulling her toward him again. Rue grinned and playfully kicked her other leg over his shoulder. For an instant, Will was face to crotch with her as she made as though to squeeze her awesome thighs against his head. He wriggled forward, searching for a real kiss and starting to pin her with his weight.



The candle flickered and nearly went out, which seemed to rouse Rue into action. “I haven’t finished searching this place for supplies. We should do that before we…”



“Before we what?” Will let his breath tickle her neck, rocking forward into her. “Before the big bad supervillain teaches the heroine a lesson in what she can handle?”



Rue cleared her throat, trying not to smile. “Before the cocky supervillain discovers that he’s not so bad after all. But yes.”



He groped her butt, palming one of the cheeks through the painted-on fabric of her leggings. “…Fair enough. What rooms have you searched so far?”



Their teasing continued as they performed a circuit of the empty house, though ensuring their survival took priority. It was the middle of the winter, and the house didn’t have a fireplace or any obvious means for them to warm up with no electricity.



The fridge had been emptied of food, but there were still a dozen or so cans of various soups and different types of SPAM, along with a loaf of bread and some Pop Tarts of nebulous freshness.



The bedrooms, similarly, had been stripped of most of the relevant items. No pillows or bedding, and the closets only held the clothes that the family had apparently judged too old or dingy to take with them. Will did find a thick sleeping bag he suspected would be invaluable in the days to come.



“They have a charcoal grill on the upstairs balcony,” said Rue. “And I think I saw some charcoal by the door. We could use that to cook by.”



“Cook and warm up,” he said. “We’ll just have to be careful to keep a low profile while we’re up there to keep from attracting unwanted attention.”



They found a lighter next to the charcoal grill, though it still took a few tries to get it going. Will opened two cans of chili and heated them over the flame alongside slices of super basic toast. He pitched the idea of grilled SPAM sandwiches to Rue, which she unsurprisingly declined.



“I’m worried about Mom and Avery,” she said, as they ate.



“I saw them both on the way here,” he said. “Kestrel was with the rest of the Scarlet Squadron. Relic was flying high.”



Rue didn’t say anything. Will ate another spoonful of chili, which was shockingly good.



“That’s not what you meant, was it?” he said.



She shrugged. “I didn’t exactly stick around to see what they had to say on the topic of my stream after it was exposed during the trial.”



“They love you, Cammie. They might have some concerns, sure, but I don’t think it’s anything they won’t eventually get over. Besides, it was both of us doing it.”



“That makes it worse, not better.” She set her empty can of soup down and held her hands out toward the fire. “You’re a big bad supervillain, remember? If anything, it now seems like I was your accomplice.”



“I doubt that’s how they’ll see it,” he said. “I think they’ll assume that I seduced you. Corrupted you.”



“You have way too high of an opinion of yourself, LP,” said Rue. “I’m pretty sure it was the other way around.”



He snorted. “What’s that supposed to mean?”



“I was already streaming before you even got out of jail the first time around,” she said. “You saw my stream, and I guess it was just too hot for you to handle.”



She stood up and started walking back inside, still staring at him. Will followed after her, sliding the balcony door shut. She was carrying a candle, and it illuminated her face and curly hair in warm, flickering tones.



“And I’m the one who has a high opinion of myself?” he whispered, stepping in close behind her.



“I’m just saying,” she said. “We both know that you couldn’t resist me.”



“Alright, little miss Webcam,” he growled. “I think it’s time for you to get a taste of what happens when you invite a supervillain in through the door.”



He grabbed her by the hips and pulled her back into him, kissing her neck and grinding into her. He was in an aggressive mood, and he ran his hands up Rue’s body to cup her full breasts. She bucked back against him playfully, putting some space in between them.



“The nefarious
 Decay
 ,” she whispered. “What was I thinking leaving myself alone with him?”



“You knew he was dangerous,” he growled. “You wanted to see what would happen.”



“It was a crisis!” she said dramatically, as she rubbed her butt against his cock. “I thought we all had to come together.”



“Oh, don’t worry. We will.”



He pushed her toward the couch more roughly than he would have normally. She caught herself on the arm, pushing her butt out. Will slapped it, absently remembering how he’d slapped Avery’s costumed butt earlier.



Two out of three in one day isn’t bad.



“I’m just a support hero,” she whispered. “What could a supervillain possibly want me for?”



“One thing, and one thing only.” He yanked her leggings down, taking her panties with them.



Rue made a hot little noise, mock surprise mixed with real arousal.



He pushed her forward onto the couch and stripped off his suit jacket, pants, and boxers. Straddling her, he let his hard cock nestle between her awesome buns, squeezing them together with his hands in a glorious pinch of flesh.



“You’re… so evil,” she whispered. “I’m just a sweet little heroine and… oh!”



He slowly sank his cock into her womanhood, letting out a low, villain laugh that was more real than forced. She was clearly into it and, to be honest, so was he. He took a fistful of her hair, not gently but not overly rough, and started thrusting.



“I’ll use you up and send you back to your team,” he growled. “They’ll ask you what I did to you, and all you’ll do is blush and stammer.”



“Oh God!” Rue dug her fingers into the couch as he started thrusting for real, his body humping into hers with rough, resonate claps.



The moment felt like the ultimate culmination of their illicit romance, the distilled essence of their lust for one another. Rough fucking, role playing, all while technically trespassing in someone else’s house. He loved every second of it. He loved her.



“LP!” cried Rue. She looked over her shoulder and made to switch positions. Will seized her legs and flipped her onto her back, pulling her into a more central position on the couch.



He made eye contact with her as he slowly buried his length back inside her. He cupped her cheek lovingly and then seized her hair again, pulling her head backward to open her neck up as a target for his kisses. Gently, but forcefully, he started thrusting.



“That’s it, Cammie,” he whispered. “Take it.”



“Give it to me!” she cried. “Oh, Will! It’s yours! I’m yours!”



The dirty talk devolved into horny, unflattering noises, moans and growls, and a slight hiccup, in Rue’s case. Will seized her hips, pulling her body back to meet each thrust and watching the way it sent her tits flying, bouncing at deliciously sexy angles.



He gave her a deep kiss. She bit his lip and threw a hand backward, grabbing the arm of the couch like she thought she might fall off. Her body tensed along with her fingers, which left tiny trails across the suede fabric of the couch. Her eyes fluttered and she seemed to melt in the same instant Will lost the last vestige of his own control.



“Rue!” He slammed into her one last time and then pulled out, coming all over her stomach and breasts, with the first overachieving burst striking her chin and mouth. It was a messy moment. He felt as close to her as he’d ever been before.



“Ahem.” Rue licked some of his cum off her lip. “Nice aim.”



He laughed, savored his orgasm for a breath, and stood up. “I’ll go find you a towel.”










CHAPTER 22




 



They opted to share the massive sleeping bag Will had found, both sliding into it naked. Which resulted in them having sex twice more that same night, each encounter seeming to happen on its own from sleep.



The sensation of burying his cock into her within the sleeve of the tight sleeping bag was as near to heaven as he suspected he’d ever get, though having to pull out and maneuver the towel to contain the mess was significantly less fun.



It was eerily silent when Will woke up the next morning. Soft footsteps alerted him to Rue’s presence. She came over and presented him with a plate.



“I warmed up Pop Tarts on the grill,” she said, biting into her own. “They’re definitely still good.”



“God, I love you.”



They did one last search through the house before assembling their scavenged travel kit. It mainly consisted of the sleeping bag, a few choice selections of canned food and SPAM, the lighter, and an extra chef’s knife, which Rue insisted on carrying for herself.



“Should we try our phones?” he asked.



Rue shrugged. “You can if you want to, but there’s no service. My power only tells me that Mom is flying right now and Avery did something annoying with her phone. Has it in her bag or something.”



“Groovy. I suppose we should have a look around the town while we try to figure out where to go from here.”



He went first out the door, which kept Rue from being able to see the surprise on his face as he took in the changed landscape. There were different levels when it came to cities under attack, levels of destruction, levels of evacuation. The word Will was looking for in this case was
 total
 .



There were no buildings left standing untouched higher than a single story, with the sole exception of the house he and Rue had spent the night in. He didn’t let himself dwell on that fact, didn’t let himself connect it back to the hand Pleistocene had offered him within the prison, how Hive had accepted the transformation in his place.



“Wow,” said Rue.



“Yeah,” he said. “Wow. I was worried that we wouldn’t be able to find Jess or Avery quickly, but I’m not sure I’d want to find them here, given what it would mean.”



“They’re alright,” said Rue. “They’re probably as worried about us as we are about them.”



“Worried about you, at least.”



Rue touched his arm, fingers digging in for emphasis. “Mom and Avery love you, LP. Fiercely. Even if they don’t always show it.”



He nodded but still leaned into their current circumstances as a distraction from the thought. “Okay. So what do we do now?”



The town was so demolished that there didn’t seem to be any point to trekking deeper into it aside from breathing pulverized bits of concrete and asbestos. He began walking alongside Rue, more in search of a road, an obvious path for them to follow, than in the mindset of a rescuer.



They were walking with the kind of true aimlessness that’d become rare in the age of smartphones and satellite mapping when something moved around the edge of a pile of rubble ahead of them. Will motioned for Rue to stay back and strode forward with his knife, spinning around and pulling his weapon up in the same motion.



“Don’t stab me please,” said Erik.



“I wasn’t going to stab you,” said Will, smiling and lowering his weapon.



“In your heart, I’m sure you didn’t intend to, but I’m just saying.” Erik gestured with an aggressive motion. “I’ve seen how much you like stabbing people.”



“I wasn’t going to stab you,” repeated Will. “Now I’m reconsidering. What are you still doing here, Erik?”



“Following the first guy’s orders,” said Erik. “I’m to see if I can help you get out of here and, if you’re interested, back to Lancaster City.”



Will exchanged a glance with Rue, who shrugged.



“That’s a little far out, isn’t it?” he asked. “You have a helicopter waiting in the wings or something?”



“One better.” Erik whistled. Nothing happened for a span of time long enough to make the moment a little awkward, but finally, there was a faint poof and the appearance of a familiar face and body.



“Pick!” Mist jumped onto Will, wrapping him into a fierce hug. He laughed and hugged her back. She kissed him as he started to try to explain that he was alright, and the kiss turned into a brief but awesome makeout.



“Would you stop sucking on my brother’s face for a few seconds so we can finish talking?” asked Rue with more than a hint of annoyance.



Mist pulled her face back far enough to glare at her. “Oh, apparently, it’s only okay to suck on things if you’re doing it on stream in front of millions of strangers.”



“It was never millions!” snapped Rue.



“Easy,” said Will. “We really don’t need an argument right now.”



“Very true, though I don’t think we’re in much danger,” said Erik. “The mutants mostly cleared out from this town the same way they came, from down south in the Exclusion Zone.”



“What about the abominations?” asked Will. “Pleistocene and Genesis.”



And Hive.



“Same, far as I can tell,” said Erik. “Not that I plan on sticking around, either.”



“I told Erik that I’d use my power to bring him back to Lancaster City once we were done, well… looking for you.” Mist was still holding Will’s hand, and she squeezed it, dropping her gaze. “We were honestly expecting to find a collapsed prison and call it a day.”



“I would think you two fellow escapees would have had more confidence in me than that,” said Will. “Though it was, admittedly, a little close.”



“Have either of you seen my mom or sister?” asked Rue.



Erik snorted. “Nope, and in my book, that’s a win. They scare the shit out of me.”



Mist punched his shoulder. “What I’m sure Erik means to say is that they probably went south with the other heroes. The consensus is that the abominations are gathering within the Exclusion Zone around where Meltdown is lying in hibernation on Long Island.”



“Seriously?” Will frowned and folded his arms. “That’s… ominous. Genesis, Pleistocene, and now Hive. Is it possible that they might try something to reawaken him?”



Mist could only shake her head, and Erik just shrugged. Will chewed his lip as he looked at Rue, trying to keep her in mind when it came to his own decision making.



“First things first,” he said. “We need to get out of here. Mist, could you bring Rue back to Baffin Academy?”



“What?” snapped Rue. “Absolutely not!”



“It would be a long trip, Pick,” said Mist. “A little out of my way.”



“Are you heading back to Florida?” he asked.



“Yeah…”



“Then take her there,” he said. “Anywhere safe is fine.”



“LP, I am not just going to let you have your mistress teleport me off somewhere to sit and twiddle my thumbs!” snapped Rue. “Even if it’s Florida.”



“It is really so nice,” said Mist. “It’s warm enough to be on the beach even during winter.”



“Cammie, please,” said Will. “I’m going after the heroes. It’s not going to be safe.”



“You’re going to be the one in the most danger!” she shouted. “They’ll be as likely to attack you as welcome you back into the fold.”



“That’s all still going to be true if I take you with me.”



“Except I can use my power to keep you from getting surprised,” said Rue. “And at the very least, I can help talk people down. Mom, especially. You think she won’t try to arrest you again with the addition of a prison break to your rap sheet?”



He winced and looked away, unable to dismiss the possibility. Rue had spoken so blithely. He wondered if she realized how much her words stabbed at him, creating a fear that stirred emotions too close to his core for comfort.



“I just mean…” Rue touched his shoulder. “LP, we’re stronger together. We’re in this together, remember? Mutually assured destruction.”



“I think that bomb went off.”



“I’m still with you to the end,” said Rue. “If you try to leave without me, I’m going to kick you in the balls.”



“Jesus, alright,” he said. “It’s not just up to me. I think Mist is everyone’s ride.”



“Phrasing,” said Mist. She glanced at Erik first. “Do you want to go with them?”



“Hell no,” said Erik. “No offense, Pick, but you must know by now that I’m—”



“Not a hero,” said Will. “I get it, and I don’t hold it against you. Thanks for sticking around to keep an eye out for me in the first place.”



“Any time,” said Erik. “You might want to talk with Mist about what her teleportation involves before pinning your hopes on her bringing you anywhere. A few parts of my body still feel a little… estrogenized.”



“Yeah, I got ghost boobs last time,” said Will. “Only temporary.”



They discussed the situation a little more and said their goodbyes. Will clasped Erik’s hand and pulled him into a hug, suspecting though not admitting aloud that there was a sense of finality to the moment.



“Take care of yourself,” said Will.



“I will,” said Erik. “All of my selves. And you better do the same.”



“No doubt.”



He waited with Rue while Mist teleported Erik back to Lancaster City. It was across a lake and a portion of a state, but she still managed it shockingly fast and was back within half an hour.



“Alright.” Mist exhaled, panting slightly. “Do you mind if I do you both together? It might make the sensation a bit weirder, but it would save me a massive amount of effort.”



“What do you mean by that, exactly?” asked Rue.



“When Mist teleports someone else, it can lead to a small amount of temporary body dysphoria,” explained Will.



“Uh, okay.” Rue shrugged. “I can endure that, I think.”



“Perfect.” Mist motioned for them both to step closer together. “Hang on tight, and if you feel like you’re going to throw up, please let me know. We’re only traveling across the state of New York, so it shouldn’t be too bad.”



The three of them moved close together and pulled into an odd group hug, with Mist wrapping her arms around both of their waists.
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Mist’s teleportation was marginally easier for Will to endure, given his prior experience. Rue, on the other hand, whimpered throughout their entire journey, each stuttering teleport across the sky punctuated by a mewling, hiccupping breath.



Thankfully, it wasn’t a long trip compared to their previous adventures. Mist set them down upon reaching what Will presumed to be Long Island. Rue immediately staggered forward, fell to her knees, and threw up.



“Whoopsie,” said Mist. “I should have warned you about that, too. It just totally skipped my mind!”



“It happened to me my first time, too.” Will rubbed Rue’s shoulders, smiling a little as she pouted and wiped a hand across her face.



“Does anybody have a soda, at least?” she muttered.



“I have a flask of whiskey?” offered Mist.



Rue motioned and accepted the liquor, taking a quick sip that only seemed to amplify her discomfort. Will also took a small drink from the flask before passing it back, scanning the surrounding area, some of which was familiar, but most of which was new.



Long Island was one of the most heavily destroyed areas he’d ever seen on either side of the Exclusion Fence, and there was an ancient, moth-balled quality to the devastation. He’d been expecting to have a view of New York City’s crumbling skyline given his basic understanding of the geography of the city, but the air was surprisingly smoggy and nothing was really visible.



They stood atop what might have once been a parking lot, or a wide road, or perhaps even the foundation of a pulverized building. The ground was uneven, as rocky as the bottom of a river, with jagged bits of concrete grinding together in the place of water polished stones.



“I thought you said this was where the heroes were gathering?” Will turned in a full circle, searching for any sign of costumed crusaders in the near vicinity.



“First off, I don’t know this area,” she said, pointing a finger at him defensively. “Second, I doubt they’d just stand around out in the open. They’re probably setup somewhere planning their move. Or maybe…”



“South!” shouted Rue. Her eyes had taken on the vacant quality they got whenever she use her power. “It’s Avery!”



She took off without waiting for a response, and Will followed right on her heels. There was a slope ahead just high enough to conceal the land behind it. It wasn’t just Avery but the entire Scarlet Squadron, fighting a battle against the mutants that was not tilting in their direction.



Physique, Pasithea, and Miss Mass were defending at ground level, oriented so they were each the point of a triangle with Pasithea on the least eventful side. Kestrel circled twenty feet above, using telekinetic blasts to force back any attack that slipped through the defensive line. The mutants in the area were lithe, almost scrawny, wolf and coyote hybrids that skulked as they made their approach.



There were easily a hundred of them, though it was all Will could do to estimate as they chaotically flowed around each other. A clump of three charged forward, trying to get around Miss Mass. She seized two by the throat and surged upward into the air, carrying them high enough for the drop itself to serve as an attack.



Physique fought with rugged ferocity, landing punch after punch, kick after kick, relentless and impossibly fast. Will thought back to his old class, how she’d probably been his most promising student… next to Bloodfeud.



Pasithea had apparently added a baton to her costume in the time since he’d last seen her in action. She fought defensively with it, delivering painful blows across the snout or limbs of any monster that drew near enough to attack. She joined the Scarlet Squadron originally as more of a satellite, support member. Seeing her fight like this, up close, unyielding, made Will both proud and a little sad.



He joined the fray from the far edge, cutting down the first few mutants before they’d even shifted their attention to realize he was there. Mist and Rue knew well enough to give him plenty of room. He carved a path through the monsters as though he were clearing bush with a recently sharpened machete, each slash coupled with a step forward, blood pooling to create a river running backward under his feet.



It was simple and straightforward, a basic objective of twitch movements that he could solve like a puzzle of violence. He circled the Scarlet Squadron, cutting the monsters down on the periphery of the fighting to lessen the crush of bodies.



The last of the monsters finally went still, and everyone took a second to catch their breath. Will could immediately tell that Miss Mass and Physique were openly wary of him — or at least at the fact that he’d caught up with them on the other side of the state.



Kestrel, however, rushed over immediately after descending from the sky. She ran over, and Will pulled her into a tight hug, feeling the cool fabric of her costume where it touched his bare skin in places.



“LP,” she whispered. “Not to question the help, but what are you doing here?”



“I found Rue, and one thing led to another,” he said. “We’re here to help.”



She looked over his shoulder without breaking the hug, and he felt her arms squeeze a second time. Rue and Mist played a game of “try not to step on all the blood” as they hurried over to join everyone else. Miss Mass rose up, watching from above to spot any more surprise attacks that might be awaiting them in the distance.



“Who is this?” asked Kestrel, glancing at Mist.



“Ah, right,” said Will. “I don’t think the two of you have ever been officially introduced. Kestrel, this is—”



“She’s the blue-haired chick LP was messing around with after he first got out of prison,” said Rue, ever-so-helpfully. “Remember? The one he made out with in the photobooth.”



“Oh, right,” said Kestrel. “I see it now. I didn’t realize you were a super.”



Mist glared at Rue for a second before slowly nodding. “Well, I am, and I’m more here to drop people off than to sign up for the cause.”



Will nodded and took Mist’s hand as he pulled her apart from the others. He didn’t fault her for the desire to get in and get out. She was still technically a fugitive, too, uninvolved aside from her dalliances with him, with her own responsibilities elsewhere in the world.



“Thanks,” he whispered to her.



“Any time.” She glanced back at Rue and Kestrel before giving him a long kiss. “Keep in touch, Pick. If you need a ride somewhere in particular, or even just a
 ride
 , give me a call.”



“Yes to both.” He squeezed her hands, aware that it might be a very long time before they saw each other again. “Take care of yourself.”



“You too. Don’t get yourself killed trying to be a hero. No need to force the square peg through the circular hole.”



She let go, stepped back, and disappeared in a puff of mist.
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Will picked up on some unfortunate tension as he made his way back over to where Kestrel and Miss Mass stood, arguing with each other at a heated whisper. He’d been hoping that his role in showing up to rescue them might buy him a grace period to save him from this particular conversation for at least a short while.



“Turning a blind eye to him when other things are going on isn’t the same as welcoming him back into the fold,” said Miss Mass.



“He just saved our lives!” snapped Kestrel. “We could use his help. Especially given what Ice Nine thinks we’re going to be up against.”



“It’s not our decision to make!” Miss Mass scowled, glancing at him and then back at Kestrel. “Even if we decided to place our trust in him for the time being, what happens when we encounter the rest of the heroes at the staging camp? You think they’ll happily rub shoulders with an escaped supervillain who just underwent a high-profile trial?”



“I’m not asking for anyone to stand up for me,” said Will. “Look… I have to be here. Most of my family is going to be joining in this fight. I’d never be able to live with myself if I wasn’t here to help protect them.”



“Do you think you’ll stand any chance at protecting them if Ice Nine decides that you’re too much of a risk to take a chance on?” snapped Miss Mass.



Kestrel jabbed a finger in her face, and the two immediately began arguing with each other again. Pasithea came toward Will, frowning slightly, and poked him in the shoulder.



“So…” She shrugged, smiling wickedly. “What did you think?”



“The only reason you warned me not to look at those photos in the first place was to draw my attention to them,” said Will.



“Your phrasing implies that you missed the video,” said Pasithea. “That’s a shame.”



It really, really was, but he kept his focus where it needed to be at that moment. Physique had been on standby, watching for any unexpected threats across the ruined landscape. She whistled with two fingers, drawing their attention, and pointed at a spot on the horizon where activity had kicked up dust.



“There’s a hero under attack over that way!” she shouted.



“We don’t have time to argue anymore,” snapped Kestrel. “If you have an issue with my brother helping, you can arrest him yourself!”



Miss Mass let out an offended gasp and glanced toward Will. “I’m not going to arrest you myself. I just think we need to keep the rules in mind.”



“Cool,” said Will, only really caring about the first part. “As I said before, I’m here to help.”



He took off at a sprint toward where Physique had indicated, following after Kestrel and Miss Mass, who flew the distance faster. A hero in a black costume with crisscrossing ammo bandoliers over his chest that appeared to be for show was engaged in battle against a pack of monsters.



“Loose Cannon!” called Miss Mass.



The man screamed and fired a blast from his hand with a tremendous boom that tore one of the mutants apart at a distance. Unfortunately, he was up against more than one, and the others fell upon him, tearing into the leather of his outfit with razor teeth.



Kestrel and Miss Mass attacked like divebombing birds. Will fought his way to the man, cutting one of the monsters that’d latched onto the hero’s shoulder. It severed into two rough halves, with the jaws and upper body dangling from Loose Cannon’s body like a Christmas ornament.



“Jesus fuck,” moaned the man. “I… got a little scratched up.”



“We have to get him to the staging area!” called Physique. “He needs medical treatment!”



Any question of whether Will would be allowed to tag along with the heroes was set to the wayside as they started moving again. With Pasithea and Physique helping Loose Cannon walk upright and Kestrel and Miss Mass scouting from above, they needed him in a very real sense. He was there to instantly react to any threats, his tactical knife making short work of the few monsters who did try them.



They made their way up another slope and past a huge pile of rubble. The encampment was visible on the other side of it, a few dozen heroes intermingling around a circle of tents, campfires, and supplies. Pasithea and Physique staggered as they began helping Loose Cannon along the last stretch, and a few supers began making their way over to intercept their approach.



“Heads up, LP,” whispered Rue. “Mom is on her way over.”



He scanned the encampment but didn’t see Relic until he looked up. She was airborne, slowly descending toward them through the power of her cloak. Her armband gave off a soft blue ambient glow, like a piece of cooling metal still giving off heat.



Will waited beside Rue, letting the others get ahead of them. He wasn’t intimidated by Relic,
 Jess
 , at least not in the same way he once had been. One of the sole upsides of her learning his secret was that he didn’t have to worry about the headache that was dealing with Relic as Decay.



But with that said, he was concerned. Concerned about her reaction. Concerned about how his own actions might have already affected their relationship moving forward. He still had his own pile of grievances against her, including how she’d arrested him and brought him to face “justice” in the first place.



She looked beautiful in her costume, and as always, Will’s eyes were drawn to the stylized 5 pulled taut across her shapely chest. She made eye contact with him only briefly as she touched down in front of them, looking away and shaking her head.



“Hey, Mom,” said Rue. “I found LP on my way here.”



“I didn’t want you to come,” said Relic, speaking very deliberately to just Rue. “It isn’t going to be safe. Even less so now that you’ve… invited your brother along.”



“I’m right here,” said Will. “You can say whatever you have to say to me directly.”



“I have so much that I want to say to you that if I started right now, we’d be here all afternoon!” she snapped, anger bursting forth in her tone. “Will… You have no idea how hard I was working in the background to make sure your sentence was fair. You’ve undone all of that work.”



“Yeah, I’m sure my sentencing hearing would have gone a lot more smoothly than that farce of a trial,” he said. “If I’d even made it to that day alive. My roommate in prison? Hive. I watched Pleistocene turn him into an abomination right before all of this chaos kicked off.”



“A supervillain making destructive decisions in front of you doesn’t mean the rules get tossed out the window!”



“I would have gotten tossed out the window!” shouted Will. “Do you even care about what actually happened? Or are you just that desperate to berate me for making choices you don’t agree with?”



“Can you both just talk to each other at a normal volume level?” asked Rue. “I knew this was going to happen…”



“Did you help him?” asked Relic. “How involved were you with his escape?”



“He saved my life!” shouted Rue. “If he’d stayed in jail like a good little boy, I’d be dead right now. Dead!”



Relic’s expression softened, but she was still firm in her objection. “I want you staying within my field of view at all times, Will.”



“Then you’d better get used to following me around,” he said. “What? Are you going to arrest me again if I don’t follow your orders?”



“I’m certainly not ruling it out as an option,” she snapped back.



Rue let out an annoyed sigh and walked past them both. It felt strange to just be standing there, across from Relic, still feeling like he had so much left to say. So many emotions left to unpack.



Not now,
 he thought.
 Gather your thoughts first.



He went after Rue, staying a few steps behind her as they entered the staging area of the heroes. It was, at its core, a big communal camp-out in the middle of the radiation and abomination ravaged Exclusion Zone. Fun for the whole family.










CHAPTER 25




 



Nearly everyone was in costume, which made a vivid contrast of colors against the grey, barren landscape. Will and Rue were, in fact, the only exceptions that he could see at a glance.



Ice Nine appeared to be in charge, judging from the way various heroes were queued in a rough line to each momentarily secure his attention. Zone stood next to him, no doubt also high on the pecking order solely from how crucial his ability was for bringing in reinforcements and supplies.



Relic was still walking near Will and Rue, and that fact induced a range of different reactions. Most of the heroes recognized him — hard not to, given the spectacle his trial had been turned into. Smiles for Relic, glares and sneers for
 Lockpick, Decay.



Except, that wasn’t uniformly the response. He received a few knowing nods, heroes who’d either seen him in action before or followed enough of the trial to understand his power level, based on the details given. He’d single handedly wrought retribution on his own gang. He’d fought off Astroman, even.



Hopefully, they fixate on what that implies about my skills, rather than how it deprives them of a critical hero.



“It doesn’t seem as though it’s still in the cards for the main strike to occur tonight,” said Relic. “I have a tent setup that we can all share.”



Will was caught off guard by how quickly Relic had gone from being angry at him to tending to what she considered to be her motherly duties. He wondered if it was truly possible for her to separate them out or if one fed into the other. She took off her mask, shaking some of her hair, becoming Jess again, a change he wanted to appreciate.



“Thanks, but LP brought a sleeping bag,” said Rue. “He and I can share it. Not like we have anything to hide now.”



“Well, as true as that might be, it could still rain,” said Will. “The tent would be the… safer option.”



“The safer option and the smarter option,” said Jess. “You’ll get better sleep.”



“In your opinion,” said Rue. She folded her arms, not quite pouting, not quite glaring, not quite satisfied.



It wasn’t just his drama and borderline decisions that’d been unearthed by the trial. He tried to imagine what Jess had gone through upon the reveal of Prosecutor Chadwick’s surprise evidence during Rue’s testimony. Did she even touch down on surprise or just slam straight forward into disappointment?



Or had there been an aspect of relief? He wondered, as he watched Jess slowly leading them toward one of the many tents set up within the encampment, if she’d been at all glad that it was Rue’s poor decisions that the district attorney had chosen to highlight. What a witness the mighty heroine Relic would have been, had Chadwick been capable of generating a similar turnabout through evidence of their illicit activity.



Will knew well enough that it wasn’t always necessary to experience the consequences of a mistake firsthand to be impacted by them. Jess, despite still preserving her solo hero reputation, had to live with the obvious knowledge that it could have been her. Rue’s mistakes were everyone’s mistakes, or perhaps just his mistakes if she truly needed someone to blame.



“Jessica.” Ice Nine had been slowly making his way over through the throng of heroes seeking his attention. “Ah, good. I see your daughter is safe and sound, after all.”



“Yes, she is.” Jess gave Ice Nine a smile as brittle as his power. “We apparently have my son to thank for that.”



She didn’t elaborate on what he was doing out of prison and what the plan would eventually be long term, and Ice Nine didn’t ask. Puffs of condensation escaped his lips as he rubbed a finger across a tuft of soul patch on his face, making him look almost like he was smoking a cigarette.



“Apparently so,” he said. “To be honest, I should probably talk to Zone about this. He knew your boy and has a reasonably objective opinion. I don’t think there’s anyone here with a grudge against him, far as I can tell. Aside from you, of course, Relic.”



He chuckled lamely at a joke that wasn’t really a joke as Zone jogged over. He was wearing his costume, a combination of modern and sleek silver and black that made him look very unlike the headmaster Will had grown to know and respect.



“Instructor… Lockpick,” he said, seeing Will. “Well, I suppose… just Lockpick now. I hope you understand that my testimony at the trial was as neutral as I could make it. You were a good teacher, but with that said, consequences apply to us all.”



“I’m sure they will in good time, but right now…” Ice Nine shrugged with open arms. “What do you think?”



“I think we could use all the help we can get, especially from someone who has fought against abominations before,” said Zone.



Ice Nine nodded. Zone nodded. Jess, after a moment, gave the smallest possible nod.



  “I’m still bringing heroes and supplies in at the moment,” said Zone. “We’ll probably continue resting for tonight, barring a change in circumstances, and close on Meltdown’s crater tomorrow.”



“What are you expecting to happen?” asked Will.



Ice Nine and Zone exchanged a glance.



“It looks as though my ice is still holding,” said Ice Nine. “It damn well should be. It’s indestructible in the sense that unless I break my focus or die, I don’t know of anything that can get through it.”



“We’ve had a few flyovers done,” said Zone. “We think the other abominations will arrive tomorrow at the speed they’ve been moving at. They’ve been sowing paths of destruction every mile. This is a calculated risk, but given that it looks like they’re headed here, the right move seemed to be getting ahead of them, even if it takes a sacrifice.”



Zone waited for someone else to chime in, perhaps to assuage his guilt over formulating a plan that would write off the innocents in towns and cities near the Exclusion Fence. Nobody said anything, and then long enough had gone by for nobody to be able to really say anything.



“We all want this ship to keep sailing smoothly.” Ice Nine finally spoke up, folding his arms and stretching his neck to one side. “We’re going to need the Crimson Five over the next few days, whether y’all are still a team or not.”



He walked away with Zone, leaving Will, Jess, and Rue to stew in the awkwardness of the moment. Rue stepped toward Will, putting an arm around his waist. Avery, also partially out of costume, came over, approaching the three of them with questions written all over her expression.



“How’s it going?” she asked cautiously.



Jess let out a sigh that seemed to actively suppress her various stressors. “We were discussing the situation for tonight.”



“We brought tents,” said Avery. “My team, I mean. One for each of us. They’re tiny little pop-up things, but I’m sure they’ll be fine.”



“Will and Rue didn’t bring anything with them beyond a sleeping bag,” said Jess. “I was trying to impress upon them how much more comfortable they’d be in a tent but… oh, why do I even bother?”



“Would you stop being so dramatic?” snapped Rue.



“Hey, easy,” said Avery. “Don’t we have bigger issues to deal with then sniping each other?”



Jess scowled and walked off in the same direction Zone and Ice Nine had disappeared in. Rue muttered under her breath as she began digging through the scavenged backpack she and Will had put their supplies in.



“Why does it feel like we’re all kids again and had one of our schemes to sneak out at night discovered?” whispered Avery.



“I don’t think we ever got a chance to evolve past that stage,” he replied.










CHAPTER 26




 



The encampment of superheroes bustled with activity, most of it centering around Zone, who brought people and supplies in using his power nearly nonstop. It was the most heroes Will had seen in one place in a long time, and he did his best to keep his head down as he began noticing familiar, unfriendly faces from his adventures with Halberd.



He almost wished that Genesis, Pleistocene, and Hive would just hurry up and attack, solely because of how ready the encampment collectively seemed. Heroes patrolled through the air and on foot. Nervous energy thrummed through the area, wavelengths of precombat jitters interspersed with anticipation and excitement.



Hilariously, Zone also brought in catering, several full-on tables of food he’d purchased or requisitioned from some poor restaurant. It wasn’t anything too fancy, sandwiches and chips and finger food, but the contrast it made against the dusty, ground-up landscape was tangible.



It was cold, still very much midwinter, and various campfires were built from a pile of firewood no doubt also secured by Zone. Will found himself sitting with his family, Jess and Rue and Avery, who swapped back and forth between them and her “real team.”



The food did wonders to abate, if not resolve, the tension between them. He ate a ham sandwich with barbecue chips and celery off a waxed paper plate and imagined they were at some barbecue or summer outing, a scene from a previous life.



“Will,” Jess eventually said. “What are you doing?”



“Whatever feels right in the moment.” He ate a chip and thought about how to articulate his position. “It’s all out there now. It’s almost freeing, in a way. I’ll help fight, help keep our family safe, and then see where things are at.”



“If we lose, and Meltdown ends up being woken from hibernation…” Jess trailed off, shaking her head slowly.



He knew exactly where her statement had been leading, however.



He would be better off in a strained or collapsed world, one where the heroes only had time to care about survival and the strict practicalities. If they won, the world’s attention would pick back up from where it left off — with him in handcuffs, awaiting sentencing.



“I know what side I’m on,” he said, looking Jess in the eyes.



“I didn’t have a choice!” She surprised him with the strength of her reply. “Will… LP… I already told you. If I hadn’t brought you in, nobody else would have even tried! You would have been hunted down by the other heroes and killed.”



“The question now is if you’ll try again, Jess,” he said. “Because I plan on fighting at full strength on the side of the heroes! I don’t expect to be rewarded for it by them, so I’m not going to wait around afterward for the prizes to be divvied out.”



“Why would you tell me that?” she hissed.



“Because you asked!” he snapped. “Do you even care about me? Is this about me or you and your… your… sense of justice! Your image as a heroine! Go ahead. I know what you’re going to say. Yeah, I’m just like Halberd!”



Rue inched away from Jess and toward Will, but she also shot him a pleading look, an open appeal for peace. Avery was on her way back over from her other team and she slowed as she heard their voices.



“Maybe you are just like Halberd!” Jess swallowed and shook her head. “I loved him too. I love you both, and… I don’t know how to forgive either of you.”



“Why don’t you just back off, then?” Avery was still standing as she asked the question, walking into the glow of the firelight from the dark. “We have to keep moving forward as a family, and none of us are perfect. I had a mental breakdown after a pill addiction. Rue made a shit-ton of money off getting naked and stuffed in front of strangers. Maybe, as a family, we need to put all of the moralizing behind us?”



Jess sighed, stood up, and walked away, and Will wondered if perhaps it was for the best. Avery sat down next to him, sliding in close to cuddle on one side. Rue did the same on his other, and the heat of their bodies was a match for the heat of the fire.



“It’s my fault,” he said. “You don’t have to try to throw yourself and Rue in the way to try to shield me.”



“Am I wrong, though?” asked Avery. “She’s so self-righteous sometimes, but she doesn’t apply her lofty standards fairly to everyone.”



“Halberd traumatized her,” whispered Rue. “I mean, he hurt all of us… but she lost the most. And then you came home and gave her something back. I don’t think she’s right, but it’s just all so complicated.”



None of them said anything for a while. Zone’s catering had the distinct omission of anything alcoholic to drink, which was understandable but a shame. Will could have really gone for a beer or some wine or even a straight shot from a flask.



“Do the two of you have somewhere to sleep tonight?” asked Avery.



“Mom offered us a tent,” said Rue, with a shrug. “I don’t know. I almost feel like after that argument, she’ll read too deeply into it if we don’t sleep in there.”



“There’s not going to be room for both of you, though,” said Avery. “Why don’t I put LP up in my tent for tonight?”



Rue and Avery exchanged a look. Will chuckled, feeling like they were discussing which of them got to sleep with the new puppy in their room. Rue actually stood up and came around to whisper something into Avery’s ear.



“What was that?” he asked. “Why am I not being included in this conversation?”



Avery was covering her mouth, hiding either humor or shock. Rue giggled and sat down in Will’s lap.



“Don’t stay up too late, alright, LP?” she said. “It’s going to be… a day, tomorrow.”



“Yeah,” he said. “A day.”



 



***



 



They talked for a while longer before slowly retiring to bed. Will gave Rue a tight hug and soft kiss. He looked for Jess, but she seemed to be in discussion with Zone and Ice Nine. He expected that she would be at the head of the action in the morning, which only made the negative note they’d left things on that much more annoying.



Avery came up beside him and threaded her arm through his. “My tent is this way.”



“You don’t care that people are watching right now?” he asked. It wasn’t exactly true, but it could have been. Hard to make faces out in the dark, with firelight only illuminating so much, and they weren’t the only ones pairing up.



“I hope Mom is watching.” Avery squeezed his bicep and bit her lower lip. “She really does love you, LP. I hope she realizes how stupid she’s being.”



“It’s just who she is.”



“So is loving her family. I… guess I just don’t approve of which of the two drives won out in the end — justice over love.”



He didn’t want to talk about Jess anymore, but luckily, Avery didn’t seem keen on the topic, either. Her tent was one of those tiny, thin ones advertised as sleeping two people — two people who didn’t mind spooning.



The moment slowed down as he and Avery settled into place in front of it. She was still wearing most of her costume, but she slowly slipped down to her underwear, letting the anonymity of the darkness conceal her form. Her skin looked so pale with so much of it on display, red hair ablaze like a fire in the snow.



“What did Rue whisper into your ear right before we left the campfire?” He took off his shoes and jacket, the same ones he’d worn in court.



“I can’t tell you that.” Avery was laying on her stomach across a sleeping pad within the tent, each small curve of her body outlined in a sexy silhouette by the light of her phone.



“Since when do we keep secrets from each other?” He took his pants off, eyes searching the surrounding encampment. What was he looking for? Maybe he wanted Jess to see them, too, even if it hurt them both.



“I’m not keeping a secret
 from
 you, I’m keeping a secret
 for
 Rue,” said Avery. “See the distinction?”



In just his boxers, Will wriggled into the tent, finding a nice, comfortable spot straddling her impossibly soft buttocks. “Tell me.”



“Make me.”



He leaned forward slowly, running his hands along the strap of her bra and then over her shoulders. He kissed her neck sensually and then began ruthlessly tickling her armpits.



“LP!” she cried, laughing. “Stop! Stop!”



She rolled over underneath him and snapped the elastic of his boxers. Will reached around to do the same with her bra, but she caught his hand and their lips found one another’s in the same moment.



His erection stole both their attention as he rocked into her, a reminder of what so much of their relationship as adults came back to. He loved her, but
 God
 , did he love this.



“Tell me.” He cupped Avery’s cheek with his hand. She kissed the tip of his thumb and then each of his knuckles.



“You really want to know?” She slid her hand into his boxers, warm fingers cupping his hard manhood. “Aren’t there more interesting things that you could pay attention to right now?”



He took her bra off, seeing her point but not conceding his. “I have ways of making you tell me.”



“I bet you do.” Avery laughed and shook her head. “This is exactly what she was talking about.”



“What?” He suppressed a smile, knowing Rue had probably spoken in a whisper just to tease him, passing the baton to Avery to continue the game. “Tell me!”



He kissed one of Avery’s small, pale breasts, licking the nipple and delighting in the shaky sigh it elicited from her. She wiggled out of her panties and all but posed for him, legs suggestively crossed, propped up at an angle by one elbow.



“I kind of want to see what you’ll do if I don’t,” she said, smirking. “My big bad
 supervillain
 baby brother.”



He growled and pawed her thighs open. Avery laughed, but it cut off into a moan as he slid between her legs and pressed his cock forward. His sense of the area around them briefly came to the fore — they couldn’t be too loud, too sexual, surrounded by all the other tents. They would be anyway.



Avery sucked in a breath, trying even harder to stay silent, little pleasured cries sneaking past her tight defenses, regardless. Will kissed her as he sank the rest of his cock in, holding her tightly and passionately, but still fixated on his target.



“What did she say?” he growled.



He started thrusting, rocking into her with small, but aggressive movements. Avery lifted one of her legs up, toes skidding across the tent’s canvas wall. He seized her thigh and pressed it back, impressed by her flexibility.



“Never,” whispered Avery.



He pumped faster, the game almost forgotten. Avery wrapped her legs around him. He sucked on her neck, pressing her hard against the ground with each thrust. He was about to let the game fall to the wayside and focus on what really mattered when he heard the tenor of her breathing shift and changed his tactics.



He pulled out, letting his cock tease the lips of her womanhood just as he sensed her pleasure sprinting up a precipice. Avery let out an annoyed growl and playfully let her fingers drag down his chest.



“That’s mean,” she muttered.



“You asked for it.”



She rolled her hips up, trying to tease him back inside. “You really want to know that badly?”



“It’s more about getting you to say it than whatever the secret was, at this point.”



He leaned forward, almost pressing his forehead against hers, very nearly burying his cock back into her. The tip penetrated her ever so slightly, torture on both sides, but he could feel her body writhing for more in subtle ways.



“She said…” whispered Avery. “That it is was fine for me to have you tonight because she was still sore from how rough you were last night.”



He could almost hear Rue’s voice as Avery spoke the words, the brattiness of it, how it was both true and also her version of a post-sexual conquest boast. Will thrust hard back into Avery and she cried out, moans and gasps overlapping as he began to pump into her faster and faster.



Neither of them lasted long. Avery dug her fingernails into his shoulders and moaned his name as she came. Will pulled out at the very last second, still holding her body tight against his as he blew his load past her squeezing thighs.



“God, I knew that would set you off,” she whispered.



“I wasn’t even rough with her last night.”



“Love the qualifier at the end,” giggled Avery. “I don’t think she was complaining.”



He leaned onto his side and propped his head up on an arm. “Was she trying to get a reaction out of you?”



“In a sense. It’s kind of hot. Annoying, but hot.”



“…What?”



Avery rolled over, smiling with a mixture of coyness and mischief. “I can’t explain it. It’s a sister thing. Like borrowing a favorite shirt without asking. I know she wants you just as bad, which makes it fun to tease and boast and… sometimes even compete for your attention.”



“I am kind of a stud.”



“It’s
 so
 not about you,” she said, shaking her head. “I mean it is, but it’s
 so
 not.”



“That makes… no sense.”



“All you need to know is that tomorrow I’m going to make an offhand remark to her about how hard you got when I was giving you head and how you said my lips were magic.”



She started sliding down his body, and he had the sense to nod and keep his mouth shut as she added her tongue into the competitive mix.










CHAPTER 27




 



The encampment was abuzz with activity the next morning. Will pulled on his suit jacket as he crawled out of Avery’s tent, taking in the sun and surprisingly fair weather.



There were several tables set up with coffee and donuts, which he immediately helped himself to. His family was standing together in a loose clump, and he went over to join them. Relic and Kestrel were both in full costume, whereas Rue, like him, wore regular clothing.



“Good morning,” he said.



“Morning, LP,” said Rue and Kestrel in near unison.



“Good morning, Will.” Relic managed a smile, which was as much if not more than he had been expecting.



“I think things are about to kick off,” said Kestrel. “Ice Nine has been meeting with various high ranking heroes and making sure everyone is on the same page.”



“I already spoke to him,” said Relic. “Genesis and Pleistocene have been spotted a few hundred miles to the north and are headed for Meltdown’s crater.”



“This is it, then.” He rubbed his hands together, glancing at Relic and expecting at least some friction on her behalf.



“It would seem like it,” said Relic. “I want all of you to be careful. I’m not sure we’ll be able to stay together once the fight breaks out. Look out for yourselves, first and foremost.”



“Of course,” said Kestrel.



“Brings back memories.” Will smiled, but none of the others met his gaze. On top of the usual pre-fight tension was the question of what would happen afterward, assuming they won. He was still a fugitive and approaching a fight with so much finality surrounding it brought his unfortunate circumstances back into focus.



Ice Nine whistled loudly and began waving his arms to gather the attention of the hundreds of heroes within the camp. Everyone crowded around him and Zone. Relic left to join them, standing on Ice Nine’s left side. Zone had a wooden cane with a copper tip in his hand and was actively trying to find an even section of ground to display a whiteboard that appeared to have been borrowed from Baffin Academy.



“This is it, people,” called Ice Nine. “The abominations are on their way. We believe they mean to free Meltdown from his imprisonment, which would likely have catastrophic consequences. I can’t overstate the importance of the coming battle. Honestly… if we don’t win here, I don’t see how we win at all.”



Zone had subdivided the white board into five sections, which he gestured to with his cane. “Given the range of skillsets and talents of all of you, we’re going to be coordinating our strategy by splitting into five groups. Flyers, brawlers, shielders, assassins, and of course, support.”



He began rapidly assigning team leaders, keen on getting everyone on the same page. Relic was in charge of the brawlers, and Kestrel split off toward the flyers, which seemed to be led by Miss Mass in a slight inversion of the team dynamic of the Scarlet Squadron.



“Be careful,” Rue whispered, hugging him as she headed toward the support group. “Seriously, LP. Don’t do anything stupid.”



“I won’t,” he said. “I’ll see you after the fight.”



She smiled in a way that made him wonder if she believed him. He made his way toward the dramatically named “assassin” subgroup. Several of the heroes there obviously recognized him from his reputation. Shadowfang, a hero in a black and silver costume reminiscent of a white tiger, glared at him openly. Eclipser in his midnight purple skinsuit shook his head and looked away as though he found the sight of the infamous
 Lockpick
 offensive to the eyes.



But there were some sympathetic faces among the crowd. Will smiled as he caught Invisibella’s gaze and made his way over to her. He hesitated for only a second before pulling her into a hug, surprised at how much genuine affection he harbored, despite everything.



“I guess I shouldn’t be surprised that you showed up to the party,” he said. “We had our own campfire last night. You should have stopped by.”



“I only got here this morning,” said Invisibella. “I dropped in to greet Jess and Rue but didn’t have time to see you or Avery. How are you, Will?”



“I’m holding up,” he said. “How about you? Things haven’t completely fallen apart at the academy, have they?”



“The mood is tense, but the students are tough.” She shrugged and gestured with one hand. “They’re managing.”



“Their future is in our hands, along with the rest of the world,” said Will. “We have to win, here and now.”



“We do, but we also have to keep reality in focus.” Invisibella folded her arms and looked at him seriously. “Can I give you some advice?”



“Sure.”



“Even if it’s advice that your mother wouldn’t approve of?”



“Absolutely,” he said, with a soft chuckle.



Invisibella stepped nearer to him and spoke in a whisper. “Get out of here if you see a chance to. I don’t know if you’re going to be the deciding factor in this fight, Will. But whether you’re around to be apprehended afterward will be a deciding factor in the rest of your life.”



“Huh.” He folded his arms, looking at her in a new light. “That’s… definitely advice I don’t think Jess would approve of.”



“Yeah, well, I suppose this is me giving advice to Halberd’s son.” She sighed and shook her head wistfully. “You’re so much like him, but that’s okay. It’s okay to be who you are. You can’t help but be who you are.”



Quite suddenly, Zone appeared in front of the subgroup of heroes. He spared a single questioning glance for Will before addressing Invisibella, talking fast, already mid-idea.



“We’ve already noted the tendency for powerful abominations to gravitate toward Meltdown’s hibernation zone,” said the headmaster, gesticulating with both hands. “It’s a documented phenomenon we would have invested resources studying if we weren’t worried about it getting out publicly. Try to take advantage of that fact if you can.”



“You think they’ll be distracted by their hibernating comrade?” asked Invisibella.



“We can only hope. Strike decisively and pick your moments carefully. And remember — this is very much a group endeavor. You’re all heroes, but please, for today, don’t attempt anything
 too
 heroic, if you understand me.”



There was a chorus of agreement from the assembled men and women. Zone motioned for them to step closer together and they formed a somewhat compact twenty foot across square of costumes and muscles and anticipation, along with one escaped supervillain in a dapper suit.



It really is a good look,
 thought Will.










CHAPTER 28




 



Zone teleported them to their spot within the staging ground, and Will received his first direct glimpse of Meltdown’s crater. It was close to what he’d been expecting, but so much larger in terms of scale that the image he’d held in his mind felt off by an order of magnitude.



The crater itself was perhaps half a mile across at its widest section. It was roughly circular, with a tail of a trench at one end, as though the frozen abomination had first been shunted across the ground before an unreal blast of power had slammed it deeper into the earth.



The prison of ice holding the monster was basically a miniature glacier, vibrant white-blue in color, bits of it sparkling against the exposed midwinter sun. It was such an oddity against the drab landscape of dirt and pulverized concrete, like stumbling onto an intricate movie set just before the filming of a scene.



It was also way, way,
 way
 downhill from him and the rest of the heroes, to an extent that reaching it, if they decided that was their strategy, would be the equivalent of a moderate alpine descent. He now understood where the subgroup of flyers might come into play.



“If you have a concealment power, spread out!” called Invisibella. “The other abominations are going to get here within a few, as in three or less, minutes. Figure out where you want to be!”



“You’re giving them a surprising amount of autonomy,” muttered Will.



She smirked and leaned in closer, her black costume moving in interesting ways. “There’s no real way around it with so many different people used to working within so many different ecosystems. The brawlers might do better in formation. Our division is going to ride the chaos.”



“Sounds like fun.” He palmed his tactical knife and took her suggestion to heart, considering where he would be best suited to make a stand as he slowly scanned the horizon.



The flyers were already in the air, circling over the crater like a flock of migratory birds. Will couldn’t make out Kestrel’s colors amid the many airborne bodies. Beyond them, in the distance, he could see a distant collection of approaching blurs in the sky too large to be birds, too conspicuous within the Exclusion Zone to be anything else but their objective.



Pleistocene and Genesis were at the front of the pack, recognizable by the distinct color of their bodies and auras, pale white and blood red. They weren’t alone, however. Dozens of other abominations flew with them, some Will had never seen before, and at least one he had. Hive was among them, only discernable from the abundance of ethereal blue cords jutting from his spinal cord and trailing off into the horizon.



“I think me and my former cell neighbor have some catching up to do,” he muttered.



Invisibella was still next to him and shot him a conflicted glance. “Be careful, Lockpick. Don’t forget my advice. This is going to be a chaotic brawl of epic proportions. Do your best, but don’t get distracted.”



“That’s the plan.” He slowly ran a hand through his hair, feeling more like
 Decay
 than Lockpick or Will. It wasn’t the full truth of how he felt, with various worries for Jess, Avery, and Rue competing for his attention, but his heart pounded with more than just anxiety. Part of him thrived within this atmosphere.



The flyers shifted course to intercept the abominations, and he held his breath as he saw the heroes launch a variety of different attacks like fighter jets unleashing their payloads. Pleistocene extended an ethereal shield that absorbed most of the impact, though a singular abomination did drop from the back of their pack.



Multiple heroes fell as Genesis and other monsters returned fire, costumed bodies spiraling out of the sky. Other heroes quickly descended after them, catching them before they struck the ground. Will squinted and desperately sought out Kestrel against the bright sky, to no avail.



It would have been fair to call the initial attack of the flyers a stalemate if not for how quickly the abominations pressed their counter. Genesis unleashed a torrent of energy blasts that shot outward in all directions before honing in on singular targets. Across a span of thirty seconds, half of the flying heroes had either taken injury or retreated. It was a rout, plain and simple.



“Wait for them to descend toward the crater!” Invisibella shouted to Will and the surrounding heroes.



The brawlers and shielders were already moving to engage the enemy as the abominations arced toward a landing point next to, but not within, Meltdown’s hibernation crater. Again, Will found himself breathing through his heart, eyes searching for Relic, who would no doubt be at the forefront of the melee. But this time, he had options.



They were to one side of the crater, which meant he needed to cross a fair distance, a minute or two of pitched running, just to reach the enemy. He shot a glance toward where Invisibella had previously been standing only to stare into empty space.



“Invisibility,” he muttered. “Right. Well, if you can hear me, Invisibella, I’m moving to engage.”



“I can hear you, and I approve,” she said. “I’ll help if I can, but don’t get in over your head.”



He took off at a sprint, holding his tactical knife in a reverse grip as he traversed the rocky, ruined ground. Some of the other members of the assassin group followed after him, a few taking off in directions that would let them attack from angles appropriate to their section’s name.



For Will, it was simply about closing the distance, getting near enough to do what he did best. He still searched for Relic and Kestrel, and occasionally spared a glance toward the support heroes, who were staying well away from the real action.



The battle’s pitch increased as heroes and abominations began popping off with their powers. It was, as expected, utter chaos. Energy was being thrown around like fireworks amid a holiday. Elements exploded in fantastic bursts, flames and ice, lightning and water. The ground rumbled, and boulders and bodies catapulted telekinetically through the air.



A sudden flash blinded Will, and he missed a step, stumbling. He blinked, clearing his vision, and nearly swung on what looked like an abomination, but on closer examination was just a hero with metallic skin. The hero shouted something in a high-pitched voice that was cut off midway through as an actual abomination with a long scythe arm disemboweled him with a blurring slash.



Will leapt backward, tripping and falling and hurriedly rolling across the painfully sharp rocks. The abomination let out a hiss and hopped forward, resembling a gigantic black praying mantis from the waist up. It swung one of its now bloody scythe arms toward him, and Will retaliated.



He caught the slash on the blade of his knife, feeling it slice through without so much as the bite of contact. Without relenting for even a fraction of a second, he pushed forward, finishing the monster off by grabbing its head and decapitating it like an ancient warrior claiming a scalp.



Someone screamed from his left, but a veil of smoke blocked his view in that direction. He spun around in time to see another attack coming his way, what looked like a hissing prismatic jewel floating leisurely through the air. He ducked and covered just as it exploded with a burst of punishing sonic force, torturing his eardrums despite how tightly he packed his hands against them.



Something slithered up his leg, along with another something angling toward his neck, slimy and beyond gross. An abomination that seemed capable of splitting into nightmarish eels had decided to make him its target. Will stabbed and stabbed and, honestly, did quite a bit of unabashed screaming as he fought if off.



He had no idea what was going on. Each time he got a glimpse of a hero he recognized, or identified the threat of an abomination, one of his senses would be overloaded by a flashing attack, or the ground would rumble and knock him off his feet.



There was a phenomenon he’d once skimmed over within his teacher’s handbook at Baffin Academy called
 power pollution
 , the tendency for larger brawls with a dozen plus supers to devolve into nonsensical chaos and friendly fire. It was what the encounter had become, for better or for worse.



For worse. Definitely for worse.



He had to restrain himself, hold back on instincts that pushed him to attack every shape, strike first and strike hard. Pushing through an unhelpful fog that some hero or abomination had conjured, he tried to get a better sense of the area. Screams emanated from all directions, but he managed to pick out Ice Nine’s relatively deep tenor amid the noise.



“Stay close!” shouted Ice Nine. “Stay together!”



He was with what appeared to be the remnants of the shielders, surrounded by a truly unfortunate mass of costumed bodies. Several mostly destroyed walls of ice had been erected as a means of defense against some attack or another, but whether they’d been effective was an open question, given the obvious results.



Ice Nine was still standing, however, still giving orders, and that seemed more crucial within the moment than any creative usage of a singular power. He cracked a smile as his eyes landed on Will and waved him over.



“Lockpick,” he called. “I shouldn’t be surprised that you’re still alive and fighting. You’re a survivor, like Halberd. Fall in over here — we’ve got one coming toward us!”



It was as good a place to take a stand as anywhere, and at least Will could comprehend the flow of the battle from the new vantage point. He started jogging toward Ice Nine, but slid to a stop, only then noticing something off about the scene.



The hero standing next to Ice Nine had a silver costume motif with razor sharp copper claws protruding from in between his knuckles. More importantly, he had an ethereal blue cord jutting out from just underneath the back of his neck.



“Look out!” shouted Will.



It was already too late, even as the first syllable escaped his lips. The silver hero, controlled by Hive’s power, turned and stabbed his copper claw spikes through Ice Nine’s chest, staring vacantly ahead as blood gushed onto his hand. Ice Nine blinked in surprise, lips forming soundless words, and collapsed in a dying heap.










CHAPTER 29




 



Will rushed forward, briefly attempting to reach down to help Ice Nine but sensing it was already too late. The controlled hero who’d delivered the stab swiveled his head Will’s way and flashed a familiar smile.



“You should have taken her hand when you had the chance,” mocked Hive’s familiarly accented voice. “Though in the end, whether it’s your hand cutting through the impenetrable ice, or mine parting flesh, the result is the same.”



“I’m going to track you down in your real body, and we’re going to settle things once and for all.”



Will feinted forward, drawing out an amusingly delayed flinch from the controlled hero. He slashed with his tactical knife, severing the man’s claws, and then spun past a clumsy grapple from the man to slit Hive’s controlling tendril.



The hero collapsed, and Will ignored him in favor of Ice Nine. Too much blood surrounded his body already, and Will sensed as he pressed his hand to the wound that Ice Nine was past the point of resuscitation.



“You old dog,” he muttered. “Halberd always liked you. You managed to be good without being a pain.”



The wound felt numbingly cold. He pulled his hand back, lacking any good option to do much more. The ground rumbled underneath his feet, not a simple jolt, a shake with direction. It was emanating directly from the center of Meltdown’s crater.



Will was just close enough to have an angle that peered down the slope, which gave him a view of what was happening, and perhaps unique insight into why. The ice began to crack, each little explosion of frozen water crystals accompanied by an almost musical whine. Bits of ice caught the sun just right, reflective diamonds ejected into the air.



And then all at once, Meltdown, the abomination whose last tirade had divided the world into before and after, broke loose from his prison.



An expectant pause followed, punctuated by the disbelieving shouts of older heroes, those with firsthand experience of what the abomination was capable of. Will was shocked by how different Meltdown was from the image he’d had in his head. How much
 younger
 , in truth.



Meltdown’s appearance was that of a teenager, no older than fifteen or sixteen, his development of what would have been an accelerated abomination growth cycle apparently arrested by Ice Nine’s purgatory. It was a boy, completely naked but for the ice still sloughing off his skin, pale with a faint green hue that could have possibly been an overlapping hue cast by his intensely glowing green eyes.



Meltdown slowly lifted a hand. Will dropped to one knee, expecting an attack and at the right angle to take it full on. Meltdown’s fingers splayed outward, and tendrils of sickly green power rocketed outward from the tips.



Each one struck near a group of heroes, puffing into bits like pollen from a disturbed flower. The affected men and women reacted slowly, glancing at each other, confused and vulnerable.



The change happened before Will’s eyes. Whatever it was Meltdown had just exposed dozens of heroes to had an irradiating effect… though that was so far from the right word that Will found himself amending it within his own internal dialogue. A
 mutational
 effect.



Mouths twisted and jerked open at the behest of enlarged jaw bones. Fingers lengthened, the nails blackening and stretching into horrific little razors of cartilage. Extra limbs, arms and legs and in some cases, budding heads, poked loose from gaps within costumes or tore through the fabric. One woman in particular grew three or four new appendages, her body adopting an incomprehensible shape, almost like an overinflated balloon animal.



There was no grace period in which the newly minted mutants had time to be horrified by their forced changes. They began attacking the normal heroes with a single mindedness that spoke volumes about why Meltdown had been such a threat to begin with. Heroes died in number, unready for the intensity and familiarity of the violence. How could they have been?



Two heroes in matching costumes, one still human, one transformed, fell into a messy grapple. Teammates, though Will would have believed it if someone had told him they were brothers or twins. The mindless monster tore into the flesh of the other man, who didn’t even try to defend himself, confused and overwhelmed.



The scene was repeated across his field of view, men and women unwilling to fight their former friends and paying a price because of it. This wasn’t the fight the heroes had showed up for. It felt simultaneously unfair and unwinnable.



He was briefly unsure of where to go, what to do. Meltdown was still floating in the air over his crater, channeling his evil power. Will needed to find his family. What if one of them had been turned already? What was he supposed to do even if they hadn’t been? Convince them to run? Invisibella’s advice still echoed in his ears. This was it, the turning point, the decision.



Meltdown swiveled in the direction of the support heroes — Rue. The abomination jerked, unleashing another tendril of mutational power that arced through the air like a hazy green rainbow. Will took off at a sprint as he saw it come down amid the unsuspecting subgroup.



“Rue!” he shouted.



He ran as fast as his feet would carry him across the rocky, shifting ground. A mutant with a massive third arm protruding from a black and yellow costume lunged into his path. Will swore under his breath but didn’t so much as hesitate or slow down as he parted the monster diagonally along the shoulder, killing it instantaneously.



There was no semblance of coordination left among allies or enemies. What should have been a straight sprint to where the support heroes had been stationed became a press of bodies as heroes fled from mutants in costumes or pulled together in an attempt to make a stand.



“Move!” he shouted, shouldering through a team that’d discovered the brilliant strategy of standing back to back. Under normal circumstances, yelling anything while waving a bloody knife around was enough to magically, miraculously clear a path, but he was far from the scariest sight around.



Another mutant in costume accosted him as he began to get back up to pace, a tall, mutated woman with a strangely long neck. She grabbed his arm with hands that still contained a semblance of humanity, shoulders seizing as whoever the woman had once been struggled to regain control.



“Uhh…” she groaned.



Her eyes suddenly burst with a white-hot glow that veered too much into the realm of a threat, if not an impending attack. Will cut her hands off and shook them loose from his arms. The skin on her face was stretched too tight, but the expression she made was still haunting to the point of instantly being burned into his mind. Not mindless rage, like he’d been expecting, but acceptance… relief.



“Rue!” he shouted. “Rue!”



He slammed past another body, not taking the time to discern if it was friend or foe, and finally drew toward the support heroes. Meltdown’s mutation beam had struck the group near the center, and their powers left them uniquely unsuited for dealing with the aftermath.



Some of them were attempting to fight, brave but stupid. Others had already retreated far enough to be safe, or what passed for it, amidst the chaos. They stood watching, confused by what they were seeing, or perhaps just ashamed.



“Rue!” Will gritted his teeth, seething as he forced the word out.



The impossible, horrific realization of what he was about to find finally hit him, and he almost broke down. He wasn’t numb to where he was, what was happening. The worst part about being desensitized was that, paradoxically, it left a man that much more vulnerable to
 real
 pain,
 real
 loss.



He found her by filtering out all the costumes and made the worst noise that’d ever escaped his throat as he took in her crumpled body, the wrongness of her posture. He tried to shout her name again, but something akin to a sob came out instead. Staggering forward, Will fell to one knee next to her and touched her shoulder. He wasn’t ready, never could be ready, not for this.



“Jesus fuck!” shouted Rue.



She almost punched him in surprise, blinking away the vacant expression that was the telltale sign of her using her power. Will gasped in relief and hugged her — quickly— before standing up and tightening his grip around his knife.



“You’re alright,” he muttered.



“I… was using my power to help coordinate the flyers.” She stood to her feet with his help, glancing around in confusion. “Oh God…”



“Ice Nine was a casualty,” said Will. “Meltdown has reawakened, and he—”



A roaring bear of a humanoid mutant charged into Will from his blind spot. He felt fresh blood welling from a gash on the side of his neck near the shoulder as he went down, which he quickly mended.



He surged forward to engage the mutant, which still wore shreds of a blue and yellow costume despite having an engorged ribcage as thick around as an industrial trash can. Another scraped toward him on all fours, hissing and waving a tongue around that sizzled with either acid or heat.



His attention flitted back and forth between them, along with the knowledge that it would be a hard, if not impossible fight to take on while keeping Rue safe. Still, he had to try. He found her, safe and sound. He couldn’t give up now.



“Stay behind me!” he shouted.



The massive mutant in the blue and yellow shredded spandex let out a low moan and opened its mouth as it charged forward as though intent on chewing him in a handful of bites. He ducked and slashed low, severing most of its ankle and dropping it down. Rue screamed as the other mutant closed on her. Will spun about, but it felt like it was already too late.



Blue energy speared downward from above, striking the ground and forming an inch thick shield of power that blocked Rue off from the mutant just as it leapt. It struck the barrier and fell backward, stunned, if not intelligent enough to be properly confused. Will pulled Rue up and kept her close as Relic slowly descended to land in front of them.



“Are you alright?” she asked them both.



“I’m holding up,” he said.



“Fine,” said Rue. “Thanks, Mom.”



“Both of you, get to safety,” said Relic. “I’m going to do what I can to gather what’s left of the heroes and stage a counterattack.”



“Which I plan on being a part of,” said Will.



Relic’s eyes narrowed under her mask as she favored him with the full weight of her ire. “This isn’t a game! You aren’t going to be able to—”



A mutant in a mouthless mask with tumor-esque protrusions groaned and swung a clublike arm at Relic from directly behind her. Will cut off its arm and then its head, kicking the spasming body backward.



“I love you,” he said, meeting Relic’s gaze, “but I don’t take orders from you.”



Relic scowled and jabbed a finger at him, but before she could unleash that oh-so-familiar tone of parental authority, Kestrel landed next to them. She let out a loud, slightly exaggerated breath and clapped her hands once.



“Hey!” she said. “It’s like a Crimson Five reunion! Maybe not the best timing for it but… um, why are you both making those faces?”










CHAPTER 30




 



“We need to move,” said Relic. “LP… You don’t need to take orders from me, but we
 need
 your help.”



“You know what I meant.” Will stretched the fingers gripping his tactical knife, one by one. “I’m not backing down. I might be the only one who can take down some of these abominations. I have before, after all.”



Relic and Kestrel exchanged a glance, and he realized he’d never explained the full story of how he’d taken down Impact. Remembering the moment made him remember Bloodfeud, and he wasn’t ready to nurse another tragedy like that so soon.



“We stick together and move toward them.” Relic pointed to where Genesis and Pleistocene hovered in the sky, now joined by Meltdown and a few other abominations.



“Aunt Izzie!” Rue gasped and grabbed her chest, hurriedly pointing off in another direction. “She’s backed into a corner!”



“Let’s go to her, then,” said Will. “We can worry about saving the day once she’s safe.”



Relic and Kestrel both nodded. Rue led the way, which was both the most practical option and simultaneously annoying, as her pace left much to be desired. A crush of mutants and heroes fighting in close quarters became visible in the distance, and the rest of them rushed by her as she stabbed a finger toward it.



“There!” she cried. “In the middle!”



There was no optimal way for them to stay together even as a group of three, with Rue safe at a distance. Kestrel and Relic were at their best in the air, which wasn’t an option for Will. He sensed their attention on him as he threw himself into the fight, using his knife to apply his power like a farmer scything down a field of wheat.



His focus wasn’t perfect, but each time he underestimated an opponent or missed an attack, a telekinetic blast from Kestrel, or a shield of blue energy from Relic would make up the difference. They coordinated together easily, pulling from old instincts from old lives.



Invisibella final drew into view ahead of him. She was so deep into the backline of the abominations that Will could only assume that she’d tried to use her power to sneak up on one of them only to have it go wrong in some way. She was backing away from Hive, who was swinging an arm like an overactive puppeteer as he controlled several otherwise normal heroes under his control.



Will pushed forward, punching the first controlled hero in teal and yellow and quickly snipping the control cord protruding from his neck. Hive looked surprised, but only briefly, and he let out a long, amused hum as he took in the sight of his former prison mate.



“There are no second chances for those who hesitate, Decay,” he called dramatically. “The arrow of time points only one way.”



The abomination motioned, and another controlled hero lurched toward Will, intent on being a body shield, if nothing else. He ducked and rolled and, instead of going for the cord again, he leapt at Hive directly.



Unfortunately, Invisibella had the same thought, the right idea at the wrong moment. She had a sparking defense baton in one hand and briefly disappeared, seeming to blink forward as she tried to attack Hive from an off angle.



Another hero, apparently controlled, spun around, materializing a blade of silver energy and cutting Invisibella down with it in the same motion. Will swore, briefly caught between continuing to go after Hive and helping the woman who was the closest thing to an aunt that he had.



Hive sucked in a breath, intent on another cryptic, dramatic statement, and Will’s anger decided for him. He attacked with his left hand, drawing Hive’s reaction, and then stabbed him in the stomach with his knife, having kept it palmed out of view until the last second.



He made eye contact with the abomination as he slid the blade out, cutting through his spine and two thirds of his abdomen. It was the coldest moment of his life, and a smile flitted onto his lips as he saw the progression of Hive’s reaction. Surprise, confusion, horror… acceptance, all in perfect order, flowing toward the end.



Several nearby heroes dropped to the ground as though their batteries had just died. A few more that he recognized as actual allies finally pushed deep enough into the fray to be of use. Miss Mass and Physique, both nodded to Will as they took up position on either side of the critically wounded heroine.



Will fell to his knees next to Invisibella, setting a hand on her wound only to pull back in surprise as he realized that it was a fair bit larger than he could cover with his hand. He tried anyway, shushing as though silence and calm would change what felt inevitable.



“We’ll get you out of here,” he whispered. “You’ll be okay.”



“Maybe.” She gritted her teeth and let out an agonized hiss, a single tear of pain escaping the portcullis of her eye. “I should have dodged. It was so… close.”



“It always is.” He gripped her free hand with his and tried to just be with her in the moment. “Just keep breathing. You’ll be okay.”



“I need… to know something,” she whispered. “I wanted to ask you, but I felt like such a coward.”



“Anything.”



“Halberd.” She took a steadier breath and locked gazes with him. “How did he die?”



“He had a good death,” said Will, nodding, trying to soothe.



“That’s not what I’m asking.” She leaned toward him, more tears sneaking out. “I only ever got the official story. I need to know how he… please.”



It was Will’s turn to struggle to make the words happen. “Bravely. He died… bravely. And like an absolute idiot.”



“I want to hear everything,” she whispered. “As much as you can. I… have time for it, don’t I?”



They were within the eye of the storm, shielded from the surrounded chaos as each combatant sought more pressing, active threats. Will had already been thinking about that time period in recent weeks, the contrast of the paradise he and Halberd had found against his deteriorating life trajectory.



It didn’t make it easier, at least not by much. But she was right. They had all the time in the world.



“The warships finally showed up,” he began.










CHAPTER 31




THREE YEARS EARLIER



 



Lockpick tilted his head sideways at the monitor, as though a couple of degrees diagonal might change what it was showing him. Five warships had arrived at their cozy, private, supervillain island retreat. Five warships, each probably filled with marines and commandos, and a couple of helicopters each.



“Dammit,” muttered Halberd. “See, this is why we should have prioritized getting that helicopter.”



“This isn’t really a time to be joking around,” said Lockpick.



“I’m not joking. We could, I don’t know… stage an aerial counterattack or something if we had one.”



Lockpick started pacing back and forth, the tension making it hard to stay completely still. He and Halberd were in the room of their mansion that they’d come to call their “command center,” though it was really more of a computer lab with a network of webcams.



They weren’t the only ones anticipating a battle. The islanders, most of whom were still in their homemade, cargo cult superhero costumes, were visible in one security camera feed, waiting on the beach. Some of them had spears, some of them had clubs, none of them had a chance in hell of doing anything but dying quickly.



As the first helicopter reached the beach, the fight seemed like so much of a foregone conclusion that it was hard for Lockpick to watch. A brave islander in a long, quilted cape and bushy leaf mask hurled a spear at the aircraft. It arced upward but fell short of its target by a good twenty feet.



“Get back!” boomed a commando on a loudspeaker. “Lay down your weapons and head back to your homes, or we’ll open fire!”



Lockpick shook his head, hands balling into fists. “They’re only here because of us! We have to do something!”



“If we weren’t here, they’d find another reason,” said Halberd. “If not them, some company looking to pave over this place and turn it into a vacation rental. We, at least, let them keep living how they want to.”



Lockpick had to look away as one of the helicopter’s gunners opened fire, each shot tinny and rough against his ears. He looked back and saw several islanders, men and women he’d known by face, if not name, dead on the sand.



“I thought they’d start with warning shots, at least,” muttered Halberd.



“What are we doing?” shouted Lockpick. “We can’t just sit here!”



Halberd didn’t answer. He was still clad in his beach clothes from earlier that morning, baggy swimming trunks and a half-buttoned Hawaiian shirt. He looked tired, and somehow, much older than Lockpick remembered. Older but still lacking the answers.



“We knew they’d catch up with us eventually, LP,” said Halberd. “I always thought it would be the heroes. I
 understand
 the heroes, how they think, how far they’ll go. These… mundane soldiers. They don’t follow the same rules.”



The commandos were moving out of the range of their beach cameras, firing wildly into the surrounding trees without the slightest thought to whom they might be killing. Lockpick had impressed upon Nameless how important it was for her to get to safety when they’d first sighted the ships that morning, but he had no idea if she’d taken the message to heart.



“We could act like we’re surrendering, maybe,” he said, thinking out loud. “They might still think of me as a kid hero. I could run outside, say I wasn’t here willingly and I escaped from you.”



“I don’t think so,” said Halberd with sigh.



“All I would need to do is get close to their commander!” said Lockpick. “I take him out, and…”



He shrugged, lacking the relevant knowledge to know if killing their leader was a blow that the military command structure could simply absorb or not. Halberd wiped his hand over his face and flashed a small, very forced smile.



“I have a better idea,” he said. “Downstairs, in the corner room. There’s a secret hatch.”



“What? Since when?”



“I never told you about it because I never thought we’d need to use it,” said Halberd. “I’ll meet you down there. I need to grab one last thing.”



Lockpick was skeptical, but given all of the traps and surprises that Halberd had gleefully built into the mansion he did know about, it seemed at least plausible. He hurried downstairs and entered the corner room, eyeing a conspicuously placed carpet he’d never paid much attention to before.



He realized what was about to happen in the same instant it did. The shutters snapped downward, closing him off within the small sitting room. He spun around, rushing to slam into the metal barrier and then again to face the monitor which had turned on to display Halberd’s face.



“Halberd!” he shouted. “What the hell?”



“Sorry, LP.” Halberd sighed and gave a small shake of his head. “I was telling the truth when I told you I had a better idea. It’s just not one that I think you’ll like.”



Lockpick cursed and reached into his pocket for his penknife, the same penknife Halberd had given him just days after they’d first set out on their own. It was gone, slipped from his pocket when he’d brushed by the older man on the way out of the room. Halberd held the tiny weapon up, giving him confirmation of both the theft and his intention.



“I’m going to go talk to our guests,” he said. “Alone.”



“Are you out of your mind?” Lockpick wheeled about, banging on the shutter. He knew it wouldn’t open, that he couldn’t make it open without something to cut with, but he slammed into it anyway, if only for the noise.



“Your plan was close to perfect, but the odds here are… iffy. Better if they find you here, if it comes to it, and assume that you were a prisoner to some degree.”



“Let me come with you,” said Lockpick. “Please! If you’re going to do this, do it with me! All this time, I trusted you! We didn’t come this far just for you to leave me behind.”



Halberd seemed to consider it, or maybe he just seemed to
 want
 to consider it. “Not this time.”



“Halberd!” Lockpick slammed into the shutter again, and then again, after that. “Halberd!”



“I always knew a day would come when I’d have to take responsibility,” muttered Halberd. “There are no free mistakes in life, not really. I set a bad example for you, LP, which is made into even worse of a thing by the fact that I think I could have set a good one. I know that I could have.”



“You still can!”



Halberd sighed and pressed a hand to the shutter, though Lockpick could still only see him through the off angle of the monitor. “Make new mistakes, LP. Don’t just do what I did. I love you, and I’m proud of you. I’m making this choice for you, but it’s not on you, if that makes sense. Grow up… and become a man. No matter what it takes. No matter what you have to do.”



“Halberd!” Lockpick seethed out his anger through his teeth, hitting the shutter again without even making a fist. “Goddammit!”



He made a noise he’d never heard himself make before as he slid down to the floor, fingernails scraping at the tiny grooves in between metal plates. It was more than just anger clouding his mind, but a horrible, wearying sorrow, as though he’d already spent the entire day crying in bed.



He went back to the monitor, refusing to turn away or give up just yet. He put in the passcode to give himself control of the cameras, though it was all he had access to from that station. From his entrapped vantage point, he could still watch Halberd as he passed from the field of view of one camera to another.



He was headed to the beach, headed toward the enemy. The soldiers weren’t visible on any of the cameras at the moment, but they’d likely still be preparing for their attack. Halberd was going to stumble right into a fight that he had no chance in hell of winning.



“Freeze!” shouted a voice, loud but faint, at the edge of Lockpick’s camera web. “Down on your knees!”



“Or what?” Halberd was still in frame, but only just. He conjured an axe from the sand but didn’t stride forward. Lockpick was pretty sure someone was pointing a gun at him, but without being able to see it, the idea felt conceptual, impossible, even.



“If you don’t surrender, we have orders to kill everyone on this island,” barked another voice. “This is just our first attempt. You could kill all of us, and our superiors would just send another team. Kill all of them, and they’ll bomb the island into seagull shit.”



It looked for a moment like Halberd was considering it, but again, maybe he just
 wanted
 to be able to consider it. He was who he was, a man Lockpick alternated between pitying and idolizing. Halberd tightened his grip on his eponymous axe and stepped out of the camera’s field of view.



“No!” hissed Lockpick.



Gunshots sounded off, tiny, tinny pops through the monitor’s crappy speakers. He didn’t need to see it to know. He couldn’t decide whether it was the bravest thing he’d ever done or the stupidest.



When the soldiers found Lockpick, they gave him the same choice, and he gave them a different answer. They took him into custody the way they would have a child, and as much as he wanted revenge, a vent for his anger, he had a promise to keep.



He wasn’t going to make the same mistakes Halberd did. He was going to make new ones.










CHAPTER 32




 



Will’s reward for telling Invisibella a story he’d never spoken aloud was to glance back over to where she’d been laying only to see thin air. She’d used her power at some point, which was either a really good sign of her prognosis or a sign of the end.



He felt through the space she’d previously occupied for long enough to confirm that there wasn’t an invisible corpse in front of him. Standing up slowly, he let himself take back in the atmosphere of the fight.



The momentum had shifted. The heroes were losing, or at least retreating, bruised and bloodied and horrified by what the abominations had thrown into their faces. Their own mutated comrades, no less.



He felt like he needed a beer, which, while situationally inappropriate, was a real impulse he briefly entertained. He spotted Zone amid a crowd of fleeing heroes, trying to shout with overworked vocal cords and gesticulating madly with his silly cane.



“Instructor, I mean, Lockpick!” snapped Zone. “Grab the wounded! Get everyone over here and array them in a square twenty feet by twenty… are you listening to me?”



“I’m hearing you, but no.” He took a breath and shook his head. “Sorry, Headmaster. This isn’t a fight I can simply walk away from.”



Relic wasn’t walking away. He could see flashes of blue in the distance, deeper within Meltdown’s crater where the main body of abominations had gathered, and knew somehow that she would fight until the end. The nature of the fight, or maybe the nature of her mood, would lead her to stand her ground.



It felt like an echo of what he’d been through with Halberd, different enemies, different reasons, and if he had any say in it, a different outcome. This time, he would fight, too.



“Be reasonable,” said Zone. “You can do more good by helping the wounded than you can by taking on a hopeless fight.”



“That’s a mall ninja cane, isn’t it?” Will gestured to the walking stick Zone had in his hand, which had a conspicuous and somewhat tacky copper dragon molded into its headpiece. The headmaster sighed and began unscrewing the top, revealing a thin, hidden sword that slid out of the cane’s center.



“I did purchase it at a very upscale mall, but I would not for a second describe it as a
 mall ninja cane
 ,” said Zone.



“I’m not judging. I bought my favorite sword at the mall.”



Zone gave him a small nod as he passed the weapon over. It was extremely light and thin, so much so that it would have been liable to snapping in anyone else’s hands. With his power, the handle coming loose was probably more of an issue.



“I suppose I… don’t really want to stop you,” said Zone, with a sigh. “You’ve fought these things before. Your mother seems intent on making a pointless heroic sacrifice. Perhaps even if your strength isn’t enough to turn the tide, your presence will be enough to moderate some sanity.”



“Have faith, Headmaster,” said Will. “If you see my sisters, make sure they actually do retreat. And tell them I love them.”



“Of course. Good luck, Instructor.”



It felt somehow prestigious to have his former headmaster still referring to him by that title, which had never seemed an honorific when he’d rightfully worn it. Will gave the cane sword a few test swings as he started forward, switching his tactical knife to his left hand.



A veritable mob of costumed mutants stood between him and the depths of Meltdown’s crater. Will picked up speed as he started down the slope, and not necessarily by choice. The slope was steep and rocky, and he alternated between stepping quickly and outright sliding.



There was an advantage in having momentum, however, like a snowball gaining size over distance. The first wave of mutants came at him in a rush, and he simply swung his newly acquired sword in a wide arc and pushed through whatever was left.



Flashes of blue energy from Relic’s armband provided more hints of the battle taking place further within the crater, though the air was hazy and hard to see through. Will slid to a brief stop in front of another costumed mutant transformed to nearly double in size, overstuffing their original outfit and creating widening tears in places. He dodged a heavy strike from a clublike arm and cut the monster down.



There were more behind it, and he cut them down just as quickly, spinning and slashing, never stopping. Will created so much gore that he felt as though he was breathing the blood, rather than just smelling it. It was unsettlingly familiar, weirdly nostalgic. It was
 their
 blood, not
 his
 . It was a battle, a puzzle made of violence and reflexes, and he had far too much practice.



He wasn’t sure how much humanity, if any, the costumed mutants still had left, but they began to back away from him at a certain point. Whether it was through some basic analysis of their own odds, or possibly just the amount of aerosolized death in the air, ultimately made no difference.



Relic was on the defensive at the bottom of the crater, fighting Genesis defensively in what seemed like a losing battle. Pleistocene stood next to Meltdown, stroking the other abomination’s face. Meltdown’s eyes were glowing, but apart from that, he was unresponsive, unreactive to threats.



“Jess!” hissed Will.



He saw Relic swivel her gaze his way, still shielding herself with blue energy against a beam of crimson power that Genesis was attempting to overwhelm her with. Her eyes went wide, horror, not surprise, and she gave a small shake of her head.



“LP, you can’t be here!” she cried. “There’s still time! Run!”



“He was always going to come,” said Pleistocene, in a soothing voice. “It still isn’t too late. We wished for your power to cut through the unbroken ice, but it is versatile, easy to apply elsewhere.”



“Shield me,” he said flatly.



He launched himself at Genesis from an off angle. The abomination, expectedly, whirled around to fire another blast his way. Relic dutifully shielded Will using the power of her armband, which provided him with the opening he needed.



He slashed at Genesis with the cane sword on a diagonal, scoring a hit, though not the killing blow he’d been seeking. One of Genesis’s arms went sailing through the air, but the abomination still had three left and didn’t react visibly to the loss.



Slowly, Will circled his way around until he was standing next to Relic, who was a step or two in front of him. Her expression was every emotion at once, a scowl undercut by a smile, brow creased with concern.



“If we survive this, you’re coming with me,” she whispered. “I’ll explain what happened, how essential your help was. The Champion Authority might take it to account when it comes to your sentencing, and—”



“Just stop. Stay focused. Be mad at me later.”



“I love you, Will.”



She set her hand atop his shoulder, and he briefly laced his fingers through hers. The armband surged with teal blue power, and Relic let out a gasp that somehow managed to sound both powerful and vaguely aroused.



The two of them faced off against the remaining abominations. Pleistocene had pulled away from Meltdown, who was still in a tranquil state, mind outside of the fight. She approached in the same moment that Genesis did, forcing Will and Relic to stand back to back.



They paired off with their respective dance partners with no more words, Will taking Genesis while Relic held off Pleistocene. It was a moment of trust — forced trust, desperate trust, but still a complete surrender to faith in one another. If one of them lost, they both lost. If one of them became a distraction for the other, neither of them would leave the crater alive.



Genesis was a nightmare of speed and demonic crimson. Will was completely outmatched in terms of dexterity — Genesis was not just dodging, but evading attacks so completely it left the young supervillain spinning around confused.



He managed the counterattacks by enduring them rather than escaping them. Genesis dodged a sword strike and slashed at Will’s neck with one arm, forcing him into an awkward half shrug that sacrificed a chunk of his shoulder. Genesis dodged a stab by leaping straight up into the air, and Will took a claw stab straight through the side meat of one buttock as he tried to fling himself clear.



He mended what he could and ignored the rest. The game was no longer to strike the crimson abomination on first pass but to lure him into making a mistake. Just a single mistake, one opening, was all he needed. Genesis knew it as instinctively as he did, which made each second the fight dragged on feel a little more like he was being toyed with.



“Chills of the mind,” muttered the abomination. “Nothing quite like it.”



“It doesn’t even seem fair to call you insane, at this point.” Will mended another section of the gash on his shoulder, open to the interlude. “I still don’t understand what your grand plan is. What’s your end game? Do you even have one?”



He eyed Pleistocene and Relic, who actually had similar enough abilities and methods to fight each other on the same wavelength, if not to a match. They were taking turns slamming energy beams into energy shields that could level houses, if not entire city blocks. Pleistocene was definitely winning, which was hard for Will to watch.



“What is the endgame of a virus?” called Genesis. “What is the endgame of the sea? Of a fire? Of the soul?”



“An aspiring poet, then.” Will arched his back and tried to mend one of the puncture wounds in his upper thigh without dropping his knife. “Explains a lot.”



Genesis blurred as he shifted onto the offensive, which was exactly what Will had been waiting for. He had to guess where the attack was coming from based off pure instinct, betting everything on his sense of his opponent.



Genesis ducked under the slash of Will’s sword cane, straight into the point of his tactical knife. The blade went in, and he jerked upward, opening a rift in the monster’s body that would have killed any mortal man, any super, even.



But he had fond memories of watching Genesis stitch himself back together after being cut completely in half. He didn’t hesitate, hacking through the monster with his sword as soon as the first injury slowed him down enough for the eye to target.



Will chopped Genesis in half at the waist, and then again down the line of the spine, and then twice more, portioning the abomination out like chunks of meat for the pot. He kicked a few of them away, laughing as he scattered body parts in a manner that felt too much out of the wheelhouse of a supervillain to be an act that could potentially save the world.



“A shame,” cooed Pleistocene. “But far from insurmountable. You will take his place.”



Will spun about, letting out a long, disappointed breath as he saw Pleistocene using Relic, battered and held and barely conscious, as a superhuman shield.



“LP,” whispered Relic. “Run. You… can still get away.”



Behind Pleistocene and Relic, Meltdown had begun to pulse with blindingly bright green energy, each round seizing through his body and tensing his back into an arch like live electricity. Will somehow doubted that escape was a possibility even if he tried to scale the crater at full speed, not that he was at all considering it.



“Let her go, and I’ll let you and lightbright over here walk away,” said Will.



“Don’t make deals with it!” hissed Relic.



Will waved a hand and tried to impart onto the woman who’d raised him just how badly he needed her to… shut the fuck up and let him work. Pleistocene let out a cooing laugh and stroked Relic’s neck with a finger.



“Throw down your weapons and start walking toward me,” said Pleistocene. “I won’t ask twice.”



She pressed her fingernail against the heroine’s neck, drawing forth a single bead of blood from a minuscule, crescent-shaped cut. Will furiously thought through what he could still do, discounting the idea of calling her bluff, and eventually let out a long, defeated sigh.



He dropped his tactical knife first, followed by Zone’s goofy but awesome sword cane. Pleistocene’s smile twitched as her gaze scanned him up and down, still expecting treachery.



“Good,” she whispered. “Come closer.”



She reached out the hand she had around Relic’s waist, still holding her tightly by the neck. Will walked toward them with slow, unthreatening steps, fingers splayed outward.



“It’s overdue,” whispered Pleistocene. “Take my hand. Ascend and become what you were meant to be. Understand your moniker…
 Decay.
 ”



“LP!” cried Relic. “Will… Please! Don’t do this!”



He met Relic’s eyes as he reached his hand out, trying to impart a measure of his own confidence into her. Pleistocene’s hand was cold, with fine bumps like sandpaper across the inside. He felt a surge of heat, perhaps the beginning of the spread of the same corruption that’d transformed Hive and Impact.



He didn’t wait around for the end. With a motion of his forearm, Will let one of Genesis’s severed claws slide into his free hand from his dapper sleeve and sank the point of it into Pleistocene’s skull.



She didn’t scream. She did look surprised, and the expression remained frozen on her face in death after a few brief spasms of the eyelids. Relic, probably expecting more of a fight, threw herself backward into a vicious reverse headbutt. The abomination landed on the crater’s rocky bottom like a chunk of dead meat.



“You… stabbed her with a claw?” asked Relic, more bemused than impressed.



“I improvised.” Will sighed and turned toward Meltdown, who’d begun glowing ominously, the light bleeding from his body in tiny explosions of energy. “I think I’m going to need to do it again before we’re out of this.”



Relic said something, but her reply was cut off by a horrible, high-pitched noise, pure pain in sound form. Meltdown’s glow intensified, and his face began shifting and contorting with horrible, blurring speed.



“I think I… can contain him,” said Relic. “This time, I really do need you to retreat.”



“There’s no way. You saw how much of Ice Nine’s ice he was coated with. I don’t think anything can contain him.” He looked at Relic as he scooped up the sword cane, realizing their only option in the same moment she did. “Shield me. I can destroy him with my power.”



“LP…” She shook her head. “It’s too much of a risk! You can’t just… LP!”



He was already running, knowing that the easiest way to get her cooperation was to simply fling himself into the line of fire. The only difference between his plan and hers if it didn’t work was how quickly their deaths would greet them. If Meltdown had another meltdown, the entire world was doomed.



It was such an easy choice to make, one of those rare situations in which doing the right thing, despite its difficulty, felt truly righteous. He saw Relic create a shield in front of him, a disc of blue energy that tinted Meltdown’s glow into a slightly different shade of green.



Halberd. Does this count? Did I make the same mistake or a new one?



Relic’s shield wavered around the edges as the green glow encroached into Will’s protective sphere. It was like the heat of an oven in his face, except times ten, times a hundred. He couldn’t see more than vague shapes, a contrast between painful brightness and everything else.



He swung his sword toward his approximation of where Meltdown was standing, all of his hopes reduced to that singular strike.



And it struck true.



An unreal stillness settled over the crater in the wake of Meltdown’s aborted eponym. The abomination fell to the ground in two neat pieces, barely moving, barely bleeding, the last of his green glow smoldering out. It was still intensely bright, but more in the manner of a dying fire, with a clear downward trajectory of luminance.



A set of arms wrapped around Will from behind. He spun and pulled what he assumed to be Relic into a kiss, only to find himself staring into the eyes of a very confused Invisibella. She had a bandaged wrapped around her chest and touched her lips in surprise, a slow smile creeping onto her face.



“Nice to see you too,” she said. “I thought this might be a good time for you to fade into the background, so to speak.”



She nodded a head in the direction of Relic across the crater. She was still shielding her eyes, oblivious to the other heroine’s appearance. Will started to nod but hesitated as an upsetting thought came to mind.



“If I disappear here and now, Jess will think I died,” he said. “She’ll never forgive herself. It’s the cruelest thing I could ever do to her.”



“I’ll let her know the truth once you’re safe and back in hiding,” whispered Invisibella. “I love Jess, but I also know that if you stay, she’ll force you to work through the system. She believes in it, and I admire her for that. But this time, it means that she’ll hurt herself and you in the name of justice.”



She squeezed his shoulder, and he knew he only had that very second to think it over. He’d won a massive victory for humanity, for the good guys… and his prize was leaving his family again. Leaving, and this time never looking back.



Slowly, reluctantly, Will nodded. Invisibella wrapped her arms around him, and under the veil of her power, they began hiking up the slope of the crater.









PART THREE: ONE YEAR LATER










CHAPTER 33




 



The sand felt incredible between Will’s feet. The morning was warm, with the same balmy, clean, seaside breeze that made every day feel like part of an endless summer. East Bindala, in some ways, was nothing like he remembered it, but at least in the quality of its beaches, his memories had been accurate.



He’d been back for months already, long enough to grow a beard, but he still kept expecting to see Halberd pop out of the trees or come bursting into his oversized bedroom with some zany new idea. He never did see him, or anyone, for that matter.



There’d been no trace of the native islanders, including Navenya,
 Nameless
 , when he’d first arrived back. Will had taken it to be an ominous sign, one that’d kept him skulking through the trees and doing a full exterior circuit of his and Halberd’s old mansion before letting himself back inside.



As he stopped to consider it, he realized that he and Halberd had
 been
 the omen. The soldiers had killed enough of the islanders during their raid to wound and traumatize their community.



No, he wasn’t surprised at all that they’d made the decision to leave, to start over in a place that didn’t remind them so much of death. He wished he could be surprised by that.



It was a dark thought that led to an awfully convenient outcome. After Invisibella had gotten him out of Meltdown’s crater and off Long Island, he’d done what he always did in a sticky situation and called Mist.



They’d spent a few delightful weeks together in Florida, having lots of sex and spending time with her grandfather. Mist had loved the idea of dropping him off on a deserted island when he’d pitched it to her, and she even served as something of a courier service for him, coming to visit and bring in a few choice supplies on a biweekly basis.



Not many razors, though. He ran a hand through his scraggly beard as he continued down the beach, shirt front open, swimming trunks fluttering in the sea breeze. Part of Mist’s help had originally included bringing in a stockpile of staple foods — canned goods, MRE style dehydrated meals, dried lentils. Food best described as edible.



Will had left a few of his crab pots on the beach, and he spent a few minutes walking the beach again to load them up with bait. Beached or rotting fish were the usual go to, as disgusting as the process was of transferring them into the pots.



He ditched his shirt and waded out into the ocean to set each of them up with a buoy, diving under the water on his way back to cool off and clean up. They’d take a few hours to catch anything, assuming they wanted to, which left him time to continue with his usual circuit.



He, in fact, had nothing but time. Being alone on the island was drastically different from being there with Halberd and the former natives. It put him in a permanently pensive mood, full of thoughts that cycled and evolved rather than pushing outward.



The mansion had been in surprisingly good shape when he’d first arrived back. The islanders, and Will didn’t blame them for this, had stripped the interior of most of its valuables. They’d gone about it gently, however, leaving lots of basics like clothing — most of which barely fit him anymore — beds and bedsheets, a large portion of his cutlery, pots, and pans.



In terms of exterior looting, the statues of him and Halberd were gone, though the daises they’d been posed upon still had toes and ankles attached. It felt more like an act of destruction than a theft, though an understandable one, and it wasn’t as though Will had wanted them in the first place.



Crucially, the solar panels and battery bank were entirely untampered with. After scrubbing a not insignificant amount of seagull shit off the panels, Will was able to get the mansion’s electrical system up and running.



The batteries only held two thirds of their former charge, but Halberd had built it around an estimate of their maximum needs, which left him with more than enough to use, especially during the day, with the amount of sunlight the roof received.



He didn’t head inside immediately. He passed by the open gate, which he hardly ever bothered to close anymore, and followed a thin footpath past the island’s disused airstrip toward the hill that served as the highest point in a hundred miles in any direction.



On the first approach to the island, with Mist chain teleporting him across the sky, Will had steeled himself for the possibility of having to bury Halberd’s body. He still remembered seeing it as the soldiers had arrested him after witnessing his father’s traumatic last stand, how much blood there’d been, the defiance in Halberd’s unblinking, pale expression in death.



But he hadn’t found any bodies, Halberd’s or those of the natives who’d died on that same day. It was possible they’d been taken care of by Nameless and her people, buried or sent out to sea, or maybe the soldiers had collected them for their own purposes.



Will had found an old axe of Halberd’s made of bits of weathered sea glass underneath a pile of dirty clothes in the older man’s room, a work of art that lit up like a church window when the sun hit it just right. His old man had always taken so much more pride in producing art with his power than he’d ever admitted to. Or ever gotten credit for.



He sat down and smiled, imaging Halberd sitting there next to him, eating a cheeseburger in a tin wrapper, for whatever reason.



“I half expected to find you here, you know,” said Will.



“I’m glad you didn’t,” said Halberd. “It would have ruined your appetite for crabs if you’d come back to see what they’d done to my body. They start with the soft spots. Tongues, eyes… the nether regions.”



“What a fantastic mental image.”



“Can you really blame me for that?” Halberd crumpled up the cheeseburger’s wrapper and hurled it off in a pointless, imaginary act of littering.



“That wasn’t what I meant, anyway.”



“I know. It would have really been something if you had found me alive and kicking. I admire the way you pulled off your disappearing act, LP.”



“I had help,” he said, with a smile. “Isabelle is a good woman. I can’t condone how you went behind Mom’s back with her, but… I sort of get it. What you saw in her, at least.”



“It wasn’t all about what I saw,” chuckled Halberd. “She used to do this thing where she’d start
 doing
 things while using her power. I’d be taking a shower and the curtain would rustle, and all the sudden I’d feel something warm and wet envelop my—”



“Again, what a fantastic mental image.”



“I can’t tell if you’re being facetious or not this time,” said Halberd. “And may I remind you that you’re the one who’s picturing it.”



“Yeah, well, it’s been a while since I’ve gotten laid,” he muttered.



Mist was overdue for a visit, having last stopped in about two and a half weeks earlier. Not that long in the grand scheme of things, but boredom was one of his chief enemies.



“I like Mist,” said Halberd. “I always thought an older chick would suit you, LP. You should wife her up while you have the chance.”



Will grunted, more in acknowledgment of the suggestion than agreement. He never let his conversations with “Halberd” veer in the direction of Rue, Avery, and Jess. At least not in terms of how hotly his relationships with them had burned while they’d lasted.



It was one of those few topics where he couldn’t even guess what his old man would have said, not that there was much point in discussing it over a year since he’d last seen any of them.



“Mist is Mist,” said Will. “She’s not the type to settle down. I wouldn’t ask her to, either. I like the way she comes and goes.”



“I bet you do!” Halberd winked at him and let out a long sigh. “So what’s on the agenda for today?”



“Have a workout,” said Will. “See if I can get service with that wonky satellite internet antenna you set up. Eat dinner.”



“Trying for crabs again?”



“Always,” he said. “I baked up a couple of Kaiser rolls. Split one of those open, add some melted butter, that’s all you really need.”



“I’d kill to eat one of those again,” said Halberd.



“What’s morbid is that I have the option of taking you literally when you say things like that.”



Halberd grinned, flashing his teeth, and slowly faded back into memory. The sun had risen far enough over the horizon to hit the axe monument just right, each bit of colored glass shining like a collection of jewels.










CHAPTER 34




 



The mansion always felt impossibly silent whenever Will came back to it after spending some time outdoors. Silent and still, unchanged and unchanging. In some ways, it reminded him of being sent to solitary in prison, the purgatorial aspect of needing to create his own rhythm and meaning, but it really wasn’t so bad. He was content, if not happy.



It helped that the money he still did have was enough to go a long way. The islanders had completely missed an old USB drive that he’d had a cryptocurrency wallet on. He’d sold most of it back when he and Halberd had first come to the island, but the remainder was several times more valuable after three years of volatile appreciation.



He felt like an old man whenever he’d call up Mist to have her bring him something, tipping her enough money to make it worth her time, though he suspected she’d still do him the favor, regardless. An old man with a checkered past and a shaggy beard.



He headed into his kitchen, which was massive and beautiful, with nice granite countertops and a massive fridge with an expensive, built-in icemaker he’d only used once. One of his new projects was brewing his own alcohol, mostly fruit wine using some of the berries native to the island, though he’d taken a stab at making his own mead.



Mist also brought a bottle of whiskey or vodka on each of her visits, but he liked being able to self-sustain his own indulgence. He poured himself a glass of redberry wine, as he’d taken to calling his premier vintage, and sat down in the lounge.



The islanders had repurposed most of his and Halberd’s electronics — several TVs, their main computer, a multitude of kitchen appliances. His laptop had been left, however, stuffed into a drawer in his room. He had a fairly crude satellite internet setup that allowed him to keep up with the world and watch the occasional video, if he didn’t mind low quality and frequent stutters.



Jess,
 Relic
 , was in the news again for beating up a supervillain, some smuggler with a camouflage power. It was a promising sign that she was back to fighting basic, boring criminals, as opposed to fending off abominations intent on mass destruction.



With the deaths of Genesis, Pleistocene, and Meltdown, the world had been collectively given a chance to catch its breath. There were still abominations left, and likely there would always be some left, but things were more or less back to normal.



Relic was now the foremost member of the Board of Directors, though they still hadn’t reached a quorum on who would replace Astroman, who’d finally retired. Zone had quickly been appointed to one of the vacant seats, and they were still seeking two more new members to serve alongside him and the seemingly immortal Pulse Master.



Will couldn’t help but wonder if Relic’s life was simpler and less complicated without him and his problems in the middle of it. The thought veered too near into self-pity for him to entertain for very long, but he was still aware of the trouble he’d caused for her, both as Decay and as her cheeky son.



He still spoke to Isabelle on occasion. She’d brought up telling Jess the truth the last time they’d talked, but he’d shot the idea down, or at least pushed it further into the future. He wondered if it made sense to tell Rue and Avery first to see if he could build a united front to keep Jess from overreacting, even though it was totally justifiable.



Avery was doing well, still captaining the Scarlet Squadron and popping up in the news fairly often. The team had exploded in popularity, in no small part to being an all-women team in a field often dominated by muscular men. They added Morning Glory, which was interesting, given how he and Avery had come within striking distance of a threesome with her back at Baffin Academy.



Will had expected Rue to be the hardest to keep tabs on, but the opposite had proven to be the case. She was back to streaming, though in a different genre and on a different platform. She played videogames with a basic face-cam and mostly just answered the occasional question from her chat, ignoring any about her family or related scandals.



Some of her old fans from CamCasters followed her across the career shift, though her new stream had no nudity or titillation beyond the occasional cleavage top. What was really wild to Will was that she seemed to make just as much if not more in terms of money, from the napkin math he ran after observing her donation rate.



He watched her stream almost every day, despite having to tune in at inconvenient hours because of the time difference, and despite the risk of her using her power to catch a glimpse of him. How could he not? Seeing her face, her smile, hearing her voice, her laugh. Even though he never risked commenting or donating, it was probably his favorite thing to do.



He would set himself up in a dark room or wear a hoodie that veiled his face in shadow, hiding his identity in a way that mimicked how he’d acted when he’d been a participant of her stream. Sometimes, he wondered at the comments she’d make, how much it felt like she was speaking directly to him. Maybe he just wanted that to be the case. Maybe all of her followers felt the same way.



It was Rue’s usual streaming time, but she wasn’t on. He waited for a minute or two before giving up and watching a movie instead. The mansion had a solid home gym, but he wasn’t really in the mood to work out.



An hour and forty five minutes later, he headed back down to the beach to check his crab pots. There were five large enough for him to eat, which was more than enough. He brought them back to his kitchen and boiled them and was just getting into the process of extracting the meat from the claws when the intruder alarm went off.



Will had disabled most of Halberd’s traps and contraptions, but the intruder alarm and a few of the security cameras seemed like a small price to pay in farmed electricity for the extra peace of mind. Heart pounding, he hurried up to the command center on the second floor and flicked on the monitor, already thinking about grabbing a weapon, pulling on his costume.



He outright stared, numb with shock, giddy with surprise, as he took in the sight of two familiar faces stepping off a charter boat’s dinghy and onto the beach. Rue and Avery looked good. Really good. But also uncertain, and hopeful in a manner that verged on bracing for disappointment.



The boat’s captain didn’t stick around for more than a minute or two, but he suspected the boat would hover around the area to pick them up later. Avery was holding the shoulder straps of a thick backpack, and Rue was using her power off and on. They both looked equipped for an adventure, or perhaps a search and rescue operation. How much did they know?



With Rue’s power, it was only a matter of time,
 thought Will.
 She’s so fucking cool.



God, he’d forgotten how beautiful they both were. Avery had grown her hair out and tied it back in a fiery, playful ponytail. Her piercings were out, and she had on a thin blue dress with a color gradient that matched the way the ocean grew darker and deeper at distance.



Rue had on a pair of tight grey shorts and a black bikini top, with a leopard print beach shawl over her shoulders and a straw hat that let her dark curls poke out of at the edges. She and Avery were talking to each other, but they weren’t close enough or loud enough for the camera to make out individual words.



Will wiped crab juice off his hands, stared at the image of them in the monitor for a few more seconds, and started running. He sprinted the entire distance down the beach with such haste that he was still recovering from a stumble as they drew into view. They’d heard him coming and looked more like they were ready for a fight than expecting their brother.



It took them a few seconds to recognize him, probably-slash-definitely due to his new beard, but when they did, they ran just as fast as he had. He hugged them both at once, felt them elbowing each other like sisters trying to get ahead of each other in line. He squeezed them back like a brother who’d just come back from war.



“I missed you both,” he said. “So much. So, so much.”



“You idiot!” hissed Rue.



“He’s not an idiot,” snapped Avery. “He’s… alive. He’s fucking alive! He’s here.”



Will took a breath and pulled back, still holding each of their shoulders. “He made lunch. Hungry?”



“Yes, but for answers, more than food.” Rue folded her arms. “It was you, wasn’t it? The guy that watches my stream religiously but never donates or comments, or ever shows his face?”



He grinned and made a dismissive gesture with his hand. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”



“LP!” said Rue, smiling back and stomping her foot. “Seriously! Tell me.”



“We both suspected, you know,” said Avery. “I picked up on clues, too. We wouldn’t have come all the way out here if we hadn’t.”



“What tipped you off?” he asked.



“I mean… I did mourn you, for the first few days.” Avery shrugged and crossed her arms over her chest. “There was no body, no trace of you. I guess that made it hard for me to extinguish my hope completely.”



“What’s with the beard?” asked Rue.



“It’s what happens when you don’t shave your face.” He ran his fingers through it. “You like it?”



Avery and Rue exchanged a glance.



“I have a razor in my bag,” said Avery.



“Thank God,” muttered Rue.










CHAPTER 35




 



Will took them up the route to the mansion slowly, letting them experience the island’s natural beauty. He could sense the excitement growing as the reality of the situation dawned on them, asking him questions that he couldn’t help but smile at in response.



Yes, the island was basically paradise. Yeah, it was just him there, and yes, of course, he and Halberd had spent their villainous earnings on the dark side equivalent of a Hollywood mansion.



“How, exactly, did the two of you find me?” he asked, finally voicing his own question.



“It’s… not exactly the first place we checked,” admitted Rue.



“We went back to Lancaster City, first,” said Avery. “Searched everywhere we could think of, really.”



“Then we went looking for Mist, which took forever,” said Rue. “She keeps switching out her phone. So annoying.”



“And she was pretty rude when we did catch up to her,” said Avery. “It’s like she didn’t even care that you might still be alive.”



Will hid a laugh by clearing his throat. “Sounds like her.”



“Then we went back to Baffin Academy,” said Rue. “Zone was still the headmaster at the time and, I don’t know… I got the idea into my head that he helped you escape and was hiding you.”



“There’s a certain logic to it,” said Will. “His power would obviously have helped me get away without a trace.”



He could feel Rue and Avery staring at him expectantly on either side, but he felt like playing coy for a while longer.



“How did you escape, anyway?” asked Avery.



“I’ll let you know if you guess correctly.”



“It was obviously Mist after all,” said Rue.



He shook his head. “Nope.”



“You’re lying!” Rue leaned back, pulling on his arm.



“I’m not. She was involved in helping me get here to the island, but she had nothing to do with what happened at the crater.”



“You’re having entirely too much fun with this,” said Avery.



He smiled, unable to deny it. It reminded him of simpler times, teasing and the stubborn games of childhood. Fighting over who got the front seat in Jess’s car.



“Come on, LP.” Rue was still holding his arm and drew closer, letting her breasts ever so slightly graze his shoulder. “Tell me.”



He found that, quite suddenly, the idea of being alone with Rue for half an hour or so was really,
 really
 appealing to him. But… it’d been over a year. The impulse felt selfish and pointlessly horny against what was, at its core, a reunion of family members.



He kept all of this in mind as he reached his arm out to wrap around Rue’s side, letting his hand settle against her hip, almost on her butt.



“I know.” Avery pulled close to him on the other side. “I’m going to whisper it into your ear so Rue will have to keep guessing.”



Her breath tickled her neck as she spoke, sending far more of a flutter through him than he ever would have expected from something so innocuous. “Alright. Take your guess.”



“Aunt Izzie,” whispered Avery, each syllable sounding secretive, almost seductive.



“Correct,” said Will.



“Tell me!” Rue yanked on his arm and tried to wrestle with it as though the secret was a physical thing he’d stuffed into his pocket. “Come on, already.”



She jumped onto his back, and Will laughed as he felt her soft body press against his. She needed to be careful — her outfit was pretty scant, and he could feel a lot of contact of her flesh against his. He spun in a circle and then made as though to tip her down off him.



Rue swung around to his front, wrapping her legs around his waist and forcing him to hold her up by the thighs. Her breasts briefly pressed into his chest with wonderful, sexy softness, and their eyes met. He wanted to kiss her. He couldn’t just kiss her.



“Missed you,” she muttered, hopping down.



“It was the mighty Invisibella,” he said, patting the top of her straw hat. “She snuck me out.”



“Aunt Izzie?” snapped Rue. “And she didn’t tell us?”



 



***



 



He savored their reactions as the mansion came into view. With his scraggly, Robinson Crusoe beard, he wondered if they’d simply thought he’d been joking before when he’d told them about his living situation on the island.



“It’s… really big,” said Avery. “It’s seriously just you here?”



“Mist stops by every few weeks, but otherwise, yeah,” he said. “It’s just me.”



Rue and Avery exchanged a seemingly annoyed glance at the mention of Mist’s name, but neither pressed the point. He wondered if their restraint signaled openness, or if they’d both moved on with their love lives and now found it natural to stay out of his.



“Let’s go inside,” he said. “I was in the middle of making dinner. Should be enough for all of us.”



He led them into the foyer and heard them both make noises of actual awe.



“You have… electricity here?” asked Avery.



“Solar panels, a battery bank, the works,” he said.



“What do you eat?” asked Rue.



“Whatever I want. I have a fridge, and Mist is kind enough to bring me groceries if I’m craving something specific. I kind of like the catch and cook lifestyle, though. Lots of fish and crab, along with wild vegetables.”



He smiled as they both explored his living room, walking around like indoor cats being introduced to a new space. Slipping into the kitchen, he grabbed some of his homemade mead and glasses for each of them.



“Here,” he said. “I brewed this myself. Give it a try.”



He poured for each of them and watched as they took a sip. Avery grinned and gave an approving nod. Rue wrinkled her nose.



“Not a fan,” she said.



“I’ll get you some juice in a sippy cup instead.”



“Hey!” She glared at him and, despite her previous assessment, kept drinking the mead.



He gave them a quick tour of the mansion, pointing out the various bathrooms and guest bedrooms alongside the more villainous features, the shutters and the knockout gas and the secret passageways.



“How much of this was Halberd’s idea?” asked Avery.



“It was a collaborative project,” said Will. “He had a vision to fulfill.”



Eventually, he put on a movie for them on the mansion’s sole remaining TV and went to go finish dinner. It was satisfying to know that he was cooking for them with mostly ingredients he’d caught himself or baked, sans the potato chips he used to fill out the meal.



They ate mostly in silence, and there was an odd vibe in the air. Will made a couple of jokes, trying to shift the mood, to no avail.



“Are you lonely here, LP?” asked Rue.



He shrugged but gave the question a second or two of real consideration. “Sometimes, yeah. But you have to remember that before coming here, I was in prison. I’ll take a little loneliness over life in a cell. Certainly over my own execution.”



“You aren’t a priority for the CA anymore, you know,” said Avery. “I mean, I’m sure if you went back into the civilized world and started making noise, they’d send someone after you, but I doubt they’d ever come looking here.”



“Mom would,” said Rue.



Again, silence, paired with that odd vibe. Will wanted to ask about Jess, how she’d coped after his apparent death. But at the same time, it wasn’t really a conversation they needed to have yet. He wanted the night to be about them, about the fact that they were back in his life, after so long.



“Come on,” he said. “I want to show you guys something.”










CHAPTER 36




 



Will led Rue and Avery back outside, grabbing a flashlight on the way. There was still a fair amount of light left from the beautiful sunset on the western horizon, but he wasn’t sure that would still be the case on their way back.



He brought them down the back slope behind the mansion, following a path through some of the densest vegetation on the island until they reached another beach. It was a tiny little dimple against a section of the island that was otherwise a cliff, a beautiful pool of cerulean water that practically begged to be swam in.



“I call it
 The Cove
 ,” he said. “I used to swim here with some of the islanders. The water stays warm even at night.”



Avery brought a fresh mug of mead with her and made a show of killing what was left in it before setting it down. She smirked at Will and gestured to herself.



“I didn’t bring a swimsuit,” she said. “Stupid, I know.”



“Just go in without one.” He crossed his arms and smirked at her, curious as to how she’d respond.



“I could, but if I was the only one
 naked
 …” She shrugged, smiling but obviously trying not to.



“I’m down to skinny dip if you are,” he said.



He glanced at Rue, who nodded slowly. Avery disrobed first, turning her back to him, not that it did much to reduce Will’s excitement. The sight of her cute, pale butt brought back so many memories and urges. He started stripping his own clothes off, aware of what a faux pas it would be to get a hard on before he was even in the water.



He heard a splash as Avery dove into the water, followed by an exalted breath as she resurfaced.



“It’s so warm!” she shouted. “You were right!”



Will ran forward and cannonballed into the water after her. He shamelessly ogled as he made his way over, though the water obscured the finer details of her nude body. Rue hurried after them, opting to walk out instead of jumping in.



He stared, shamelessly and hopelessly, at Rue’s nude breasts. It genuinely felt like the naughtiness of it had been reset. He was staring at his naked sister and getting hard, and it felt just as weird and inappropriate as it would have back when they were both young teenagers full of confusing, conflicting hormones.



Rue sucked in a breath and finally dipped her head under. Her curly hair flattened somewhat under the weight of the water, and like Avery, she was mindful to keep all of the best parts of her body hidden just under the surface.



The tension was like having a fourth person in the water with them, or even being on camera. They formed a triangle, each of them just out of arms reach, but close enough for the nudity and exposure to feel electric and dangerous. Every time he caught Rue or Avery’s eyes darting down to his bare erection, he felt himself fall a little deeper into that heady, horny place where logic and reason become irritating afterthoughts.



Rue cleared her throat, rising high enough in the water for her nipples to briefly sneak above the water line. “Let’s play a game or something.”



“You want to play a game?” asked Avery, in a teasing voice.



“Or something!” said Rue. “I mean, what else are we going to do?”



“I have a few ideas,” said Will.



Rue and Avery both laughed, and it was hard to tell if it was out of excitement or nervousness.



“Let’s play Marco Polo,” said Avery. “This spot feels perfect for it.”



“Sure,” said Will. “I’ll go first.”



Again, Rue and Avery exchanged a glance that he couldn’t quite decipher. It had been more than a year, and he still wasn’t sure how much had changed and how much had stayed the same. It was like picking up a book from an old bookmark, trying to remember the thrust of a plot from context clues.



“Marco,” he called out, closing his eyes.



“Polo,” called Rue and Avery.



Avery was close, suspiciously close, even. He made a show of spinning in a circle with his arms out and heard her laugh and splash away. He called out again and waited for their responses before continuing in Avery’s direction.



“Marco.” He stepped closer and felt his hand brush soft flesh.



“Polo,” said Avery, voice smug and playful.



The point of the game was to catch her, and so he didn’t hold back when his fingers closed around her arm. He pulled her to him, losing any semblance of self-control as both his hands began roving. Avery made a noise that was sexy and encouraging as he cupped her small breasts and teased her nipples between his fingers.



“I can still escape!” she said, laughing.



She tried to hop away, but he pulled her back by her waist. Avery fell onto him, her thighs settling on either side of his cock. For a few seconds, her wriggling shifted into naked dirty dancing, grinding into him and laughing as he continued to feel up her naked body.



“I’ve got you,” he said. “I win.”



“How do I know you didn’t open your eyes?” she whispered.



“Oh, they’re wide open now.” He stared at her naked body, too horny to even care about the game. Seizing her by the hips, he lifted her up and then down again, sliding the tip of his cock into her folds.



Avery shuddered and leaned her head back, hips rolling, urging him on. She suddenly cleared her throat, let out a shaky laugh, and dove forward, blowing him a kiss as she ran away.



“Avery’s turn to be the seeker,” called Rue.



“Right,” he said, trying to calm down at least a little.



“I knew this would be fun,” said Avery. “Marco.”



She blindly walked through the water with her eyes closed. Will called back to her but was more focused on moving toward Rue than away from Avery. He saw Rue smiling as she treaded water, shifting to float on her back, breasts poking above the surface like glorious brown hills.



“Marco,” called Avery.



“Polo.” Will grabbed Rue’s leg and began dragging her toward him. She laughed and playfully kicked out, almost catching him in the cheek.



“Rue?” called Avery. “I didn’t hear you.”



“I’m… over here with LP,” she said.



She shifted, letting her feet touch bottom and drawing nearer to Will. Rising up on her tiptoes, she stole a quick kiss. Will groped her butt and pulled her toward him. If anything, she seemed more pent up and horny than even he was, her hand immediately darting down to his erection to tease and stroke.



“Marco!” shouted Avery, testily. “Hey! Are you both listening?”



“Polo,” said Will absently.



“Polo.” Rue rose up on her toes and kissed him again, spreading her legs, eyes full of mischief.



Will couldn’t resist. He seized her body and yanked her against him, sinking as much of his cock into her as he could with one thrust… which was all of it.



She made little cooing noises as he pumped into her, horny, eager bursts of sexy encouragement. They barely made it five seconds into their frantic humping before Avery crossed the distance to Rue, eyes still closed, but clearly wise to what was going on.



“Got you!” she said, grabbing Will’s wrist.



Rue slid away from him with an annoyed sigh. “You could have given us a minute, at least.”



“We’re supposed to be playing a game!” said Avery. “It’s no fun if you lose on purpose.”



Will closed his eyes but didn’t give Avery or Rue time to actually get away from him. “Marco!”



He grabbed both of them, figuring that whichever was more willing would naturally stay close. Rue laughed and slipped away. Avery spun into him, rather than away, and he kissed her furiously as he pulled her body against his.



The game continued on like that for far longer than it had any real right to, with Will most often being the seeker and using the role to his own sexual advantage. Whoever was the odd woman out always interrupted, but he made sure to make the brief seconds of contact and penetration count, stealing thrusts and sucking on nipples.



“He got us both this time,” said Rue.



Blindly, Will reached his arms out, only realizing that Rue and Avery were standing side by side as his fingers began to touch them and paint the scene with contact.



“Looks like it,” said Avery. “Let’s go one more round with LP as the seeker.”



She grinned and covered his eyes with her hand. Rue took perhaps a single step away, if not less, and in a sultry voice, said “over here.”



She put up the most basic pretense of trying to escape him, while similarly, he alluded to closing his eyes with a couple of slow, lazy blinks. Avery made noise in the background, at first laughing and then shifting into sexy appraising noises as Will seized Rue and slid his cock into her.



It was so weird and so wrong, so hot and so natural. He stirred the water up as he thrust into Rue, the sand churning up a veil of silt that felt as lurid as what they were doing.



Rue’s moans went up in pitch until they were barely audible, and then all at once, she threw her head forward. Will kept pumping into her as he felt her body tense with an orgasm. She let her teeth graze his pec and looked up at him dreamily.



“My turn.” Avery rubbed Will’s shoulders, letting her nipples press into his back. “Rue and I were always better at sharing than we ever let on. We used to—”



He cut her off with a kiss, his entire body throbbing with a need he wasn’t sure she understood the urgency of. He bent Avery over in the water, letting her grab the smooth rocks of the cove’s shelf, and started taking her roughly from behind.



She made the best noises, surprised little gasps at his intensity that shifted into rhythmic moans. Thrust, moan. Thrust, thrust, moan. There was no one else on the island to hear them… except for Rue, right there, watching as she touched herself.



“Avery!”



“Not inside, you idiot!”



She bucked her hips and spun away from him right as he came, but he kept a greater hold on her body. She was absolutely right — he’d been desperate to bust inside of her — but it was awfully hard to feel chagrined during a full-on, stimulating and shuddering orgasm. His load felt substantial as he ejected it into the ocean.



He ran his hands over Avery, who’d begun saying something, but cut off as he started teasing her with his fingers. Rue was alert again and commented on the action in a manner that was both hot and a little petty.



“Did he run out of steam for you, Avery?” said Rue. “Glad I got to go first. Wait… is he fingering you? That’s… actually kind of sexy.”



“He’s… mmm.” Avery leaned back against him. “LP… Oh! Right there! I, I…”



Will felt her body curl backward as Avery rose up on her toes like a cat seeking to be pet in just the right place. He let out a low chuckle, kissed her on the cheek, and swept her up in his arms.



“I love you both so fucking much,” he said. “Come on. Let’s go dry off and hang out inside.”










CHAPTER 37




 



A wonderful aspect to the mansion was that it allowed Will, Rue, and Avery to have space from one another, which they took full advantage of after their swim. The mood between them was still good, better than it had been earlier in the day, if anything, but the intensity of the experience called for an interlude of sorts.



Will took a shower after showing Rue and Avery where the other bathrooms with the other showers were, in case they were possessed by the same urge. He let the stream run through his hair and beard and leaned against the wall, so happy to have his sisters back that he could hardly think of anything else he needed.



Jess.



He closed his eyes and issued a stern reminder to his heart that he’d woken up that morning with no reasonable expectation of ever seeing any of them again. The time might come eventually, or it might not. There was no sense in pouring negativity onto a wonderful reunion with most of his family.



He was drying off when a knock came at the door. It opened before he could say anything, because of course it did. Avery looked to have showered, or maybe her hair was just still wet from the ocean.



“Oh, please, come right in,” he said dryly.



“I will.” Avery held up a women’s disposable razor. “This was going to be for my legs, but I think it’ll work just as well on your face.”



He turned toward the mirror as she slowly waged war on his beard, revealing the skin underneath, bit by bit. Neither of them said anything, and a familiar, intimate tension hung on the air, a mixture of love and trust seasoned with more complicated emotions.



“How’s the Scarlet Squadron doing?” he asked.



Avery let out a tiny hiss as the motion of his jaw threw off her obvious concentration. She stroked a bare portion of his cheek with delicate fingers as she answered.



“Really well. Which isn’t to say that you aren’t missed.”



“Of course. I mean, that goes without question.”



She flicked his earlobe, and he saw her reflection stifle a smile. “We added Morning Glory.”



“I saw that. I thought she had her own team.”



“They were at the Second Meltdown Battle. No deaths, but a few serious injuries and retirements.”



A silence followed that seemed to demand he ask the obvious question, given the sexual interest Morning Glory had once seemingly expressed in them both.



“I don’t mean to pry, but have the two of you…” He made a rolling gesture with his hand. “Gotten friendly?”



“No.” Avery shrugged. “Kind of. We were talking a lot. Flirting a lot. I thought you were dead, remember, or at least… supposed to be. Still, I kept brushing her off whenever she’d ask to come over or for me to come out with her. I guess I just wasn’t ready to move on yet.”



“You don’t have to move on now, at least not if you don’t want to,” he said.



“I don’t
 have
 to move on if I don’t want to?” She let out a slightly condescending sigh and continued with the shaving. “Oh, little brother. I don’t think I could move on now if I wanted to or not. You’re the worst. And the best. And kind of a massive idiot for almost knocking me up earlier.”



“It was the heat of the moment. Condoms are a little bit hard to come by on this island.”



Avery finished the last strip and began dabbing off the extra shaving cream. She cupped either side of his chin, staring into his eyes through the mirror.



“Thanks,” she whispered.



“For what?”



“Being alive.”



She rose up on her tiptoes and kissed the back of his head.



 



***



 



Avery hadn’t, in fact, taken a shower yet, and she went off to do so after Will found her a pair of sweatpants and a baggy T-shirt within vague striking distance of her size. He went looking for Rue, curious as to where she’d disappeared off to.



His search descended into the basement after not finding her in the lounge or any of the guest bedrooms. The lower level was small and mostly storage, with only one real object of any interest to her that he could think of.



“What do you think?” he asked.



Rue had also borrowed one of his T-shirts, which she wore over her bikini and sun skirt. She stood in front of the glass display case he’d put his new costume into. Halberd had built two, one for each of them, complete with life size mannequins, though they’d never used them back then.



“I don’t know.” Rue shrugged and pressed her hand to the glass. “I guess I can’t help but question whether it’s a costume for Lockpick or Decay.”



He saw her point, and in a way, it was exactly what he’d been going for. He’d gotten it commissioned by a mundane costume maker and, over the course of a long phone interview and numerous preliminary blueprints, examined his own preferences.



The general aesthetic was dark, mostly black and grey, with practical armor plating that was pliable enough to allow him full range of motion. The cape contained a range of hidden pockets for small knives or other objects. The eye mask was simple, nearly the same style as Lockpick’s old costume, but everything else was more evocative of Decay.



“I’m somewhere in the middle now, I think,” he said to Rue. “Not that it really matters. They’re both wanted men. They’re both the
 same
 man.”



“In some ways, they are.” Rue turned to face him, smiling and seeming to look underneath. “I suppose I’ve had longer to think about it than most people. They’re both you but different sides to you. Different identities under the same roof.”



“Interesting take,” he said.



“I guess I’m also a little curious about why you had it made in the first place,” said Rue.



It was a question that he’d skipped over in the process of seeking out a new costume, having it made, even the few times he’d tried it on. “I just felt like… I needed to still have the costume. That reassurance that I am still capable of being a hero, or at least a super. Showing up when needed. Saving the day.”



He shrugged and glanced at her again. She was watching him with the strangest look on her face.



“What?” he asked.



Rue stepped closer and gave him a tight side hug. “I just missed you so much.”



“Right back at you. I’m glad you found me.”



“I found you, and now I’m here, and I’m not sure I plan on leaving anytime soon.”



He chuckled and smoothed a few of her dark, curly hairs back from her forehead. “You’re welcome to stay as long as you want.”



“How’s the internet here?”



“It’s… creatively paced.”










CHAPTER 38




 



Will, Rue, and Avery eventually gravitated back toward the lounge, watching a movie together and simply enjoying each other’s company on the couch. It was, in Will’s opinion, a perfect moment — comfortable and lazy and basic in the best way.



He was still on the couch when he woke up the next morning. One of his sisters had tucked him in with a blanket, and he smiled as he took in the smell of coffee wafting out from the kitchen.



“Morning,” he said, still bleary eyed.



“Morning, LP,” said Avery. “You fell asleep on the couch.”



“I noticed.”



“We would have tried to move you, but you were too heavy,” said Rue. “Neither of us had the heart to wake you up.”



“You looked extremely cozy,” said Avery.



“I was.” He put an arm around Avery and kissed her cheek. Rue was on the other couch, and after throwing some bagels in the toaster, he made his way over to join her.



“Move your feet,” he said.



“There’s plenty of room,” she muttered, not looking up from her phone.



He attempted to sit down as a means of demonstrating that no, in fact, there was not plenty of room. She gently kicked him with one heel and final sighed and pulled her legs back.



“So what do you typically do in an average day on a secret tropical island?” she asked.



“Whatever I want,” he said. “Whatever comes up. Fishing, setting up crab pots. I actually had Mist bring me a spear gun, though I haven’t had much luck with it yet.”



“Is that the plan for the day, then?” asked Rue.



“Yeah.” Will ran his hand up her thigh and flashed her a wolfish smile. “Unless I can convince one of you to stay in.”



“You could probably convince both of us, which is the problem,” said Rue with a patient sigh. “I’m down to learn how to fish. I’ll probably be doing a lot of it in the near future.”



“LP, I think the timer for those bagels you had in just went off,” called Avery. “Maybe? There’s a light blinking on this monitor thingy.”



Will sat up, only realizing the significance of what she’d just said as he came into the kitchen. “That’s… the intruder alert. I disabled the main alarm yesterday when you guys got here.”



He flicked through a few of the security cameras. No boats down at the beach, which was as confusing as it was a relief. The alert specified a camera he almost never used, up on the roof near the helipad, and his heart did a kickflip as he switched to it.



“That’s…” He glanced at Avery and stepped closer.



“Mom!” snapped Avery. “What the fuck is she doing here?”



She hadn’t just arrived at the island, but she’d arrived in full costume. Relic, the acting executive director of the Champion Authority’s board, was in the process of touching down on his roof.



Even despite the various questions and concerns inlaid within the moment, Will was awed by how striking she looked in her costume, from her blonde braid blowing in the wind alongside her cloak to the slight distortion of the five on her chest from the curve of her breasts under the tight fabric. He touched the monitor and sighed, wishing it was as simple as making his way up and saying hello.



“Seriously?” called Rue, as she padded into the kitchen. “I thought you guys were kidding.”



“How the hell did she find us?” asked Avery. “Fuck. If she told anyone… I need to get out there and ask her just what she thinks she’s doing. Is she out of her mind?”



“No,” said Will. “This is my house. My island. I’m going to welcome her
 my
 way.”



He hurried off, ignoring Rue and Avery’s concerns as they called after him.



“Hold on!” called Rue. “LP! What’s that supposed to mean?”



 



***



 



Relic’s cloak fluttered in the wind as she finished scanning the area, still floating a few feet off the ground. She looked contemplative, if anything, as though she was trying to make sense of what she was seeing in the present to put past memories into clear order.



Decay strode out onto the landing pad slowly, almost tauntingly so. He gave his sword cane a playful twirl, the fingers of his other hand toying with his newly commissioned dagger, the blade reminiscent of a thin, flexible pick.



“I expected you months ago or not at all,” he called out. “I suppose, eventually, every fly arrives at the spider’s web.”



He’d been expecting to take at least some pleasure in her reaction, be it through a true reunion that melted through pretenses or the catharsis of finally standing before her with his secrets laid bare. What he saw in her expression instead… just made him feel cruel.



  The moment wasn’t helped as Rue ran out in his wake, mouth and wrists bound with duct tape, playing the part of his “hostage” in dramatic fashion. Avery followed after her, having only bound her wrists after insisting, apparently rightly so, that the little play was a terrible idea.



“Hey, Mom,” she said, shaking her head. “I only went along with this reluctantly, just for your information.”



Relic had her hands both clamped tightly over her mouth, but she slowly pulled them away and mastered herself. It was hard to tell to what degree she was acting, and her face told both stories as she narrowed her eyes past a jailbroken tear.



“I… should have known you’d target the rest of my family first, given… our history,” she said, in a choked voice. “And I should have guessed that it was within your capabilities to… fake your death. You faked your death?”



“I faked my death,” said Decay, voice slipping out of its villainous tenor.



He tossed the cane aside and slid the lockpick dagger into the sheathe on his leg. They ran toward each other and embraced, hugging so tightly that their costumes made squeaky noises from where rubber met rubber.



“I’m sorry,” he whispered.



He felt her shoulders shake as her arms squeezed him tighter, almost dangerously so, with one of his ribs recording a complaint. Suddenly, she pulled back and seized the front of his costume with a closed fist.



“Decay,” she said, narrowing her eyes and smirking. “I’m not sure I appreciate your sense of humor. But just so you know, I can make jokes, too.”



She lifted off the ground and took him with her. Decay grabbed at both her wrists, legs flailing as they rose ten, twenty feet in the air… fifty feet.



“Are you out of your mind?” he shouted.



“I would watch your tone,” said Relic. “You have no idea what I went through, do you? How painful it was to…”



“What was I supposed to do? I didn’t exactly have a range of options beyond prostrating myself at the CA’s feet.”



“You didn’t trust me.”



“Last time I trusted you, you turned me in.” He narrowed his eyes, channeling his own, justified anger. “Be mad at yourself.”



It was so hard to articulate what he was really feeling, probably because even he wasn’t sure. He risked a glance downward, which was an obvious mistake. They’d drifted away from the mansion, and they were also really,
 really
 high up. The island looked tiny and exposed below them.



His fingers brushed Relic’s armband artifact, and she suddenly sucked in a breath, eyes fluttering. There was a spark of blue, and all at once, her grip on his costume lost its strength.



Decay plummeted toward the ground back first, which was somehow even more terrifying than receiving a clear view of his impending doom.










CHAPTER 39




 



Still airborne, Decay felt a rush of air across one side of his body. An image of landing amidst the trees on the island flitted through his mind. He was dead regardless of where he landed, even on water, but somehow the idea of being impaled by a massive tree trunk was far less appealing than a hard bounce.



Relic’s arms wrapped around his chest from behind, her body arresting his fall with such gentleness and control that he thought he was hallucinating at first. He let out a breathless laugh, heart still beating at lightspeed.



He was still on top of her as they touched down on the warm sand of one of the island’s inaccessible beaches. He rolled off and lay next to her, their costumed faces mere inches apart.



“Thanks,” he said.



“Do you trust me now?” Her tone was playful, but the question was very much serious.



“It’s not all or nothing,” he muttered. “And that’s not fair. Why did you show up like this? How did you even find me?”



“I installed an app on Rue’s phone that lets me…” Relic shrugged, looking slightly abashed. “…keep tabs on her. It was back when she first started at Baffin Academy. She wasn’t going to all of her classes. It’s not important right now.”



“You haven’t told anyone else that I’m still alive?”



“I didn’t know!” snapped Relic. “This was a surprise to me. A
 wonderful
 surprise. I’ve had… dreams, where it turned out that you were still alive. Waking up from them always made for such a cruel morning.”



She stood up slowly, her expression turning stern again, turning back into Relic. Decay slowly rose to his feet.



“I’m not turning myself in, so don’t bother asking me to,” he said.



“LP…” Relic took a breath and folded her arms. “You can’t just hide away from the consequences of your actions. It isn’t right.”



“My actions saved the world!” He shouted the words without meaning to, feeling petulant and far more like a boy yelling at his mother than he wanted to. “Look, this time around… You aren’t going to bring me in.”



“I’m not trying to bring you in! Can you take that stupid mask off for just one second? There’s a middle ground here, a way for us to smooth the groundwork for you to repay your debt to society without going back to prison, or…”



“They found me guilty,” said Decay, with a laugh. “Do you expect them to just toss out the verdict? Redo the trial? No. I’m staying right here on my private island, eating coconuts and seafood and working on my tan.”



“It isn’t just your decision to make,” said Relic. “Will…”



He pulled out his lockpick dagger and gave it a twirl, jutting his chin out, channeling his villainous aura. “Who else’s decision would it be? You’re no match for me,
 Relic
 . I’ve been holding back. You must already know that I’d win a fair fight.”



Relic slowly fell into a combat stance. “After I finish putting you in your place, we are going to have a
 long
 conversation about what happens next, mister. How you’ll make amends for your choices.”



Decay smiled, but in truth, he’d been expecting her to back down or at least attempt to deescalate. Was she being serious? He honestly couldn’t tell. Was
 he
 serious about fighting her? He had before, as Decay.



“You’re overconfident,” he called out. “Do you remember our first encounter? I don’t think I ever apologized for what I did to your costume.”



He looked her up and down, smiling like a cocky bastard, spinning his dagger in his fingers.



“I don’t accept apologies from unrepentant supervillains,” said Relic.



“I wasn’t apologizing, just pointing out that I never did. It was one of my proudest moments.”



Anger flickered across Relic’s expression, but she quickly mastered her emotions, smiling back at him coyly. “Is that where it all began for you? You witnessed the mighty Relic topless, and it forced you to see me as a woman from all angles? Was it simply too much for you to resist, to… control yourself around me from that point on?”



“If it was, at least I would have an excuse,” he countered.



Relic brought her arm up. “The memories from my armband—”



“I was deep into seducing you long before you ever slipped that artifact on, not that I’m not intrigued by how it’s enhanced our… connection.”



Her eyes narrowed, and the corner of her mouth twitched with indignation. “I want you to remember that I gave you a chance to surrender, to work through this situation on my terms, with my help. Once I’ve defeated you, I plan on bringing you to heel like an untrained puppy.”



“You’re all bark and no bite.” Decay flashed an evil smile and started circling. “I plan on doing more than simply cutting your clothes off this time around.”



“You’re welcome to try.”



Relic’s eyes briefly broke from his, swiveling down to… approximately crotch level. Decay was pretty sure he had an erection, which was a bit uncouth, but he was confident he could fight around it.



He just had to focus on fighting and not the way every little movement Relic made seemed to emphasize how thin the fabric of her costume was. Even with a bra on, her breasts shook with little eye-catching jiggles, and every time she shifted her footing, he could see the movement reflected through the muscle tension in her thighs and buttocks.



He remembered the first time he’d noticed that aspect of her costume, back in the days of the Crimson Five. He’d probably been around thirteen when he’d become fascinated by the sight of Relic, and to a similar extent, Kestrel, in their costumes. Old enough to get a boner, but still too young to realize when he was staring.



“Do you plan on attacking or are you just going to stand there and ogle me?” asked Relic.



“You’re practically posing for me, Relic,” he called back. “We both know you didn’t pick that costume by accident. I think part of you secretly enjoys the—”



She exploded into motion, lunging forward and throwing a punch at high speed. Decay ducked underneath it and carefully slid his lockpick dagger along one side of her costume, cutting through the fabric as though opening a letter. The slit ran from hip level to just under her armpit, not exposing anything major but giving him a tantalizing glimpse of a bra strap.



She spun away from him, touching herself to assess the damage and glaring at him from across the sand. “You are such a child!”



“I’m still holding back against you, but I won’t hold back against your costume,” said Decay. “At least you have Seamstress on speed dial to make repairs. I spent a small fortune having mine commissioned.”



Relic tried to pull her costume back into place as it began to slip and reveal more, but it was a losing battle. She let out a huff and thrust her right arm forward, armband pulsing with blue energy. Three tendrils erupted from the copper metal, tracing confusing swirls through the air as they shot toward Decay.



He slashed through them with his power, demonstrating a facet of his ability he’d formerly kept hidden. Relic blinked in surprise but reacted quickly, sending another trio of tendrils toward him with a cute grunt of exertion.



He cut through them just as easily and began striding forward. Relic knocked him off balance with a cheeky blast of energy and twisted into a roundhouse kick in the same motion. The movement caused her costume to fall even more open, and the sight of the delicious squeeze of her sports bra clad tits almost distracted him to the point of forgetting to dodge.



He blocked several more attacks, punches and kicks that he could tell she was holding back on, at least to some degree. He was still standing, after all. Decay countered with a quick series of slashes, some of which he suspected Relic thought she’d dodged completely. When he finally hopped backward and they each had a moment to breathe, Relic’s costume was no more than a mess of tatters.



“Very funny,” she said, trying to pull a mostly shredded spandex legging up to cover the side of one buttock as though stepping into a pair of stockings.



“Oh, it’s no joke.” Decay motioned to the surrounding area magnanimously. “Come, now, Relic. You’re on my island, under my hospitality. Surrender and I promise you won’t be harmed.”



Relic scoffed and shook her head. “You’re unbelievable. The gall you have to offer
 me
 the chance to surrender. Who do you think you are, exactly?”



“Would you prefer I cut off your bra next or your panties? We’re getting down to the wire, here.”



“You have an erection!”



He resisted the urge to glance down and reconfirm it. “Your point being?”



“I…” Relic cleared her throat. “I’ll fight you naked, if that’s what it comes to.”



“That’s exactly what it’s coming to.”



“Then come get me, Decay!” she shouted. “Let’s see what you can really handle!”



He braced himself for an attack, but instead, she tore off her bra and panties, spiking each garment into the sand. Setting her hands on her hips, she was clad in only her mask and armband. The sea breeze toyed with the end of her blonde braid as she stood before him, completely naked, blushing underneath her glare.



“You shaved for the occasion,” noted Decay. “Interesting.”



“You cocky little ass!” Relic rushed toward him, fist extended.



Decay sheathed his dagger and spun past her attack, grabbing her around the waist and trying to flip her up onto his shoulder. She seized his costume, trying to pull on it for purchase or perhaps tear it to give him a taste of his own medicine. He undid one of the straps himself and let the upper half fall away, laughing and enjoying her seriousness and intensity.



“I’m going to teach you how to behave!” shouted Relic, swinging a heavily telegraphed punch at his face. He spun past her and pulled her into an embrace, full on groping her large, naked tits.



“I’m going to make you moan.”



She let one out as though on command and tried to sweep a leg back to kick him. Decay pulled her down to the sand, but she scrambled upright first. She grabbed at the leggings of his costume, and he all but wriggled out of them in a single motion as he rolled away.



He stood up, also naked with the exception of his mask and his boxers. He took his underwear off and tossed it over where hers had landed, smirking at the way her eyes locked onto his hard cock.



It was hard for him to tell whether she was as turned on as he was or simply pissed off, hot and bothered or… just bothered. He kept his expression similarly fierce and combative, a mask atop a mask, as he strode forward, guard still up.



He made the first move, slapping lazily at one of her hands like a wrestler testing the waters. She seized his wrist and, employing her super strength with brilliant efficiency, flipped him over her shoulder.



But he hung on, pulling her to the sand with him. They twisted, fighting for positioning, nude flesh sliding in a way that felt so unbelievably hot and compelling. She tried to dive on him but mistimed it. He twisted her onto her back and made to pin her shoulders, pushing forward, and then…



His cock sank into her by accident in the same way a snowball hits a car “by accident.” Relic moaned and bit her lip and threw her arms around his shoulders, and then it was just thrusting, no thought. She was so wet and so tight, so ready to be taken.



“Yes!” she cried. “Oh God, yes! You… haven’t won just yet, but… oh, oh! Yes!”



“The mighty Relic,” he whispered. “Taken by a supervillain. Taken by her
 son
 .”



“You… lured me into a trap.” She rubbed his ass, urging him on. “The perfect trap.”



Her voice had this shuddering, two-faced quality, as though part of her was desperate to hang on to the poise the great heroine Relic was so renowned for. And she was desperate in that same dual way, letting out a constant stream of these irresistible, needy little noises.



“You’re a bad boy,” she sighed. “Oh…”



She wrapped her legs around him. Decay flashed a cocky smile and leaned back a little, standing up on his knees and pulling her back into him across the hot sand with each smooth, forward thrust.



They both still had their masks on, and that set the paradigm. He channeled the chaos of
 Decay
 , groping at her body rougher and greedier than he needed to. He’d beaten her, cut her clothes. He was responsible for her moans, the shameful pleasure written clear as calligraphy across her expression.



Her armband pulsed and sparked like a broken electrical transformer, and it made Decay think of what he’d told her earlier. He
 had
 seduced her long before she’d ever put the powerful artifact on. It was like a sex toy, extra spice to push their blatantly forbidden desires up and over the limit.



He touched it, threading his fingers through a slight gap near her wrist, and pulled it and her arm upward. Relic made a fist on reflex as though half expecting a trap. All that happened was an azure light show, louder moans, and generous, smooth thrusting.



“Oh!” Relic’s free hand slapped his chest, seemingly caught between pushing him back and grabbing at clothing he wasn’t wearing to pull him closer. Her body seized with what must have been a massive orgasm, release and surrender at a fundamental level.



“I just made you come,” he whispered, cupping her breasts with the fingers of both hands, like two L-shaped brackets underneath pale pillows.



“You…” She gave a tiny, almost abashed shrug, along with a partially suppressed smile. “Can keep going. If you want to…”



He pulled out, his member shiny in the sunlight with her fluid and as hard as it’d ever been in his entire life. “Absolutely.”



Relic reached up, cupping his cheek lovingly and seriously in between both hands. “Rue and Avery can never know.”



He brought his face in close to hers as he reentered her. “I’ve already had them too. I love them too.”



It was the kind of admission that should have earned him a slap, but something closer to relief stole across Relic’s expression. The realization that she wasn’t the only one within the family who’d been seduced by her cocky, mischievous, supervillain son. The realization that he simply loved all of them and played by his own rules.



If anything, she felt even tighter and more pleasurable on his tool as he began to pick up speed the second time around. He still needed to come — it was almost veering into that painful, needy, greedy territory.



“You’re going to end up spoiled rotten,” moaned Relic. “I… have to teach you your lesson.”



“I’ll stay after for your lesson,” he growled. “I’ll hear every word.”



He leaned in to kiss her again, and she surprised him by flipping sideways, flopping him onto his back and moving to straddle him without ever breaking sexual contact. His first impulse was to roll again, try to seize control back, but Relic on top… was an utterly glorious sight.



She composed herself enough to narrow her eyes through her mask as she tossed her ponytail back behind her shoulder. Her pale breasts hung in front of his face as she leaned forward, face still mockingly stern.



“Lesson one,” she said. “You are still my son.”



“I’m aware of that,” he said, slightly testier than needed. He smiled and ran his hands up her thighs, across her hips, up to her breasts. “
 Mom
 .”



Relic moaned and pressed forward onto him, lavishing his lips and cheeks with a fast series of kisses. “Oh, sweetie! I love you.”



“I love you so fucking much!”



He squeezed her ass and guided her into action. Relic rocked in a practiced motion, breathing out a horny little sigh in perfect time with her undulating hips. He couldn’t take it anymore. He was about to blow.



…Right. He was
 about to blow
 .



“Jess!”



He tried to urge her sideways, but it was too close, and he mangled the motion. She rolled onto her back, and he stole two more ill-advised pumps into heaven before pulling out and unloading. His seed splashed onto Relic’s stomach and tits, a few beads pooling like pearls around her navel. She took hold of his cock with one hand and gently aided him with his aim, fingers fondling everything within reach.



They lay next to each other on the sand, catching their breath, too spent and pleasured to even cuddle properly. They held hands and breathed in sync.



“Well,” Relic eventually said. “I… hope you’ve learned your lesson.”



Decay finally took off his mask and became Will again, leaning to prop his head up with one elbow. “I’m not sure I have. I’ve always been a slow learner.”



“Well… I suppose that means I’ll have to teach you again.” Relic took off her own mask and leaned in to kiss his chest. “And again. And again.”










CHAPTER 40




 



“How did we get here?” asked Jess.



They were still on the beach, though slightly less naked, both in their underwear. Will had his head in Jess’s lap, and she was tracing his collarbone and the definition of his muscles with her thumb.



“I had a friend drop me off,” said Will. “I assumed you flew?”



She flicked his ear with a finger. “You know what I mean.”



“Is
 here
 such a bad place to be?” he asked. “I know you want me to take responsibility, but the world thinks I’m dead. It’s not as though we weren’t already keeping a few dangerous secrets.”



Jess smoothed his hair back and sighed. “You’re probably right, though I’m loathe to admit it. You know, I don’t think letting you off the hook for the time being would necessarily be the worst thing.”



“Neither do I.”



“The worst thing would be… waking up,” she admitted. “I was serious when I mentioned that I’ve had dreams like this before. I think part of me was struggling to stay lucid, I guess, when I first saw you in costume.”



“Yeah… that might have been a touch dramatic on our part,” he said.



“Pretending to have kidnapped your sisters,” said Jess. “How in the world did you think I would find that funny?”



“I thought it would
 be
 funny, not that you’d find it funny.”



“I still can’t believe they didn’t tell me immediately when they discovered you were still alive.”



“They got here yesterday,” he pointed out. “I was actually wondering if Avery would go off and tell you. Or Rue, even.”



“I meant what I said about wanting you to find a way to take responsibility, and maybe even one day reveal yourself to the world,” she said. “Not if there’s a risk of you being reincarcerated, obviously. I don’t want you to miss out on life and become a creepy island hermit.”



“Then you’re going to have to visit me a lot,” said Will. “Otherwise, I’m going to start talking to coconuts with faces carved into them.”



Jess flicked a tiny sand crab away from one of his arms. “I’ll visit every week. At least every week.”



 



***



 



They walked back to the mansion together, both carrying their costumes rather than wearing them. In Jess’s case, there wasn’t much left to wear. She chastised him for the damage, but what he’d said about Seamstress was true, and it was more of an inconvenience than genuine property destruction.



Rue and Avery were waiting on the mansion’s steps, both varying shades of worried and horrified. Will observed a very interesting transition of emotions as they took in him and Jess in their undressed state.



“What the hell?” shouted Rue.



“LP and I had to… work out a disagreement,” said Jess, with an unfair amount of confidence.



“In your underwear?” asked Avery.



“I had a wardrobe malfunction,” said Jess.



“That took you over an hour to address?” asked Avery. “While also necessitating that LP strip down to his boxers?”



Will laughed and put an arm around each of his sisters. “We had a lot to work out. Come on. I think we were in the middle of breakfast before we got distracted.”



They both seemed reluctant, if not outright skeptical, but he walked them inside, leaning to playfully throw them off balance.



He watched Jess’s reaction as she took in the mansion’s interior, having missed the chance to get her thoughts on it earlier. She looked around slowly, eyes catching on the glorious sunbeams spilling onto the hardwood floors of the main lounge area.



“Halberd built this?” she asked. “This was the island hideout the news mentioned when you were arrested back then?”



“They did it dirty with their description of it, but I think there would have been too much interest if they hadn’t,” he said. “We had it custom built to meet our specific needs. This was home for us.”



Jess nodded slowly, hearing perhaps more in his words than simply what he’d spoken. He went up to his room and started to pull out a few things for her to wear, a baggy sweatshirt and a pair of sweatpants he’d last worn at age seventeen.



After assembling an outfit for himself as well, he joined his family downstairs. Rue and Avery had picked up where breakfast had previously left off. The bagels were cold but perfectly serviceable for sandwiches. Freeze dried eggs were somewhat of an acquired taste on their own, but they fit right in tucked under melted cheese and breakfast ham.



“Breakfast around the dining room table,” said Avery. “Does this mean we’re going to start acting like a family again?”



Her tone was borderline acidic, and she directed the venom entirely in Jess’s direction.



“That’s not entirely fair,” said Jess. “Part of why I reacted the way I did is because of that ridiculous prank the three of you decided to play. It threw me off.”



“She’s not talking about that,” muttered Rue.



“Even before recent events, you were kind of distant,” said Avery. “How many times have we sat down like this in the year after… LP’s supposed death?”



“You can’t blame her for that,” said Will. “You should blame
 me
 for that.”



None of them said anything, and it felt like he’d hit pretty close to the truth.



“We still have to talk about what happens next,” said Rue. “Mom. You can’t tell anybody about this. The island, him still being alive. Any of it.”



The rest of them were silent as they waited on her answer, and Jess certainly took her time in giving it. She sighed, spread one hand flat on the table, eventually lifting it to turn palm up.



“For the time being, I see no reason why anyone else needs to know that Will is alive and living here on an otherwise deserted island. I’m not giving him or any of you a free pass to break whatever rules you want, however. Will, you’re going to need to keep a low profile.”



“I haven’t been so far?” he asked.



“Fair point.” Jess sighed, smiling in defeat. “I really don’t see any other good option beyond pretending like I never saw anything here. Even if I did want to do things by the book, bringing the Champion Authority’s attention this way would likely just get people hurt. I’d be wasting their time, and if I tried to resolve the situation on my own and have LP’s sentence commuted, I suspect I’d be wasting mine.”



Will laughed and shook his fist in victory. Avery grinned and shook her head, and Rue drummed her hands on the table.



“Hold on,” said Will, calming down a little. “You’re the interim executive director, more or less. You really have that little room to maneuver within the rules?”



“It’s not the same as it was during Astroman’s tenure,” admitted Jess. “In truth, I’d resign in an instant if I thought someone more qualified was ready and willing to step in and replace me. I feel like I never have any time truly to myself, away from the stress.”



“You’re great at it, if that counts for anything,” said Avery.



“The media fawns on you,” pointed out Rue. “You’re like an actual queen.”



“I am
 not
 a queen,” said Jess. “Just a woman doing my best and deeply conflicted by what that means, at times.”



Will reached over and rubbed her hand. “Well, you can come and enjoy the island with me anytime you want. Think of it as your secret getaway.”



“By default, that’s how I’m going to have to think about it.” She smiled and rubbed her thumb along his knuckles. “Really, though, I am happy. It isn’t that stressful to be administrating the CA in today’s world. There aren’t many abominations left that pose a real threat. We’ve even had discussions among the board about reclaiming land within the Exclusion Zones.”



“A worthy goal,” said Will.



Not his goal, however, and not his fight. He felt like he’d earned his early retirement and harbored no guilt in sitting back and watching from a distance. Having his family here, now, with him… it was the icing on the cake.



They ate a late brunch and spent most of the rest of the afternoon doing not much of anything. Will gave Jess a proper tour of the mansion, pointing out every shutter and hidden gas vent and delighting in her honorable reactions.



They made beef stew for dinner. Jess helped add a few choice spices to the freeze-dried kits Will was using a base, and the end result was fairly tasty. Rue had already put on a movie in the living room, and Will joined the three women with a bowl of stew and a slab of crusty bread.



The movie was one he’d seen before and hadn’t really enjoyed, a cheesy romcom filmed with romantic preteens in mind. He still found himself laughing at nearly every joke, so comfortable and happy that he simply couldn’t help it.



Rue fell asleep with her head on his shoulder, and when the movie ended, he started to pick her up to carry her to one of the guest room beds. She made a sleepy attempt at kissing him and pulled her mouth in close to his ear.



“Let me sleep in your bed tonight, LP,” she whispered in a voice that carried further than she probably realized.



“I think it’s best if we all sleep in our own beds,” said Jess. “I wanted to address this before, but I want us to strive for at least some level of… normalcy while we’re all here together.”



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



Avery let out a guilty cough, and Will slid his hand away from where it had been, very nearly groping the side of Rue’s breast as he’d begun helping her up.



“It means that we should try to be a family that respects everyone’s feelings and boundaries and… complicated dynamics while we’re all together,” said Jess.



“…What?” Rue yawned and tried to kiss Will again.



“She’s saying that the old house rules still apply while we’re all together,” said Will. “Which I think is fair. It’ll go a long way toward keeping the peace.”



“That’s exactly what I mean, LP,” said Jess. “Thanks for explaining it so succinctly.”



He smiled and actually found himself looking forward to the old dynamic. He enjoyed the heat, the intensity of his sexual relationships with each of them, but… he still wanted family time. He wanted the wholesome movie nights and the sleepy mornings, and at times, it could be hard to keep both in balance.



Jess and Avery would be fairly busy with superhero stuff, and Rue had school to think about. When they were all together, he would simply behave. When they each visited him on their own, on the other hand…



“Come on.” He scooped Rue into his arms and carried her up to one of the guest rooms.



After tucking her in, he gave both Jess and Avery a long hug and a goodnight kiss before heading to his own bed and falling asleep.










CHAPTER 41




 



Will woke up midway through the night despite being genuinely tired. He couldn’t get back to sleep, which in part was due to the faint footsteps he could hear down on the lower level and his imagination turning them into a larger deal than they probably were.



He tiptoed downstairs and into the living room, feeling a flicker of memory of the time he and Halberd had taken on a superhero who’d come looking for them. Jess was in the process of opening the front door, which was both a surprise and a massive disappointment.



“Going somewhere?” he asked.



“Oh!” She spun around, hand pulling to her chest. “LP. I was… I’m not going anywhere. It’s not what you’re thinking.”



“I hope it isn’t. After everything we worked out, it would seriously break my heart if you…” He shrugged, suddenly vulnerable. “…if you turned me in again.”



“I wasn’t going to turn you in,” said Jess gently. “It’s silly, really. I couldn’t sleep. I kept thinking about Halberd. Not in terms of our marriage, but… him as a father. He built this mansion for both of you. I just found myself wondering about his mindset, how he must have seen it as a chance to put down roots and give you, both of you, some stability.”



Will shrugged the back of his neck and slowly nodded. “He did. He was… proud of this place. Proud and happy.”



“I saw one of his axes propped up on a hill on the way here,” said Jess. “At least, that’s what it looked like. I just wanted to go see it. Not really sure why.”



“It’s his memorial. I didn’t have his body to bury, but I had an axe. He loved that hill, and…”



He closed his eyes. He’d never found it all that hard to talk about Halberd before, but then and there, to Jess, of all people. It was a heavy subject.



“I think he would have found it fitting,” said Jess. “Can we go see it?”



“Of course.”



Avery came down, drawn by the sound of their conversation and perhaps struggling to sleep herself, and they quickly invited her along. Will made the executive decision to wake Rue, as well, who grumbled until he explained.



The mansion had a hideous shortage of flashlights, let alone batteries, which led Will to the idea of using candles to light their way. It gave the moment the somber vibes of a vigil, carrying candles up a hill on a warm, starlit night, with the faint sound of the waves in the distance.



Will set his candle down in front of Halberd’s beautiful sea glass axe, and the others followed his example. They stood close together, intimately sharing the quiet, forlorn moment.



“Now what?” asked Rue.



“Whatever you want,” said Will. “I don’t know if you guys ever got a chance to say goodbye. It took me a while to feel ready, but I did, or at least tried to.”



“He took you with him, LP,” muttered Rue. “Whereas he basically abandoned us. Does he… even care if we say goodbye? Would he have, I mean?”



Will pictured Halberd standing there next to the axe as he had so many times in recent weeks and months. “I think he would.”



The ghost of the battle-worn super spent a long moment checking Jess out, nodding approvingly at his ex-wife with a wistful smile. He shifted to playing small, pointless dad pranks on Rue and Avery, tapping them on the shoulders and sneaking away, trying to pick their noses for them. None of it, of course, had any real world effect.



Rue stepped forward, standing in front of the axe, and the image of Halberd moved to the other side of it, gripping the haft as though he’d simply set it down to rest. It was the most serious Will could ever remember seeing him, and even though he knew he was just imagining it, the sensitivity within Halberd’s expression struck him on a deep level.



“I missed you,” said Rue. “I missed you, and I guess I’m still mad at you. I never got to know you outside of my childhood. But, overall, I think I just hope that you found some kind of happiness on your adventure with LP.”



“I did,” muttered Halberd. “But I missed you too. So much more than you’ll ever know. Thoughts of you kept me going. Little Cammie… Little rugburn Rue. You grew up so fast.”



He tried to ruffle her hair ineffectually. Rue smiled a little, took a long breath, and stepped back.



Avery took her place, brushing a few stray strands of auburn hair back behind one ear. Halberd bowed his head forward respectfully, treating her like an equal, like more than that, even.



“Halberd,” she whispered. “Dad. I’ve forgiven you for a lot. The fact that LP eventually came back, at least, made it easy to forgive you. But I guess one thing that still feels unfair is the fact that… you were so much like me, in a way, but you were never around to give me advice.”



She shrugged, and Halberd’s face blossomed with a proud smile.



“Good advice, bad advice, whatever,” she continued. “Knowing you… probably honest advice, above all else. I just wish we’d gotten a chance to talk, trade trainwreck stories. Yeah, I just want to talk to you one last time. How cliché.”



“That’s not cliché at all,” muttered Halberd. “I would have told you everything you wanted to know. And I suppose you probably would have been grossed out by the massive level of oversharing.”



Avery stepped away from the axe, looking satisfied and a little sad. Jess hesitated for a moment before approaching the memorial. She touched two fingers to her lips and then crouched to press them to the axe’s head.



“Goodbye, Hal,” she whispered, simple and final.



“Goodbye, Jessica,” said Halberd. “Look after them, LP. It’s your job now.”



The ghost faded from Will’s perspective, and under his breath, he whispered “I know.”



They left the candles and walked back to the house together, Rue leading while Will held Jess and Avery’s hands. The mood was somber but intimate, and Will shared a hug with each of the women in his family as they stood together in the lounge, nobody speaking, but no one person alone in their thoughts.



“Surprise, sailor!”



Mist suddenly leapt out from behind the door, grinning and… jiggling, in various places. She had on a mesh lingerie body suit with an x of black tape over each nipple. Her grin shifted into confusion and then into surprise, each expression layering on top of the previous.



“Wow,” said Rue, appreciatively. “Nice. Is that your new costume?”



“I was… I didn’t… Um.” She hugged her arms over her chest and tightly crossed her legs. “I thought it was still just you here, Pick. Why didn’t you tell me?”



“Wait, how did she get here?” asked Jess. “Was she already here? You didn’t tell me, but you told her?”



“LP and making his life way too complicated,” said Avery, with a whistle. “Though I have to say – you pull off nipple tape surprisingly well.”



“I can explain everything,” said Will, partially doubting he could. “But first, I think I’m going to go upstairs to get Mist a sweatshirt.”








EPILOGUE




 



Decay leaned out of the helicopter as it circled the island from above. He could see the boat that had triggered the proximity alarm in the distance, a very posh yacht that never would have normally piqued his suspicion, had it not been on a course directly toward his sovereign ocean kingdom.



“Can you give me a preview of whoever’s inside, Cammie?”



“Um, it’s a little hard to do that and pilot this thing at the same time,” said Webcam. “Unless you want to take over?”



Decay scowled and rubbed the bridge of his nose. The helicopter had apparently been reserved by Halberd years ago, production only lately catching up to demand. It’d seemed like a shame to pass on the purchase, given the convenient helipad he had on the roof of his mansion, and the fact that… helicopters were simply badass.



Webcam had quickly emerged as the natural choice of pilot, given her affinity for technology. The helicopter had several cameras to aid in landing and observing through blind spots that she could peer through with her power.



They’d been making great use of the new vehicle. Once or twice a week, they would fly to one of the uninhabited, inaccessible nearby islands to run around and explore and have sex. As far as Decay was concerned, the helicopter had been a wise investment, but not one that’d necessarily served its original purpose until today.



“Alright,” he said. “Let’s get a little closer, and I’ll break out the megaphone.”



Webcam descended slightly as they continued forward, before coming to an idle in the sky above the yacht. Decay pulled the megaphone off its mount, shouting to be heard over the ambient noise of the blades.



“Unidentified seacraft,” he boomed, in his villain tenor. “You are approaching my island, and I demand you identify yourself or be fired on.”



He waited for a response, listening to Webcam sigh loudly enough to be heard over the din from the cockpit. While the helicopter was technically an attack helicopter with a machine gun perch and all the fun stuff, they’d never found a reason to fire it. Decay wasn’t even entirely sure whether it was loaded.



“Unidentified aircraft,” boomed a familiar voice, from the yacht. “My boat is reinforced and more than capable of handling your little pea shooter. Please note that myself and my crew will resist you to the last copy.”



Decay grinned and turned his own microphone back on. “Unidentified seacraft, I ask that you remain stationary and prepare to be boarded.”



“Unidentified aircraft,” called Erik. “Duh. That’s why I’m here. Also, we’ve got beer.”



“I don’t think you can land a helicopter on a yacht,” called Webcam.



“Just drop me off,” said Decay.



“And then what? Just idle until I run out of fuel?”



“You can head back.” He kissed her on the cheek. “Love you!”



He quickly descended the rope ladder, dropping the last ten feet or so rather than making Webcam descend any further. He landed on the aft deck, surrounded by identical copies of a man who, up until recently, must have thought he was dead.



“Mist told you,” Decay guessed.



“To her credit, she held out for months,” said the Erik in a captain’s uniform. “I knew you weren’t dead. I just didn’t know where you were.”



Decay grinned and the two men clasped hands. The other copies started cheering as though he was the star player arriving back in the locker room after winning a big game. A copy shoved a beer into his hand, which he immediately pounded in a couple of ill-advised, borderline painful gulps.



“Give me a rundown of this island,” said Erik. “Any hot island babes?”



“There were, once upon a time,” said Decay. “Just me and my family now.”



“So yes, but they’re all taken?”



Decay chuckled. “On that note, I should probably mention that it wasn’t just Webcam and me on our way to check out this boat. There was—"



The air fluttered as another costumed figure suddenly touched down next to Decay. It was actually fascinating how each of Erik’s copies responses mirrored one another in reaction to Relic’s unexpected arrival. A gasp, followed by a scramble to find somewhere to duck into hiding.



“Well,” said Relic, with a smirk. “It’s good to know I’ve still got it.”



 



***



 



“Is this today’s planet?” asked Zone.



Daydream nodded and pointed to an extremely fuzzy image of a quasi-planetoid shaped object against the black expanse of space. “Proxima Centauri F. Everything we’ve discovered about it suggests that it would be entirely habitable, from the gravity to scans of its atmosphere.”



“I’ll still wear the suit,” said Zone. “Safety first.”



“Of course!” said Daydream. “I wasn’t implying otherwise. Always better safe than sorry, and this spacesuit is top of the line. It’s based off a blueprint designed by Complex. I so wish I could have met him in person before he disappeared.”



Zone chuckled, all but hearing the intensity of her crush through her voice. “Well, I suppose if your analysis checks out, I should get started. Maybe we can scout two planets today if we’re quick enough?”



“Maybe, but there’s no rush.”



He began pulling on the suit, which was, admittedly, somewhat tight on him. It had been made for a younger body, a more in shape body, but that wasn’t the suit’s fault, and it stretched to fit well enough.



The helmet screwed on, attaching to form a vacuum seal with the neck and lower portion of the suit. It resembled a classical imagining of a space suit helmet — a fishbowl — to such a degree, in fact, that Zone could only imagine that the aesthetic had taken priority over practical function.



The suit looked like something out of an old sci-fi movie, but it both worked and was a minor work of genius. Again, he found himself wondering if perhaps Complex’s disappearance was due to that same creative and scientific spark. Had he simply created an invention that was a little much for him to handle?



“I’m ready,” said Zone. “Are the suit’s exterior cameras functioning yet?



“The sensors are working fine, but the cameras we added still don’t seem to be recording properly,” called Daydream. “We could always hold off for today, work on a fix?”



“I don’t think that’s necessary,” he replied. “It’s probably going to be another boring desert planet or a frozen ice ball. I’ll pop in, teleport myself down to the ground, and come back. My personal scouting log should suffice.”



“That’s fair.” Daydream slid a piece of paper over to him. “Here are the coordinates.”



He read them as he stepped into the transportation room, an empty broom closet with perfectly square dimensions that made it easy for him to use his power. After taking a minute to carefully work out where the planet was across the vastness of space, Zone used his teleportation.



He was in the atmosphere at first arrival, perhaps a mile or two above the ground, but that was always an intentional choice on his part. It gave him a chance to survey the landscape from above, and with his power, he could easily teleport repeatedly on approach to control his height and descent.



The amount of cloud cover made it difficult for him to see much. He jumped twice more, going as slow as his intrigue and excitement would allow him to. Land came into view, yellowish in color but crisscrossed by black rock formations in an oddly symmetrical pattern.



It looked a lot like the way roads intersected through a city from above, but he was still a good quarter mile up, and the formations were too wide to be roads at that height. He teleported lower, cursing as his vision was again foiled by thick fog.



Approximating his landing, he dropped down next to one of the road-like formations. Gravity felt remarkably similar to Earth’s, though of course, that was a huge part of what had qualified it as a contender to begin with.



Zone turned in a slow circle, seeing nothing but hazy emptiness on the horizon in all directions. The formation he noticed before was, on closer inspection, most definitely
 not
 a road. At least, not one intended for vehicular travel.



The surface of the formation was moving, rippling like water, except raised above the ground and bulging. Which made so sense until Zone began moving closer. Part of the formation shifted away from the rest, an inky black snake or eel the size of a goddamn apartment building. A geometric spiral of red eyes blinked open, followed by a cavernous mouth lined with sickly green razor teeth, each one taller and broader than any human.



That was about enough. Zone sucked in a breath, only bothering to look around to verify he wasn’t taking any of the nightmare back with him before teleporting back to Earth in a single blink. Daydream was already poised at her laptop, ready to take down his findings.



“That was fast,” she said. “So what did you find?”



Zone cleared his throat. “Snakes.”



“Snakes?”



“Giant fucking snakes.”



“Ah.” Daydream shrugged. “I’ll mark it off the list. I think we will have time for two in one day, after all.”



 



***



 



In the time since his friends-slash-bullies had met their unfortunate end, Effect had fallen into the habit of going days at a time without speaking. It wasn’t much of a feat within the Lighthouse, where he could simply walk through the cafeteria line selecting his desired breakfast, lunch, and dinner, returning to his suite to read or play video games or whatever indulgence caught his fancy on a particular day.



Which made the fact that someone was hammering on his door in the early morning hours that much more irritating, if not concerning. Effect pulled on his sleeping shirt, an old fashioned one that went down to the knees that he wore ironically, and grumbled his way to the door.



Liz Laser stood on the other side of it, and even by her standards, she looked
 pissed
 . She jabbed a finger into his chest, snarled in a very unladylike manner, and hilariously, still took several seconds to collect her thoughts, like a firework debating whether to go off.



“What did you do?” she barked.



Effect answered, but it’d been literally days since he’d spoken, and the reply caught weirdly in his throat so he repeated himself. “Nothing.”



“There have been too many coincidences!” shouted Liz. “From what happened on that night when… Complex disappeared. To Lockpick, the fucking supervillain Lockpick, being reinstated as a hero. And now he disappears after his trial only to redeem himself by sacrificing his life in a battle against abominations that represents the closest humanity has ever come to extinction?”



“I’m not sure I understand the question?” said Effect.



Liz made an annoyed noise and started rifling through the pockets of her costume. The fact that she was even in costume at such an early hour made him wonder if she’d been up all night fuming and had finally come to him to vent a frustration born from whatever spurious connections she’d formed in her head.



“He’s still alive!” She all but punched him in the chest as she passed him a postcard.



Effect eyed the stock image of a beautiful tropical island on the back before reading the message on the other side.



 



Thanks for the help at the trial. Consider your debt paid.



Fondest wishes,



You Know Who



 



Effect started laughing and then laughed harder when he saw how much angrier it made her. Liz stomped her foot like a five-year-old and paced back and forth in front of his door. He did not invite her inside.



“You did that thing to him, didn’t you?” she snapped. “What was it you called it again?”



“Ah,” he said, finally understanding. “Upping the luck stat.”



“Yeah. What the hell is that supposed to mean, anyway? Stat?”



“It’s a video game thing,” said Effect. “In lots of RPGs there’s a stat called luck, which often effects critical hits and farming. Um, looting items from dead enemies, the rate said items appear. Sometimes it also plays a role in… magic.”



Liz’s eyes had the glazed over look of someone who could not have cared if they’d wanted to or tried. Effect waved a hand and rubbed at his chin, pining for his warm bed and the solitude of his recently calm suite.



“Never mind,” he said. “To answer your question, or address your accusation, no, I did not up Lockpick’s luck stat. I used my power to make sure he got a good review when he came to the tower, but all of his infamy beyond that was very much self-inflicted.”



“
 Is
 self-inflicted!” boomed Liz. “Present tense. He’s still alive! And I don’t believe you. I think you did up his luck strat or whatever.”



“Stat, short for statistic,” he muttered.



“I don’t fucking care!”



Effect folded his arms and leaned against the doorframe, finally losing the last vestiges of his patience. “You know what? I think this is about the fact that you, of your own volition, lied to a courtroom full of people about what happened on the night that Complex
 disappeared
 .



“Or, alternatively, I think you’re pissed off because he fucked you, once upon a time, and never called you back. Never came crawling back. Your ego can’t handle the fact that he’s kind of a hunk and also wants nothing to do with you anymore.”



Liz’s face turned beet red, and she began sputtering as her inevitable explosion began to wind up. Effect quickly made sure that no fingers or appendages were within the line of his doorframe before slamming the door in her face.



He heard what sounded like the death cry of a large animal, perhaps one with some type of elongated snout or mouth, as he headed back to bed.



 



***



 



Fresh powder was in great supply, and Isabelle felt invigorated as she glided down the slope. There was no beating the Italian alps when it came to skiing, and she always had to acknowledge her privileged in life every time she made the trip out for some rest and relaxation. She was rich and beautiful, but she was also aware of it, humble enough to recognize how lucky she was for excelling in all things.



She pulled off her toke and shook out her hair as she stepped out of her skis, drawing the attention of a pair of teenage boys non-discretely smoking a joint outside of the lodge. It didn’t matter to her whether they perhaps recognized her silver hair and guessed who she was, or if they simply thought she was hot in her designer ski clothes that still managed to imply the perfection of the curves which lay underneath.



Isabelle smiled at them, happy to let them look, perhaps willing even to flirt with them if either could gather the courage. It took a real man to flirt with a woman like her, and if her not unsubstantial life experience had taught her one thing, it was that real men were in short supply.



She pushed her way into the lodge, brushing a few stray flakes of snow off one of her perfectly manicured eyelashes. It was warm, heated by a massive, crackling fire along the far wall, and it smelled of sap and cedar from the wood.



She walked over to a tall, broad-shouldered man who was in the process of buying two drinks from the café. He was always so thoughtful, and she couldn’t help but grin as he turned around and playfully linked his sole remaining eye at her.



“Darling,” said Halberd. “How were the slopes?”



“Exquisite,” said Isabelle. “Is that mug for me?”



“Do you see any other silver bombshells lingering around the lodge?” asked Halberd. “That’s a sincere question. I think you’ve turned me into a man that has a certain type.”



She laughed and playfully elbowed him in the ribs. “Just go outside. It’s snowing so hard that anyone not wearing a hat will end up with whitish, silverish hair in no time.”



“It’s simply not the same,” said Halberd. “Let’s take our next vacation somewhere warm.”



Isabelle took a seat next to him, sipping at her cocoa. “We could always go visit your son.”



Halberd didn’t say anything, and his expression turned stony.



“Are you ever going to reach out to him, or… anyone else in your family?” she ventured to ask.



Halberd let out a maniacal laugh, throwing his head back dramatically. “Why would I? I’m a supervillain, and this is all part of my evil, twisted, hateful plan!”



Jess bolted upright in bed, breathing hard and clinging to a sweat-soaked sheet. A dream. Just a dream. She rubbed her head and let out a low chuckle, unsure of where to even start untangling the mixed emotions the scene had stirred within her.



A knock came at the door. Will poked his head into her room, his soft, semi-concerned smile visible by the light of the reading lamp she’d left on.



“You alright?” he asked. “I thought I heard something.”



“Oh, just a stupid dream,” she said. “How late is it?”



“You fell asleep early. It’s not even nine yet. I made you some hot cocoa.”



He carried the mug into her room and set it down on her bedside stand. It was crowned with a heavy dollop of whipped cream, just the way she liked it. She took a sip, staring into Will’s eyes as he sat on the side of her bed, present, loving, powerful.



“How is it?” he asked.



“It’s perfect.”



 



THE END



 



 



 



Q & A with Anya



 



Is this the last book in the Domestic Decay series?



Yes. I might potentially come back to the world at a later time, but it would be with different characters. Will, Jess, Rue, and Avery have been through enough.



What happened to all of your books that used to be on Amazon but aren’t anymore?



They were taken down, some by me, others by the powers that be. As of April 2022, they are now mostly available for purchase and download again. A few of the stories are completely new ones that were originally denied publication. Go to my name (anyamerchant) .com to acquire them.



What’s your next project?



I plan on writing one or two standalone novels in the coming months. Possibly might release/claim some older stuff of mine that’s been orphaned. Handling some background stuff, writing some short stories, perhaps. We’ll see.



Why isn’t the answer to my question here?



Because I didn’t think of it when I pecked this section out. Email me at
 
anyamerchant@hotmail.com

 or message me through my Subscribestar, which also has a bunch of sick perks, unreleased stories, and enough NSFW content to make it another forbidden link. Just search for “anya merchant” on Subscribestar or go to my website to find it.



 



If you enjoyed reading this book, I encourage you to leave a review on Amazon. It’s a huge help! If you’re interested in hearing about my books as soon as they’re published, either follow me on my
 
Amazon author page

 ,
 
click here

 to sign up for my mailing list, or check out my website.



Thanks for reading,
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