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PART ONE / PARADISE




CHAPTER 1

The hammock was doing that thing again where it tried to fold him in half like a taco. Will shifted, and the whole rig swung sideways, dumping a warm weight tighter against his chest. Rue made a noise somewhere between a groan and a purr, her face burrowing into the crook of his neck.

“Stop moving,” she muttered.

“Stop being on my arm. It’s dead.”

“Your arm is fine.”

It was not fine. His left arm had gone completely numb beneath her, pins and needles from shoulder to fingertips, and the hammock’s vendetta against his spine wasn’t helping. But the morning air was warm and salt-heavy, and the ocean was doing its ocean thing twenty yards away, and Rue’s hair smelled like coconut shampoo and something else that was sublime, so he stopped moving.

The veranda wrapped around the front of the mansion like a wide, wooden lip. Halberd had designed it with the express purpose of being the best place in the world to do nothing, and in that regard, his old man had succeeded spectacularly. Will could see the water through the railing slats, turquoise shading to deep blue where the reef dropped off. A pair of seabirds were having some kind of territorial dispute over a rock, which was the most exciting thing that had happened in days.

He liked it that way. He was getting used to liking it that way.

“What time is it?” asked Rue, still not opening her eyes.

“Early.”

“How early?”

“Does it matter?”

She considered this. “No.”

From somewhere inside the mansion, he heard the clatter of a cabinet door and the mechanical gurgle of the coffee maker. Avery was up. Avery was always up first, which was annoying on principle, because it meant she’d already done something productive before anyone else had managed to open their eyes. He’d once caught her doing pull-ups off the veranda railing at five in the morning, and the look she’d given him, half challenge and half accusation, had made him feel like a deadbeat for simply being conscious at a normal hour.

“Avery’s making coffee,” he said.

“I can hear.”

“You want some?”

Rue opened one eye, auburn lashes catching the early light. “Are you offering to get it for me?”

“I’m offering to ask Avery to bring us some.”

“Bold move. She’ll tell you to fuck off.”

“Probably.”

“Definitely.”

Will extracted his dead arm with a series of movements that were neither graceful nor painless. Rue rolled sideways and caught the hammock’s edge, stabilizing herself with the practiced ease of someone who’d been sleeping in the thing for weeks. She stretched, her tank top riding up past her navel, and Will watched the strip of pale skin appear and then disappear as she settled.

Don’t stare. You’re staring.

He stared for another second and then went inside.

The mansion’s interior was cool and dim, all hardwood and shuttered windows. It still smelled faintly of the cedar oil Halberd had insisted on using for the floors, a scent that always hit Will in the chest before he could brace for it. Some mornings it felt like his father was still here. Just around the corner, flask in hand, ready to say something simultaneously profound and idiotic.

Halberd and Jess had taken in three kids with nowhere else to go, called it a mentor team, and turned it into something closer to a family than any of them had been born into. Same house, same meals, same arguments about dishes and training schedules and who left the lights on. No shared blood. Shared everything else.

Avery was in the kitchen, dressed in running shorts and a sports bra that was dark with sweat. Her red hair was pulled back in a braid so tight it looked painful, and she was staring at the coffee maker with the intensity of someone defusing a bomb.

“Morning,” said Will.

“Mmhm.”

“Good run?”

“Drills.” She didn’t look up. “Footwork, agility, two sets of wind sprints on the beach.”

“Before coffee?”

She finally glanced at him, green eyes sharp. “Some of us like to maintain a baseline level of physical readiness, LP. In case you’ve forgotten, we’re fugitives.”

“I’m a fugitive. You’re harboring a fugitive. There’s a legal distinction.”

“A legal distinction that’ll mean a lot when the CA shows up and I get caught with my pants down because I was too busy lying in a hammock.”

That one landed. He held up his hands. “Fair enough. Any chance you made enough for...”

“There’s a full pot. Help yourself.” She grabbed her own mug and brushed past him toward the back door. “I’m running another set.”

He watched her go, tracking the tension in her shoulders, the way she rolled her neck before hitting the sand. Avery hadn’t relaxed since they’d gotten here. Not once. The island was supposed to be a reprieve. Safe, remote, a place to breathe. But she treated it like a forward operating base, training every day, keeping her telekinesis sharp with target practice on coconuts, running the perimeter like she expected an assault team to come pouring out of the surf.

It was starting to worry him. Not the training itself, but what was underneath it... the restlessness, the way she looked at the horizon sometimes, like the ocean was a wall.

Which was funny, because for Avery the ocean wasn’t a wall at all. She could be airborne and gone whenever she wanted. So could Jess. They stayed by choice. Will and Rue stayed because they couldn’t fly, and on an island, that was a different kind of staying.

He poured two mugs of coffee and carried them out to the veranda. Rue had shifted to a sitting position, legs dangling over the hammock’s edge, phone balanced on her knee.

“Here,” he said, handing her a mug.

She took a sip and made a face. “This is terrible. Avery uses too much water. It tastes like someone described coffee to her but she’s never actually had any.”

“You’re welcome to take over morning coffee duties.”

“I’d have to wake up earlier.” She said it like he’d suggested voluntary imprisonment.

They sat together in comfortable silence. Down on the beach, Avery was a distant blur of controlled motion, her body carving through a kata that Will recognized from her CA training.

Kicks, pivots, sweeping blocks that would have been partnered with telekinetic pulses if she’d had an actual opponent. She was good. Better than good. She was the kind of fighter who made other fighters look like they were moving through mud.

“She’s intense today,” said Rue, watching too.

“She’s intense every day.”

“More than usual. She got up at four-thirty.”

“How do you know that?”

“I heard her.” Rue tilted her head, her expression shifting to something more careful. “She talks in her sleep sometimes, LP. Did you know that?”

He didn’t. “What does she say?”

“Nothing coherent. But she sounds... angry. Like she’s arguing with someone.”

Will filed that away. He’d talk to Avery later, or try to. Getting Avery to discuss her feelings was roughly as productive as asking the ocean to hold still.

The morning settled into its usual rhythm. Rue retreated to her streaming setup. A corner of the second-floor balcony she’d rigged with cameras, a salvaged ring light, and enough cabling to trip an electrical inspector into early retirement. She streamed under a new alias on CamCasters, some name she wouldn’t tell him, which he suspected was less about secrecy and more about habit.

Will spent two hours in the gym Halberd had built in the mansion’s lower level. Weights, bag work, stretching. He kept his body sharp out of habit more than necessity, though the habit had saved his life often enough that the distinction seemed academic. He practiced with his cutting ability for thirty minutes, running a machete through logs he’d hauled in from the treeline, feeling for fault lines and pressure points with the instinct that had become as natural as breathing.

His edge was precision. Always had been. He could take apart anything his blade could reach. The problem had never been what he could cut. The problem was always the distance between him and the thing that needed cutting.

Lunch was sandwiches from the dwindling freeze-dried supplies, eaten on the veranda with Rue and Avery, who had finally stopped training long enough to sit down. Jess emerged around one in the afternoon, wrapped in a light cotton robe, blonde hair loose and unstyled, looking like a woman who’d earned a late morning and intended to enjoy the hell out of it.

“Good morning,” she said, kissing Will on the cheek as she passed.

“It’s afternoon.”

“Don’t start.” She poured herself coffee from the pot and took a sip. “This is terrible.”

“Avery made it,” said Rue.

“I make it fine,” called Avery from the kitchen doorway. “You people have no appreciation for...”

“It tastes like hot water with a grudge,” said Jess.

Avery narrowed her eyes. “At least I was awake to make it.”

“Some of us were up late handling administrative matters,” said Jess, with a dignifying tone that Will recognized as code for I was on a secure call with the CA board and it was miserable.

She caught his eye, and he read the rest of it there. The weight, the worry, the double life grinding her down. She’d been serving on the board mostly remotely, fabricating excuses for her absences, covering for the family while simultaneously trying to hold together an organization that was chasing her own son. It was slowly tearing her apart. She was too proud and too stubborn to admit it out loud.

“Hey,” he said quietly, touching her wrist as Rue and Avery bickered about coffee ratios. “You okay?”

“I’m fine.” She gave him a smile that was warm on the surface and tired underneath. “Later, LP. We’ll talk later.”

Later came after dark.

The evening was unremarkable in the best possible way. They ate dinner together. A stew Will assembled from canned goods that tasted better than it had any right to. They watched the sun bleed out across the horizon from the veranda. Rue fell asleep on the outdoor sofa with her phone on her chest. Avery stayed up sharpening a set of throwing knives she’d found in Halberd’s old armory, which was exactly the kind of relaxation activity that defined her personality.

Will carried Rue to her room, which earned him a sleepy kiss on the jaw and a mumbled “love you, LP” that he tucked away in the place where he kept the things that made the rest of it bearable. Avery turned in shortly after, and the mansion settled into the quiet hum of the tropical night. Insects, waves, the creak of old wood expanding in the heat.

He found Jess in the master bedroom with the windows open and the mosquito netting drawn. She was sitting on the edge of the bed, still in her robe, reading something on a tablet she quickly set face-down when he knocked on the doorframe.

“CA stuff?” he asked.

“Nothing worth discussing tonight.” She patted the space beside her. “Come sit with me.”

He did. The room was dim, lit by a single lamp on the nightstand that cast everything in amber. The breeze off the water pushed the netting into slow, ghostly shapes. Jess leaned into him, her head against his shoulder, and for a moment they just sat with the sound of the ocean filling the silence.

“How long do you think we have?” she asked.

“Here? On the island?”

“In general. Before it catches up with us.”

He knew what she meant. The trial, the escape, the CA, all of it. The world he’d left behind hadn’t stopped turning just because he’d stopped watching.

“I don’t know,” he said. “A while, maybe. Maybe not.”

“That’s not reassuring.”

“It wasn’t meant to be.”

She pulled back to look at him, her blue eyes searching his face with an intensity he couldn’t return. Jess had always been the only one who could do that. Make him feel seen in a way that was closer to being exposed.

With Rue, he was the protector. With Avery, the sparring partner. With Jess, he was just Will. All the way down, no mask and no angle.

“You’ve got new scars,” she said softly, her fingers finding the hem of his shirt. “Let me see.”

“They’re nothing.”

“Let me see, LP.”

He pulled the shirt over his head. The lamplight caught the topography of his torso. The old tattoos from Mastodon, faded now, and the network of scars layered over them like a second language. Some were his, earned through years of cutting and mending and pushing his body past its limits. Others were gifts from people who’d tried to kill him.

Jess traced a thin white line that ran diagonally across his ribs. “This one’s new.”

“Genesis.”

Her fingers moved higher, across the raised ridge over his left pectoral. “And this?”

“That’s old. You’ve seen that one.”

“I have.” Her thumb pressed gently against it. “I remember the night you got it. You were fifteen, and you came home covered in blood, and I was so angry I couldn’t speak.”

“You spoke plenty.”

“I screamed at Halberd for an hour.”

“That part I remember.”

Her hand flattened against his chest, palm over his heartbeat. He could feel the warmth of her skin through the thin cotton of her robe, the press of her thigh against his.

“I keep thinking about what happens when they find us,” she whispered. “Not if. When. And I keep trying to plan for it, to have an answer ready, and I don’t. I don’t have one, Will.”

“You don’t need one tonight.”

“I need one eventually.”

He covered her hand with his. “Then we’ll figure it out eventually. Not tonight.”

She looked at him for a long time. The breeze shifted, and the netting billowed inword, brushing her shoulder. She didn’t seem to notice.

“Do you know what scares me the most?” she said. “It’s not the CA. It’s not prison. It’s this.” She gestured between them, small and encompassing. “Losing this. All of you. I spent years without you, and I refuse to do it again. I will burn the entire Champion Authority to the ground before I let them take you from me.”

The ferocity in her voice caught him off guard, even though it shouldn’t have. This was Relic.

This was the woman who’d faced down Stonehand and Genesis and half the villain roster without blinking. She was risking her own career to be here, on this island, with him. The least powerful version of her was still the most formidable person he’d ever met.

“Come here,” he said.

She leaned in, and he kissed her. Slow, deliberate, a hand cradling the back of her neck. Jess made a small sound against his mouth, surprised and not surprised, her fingers curling into his bare chest. She tasted like the chamomile tea she’d been drinking, warm and faintly sweet.

“William,” she whispered.

“Jessica.”

She pulled back just enough to look at him, and whatever she saw in his expression made her decision for her. She undid the sash of her robe with a single pull, letting the fabric fall open. Beneath it, she wore a simple pair of white panties and nothing else. Her breasts were full and pale in the lamplight, and the sight of her hit him the way it always did. Not just desire, but something heavier, something that lived in both his loins and chest.

He kissed the side of her neck, and her head fell back, a breath escaping her that sounded like relief. His hands traced down her sides, mapping the familiar landscape of her body. The curve of her waist, the swell of her hips, the softness of her stomach that she’d once been self-conscious about and that he’d never been able to stop touching.

“Slow,” she said. Her hand found his jaw, lifting his face to hers. “I want this to be slow tonight.”

“Yes ma’am.”

She almost laughed. Almost. Her eyes stayed serious, fixed on his with that commanding warmth that made him want to do exactly what she said and nothing else. She pushed him gently onto his back and straddled him, her robe hanging off one shoulder, blonde hair falling around them like a curtain.

Her fingers traced the scar over his ribs again, and this time, she followed it with her lips. He felt the warmth of her mouth moving across his skin, unhurried, deliberate. Kissing each mark like she could undo the damage that had put it there. The tattoos, the raised tissue, the faded evidence of every fight he’d barely survived. She kissed them all.

“Jess...”

“Shh.” Her lips found the scar over his heart, and she lingered there, pressing her mouth against the ridge of healed flesh. “I’ve wanted to do this for a long time.”

His hands gripped her thighs, and she rocked forward against him, slow and measured, the thin fabric between them doing nothing to hide what it was doing to either of them. He reached up and slid the robe off her other shoulder, and it pooled behind her on the bed.

She took his hands and placed them on her breasts, holding them there for a moment before letting go. The permission in the gesture, the control. That was Jess. She gave, but she gave on her terms. She leaned down and kissed him deeply, her tongue sliding against his, and his hips rose to meet her of their own accord.

“Not yet,” she murmured against his lips. “I said slow.”

“You’re killing me.”

“Good. You deserve it after making me worry so much.”

He laughed, and she kissed the sound out of his mouth. Her hand traveled down his abdomen, fingers tracing the line of muscle and ink, down past his waistband. She wrapped her fingers around his cock and watched his reaction, a faint smile playing at the corner of her mouth.

“There she is,” he muttered. “The control freak.”

“Watch it, mister.”

She stroked him slowly, deliberately, her thumb doing something at the tip that made his vision blur. He pulled her panties aside and found her wet underneath. The touch drew a tiny sound from her that she tried to swallow.

“Don’t hold back,” he said. “Rue and Avery are asleep. Nobody’s going to hear.”

“I don’t hold back.”

“You always hold back.”

Something shifted in her expression. A crack in the composure, a flash of something raw. She lifted her hips, pulled her panties down and off with a single efficient motion, and sank onto him in one slow, devastating stroke that made them both stop breathing.

“Oh,” she whispered. “Oh, Will.”

He gripped her hips as she began to move, her rhythm as controlled and deliberate as everything else about her. She set her hands on his chest, fingers splayed across his scars, and rode him with the kind of focus that would have been clinical. Her eyes glassy with emotion, her lower lip caught between her teeth, making those quiet, gorgeous sounds every time she bottomed out.

“I love you,” she said. It wasn’t a declaration. It was an observation, spoken with the same weight she’d use to describe the weather or the color of the sky... simple, undeniable, true.

“I love you,” he said back. “Don’t stop.”

She didn’t. She leaned forward, her forehead touching his, her hair a blonde curtain around their faces. He could feel her heartbeat against his chest, fast and strong, and the tremor building in her thighs as she started to lose control of her own pace.

“Will,” she gasped. “I...”

“I know. Let go.”

Her composure finally broke, and the sound she made was worth every scar, every night in solitary, every miserable second of the life that had led him here. She shuddered against him, and he held her through it, thrusting up into her until his own release slammed through him like a current, bright and total.

They lay tangled in the sheets afterward, sweat cooling on skin, her head on his chest, his hand in her hair. The ocean was still there, steady and indifferent, pushing sound through the open windows.

“This can’t last,” she whispered. “Can it?”

He kissed the top of her head. “Go to sleep, Jess.”

She was quiet for a long time. Her breathing evened out, and he thought she’d drifted off, but then she spoke one more time, so softly he almost missed it.

“I’m not going to let them take you.”

The breeze shifted. The netting swayed. Will stared at the ceiling and listened to the ocean, and felt the weight of her promise settle on his chest like a second heartbeat.

He didn’t sleep for a long time.


CHAPTER 2

FOUR YEARS EARLIER

They drugged him for the transport.

Not the subtle kind, either. Not the low-grade sedatives they used on the cooperative ones, the supers who surrendered quietly and rode the armored van with their wrists in their laps and their eyes on the floor. Lockpick got the full cocktail. Something cold injected into the crook of his arm while two soldiers held him down, followed by a darkness so complete it felt less like sleep and more like someone had switched him off.

He came back in pieces. Sound first. The hum of an engine, the crunch of gravel under heavy tires, voices speaking in clipped monotone outside the vehicle.

Then sensation. The ache in his hands where the knockout cuffs bit into his wrists, the numbness in his legs from hours of sitting on a metal bench, the bitter chemical taste coating the inside of his mouth. Then sight, blurry and painful. The world resolved itself into the interior of a reinforced transport pod that smelled like bleach and stale sweat.

The van had stopped. Someone was opening the rear doors.

“Prisoner, step forward. Hands visible at all times.”

Lockpick did what he was told. He’d been doing what he was told since they’d pulled him off the boat, since the soldiers had dragged him away from the beach while Halberd’s blood was still drying. That had been... he didn’t know. Two days ago. Three. The drugs made time slippery, and nobody had bothered to tell him what day it was or where they were taking him.

The light outside was gray and overcast, the kind of sky that could have belonged to anywhere in the northeastern United States. He could see a parking lot, a chain-link fence topped with razor wire, and beyond it, a building that looked like someone had designed a hospital and then decided halfway through that it needed to be a fortress.

Concrete walls, narrow windows, automated turrets tracking movement on the perimeter. Watchtowers at the corners. Guard patrols moving in tight formation along the fence line.

A sign by the main entrance read MASTODON SUPERMAX PENITENTIARY in block letters. Below it, smaller letters spelled out CHAMPION AUTHORITY DIVISION OF SUPERHUMAN CONTAINMENT.

Lockpick read the sign twice. His brain processed it the way his brain was processing everything that week. At a distance, like he was watching someone else’s life through a window.

This is where you live now.

He waited for the thought to land. It didn’t. He was still waiting when the guards marched him through the main entrance and into the intake processing wing.

***

Processing took four hours.

They stripped him first. Everything off, down to skin, standing barefoot on a concrete floor under fluorescent lights that turned his flesh the color of old paper.

A guard with latex gloves checked his mouth, his ears, between his fingers and toes. Not gentle, not rough. Just thorough in the way of someone who’d done this a thousand times and would do it a thousand more.

They catalogued his scars. Lockpick had more than a seventeen-year-old should, and the intake officer’s pen moved across the form without pause, checking boxes for locations across his left forearm, right shoulder, sternum, ribs, and lower back. She didn’t ask how he’d gotten them. She photographed him from three angles and noted a known supervillain affiliation with Halberd. Deceased.

That was the first time he saw it in writing. DECEASED. Eight letters that replaced a man who’d been larger than life in every room he’d ever walked into.

“Power classification,” said the intake officer, not looking up. “State your registered ability for the record.”

“Lockpicking,” said Lockpick.

“Elaborate.”

“I can open locks. Mechanical locks. I can open them.”

The officer glanced up. She had the face of someone equal parts surprised and confused. “That’s your power? Seriously?”

“That’s my power.”

She wrote it down. Lockpick knew that this was roughly equivalent to describing a nuclear reactor as a space heater. But worrying about them discovering the truth was a problem for later. Right now, being underestimated was the only advantage he had.

They gave him a jumpsuit. Gray, thin, a size too large. A pair of canvas shoes that offered about as much arch support as a wet napkin. A wristband with a barcode and a number. 179. Not Lockpick. Not Lockpick. Not LP. Just a number.

The last stop was medical. A nurse took his blood pressure, shone a light in his eyes, asked if he was experiencing suicidal ideation.

“No,” said Lockpick.

“Any history of self-harm?”

“No.”

“Any allergies to medication?”

“I don’t think so.”

She made a note. “You’ll receive Normexital with your evening meal. It’s a power-suppression compound. You’re required to take it. Refusal will result in your meal being withheld. If you attempt to false-swallow, the delivery method will be adjusted. Do you understand?”

“Yeah.”

“Questions?”

He had a thousand. He asked none. The nurse nodded, and the guards walked him out of medical and into the facility proper.

***

The walk to his cell block took them through the heart of Mastodon, and Lockpick saw the prison the way you see a wound for the first time. All at once, before you can decide how to feel about it.

The main corridor was wide enough for two transport carts to pass each other, lined with cell doors that hummed faintly with the energy barriers the Architect maintained. The Architect was the prison’s AI, he’d learn later. An intelligence that controlled every barrier, every lock, every security protocol in the building.

It didn’t sleep. It didn’t forget. It didn’t negotiate. The hum of its barriers was the ambient sound of Mastodon, constant as a heartbeat, and within a week it would become the sound of Lockpick’s life.

But that first walk, the hum was new and strange and terrible.

The cells they passed were occupied. Lockpick could see faces through the narrow windows set into each door. All of them were men, young and old, some watching him pass with dead eyes and others with the sharpened interest of predators assessing new prey.

A few called out. The words were muffled by the barriers and the doors, but the tone was clear enough. Equal parts mockery, welcome, and threat.

The guards ignored all of it. They walked Lockpick through one corridor, then another, then up a flight of stairs to a higher tier.

The cells here were smaller. The hum was louder. The faces in the windows were fewer but more attentive.

“Cell 179,” said one of the guards, stopping at a door that looked identical to every other door they’d passed. “Step inside. Stand against the far wall until the barrier engages.”

Lockpick stepped inside. The cell was exactly as depressing as he’d expected.

A cot bolted to the floor, a metal toilet, a food slot at ankle height, and walls so white they made his eyes ache. Four and a half steps from the door to the back wall. Three and a half from side to side. He knew because he counted them immediately, the instinct stoking an odd sense of claustrophobia within.

The barrier engaged behind him with a sound like a tuning fork struck once and then choked. The hum settled into the walls, into the floor, into his chest.

He stood there.

He stood there for a long time.

***

The first meal came six hours later, or what felt like six hours. There was no clock. The overhead light was a permanent twilight, bright enough for the guards to see him during their wellness checks every sixty minutes but dim enough to remind him that comfort was not the point.

The tray slid through the food slot with a metallic scrape. It held a protein bar, a carton of milk, and a single white pill in a paper cup.

Normexital. Lockpick looked at the pill for a while. Then he ate the protein bar, drank the milk, and swallowed the pill.

He felt the change within twenty minutes. Not pain, exactly. More like a dimming. The part of his brain that connected to his cutting power, the instinct that was always active, always reading the world for fault lines and pressure points and angles of separation, went quiet. Not gone. Just muffled, like someone had wrapped it in cloth and shoved it into a drawer.

He lay on the cot and stared at the white ceiling and listened to the hum.

Halberd is dead.

He waited for it to hurt. He’d been waiting since the beach, since the blood, since the soldiers had pried his fingers off his father’s body and dragged him away screaming.

The pain should have arrived by now. The grief, the rage, something. Instead there was just the fact of it, sitting in his chest like a stone. Halberd was dead and Lockpick was here and the ceiling was white and the pill was making his power go quiet and none of it felt real.

He’d watched Halberd die. Not the clean, heroic death the news would describe later, if they described it at all.

The real death. The one with blood in places blood shouldn’t be, and the sound of Halberd’s breathing changing from something human to something mechanical, and the look on his face at the very end that wasn’t peace or defiance or any of the things the stories say. It was surprise. Like dying was something that happened to other people and he couldn’t quite believe it was happening to him.

The last thing Halberd had said to Lockpick was not dramatic. It was not theatrical. It was not the kind of thing you’d put on a plaque or whisper to yourself in dark moments to feel brave.

I’m sorry, LP. I should have been better.

And then he’d stopped breathing, and Lockpick had screamed until the soldiers pulled him away, and now he was lying on a cot in a cell that was four and a half steps deep, and his power was muffled, and the ceiling was white.

He closed his eyes.

He didn’t sleep.

***

The next morning, or what the fluorescent twilight told him was morning, they took him for his power assessment.

Two guards, knockout cuffs engaged, a walk through corridors that all looked the same. The assessment room was larger than his cell but not by much. It held a metal table, two chairs, a camera mounted in the corner, and a woman in a CA uniform with a tablet and an expression that suggested she’d rather be literally anywhere else.

“Prisoner 179. William Sorling. Power classification pending.” She didn’t look up from the tablet. “You told intake your ability is lockpicking. Mechanical locks. Is that accurate?”

“Yes.”

“Demonstrate, please.”

They’d placed a padlock on the table. Standard deadbolt, brass body, steel shackle.

Lockpick looked at it. Even through the Normexital’s fog, he could feel the faint ghost of his instinct reading the lock’s structure. The pins, the springs, the tiny fault line where the shackle met the body. But there was nothing he could do with it.

“I can’t,” he muttered. “The... Normexital.”

“Good.” The assessor made a note. “And that’s the extent of it? Lock manipulation?”

“That’s the extent of it.”

She studied him for a moment that lasted slightly too long. “You’re Halberd’s protege. He was classified as a Class-4 threat. His axe summoning ability could sever steel, concrete, body armor. Sources indicate he was training you.”

“He didn’t teach me anything.”

“Our sources say otherwise.”

Lockpick said nothing. The assessor wrote something on her tablet, angled away so he couldn’t read it, and nodded to the guards.

“Return him to his cell. Schedule a follow-up assessment with the Risk Board.”

The walk back was longer, or felt longer. Different route. Lockpick noticed because noticing things was the only form of control left available to him. They took him through a lower corridor this time, one that opened briefly onto a windowed section overlooking an interior yard. The yard was small, fenced, and occupied by a handful of inmates in gray jumpsuits moving through what might have been exercise or might have been the restless pacing of caged animals.

Lockpick didn’t look for long. The guards kept him moving. But in the seconds his eyes swept the yard, he registered one figure who wasn’t pacing. A man standing motionless near the far wall, arms folded, watching the corridor window with an expression Lockpick couldn’t read from this distance. Not curious, exactly. More like he’d been waiting.

The man was older. Big. Built in a way that suggested his physicality wasn’t just maintained but cultivated, even in here. He had the posture of someone who was used to people arranging themselves around him, and his stillness had a quality that reminded Lockpick, in a way he didn’t want to examine, of Halberd.

Not the drunk, theatrical Halberd. The other one. The one who stood very still before he did something terrible.

The man watched Lockpick pass. Lockpick watched him back. Neither of them moved, and then the corridor turned and the window was gone and the guards were walking him up the stairs to his tier.

“Who was that?” Lockpick asked. The first question he’d asked anyone since intake.

The guard on his left glanced at the guard on his right. Neither answered.

***

That night, Lockpick lay on his cot and stared at the ceiling and tried to remember the sound of the ocean. He couldn’t. The hum of the Architect’s barriers had already replaced it, filling the space in his skull where waves used to to be.

He thought about the man in the yard. The stillness. The watching.

He thought about the assessor’s face when she’d written something she didn’t want him to see.

He thought about his cell. Four and a half steps. Three and a half across.

The food slot and the cot and the toilet that he pretended to ignore. The white walls that made his eyes ache.

He thought about Halberd saying I’m sorry and meaning it, which was the worst part, worse than the blood and the soldiers and the dying, because if Halberd meant it then he’d known. He’d known this was coming. He’d known what he was dragging Lockpick into and he’d done it anyway and he was sorry about it and being sorry wasn’t good enough. It was never good enough.

I should have been better.

Lockpick pressed the heels of his hands into his eyes until he saw colors that didn’t exist and his palms were slick. The hum of the barriers vibrated through the cot and into his bones.

Somewhere on his tier, someone was crying. Not loudly. The kind of crying that comes from the throat more than the chest, the kind that people do when they’re trying to be silent about it and failing.

He listened to it for a long time.

Then there was nothing to listen to, and the silence was worse, and Lockpick lay in his four-and-a-half-step cell and stared at the ceiling and began, very slowly, to understand that this was real.


CHAPTER 3

Rue wanted to show him something.

This was how most of his bad decisions started. Rue grabbing his wrist and pulling him somewhere with the confidence of a woman who’d already decided the outcome of whatever argument he might try to mount. She’d been doing it since they were teenagers, and the success rate hadn’t dipped once.

“Just come on,” she said. “It’s a ten minute walk.”

“You said that about the waterfall, and we ended up lost for three hours.”

“We weren’t lost. We were exploring.”

“You were crying.”

“I was dehydrated.” She tugged harder. “Move your ass, LP.”

He moved his ass.

They hiked up a trail that wound along the island’s western ridge, a narrow path through low scrub and volcanic rock that Halberd had probably cut himself at some point. The morning was overcast for once, the sun buried behind a shelf of gray cloud that turned the ocean from turquoise to slate.

Will could hear Avery somewhere below them, the rhythmic crack of her telekinesis hitting something solid. Coconuts, probably, or whatever she’d found to punish today.

“Right here.” Rue stopped at a clearing near the top of the ridge where the vegetation fell away and the view opened up. “Look at this.”

He looked.

The clearing sat on a natural shelf of dark stone that jutted outward like a balcony, overlooking a cove he hadn’t seen before, or hadn’t bothered to explore, more accurately. The water below was absurdly clear, the kind of blue that looked photoshopped. A crescent of white sand curved along the base of the cliff, hemmed in by rock formations that rose from the shallows like broken teeth.

“Okay,” he said. “I’ll admit it. This is nice.”

“Nice?” Rue was already pulling gear out of the backpack she’d brought. A portable tripod, her phone, a battery pack, and the salvaged ring light that had a permanent lean to the left from its various falls.

“This is content gold, LP. Look at the backdrop. The water, the rocks, the whole moody-sky thing. My chat is going to lose their minds.”

“Your chat is going to recognize a very specific, very identifiable coastline.”

She waved a hand. “Nobody’s going to geolocate a random island off the coast of New Zealand.”

“We’re nowhere near New Zealand.”

“Wherever we are. The point is, I’ve been streaming from the same boring corner of the balcony for weeks, and my numbers are tanking. I need something fresh. Something that makes people stop scrolling.”

Will leaned against a rock and crossed his arms, watching her set up with the manic efficiency of someone who’d done it a thousand times. The tripod went up, the phone locked in, the ring light tilted to compensate for the cloud cover. She checked the angle twice, framed herself against the cove, and pulled her hair out of its tie so it fell in dark curls around her shoulders.

“How do I look?” she asked, not really asking.

She looked incredible, and she knew it. She’d put on a bikini top, black and simple, straining against her chest in a way that was probably calculated down to the millimeter, and a pair of cutoff shorts that were barely shorts. Her skin had shifted to a richer chocolate tone from weeks on the island, and the overcast light did something interesting to her eyes, making them look deeper, almost amber.

She’s going to get a million comments about the bikini and nobody’s going to notice the fucking cliff behind her.

He hoped.

“You look like you’re about to get a lot of donations,” he said.

“That’s the goal.” She winked at him, and for a second, the mask dropped and she was just Rue. His sister, his lover, the girl who’d once cried melodramtically in a jungle because she thought they were lost. Then the mask went back on, and she hit the button.

“Hey chat!” Her voice shifted into something brighter, warmer, a version of herself that was ninety percent real and ten percent performance. “Sorry for the radio silence. Your girl’s been doing some traveling. Check out this view behind me. Tell me this isn’t insane.”

Will stepped sideways, well out of frame, and watched the chat start to populate on the small tablet she’d rigged to the side of her tripod. He couldn’t read the individual messages from this distance, but the scroll speed told him everything.

Fast meant interested. This was fast.

He settled against a rock and let her work.

There was something fascinating about watching Rue stream. Not the content itself. He’d seen enough of her CamCasters career from the inside to be largely desensitized to the performance aspect. But the transformation.

Off camera, Rue was sharp, sarcastic, occasionally insecure in ways she covered with humor. On camera, she was a force. She knew her angles, her timing, the exact moment to lean forward and let gravity do its thing with her bikini top. She teased without promising, flirted without committing, and maintained a rapport with her chat that felt genuinely warm even though half the messages were from men who’d sell a kidney to see her naked.

It was a talent. A weird, ethically complicated, extremely profitable talent.

“Someone’s asking about the location,” she said during a lull, glancing at the chat. She read the message in a mocking voice. “’Where is this, queen? I want to visit.’ Yeah, sure, babe. Just swim due south until you find the secret island. Can’t miss it.”

The chat seemed to find this funny. Will didn’t.

“They’re going to keep asking,” he said, quiet enough that the mic wouldn’t pick it up.

“Let them ask.” She adjusted her top and angled herself to catch more of the cove in the background. “Mystery is part of the brand.”

He let it go.

The stream continued for another forty minutes. Rue did her usual routine. Talked about nothing, laughed at comments, answered questions that ranged from innocuous to wildly inappropriate with the same unflinching ease.

She mentioned “a friend” who was keeping her company, which sent the chat into a frenzy of speculation that she clearly enjoyed.

“Okay, okay,” she said, leaning toward the camera with a conspiratorial grin. “Yes, he’s here. No, you can’t see him.

And no, I’m not going to tell you his name, so stop asking.“ A pause, her lips curving into a smile. ”He’s built for other things, though.“

Will pinched the bridge of his nose.

She wrapped the stream a few minutes later. Blew a kiss, thanked the regulars, promised she’d be back soon with more “location content.” The donations counter had climbed steadily, and Rue pulled up the replay stats on her phone the second the feed cut, scrolling through numbers with the intensity Avery reserved for training metrics.

“Best numbers in weeks,” she said. “The location stuff really worked. I should stream from different spots around the island. The waterfall, maybe. Or the beach on the east side, the one with the tide pools.”

“Or you could stream from the balcony, where nobody can figure out where we are.”

“The balcony is boring, LP. I’ve exhausted every possible angle. There’s only so many ways I can make a railing and a potted plant look interesting.”

“A boring backdrop is a safe backdrop.”

Rue set her phone down and looked at him.

Really looked at him, with the full weight of attention she usually split between twelve things. “You’re worried.”

“I’m cautious.”

“You’re worried,” she repeated. “About the location comments.”

He rubbed the back of his neck.

“Someone in that chat asked where you were streaming from. If one person noticed the coastline, others will too. All it takes is one geography nerd with too much time on his hands.”

“That’s a pretty specific threat profile.”

“It’s the internet. That’s the default threat profile.”

She considered this, pulling her lower lip between her teeth in a way that he wished she wouldn’t because it made it hard to maintain the seriousness of the conversation.

“I’ll be more careful,” she said. “I’ll frame the shots tighter, keep the background vague. But I’m not going back to the balcony, Will. I can’t. I’ll go crazy.”

You and Avery both.

“Fine,” he said. “But you run every location by me first. And if I see anything identifiable in the frame, you shut it down. Deal?”

“Deal.” She extended her hand like they were closing a business transaction. He shook it, and she held on, pulling him a step closer. “You know, the stream’s over, but the camera’s still set up.”

“Cammie.”

“Just hear me out.” She had that look again. The one that was ten percent mischief and ninety percent trouble. “I’ve been thinking about something. A private recording, not a stream. Just for the archive. The fans have been requesting a boyfriend-reveal type thing for months, and I was thinking...”

“No.”

“...that we could do a teaser. Nothing that shows your face. Just the idea of you. Off-camera, but like, present. Touching me. While I’m on camera.”

His mouth went dry, and he hated how quickly that happened, how efficiently Rue could bypass every rational defense he had with a single suggestion.

She must have seen the shift in his expression, because her smile turned knowing.

“You’re thinking about it,” she said.

“I’m thinking about how stupid it would be.”

“Those aren’t mutually exclusive.” She stepped closer, close enough for him to smell the coconut sunscreen on her skin. “Think about it, LP. Me, on camera, reacting to something the audience can’t see. They’d lose their fucking minds trying to figure out what you were doing. And nobody would ever see your face. You’d just be a presence. Hands. Sounds.”

“You’ve given this way too much thought.”

“I’ve given it exactly the right amount of thought.” She traced a finger down his chest, stopping at his waistband. “Come on. Don’t you miss it? Even a little?”

He did. That was the problem.

He missed the electricity of it. The camera’s unblinking eye, the knowledge that strangers were watching Rue come undone and had no idea who was responsible for it. It was fucked up, and it was intoxicating, and Rue knew exactly which buttons to push because she’d installed most of them.

“One recording,” he said. “Not a stream. Not live. You review it before anything goes anywhere.”

Rue’s face lit up, and she kissed him. Quick and hard, a stamp of victory.

Then she spun toward the tripod and adjusted the angle. She reframed the shot so the camera captured her from the shoulders up, the cove and overcast sky soft behind her. The edges of the frame cut off just below her collarbones.

“Sit behind me,” she said. “Like, right behind. If you lean to either side, you’ll be in frame, so stay centered.”

He did what he was told, settling on the rock behind her, his legs bracketing her hips. The back of her head was inches from his chest. He could smell her shampoo, feel the heat of her skin through the thin fabric of her bikini.

She hit record.

“Hey,” she said to the camera, her voice dropping into something lower, more intimate than her usual stream persona. “My boyfriend is behind me right now. I know, I know. You’ve been asking. He’s real. He’s here. And he’s being very, very well-behaved. For now.“

Will slid his hands onto her waist, just below the frame line.

Rue’s breath caught, barely a tiny hitch that only someone pressed against her back would notice. She kept talking.

“He’s touching my waist. Just my waist. Hands nice and low, where you can’t...” She swallowed as his thumbs traced circles on her hip bones. “...where you can’t see. Being a gentleman about it.”

His hands moved higher. Her stomach tensed under his fingers, muscles tight and smooth. He traced the underside of her bikini top, fingertips brushing the swell of her breasts without going further. She was still talking, but a tic had crept into the cadence that the camera would absolutely pick up.

“He’s, um.” She cleared her throat. “Exploring. That’s a good word for it.”

He cupped one of her tits through the bikini, thumb finding her nipple through the fabric. Rue’s hand came up to grip his knee, hard, nails digging in. On camera, the gesture would look like nothing. A casual touch. The reality was her anchoring herself.

“Fuck,” she whispered, low enough that the mic might not have caught it. “You’re not playing fair.”

He leaned in, lips brushing her ear, entirely out of frame. “I never play fair.”

“I know,” she managed, still facing the camera, still performing. “My audience should know that about him. He’s a terrible person. Absolutely no regard for... oh.”

His hand had slipped under the bikini top, skin on skin, her bare breast filling his palm.

Her nipple was stiff against his fingers, and he rolled it gently, watching the way her expression shifted from playful control to something less controlled, something she was fighting to keep behind the performance.

“This is, um.” Her eyes were starting to glaze. “This is getting a little wild. He’s... he’s very handsy. I might need to...”

His other hand dropped below the frame, sliding down her stomach, past the waistband of her shorts.

She was already wet when his fingers found her, and the sound she made, a sharp, stuttered intake of breath, was the kind of thing no amount of editing could disguise.

“Oh God,” she breathed. “Okay. Okay, so he’s... yeah. He’s doing that.”

She was trembling now, her thighs pressing together around his hand, her back arching into his chest. The camera saw none of it. Just Rue’s face and shoulders, her flushed skin, her bitten lip, the way her eyes kept fluttering shut. All suggestion. All implication. The audience would know exactly what was happening without seeing a single explicit frame.

Will worked her slowly, deliberately, his mouth against her neck, his fingers drawing tight circles on her clit.

He could feel her pulse hammering under his lips. Her hand was still on his knee, grip white-knuckled now, and her hips were making these tiny involuntary rolls against his fingers that she was trying desperately to suppress.

“I’m going to...” She laughed, the sound cracking in the middle. “I’m going to have to end this recording soon because... fuck... because he’s being very...“

He slid two fingers inside her and curled them forward.

Rue’s composure shattered. She gasped, her head falling back against his shoulder, body arching off the rock. The camera caught her expression perfectly. Eyes squeezed shut, mouth open, cheeks flushed dark. Even though nothing below her collarbones was visible, the audience would have to be braindead not to know what was happening.

“Oh my God,” she moaned. “Oh my God, LP, I’m...”

She came with a shudder that ran through her entire body, her thighs clenching around his hand, her fingers leaving marks on his knee.

He held her through it, his free arm wrapped around her stomach, his lips pressed to her temple.

She went limp against him, breathing hard, skin damp with sweat.

The camera kept recording. After a few seconds, she opened her eyes, looked directly into the lens, and smiled. Lazy, satisfied, ruined.

“So,” she said. “That’s my boyfriend.”

She reached forward and stopped the recording.

The silence that followed was just the ocean and their breathing.

Rue turned in his arms, straddling his lap on the rock, and kissed him, slow and deep, tasting like gratitude and saltwater.

“That,” she said against his mouth, “is going to break CamCasters.”

“That is never seeing the light of day.”

“LP.” She pulled back, hands on his shoulders, expression caught between amused and exasperated.

“Do you have any idea how much money that clip is probably worth?”

“I have a pretty good idea, and the answer is still no.”

“I’ll edit it. Crop it tighter. Nobody will...”

“Rue.” He held her face in both hands. “You said my name on camera. You said LP.”

The color drained from her face. “I... did I?”

“’Oh my God, LP.’ Direct quote.”

“Shit.” She closed her eyes. “Shit, shit, shit.”

“So we delete it.”

“Yeah.” She slumped forward, forehead against his chest. “Yeah, we delete it. Fuck.”

He rubbed her back, feeling the disappointment radiating off her like heat. This was the thing about Rue. The recklessness wasn’t malicious. It wasn’t even careless, not really. It was hunger. She was starving for the life she’d had, the audience, the attention, the identity she’d built for herself, and the island was feeding her scraps.

“Hey,” he said. “We’ll figure out something that works. Something safe.”

“Safe is boring.”

“Safe is alive.”

She pulled back, studying him. “You sound like Mom.”

“Worse things to sound like.”

She almost smiled, and then her phone buzzed. A notification from CamCasters. She picked it up, swiped, and frowned at whatever she saw.

“What?” he asked.

“Nothing. Just a comment on the stream from earlier.” She held up the screen for him to see.

The message was from a user with an alphanumeric handle and no profile picture. It read. That coastline looks really familiar. Volcanic rock formation + crescent cove. I feel like I’ve seen this in a geography database. Anyone else?

Rue rolled her eyes. “See? Geography nerd with too much time on his hands. Exactly like you said.”

“And you’re not worried?”

“It’s one guy, LP. He’s probably some dropout in his mom’s basement who thinks every rock looks familiar because he spends too much time on Google Earth.” She deleted the comment, pocketed her phone, and started packing up the gear. “Nobody’s finding us.”

Will helped her disassemble the tripod, said nothing, and filed the comment away in the place where he kept the things that kept him up at night.

The list was getting long.


CHAPTER 4

The TV in the mansion’s main room was a relic. Halberd had mounted it to the wall years ago, back when the island was still his private hideout, and the thing pulled in satellite feeds with the temperamental reliability of a man who’d installed it while drunk. Some days it picked up a dozen channels. Most days it picked up static and whatever local broadcast was being pirated through a signal booster Will had rigged to the roof.

Today it was picking up the news, and Avery was watching.

Will found her on the couch with her legs drawn up, still in her training clothes. Sports bra, running shorts, sneakers laced tight even though she was indoors. Her red hair was damp with sweat and pulled back in a messy knot.

She didn’t acknowledge him when he came in, which was unusual. Avery always had something to say.

The broadcast was grainy, the feed cutting in and out, but clear enough to follow. A press conference, some kind of CA event, a ribbon cutting or a community outreach thing, the kind of feel-good public relations exercise that Jess had always insisted was essential to maintaining the organization’s image.

A podium, a backdrop of flags, a crowd of reporters.

The hero at the podium was a woman in her thirties, blonde, wearing an armored suit in shades of silver and blue.

She was mid-sentence about reconstruction efforts when something went wrong.

It started with her hands. They began to shake, not from nerves or subtly, but with a visible tremor that made the microphone rattle against the podium.

The hero looked down at her own fingers as though she didn’t recognize them. Then her head snapped back, and light erupted from her chest. A raw, uncontrolled pulse of energy that shattered the podium and sent the front row of reporters scrambling backward.

She collapsed. Not gracefully, not dramatically; just dropped, like someone had pulled a plug.

Two CA officers rushed the stage. The camera shook as the operator backed away. The feed cut to a studio anchor who looked like he’d swallowed his own tongue.

“Who is that?” asked Will.

Avery didn’t answer right away. She hadn’t blinked in thirty seconds, her eyes locked on the screen even though the live footage had been replaced by a stock photo of the hero. Prismguard, according to the caption, real name Tamara Voss.

“We went through the Academy together,” said Avery, quietly. “She was two years ahead of me. Energy barrier specialist. Top of her class.”

Will sat down on the arm of the couch.

The anchor was talking over the footage, incident at a public event, hero experiencing what appears to be a power malfunction, condition unknown, the kind of careful, sterile language that meant nobody had a fucking clue what had actually happened.

“Power malfunction,” said Avery. She said it the way you’d say dog ate my homework.

“Her barriers could stop a freight train. That wasn’t a malfunction. Something was wrong with her.”

“Wrong how?”

“I don’t know.” Avery picked at the tape on her knuckles, the stuff she wrapped around her hands before hitting the heavy bag. “I’ve seen people lose control of their powers before. It doesn’t look like that. That looked like her body was rejecting what she was trying to do. Like there was too much power and not enough of her to hold it.”

The broadcast looped the footage again. The tremor, the pulse, the collapse.

Will watched Avery watch it, and what he saw on her face wasn’t shock or sympathy. It was recognition. Not of the specific event, but of something adjacent to it, something she understood from a place she didn’t talk about.

“She used to check in on me,” said Avery. “When I was going through my stuff. At the Academy. She’d bring me coffee and sit with me in the common room and not say anything. She didn’t need to. She’d been through her own shit and she just understood.”

My stuff. The Percocet. The addiction. The time Avery had spent crawling out of a hole that had almost swallowed her whole.

“I’m sorry,” said Will.

“Don’t be sorry. Be real.” She finally looked at him, and her green eyes had that frequency again. The one from the porch, the one that didn’t have an outlet. Except now it was worse, because now it had a target.

“I wouldn’t panic just yet,” he said.

Avery didn’t seem to hear him. “She was elite. She was one of the strongest people I knew. And now she’s face down on a stage because the CA can’t be bothered to take care of its own while they’re out there chasing you.“

The last word landed like a slap. He let it.

“That’s not fair,” he said.

“It’s not about fair. It’s about priorities.” Avery stood up, pacing toward the window, arms crossed. “Do you know how many active heroes the CA has deployed on the Decay manhunt? Mom mentioned it on one of her calls. Thirty-two. Thirty-two heroes, LP, assigned full time to finding a guy who’s sitting on a beach doing absolutely nothing. Meanwhile, people like Tamara are...”

“You don’t know what happened to her.”

“I know it’s not normal. I know the CA should be looking into it instead of wasting resources on a dead man.” She spun on him. “How does that not make you furious?”

“Because being furious doesn’t change anything from here.”

“No, it doesn’t. Which is exactly my fucking point.” She jabbed a finger at the TV, where the looped footage was playing again.

“We’re here. We can’t do anything. We can’t help anyone. We can’t even find out if she’s okay because making a phone call from this island might as well be lighting a signal flare.”

“So what do you want to do, Avery? Fly back to Lancaster City? Walk into CA headquarters and ask how your friend is doing?”

“Maybe! At least I’d be doing something!“

“That wouldn’t accomplish anything and you know it.”

“It would accomplish more than whatever it is you’re doing with Mom and Rue every night.”

That stung. Not the accusation itself, Avery knew about him and Jess and Rue. They all did, that was the arrangement they’d landed on. It was her tone. Pointed. Bitter. Like she was reminding him of the fiction of their life, or maybe reminding herself of the aimlessness of it. He’d thought they were past this. Apparently not.

“That’s not...” he started.

“Not what? Not relevant?” She stepped closer, and despite the six inches he had on her, she occupied the space like someone twice her size. That was Avery’s gift. She could fill a room with sheer force of will, compact and ferocious, all sharp edges and zero give. “You get to crawl into bed with your choice from a harem every night and sleep like a baby. You get to have your little domestic fugitive fantasy like it was what you planned all along. But when I say I want to go back and actually do something that matters, suddenly pointless?”

“I didn’t say...”

“You said it wouldn’t accomplish anything.”

“In all likelihood, it wouldn’t!”

She laughed, and it was the worst kind of laugh. The one with no humor in it. “I was the youngest graduate in the history of the CA’s enforcement division. I held my own against Genesis while you were getting your ass kicked across Lancaster City. Don’t you dare stand there and tell me what I can accomplish.”

He opened his mouth and closed it. She was right. She was completely, infuriatingly right, and the part of him that wanted to protect her was at war with the part that knew she didn’t need protecting. And the harem crack. That was still lodged under his skin, because she wasn’t wrong about that either. Not entirely.

“This isn’t about your ability,” he said, quieter now. “It’s about exposure. If you make too much noise, they could find all of us. Rue. Jess. Me. Even if you aren’t a wanted woman, you still have to keep a low profile.”

“I know whose risk it is. I live with the risk every single day.” Her voice cracked, just barely, just enough for him to hear the fracture line underneath the anger. “And I’m sick of it, Will. I’m sick of being careful. I’m sick of being patient. I’m sick of this island and this house and this whole holding pattern where I’m supposed to be grateful because the cage has a nice view.”

There it was again. The cage.

“You think I don’t feel it too?” he said.

“I think you’ve gotten comfortable.” She stepped closer. “I think you’ve got Mom in one room and Rue in a hammock and me running laps to burn off the energy you can’t be bothered to deal with, and it works for you. This little paradise works for you because everyone you love is in arm’s reach and nobody’s asking you to be anything.”

“That’s bullshit.”

“Is it?”

They were close now. Close enough that he could see the rapid pulse in her throat, the flush crawling up her neck and across her chest.

Her fists were balled at her sides, knuckles white under the training tape. She was vibrating with it. The anger, the frustration, the claustrophobia of being young and powerful and trapped.

Walk away. Take a breath. Be the bigger person for once in your life.

He should have stepped back. Should have defused it, done the mature thing. Instead he said. “You want to know why I don’t want you to leave?”

“Enlighten me.”

“Because I never got a chance to say goodbye to you before leaving with Halberd. Before prison. And now I’m scared that it’s my turn to experience how you felt back then.”

The words hit her harder than anything else he’d said. He watched her face cycle through surprise, pain, guilt, and then something darker. Something that looked like hunger.

She grabbed the front of his shirt and kissed him.

It wasn’t tender. It wasn’t slow.

It was necessary. Lips, pressure, her fist twisting in the fabric over his chest, pulling him down to her height. He kissed her back just as hard, one hand in her hair, the other gripping her waist. She ran her free hand down the side of his face.

“I’m still angry at you,” she hissed against his mouth.

“Good. I’m angry at you too.”

She shoved him backward, and his shoulders hit the kitchen doorframe.

Avery followed, pressing her body against his, small and furious and radiating heat. He could feel how hard her heart was pounding through the thin fabric of her sports bra. She was up on her toes, fingers digging into his shoulders, kissing him with the kind of ferocity she usually saved for a fight.

He grabbed her ass and lifted.

She weighed nothing. Avery had always been light, compact muscle wrapped around hollow bird bones, though she’d punch him into next week for saying so. Her legs locked around his waist immediately, ankles crossing behind his back, and he spun them into the kitchen proper, pressing her back against the wall beside the fridge.

“Is this what you want?” he said, grinding against her. “This what you need right now?”

“Shut up.” She pulled her sports bra off over her head in one motion, flinging it somewhere behind him. Her breasts were small and pale, nipples stiff, and she grabbed his hand and pressed it against one of them before he could even reach. “Stop talking and fucking touch me.”

He touched her. Rough, the way she wanted it. Palming her breast hard enough to make her gasp, his mouth on her neck, biting at the spot below her ear that always made her squirm.

She was pulling at his shirt, and he let go of her long enough to yank it off, then pressed back, skin on skin, the wall taking her weight.

“You drive me insane,” she muttered. “Every single day on this island, you drive me...”

He shut her up with his mouth. She moaned into the kiss, one hand raking down his back hard enough to leave marks, the other fumbling between them at his waistband. She got his shorts open and wrapped her fingers around his cock, squeezing harder than she needed to, which was so typically Avery that he almost laughed.

“Something funny?” she snapped.

“You. You’re always funny when you’re pissed off.”

“I’ll show you funny.”

She stroked him fast and tight, her grip just on the edge of too much, her eyes locked on his with an expression that dared him to look away. He didn’t. He slid his hand into her shorts and past her panties, finding her soaking wet, and the noise she made when his fingers found her clit was somewhere between a moan and a snarl.

“Fuck,” she whispered. “Don’t be gentle.”

He wasn’t. He rubbed her hard and fast, two fingers sliding inside her, curling forward, his thumb working her clit in teasing circles.

Avery’s head hit the wall, her back arching, her legs tightening around him. She was already close; the anger had done half the work for him.

“LP,” she gasped. “Just... fuck me. Now. Stop playing around.”

He yanked her shorts and panties down as far as they’d go with her legs still around him; one leg slipped free, the garments bunching around her other ankle.

She reached between them and guided him in, and the sound she made as he sank into her was raw and guttural and nothing like the controlled sounds Jess made or the performative ones Rue made. This was just Avery, stripped to the bone.

He pinned her to the wall and fucked her hard.

There was no other word for it. No tenderness, no buildup, just the urgent, angry rhythm of two people who didn’t know what else to do with the energy between them. Her nails carved lines down his back. His fingers left bruises on her hips. The wall shook with each thrust, and something on the counter rattled and fell, and neither of them gave a shit.

“Harder,” she demanded. “Come on, LP, I know you can... fuck... harder than that.“

He gripped her thighs, adjusted his angle, and drove into her with everything he had.

Avery’s eyes rolled back, and a sound tore out of her that was half scream, half sob. Loud enough that it would carry through the open windows and down to the beach if anyone was listening. She clapped a hand over her own mouth, eyes wide with something between shock and dark amusement.

“So much for keeping quiet,” he said.

“Your fault,” she managed between his thrusts. “All of this... is your... fault...”

She came hard and sudden, her body seizing around him, her free hand slamming against the wall for purchase.

He felt her clench and pulse, and it pulled him right to the edge. He buried his face in her neck and gave three more rough strokes before coming with a groan that he muffled against her skin, spilling inside her with an intensity that bordered on violent.

They stayed like that for a long moment. Pinned together, breathing hard, sweat slicking the space between their bodies.

Avery’s legs slowly unclenched, and he lowered her until her feet touched the tile floor. She wobbled, caught herself on the counter, and let out a long, shaky exhale.

“Well,” she said. “That happened.”

“Yeah.” He leaned back against the opposite counter, pulling his shorts up. “It did.”

The silence that followed wasn’t comfortable.

It wasn’t the warm, boneless quiet he shared with Jess, or the giggly afterglow he had with Rue. It was the silence of two people who’d used sex as a pressure valve and both knew it hadn’t fixed anything.

Avery picked up her sports bra from the floor and pulled it back on.

She moved slowly, mechanically, like someone coming down from a high. When she turned back to him, the fury was gone. In its place was something worse. A flatness, a calm that looked borrowed rather than earned.

“I’m going to find out if Tamara’s okay,” she said. “I don’t know how yet, but I’m going to find out.”

“Avery...”

“I’m not asking permission, Will.” She held up a hand. “I’m telling you. There are people out there who need help, and I can’t keep pretending that this island is enough.”

She left the kitchen. He heard her footsteps on the stairs, then the distant sound of the shower turning on.

Will stood alone in the kitchen, back against the counter, and stared at the TV in the next room.

The broadcast had moved on to something else, weather, maybe, or sports, but the afterimage of Prismguard’s collapse lingered behind his eyes. He couldn’t just dismiss it even if he wanted to. Even if it would be easier.

He thought about Avery’s face when she’d watched it. The recognition. The stillness.

She knows what that looks like, he thought. Not the power surge. The other part. The part where something you depend on turns on you.

He picked up whatever had fallen off the counter. A ceramic mug, now in two pieces. One of Avery’s terrible coffee mugs, naturally.

She’s going to blame me for that, too.

He set the halves in the trash.


CHAPTER 5

The shutter had been hanging crooked for a week. One of the lower hinges had rusted through, salt air and tropical humidity combining as the island ate the house one piece of hardware at a time. The whole panel listed outward at an angle that caught the wind wrong and banged against the exterior wall every night around two in the morning.

Will had decided, with the focused determination of a man who had nothing else to focus on, that today was the day he fixed it.

He’d found a toolkit under the kitchen sink. It was Halberd’s, ancient, most of the sockets corroded beyond use. He supplemented it with a rusty pair of pliers from the garage and a flathead screwdriver that had seen better decades.

The hinge itself was a lost cause, but there was a box of assorted hardware in the laundry room that looked like it had been ordered from a marine supply catalog sometime in the early 2000s. He’d spent twenty minutes digging through it, sorting brass from steel, separating the salvageable from the oxidized.

It was the kind of work that didn’t require thinking. Which was, of course, the point.

He was up on a stepladder, stripped to the waist because the afternoon sun was punishing and the mansion’s west face caught it full, when he saw the blue star.

It was faint at first, easy to mistake for a trick of the light or sunglare off a high-altitude plane. But Will had seen Relic fly enough times to recognize the signature. The soft blue pulse of the armband’s aura, visible even at distance, growing brighter as she descended.

She was coming from the northeast, which meant the mainland, which meant the CA.

He climbed down from the ladder and wiped his hands on a rag that was mostly just redistributing grease, shading his eyes against the afternoon glare.

Jess normally flew the way she did everything else. Controlled, deliberate, her descents smooth and unhurried. Today she was coming in steep. Too steep.

The kind of angle that said I need to be on the ground now rather than I’m arriving. He watched her cloak catch the wind as she corrected late, flaring it out to bleed speed, and she landed on the lawn between the house and the tree line hard enough to leave heel marks in the grass.

That’s not good.

She straightened up, her bag slung over one shoulder, her face hidden behind sunglasses that were too large for the purpose of sun protection and exactly the right size for the purpose of hiding her eyes.

The cloak settled around her shoulders, its blue aura dimming to nothing as her feet found solid ground.

“Hey,” he said.

“Hey.”

She didn’t stop moving. She was in a charcoal blazer over a white blouse beneath the cloak, the kind of outfit that looked perfectly composed from ten feet away and progressively worse the closer you got. Wrinkled at the elbows. A stain near the hem that could have been coffee or wine. Her hair was pulled back in a twist that was one bobby pin away from collapse. She was still wearing heels, even, footsteps clacking against cobblestones.

“Jess.”

She stopped. Didn’t turn around.

“When’s the last time you slept?” he asked.

“I slept on the way here.”

“That’s not what I asked.”

She turned, finally, and pulled the sunglasses off.

The skin under her eyes was bruised-looking, puffy in a way that makeup had been applied to conceal and then worn off during the trip. Her mouth was set in a line that was trying very hard to be neutral and failing.

“Tuesday,” she said. “I slept on Tuesday.”

It was Friday.

“Come inside,” he said.

***

The kitchen still had a faint dent in the drywall from three nights ago. Will had spackled it, badly, and the patch was a slightly different shade of white than the surrounding wall.

Jess didn’t notice, or if she did, she didn’t comment. She sat at the island counter, the kitchen island being the one piece of real estate in this house that didn’t remind him of a particular sexual encounter, and set her bag on the floor beside her stool.

Will poured her water. She drank half of it, then stared at the glass like it had personally offended her.

“How was the meeting?” he asked.

The sound she made wasn’t quite a laugh. “The meeting. Right.”

She rubbed her temples with both hands, pressing hard enough that the skin whitened under her fingertips.

The armband on her wrist caught the light. Copper, ancient, the artifact that connected her to something older than both of them. She wore it always. He wasn’t sure she could take it off anymore, or if the question even applied.

“Astroman has the votes,” she said.

Will winced as he leaned against the counter opposite her. Astroman was once more active on the Champion Authority Board of Directors, a fact which caused him no small amount of discomfort.

“Votes for what?”

“The expanded manhunt. Full resource reallocation. He’s been building to this for weeks, and I...” She stopped, pressing her lips together. “I couldn’t stop it. I thought I had Wainwright on my side, but she flipped during the session. Something Astroman said to her privately, I don’t know what, but she stood up and gave this speech about the integrity of the justice system and how a convicted fugitive still potentially being alive and outside of justice can’t be allowed to...”

She caught herself. Looked at him.

The clinical language, convicted fugitive, hung between them like something with edges.

“Sorry,” she whispered.

“Don’t be. That’s what I am.”

“That is not what you are.“

“Legally speaking...”

“Fuck legally speaking.” The profanity landed hard, because Jess didn’t swear often, and when she did, it meant the guardrails were off. “You are my son. You are the man I...”

She stopped again. Closed her eyes.

Will waited. The ceiling fan turned slow circles above them, ticking on every third rotation where the motor housing was loose. Another thing he should fix.

“What does expanded manhunt mean, specifically?” he asked. He tried to keep his voice level, giving her something concrete to answer instead of the emotional freefall she was circling.

Jess opened her eyes. She straightened her spine.

She became, for a moment, the woman who sat in boardrooms and argued policy with people who could level city blocks.

“Three additional field teams dedicated to locating you. Satellite surveillance expanded to include all known associate properties. Facial recognition integration with civilian security networks in twelve major cities.” She recited it flatly, each item a nail. “And an increased reward for information leading to your capture or proof of your death. They doubled it.”

“From what?”

“From enough to a lot.”

Will absorbed this.

Three field teams. Satellite surveillance. That was real resources, not a token manhunt, not a line item to satisfy the press. That was Astroman spending political capital, which meant Astroman believed he could deliver.

“Is Erik flagged?”

“Erik has been flagged since the trial. But yes, they’re increasing the frequency of his surveillance.

Which is why...“ She hesitated. ”Which is why I’ve been changing my flight paths. I can’t take a direct route anymore. I fly low over water, stay under radar coverage, change altitude to avoid the patrol corridors. Tonight I detoured two hundred miles south to avoid a CA flyover zone.“

He pictured her alone over open ocean in the dark, cloak flaring, skimming wave tops to stay off radar.

The most powerful woman on the CA’s Board of Directors, sneaking to her own family like a fugitive herself.

“You can’t keep doing this,” he said.

“I know.”

“Jess, I’m serious. If they catch you...”

“I know, LP.“ Her voice cracked on his name. Not loudly. Just a fracture, a hairline thing that wouldn’t show up on an X-ray. ”I know what happens if they catch me. I sit across from those people twice a month. I vote on motions related to your capture. I read the briefings. I know exactly what they’ll do to me.“

The ceiling fan ticked.

One. Two. Three.

“Last week,” she said quietly, “the secretary read a motion aloud. Regarding the ongoing fugitive status of William Sorling, alias Lockpick, alias Decay.’

And I sat there with my hands folded and my face blank and voted to table it for further review. Tabling. That’s all I can do anymore, buy time and delay votes and redirect conversations. I can’t stop anything. I can only slow it down.“

She picked up the water glass and drank the rest of it.

Her hand was steady. Everything else about her wasn’t.

“I used to be good at this,” she said. “The politics. The boardroom maneuvering. Your father...” A pause.

She almost never mentioned Will’s biological father. In the Sorling household, father was a category that had been quietly retired.

“I learned how to work a room a long time ago,” she continued. “But this is different. This isn’t policy. This is you. And every time I sit down at that table and pretend that I’m objective, that I’m just another board member weighing the evidence, I feel something inside me...”

She made a fist on the counter. Opened it. Made it again.

“Eroding,” she finished.

Will crossed the kitchen. He pulled the stool out beside her and sat down, close enough that their knees touched.

Jess looked at him with an expression he’d seen only a handful of times in his life. Not the composed, authoritative Relic expression, not the warm maternal Jess expression, but the one underneath both. The one that was just a woman who was very, very tired of holding things together.

“Come here,” he said.

She leaned into him. Not dramatically. Jess didn’t collapse, didn’t crumble.

She just tilted. Her forehead came to rest against his shoulder, and he felt the tension in her body like a physical thing, a cable stretched to its limit, humming.

He put his arms around her.

She was smaller than he always remembered. Relic loomed so large in his mind that the reality of Jess’s actual frame always surprised him. She was lean, strong in the way of someone whose power came from artifacts rather than muscle, and right now she felt like she weighed nothing. Like the weeks of lying and maneuvering had hollowed her out from the inside.

“When do you have to go back?” he asked.

“Sunday.” Her voice was muffled against his shoulder. “There’s a subcommittee meeting Monday morning. If I miss it, they’ll notice.”

Two days. She’d flown two hundred miles out of her way over open ocean to spend two days here.

“Have you eaten?”

She shook her head.

“Okay. I’m going to make you something, and you’re going to eat it, and then you’re going to sleep.”

“I need to brief you on the rest of...”

“Tomorrow.”

“Will...”

“Tomorrow, Jess.”

She pulled back enough to look at him.

Her eyes were wet, but nothing fell. Jess’s tears operated on the same principle as the rest of her. Tightly controlled, released only with deliberate intention. These were the ones that hadn’t been given permission.

“I’m scared,” she said. So quietly that if he hadn’t been a foot away, he’d have missed it.

He didn’t say don’t be. He didn’t say it’ll be okay. He didn’t say any of the things that would have been easy and useless.

“I know,” he said. “Me too.”

She nodded. Something about the admission, his, not hers, seemed to ease a pressure she’d been holding. She put her head back on his shoulder and breathed. He held her and let the ceiling fan tick its broken rhythm.

They stayed like that for a while.

***

He made her a plate of pasta with olive oil and garlic. Nothing elaborate, just calories and warmth. She ate half of it at the counter, her movements mechanical, then pushed the plate away with an apologetic look that he waved off.

She drank another glass of water. Changed out of the blazer and blouse into one of his t-shirts and a pair of cotton shorts she kept in the master bedroom dresser. Removed her makeup in the bathroom with the slow, meticulous motions of someone performing a familiar ritual on autopilot.

Will sat on the edge of the bed and watched her through the open bathroom door. She looked younger without the makeup. Also older. Both at the same time, in a way that made him look away before she noticed.

“Stop staring at me,” she said to the mirror.

“I’m not staring.”

“You’re doing the thing where you watch me like I might disappear.”

“That’s not...” He stopped. “Okay. Maybe a little.”

She came out of the bathroom and stood in front of him. Barefoot, in his oversized shirt, her hair finally down and falling around her shoulders in loose waves. The armband glinted on her wrist. She looked exhausted and beautiful and more human than Relic ever got to be.

“I’m not going to disappear,” she said. “Not yet.”

“Comforting.”

The ghost of a smile. “Lie down with me?”

He did.

She curled against his side, her head on his chest, one arm draped across his stomach. The position was familiar. They’d slept like this a hundred times, on this island and in other places, in other lives if the armband’s dreams were to be believed. He pulled the sheet up over both of them and rested his hand on her back, feeling the slow expansion and contraction of her breathing.

“Avery’s been asking about the Prismguard thing,” he said.

“Mm.”

“That hero who collapsed at the press conference. Tamara Voss. Avery knew her from the Academy.”

Jess was quiet for a moment. Her fingers curled against his ribcage. “What did Avery ask?”

“What happened to her. Whether she’s okay. Whether anyone’s looking into it.”

“And what did you tell her?”

“That I didn’t know.”

Another silence.

Her breathing had slowed. He could feel her sinking, the gravity of sleep pulling her down by degrees.

“Don’t let Avery look into it,” Jess murmured. “Not yet. There’s things I need to tell you first.”

“What kind of things?”

But she was gone. Out like someone had found the switch on the back of her head and flipped it. Her body went heavy and warm against his, her hand going slack on his chest. The change was so abrupt it was almost alarming. She’d been running on some internal reserve that had finally hit zero.

Will lay there, breathing slowly, staring at the ceiling fan in the master bedroom. This one didn’t tick. This one worked perfectly. Halberd had apparently prioritized the master bedroom’s comfort above all other rooms, which tracked.

Don’t let Avery look into it. There’s things I need to tell you first.

He should let her sleep. She needed it desperately, visibly, in a way that made him feel guilty for every hour of rest he’d gotten on this island while she was skimming wave tops alone in the dark.

He should let her sleep.

Instead, his eyes drifted to her bag. Sitting on the floor on her side of the bed, partially unzipped, the corner of a tablet visible inside. The same tablet he’d noticed her hiding two mornings ago, slipping it under a stack of books on the nightstand when she thought he wasn’t looking.

Don’t do it.

The word was his own, clear and definitive in his head.

Whatever’s in that bag, she’ll tell you when she’s ready. She always does. Trust her.

He stared at the ceiling. Jess breathed against his chest. The fan turned.

But she said “don’t let Avery look into it.” Which means there’s something to look into. Which means she knows more than she told you just now. Which means...

No. Not now.

Twenty minutes passed. Maybe thirty. Jess hadn’t moved. Her breathing had deepened into the steady rhythm of someone profoundly unconscious, the kind of sleep that comes after days without it. Not rest but shutdown, the body overriding the mind’s objections.

Will eased himself out from under her. Carefully. Incrementally. The way he used to extract himself from Rue in the hammock, equal parts slow pressure redistribution and held breath. Jess murmured something wordless and turned onto her side, pulling the pillow in to fill the space he’d left. She didn’t wake up.

He stood beside the bed for a full ten seconds, listening to her breathe, hating himself a little for what he was about to do.

Then he picked up her bag and carried it into the hallway.

***

The tablet was CA-issued. Slim, matte black, the Champion Authority seal embossed on the back in silver. It should have been password-protected, biometric-locked, encrypted six ways from Sunday. Instead it opened to a casual swipe, without so much as a demand for a fingerprint or pin.

Maybe she wanted you to find this, he thought. Or maybe she was too tired to care.

He sat on the floor in the hallway, back against the wall, the tablet’s blue-white glow painting his face in the dim corridor. Jess was ten feet away through the open bedroom door, dead to the world.

The tablet’s home screen showed a standard CA interface. Mission logs, personnel directories, the kind of bureaucratic architecture that made his eyes glaze over. But Jess had left a folder open. Not even minimized. Just sitting there on the desktop, labeled with a string of numbers that meant nothing to him but clearly meant something to the CA’s filing system.

Inside were dozens of documents, surveillance reports and satellite imagery and comm intercepts. He scrolled through, his stomach dropping by degrees.

The first file was a satellite sweep of the Pacific island chains, dated three weeks ago. Thermal signatures, watercraft tracking, communication intercepts from cell towers on nearby islands. His island wasn’t flagged yet, but the search grid was tightening. The highlighted zone had shrunk by forty percent since the previous sweep.

The second file was an informant summary. Names he didn’t recognize, most of them, but the structure was clear. The CA was paying people for tips. Fishermen, harbor workers, charter pilots. Anyone who might have seen a young American man matching Will’s description. The reward figures made him blink.

The third file was a motion. Formatted in the CA’s official template, stamped with three board members’ signatures, and titled.

**RE. RECLASSIFICATION OF FUGITIVE WILLIAM SORLING, ALIAS “DECAY”. PROPOSED ELEVATION TO CLASS-3 THREAT STATUS**

He read it twice. Jesus Christ. The language was dense, legal, deliberately bloodless, but the meaning was simple. Class-3 designation meant that the threat posed by a fugitive was deemed severe enough to authorize any means necessary for containment. Including lethal force. Including collateral authorization, meaning they could go through people Will cared about to get to him.

The motion had three signatures. Astroman’s was first. Wainwright’s was second.

The third signature line was blank. Reserved for the Board President, whose approval was required for any reclassification above Class-2.

The Board President was Jess.

Will stared at the blank signature line. His mind, normally quick, felt sluggish, wading through something thick and cold.

They were asking her to sign off on his death warrant. Not literally. The language was too careful for that. But functionally. Class-3 meant shoot first. Class-3 meant anyone harboring him was a valid target. Class-3 meant Rue, Avery, the island. All of it became a legitimate theater of operations.

And Jess had been sitting on this. Carrying it. Flying low over dark water with this document in her bag, sitting across from the people who’d drafted it, voting to table and delay and redirect while the walls closed in from every side.

I won’t let them take you.

That’s what she’d whispered to him just a few nights ago, in the dark of this same bedroom, her hand on his chest. He’d taken it as a promise. The kind of thing she said when the night got heavy and she needed to believe something.

But it wasn’t a promise. It was a battle report.

She was fighting a war he hadn’t even known was happening. Fighting it alone, in boardrooms, with procedural motions and swing votes and low-altitude flights over dark water. She hadn’t told him because...

Because what? Because she didn’t want to scare him? Because she thought she could handle it? Because the moment he knew, the island stopped being paradise and became what it actually was. A kill box with a view?

He closed the tablet. Set it back in her bag. Zipped the bag shut and placed it exactly where it had been, on the floor beside the bed, corner of the tablet visible through the gap.

Jess was still asleep. Still curled around the pillow, her hair fanned across the white cotton, her breathing deep and even. She looked peaceful in a way that she hadn’t looked while conscious in weeks. Maybe months.

Will sat on the edge of the bed and watched her sleep and thought about blank signature lines and satellite grids and a woman who loved him enough to sit in a room full of people who wanted him dead and smile and nod and buy him one more day.

She can’t keep doing this.

The thought was the same one he’d said aloud an hour ago. But now it meant something different.

She can’t keep doing this. She won’t stop. Something has to change, or this will kill her before it kills me.

He lay back down beside her. She shifted in her sleep, gravitating toward his warmth, her arm finding his chest again. He let her. He held her.

He didn’t sleep for a long time.


CHAPTER 6

Will eased out of bed at dawn. Jess didn’t stir.

She’d shifted in the night from curled against him to sprawled on her stomach, one arm hanging off the edge of the mattress, her hair a blonde disaster across both pillows. She looked like a woman who’d been dropped from a height and hadn’t bothered to arrange herself on the way down.

He covered her with the sheet she’d kicked off and went downstairs.

The kitchen was quiet. The spackled patch on the wall from Avery’s blowup, he’d started thinking of it as “the incident,” which was its own kind of pathetic, was drying unevenly, the new compound already cracking at the edges.

He’d need to sand it and redo it. Add it to the list.

The list is getting long.

He made coffee. Strong, black, the beans from the last supply run already going stale in the humidity. He stood at the counter and drank it and stared at the wall and thought about satellite grids and lethal force authorizations and how many days Jess had before someone noticed the pattern in her travel.

He was on his second cup when Avery came in through the back door.

She was drenched in sweat, hair plastered to her forehead, wearing a sports bra and running shorts that were dark with moisture.

She’d been up for hours; he could tell from the degree of exhaustion in her face, the controlled way she was breathing, like she’d pushed hard and was now carefully bringing herself down. Combat drills, probably. Or the punishing hill sprints she’d started running on the trail behind the house.

“Coffee?” he said.

“Obviously.” She grabbed a mug, not the broken one from the incident, that was still in pieces in the trash, and poured herself a cup. Drank half of it standing at the counter, eyes closed, throat working.

“You’re up early,” she said.

“So are you.”

“I’m always up early. You’re the one who usually sleeps in like a retired accountant.”

He let that slide.

Avery set her mug down and looked at him with the direct, unblinking assessment that she’d inherited from Jess and sharpened into something more surgical.

“Mom’s here,” she said. Not a question.

“Got in yesterday afternoon.”

“I saw the cloak on the chair.” She refilled her coffee. “How bad?”

Will considered lying. Considered deflecting, the way he had with Avery a dozen times over the past weeks. The casual shrug, the everything’s fine, the redirect to something lighter.

But Avery had a bullshit detector that bordered on superhuman, and after their argument, he felt like he owed her more than deflection.

“Bad,” he said. “She’s been awake since Tuesday. The board meeting went sideways.”

“Sideways how?”

“Astroman’s expanding the manhunt. More resources, more teams. She’s been trying to hold the line and she’s losing.”

Avery absorbed this the way she absorbed most bad news. A slight tightening around the eyes, a micro-adjustment of her posture, the physical tells of a woman cataloging the information for later use.

She didn’t react emotionally. She processed, then she acted.

“Expanding it how much?” she asked.

“Three additional field teams. Satellite surveillance. Facial recognition across twelve cities.”

“That’s not expanding. That’s escalating.”

“Yeah.”

She drummed her fingers on the counter.

Will watched the movement. Quick, rhythmic, the nervous energy that never fully left her body even when the rest of her was still.

“In other words, the situation has gone to hell.”

“Avery.”

“What? I have eyes. You’re not exactly going to be hard to find once they really dial shit in. I’m not being mean, Will. I’m observing.”

He couldn’t argue with the observation. “Jess is scared. She won’t say it in those words, but...”

“Mom doesn’t get scared.”

“Everyone gets scared.”

Avery looked at him over the rim of her mug, and something complicated passed through her expression. Not disagreement exactly, but the discomfort of a daughter being asked to recategorize her mother as a person with limits.

“I need to talk to her,” said Avery. “About Tamara. About the Prismguard thing.”

“I know.”

“She’ll try to shut me down.”

“Probably.”

“And you’ll back me up?”

Will hesitated, and Avery caught it immediately. The fraction of a second too long, the not-quite-answer.

“Will.”

“I’ll back you up,” he said. “But let her eat first. And let her wake up on her own. She needs the sleep more than you need answers.”

Avery went still. For a moment he thought she’d push. She was good at pushing, gifted at it, could turn a gentle suggestion into a confrontation faster than anyone he’d ever known. But something in his face must have landed, because she nodded once, short and sharp.

“Fine. I’m going to shower.” She paused in the doorway. “But I’m talking to her today, Will. Not tomorrow. Not when she’s ready. Today.”

“Today,” he agreed.

She left. He heard her footsteps on the stairs, then the distant sound of pipes groaning as the shower kicked on in the upstairs bathroom. He poured his third cup of coffee and thought about how many conversations he was going to have to navigate today, and how many secrets he was going to have to keep, and how those two numbers were increasingly at odds.

***

Jess came down at ten.

She looked better. Not good, but better, the way someone looks after their first full night of sleep in a week. Still drawn, still pale under her natural color, but her eyes were clear and she’d changed into linen pants and a loose cotton top that belonged to the island version of Jess rather than the boardroom version.

Her hair was down, still damp from a shower. She’d found the pasta he’d left covered on the counter and was eating it cold, standing up, which was such a Jess move that it almost made him smile.

“Thank you for this,” she said, meaning the food.

“You need to eat more than half a plate of pasta.”

“You sound like my mother.”

“There’s got to be some irony in you saying that to me. And your mother was a wise woman.”

“My mother was a nightmare.” But she took another bite, which was the point.

Rue wandered in a few minutes later, barefoot, wearing an oversized t-shirt that was either Will’s or a deliberate fashion choice designed to look like Will’s. She made a beeline for Jess and hugged her from behind, arms around her waist, chin hooked over her shoulder.

“You look tired,” said Rue.

“I’ve been told.” Jess reached back and squeezed Rue’s arm. “Good morning, sweetheart.”

“Is it?”

Jess didn’t answer that. She finished the pasta, set the plate in the sink, and turned around to face the kitchen. Rue was perched on a stool now, legs tucked under her. Will was leaning against the far counter. The configuration was familiar, the three of them in this kitchen, morning light, coffee, but the energy was different. Charged. Waiting.

“Where’s Avery?” asked Jess.

“Upstairs,” said Will. “She wants to talk to you.”

Something crossed Jess’s face. Not surprise, not quite dread. More like the expression of someone who’d been expecting a bill and just heard the mailman.

“About Prismguard,” said Jess.

“Yeah.”

“I know.” She pressed her palms flat on the counter and took a breath. “Call her down. Let’s do this.”

***

Avery took the stool beside Rue in clean clothes, jeans and a fitted tank top. Her hair was still wet, dark auburn instead of its usual copper. She sat with her arms crossed, which was Avery’s version of being patient, and looked at Jess with an expression that managed to convey both respect for her mother and an absolute unwillingness to be managed.

“Tamara Voss,” said Avery. “Prismguard. She collapsed at a press conference four days ago. I watched it on the news. You were at the CA when it happened. What do you know?”

Jess glanced at Will. He gave her nothing. No nod, no signal, just steady eye contact. Your call. She looked back at Avery.

“Tamara isn’t the only one,” said Jess.

The kitchen went very still.

“There have been seven incidents in the past two months. Heroes collapsing, power surges, episodes of violence followed by total shutdown. Two were public. Prismguard’s press conference and an incident in Seattle that made local news. The other five were contained, reported internally, kept off the public record.”

“Seven,” said Avery. The word was flat.

“That the CA knows about. The actual number is likely higher.”

“And you’re just now telling us this because...”

“Because until last week, the board was treating them as isolated incidents. Overexertion, power burnout, the usual explanations. It wasn’t until the fifth case that anyone started looking for a common factor.”

“What common factor?” asked Will.

Jess was quiet for a moment. She picked up her coffee, looked at it, set it back down without drinking. Will had seen her do this before. The small ritual of buying herself two seconds before delivering information she didn’t want to deliver.

“A drug.” She said it like that. “The CA is calling it Cinder.”

The name landed in the kitchen like a stone dropped into still water. Will watched the ripples move. Avery’s eyes narrowing, Rue’s hand going still on the counter, his own coffee cup stopping halfway to his mouth.

“Cinder,” Avery repeated.

“Synthetic compound. It amplifies existing powers, dramatically. A flier goes faster. A strongman lifts more. A telekinetic...” She looked at Avery, and something painful crossed her expression. “A telekinetic could move buildings. The enhancement lasts a few hours, accompanied by intense euphoria. Then the crash happens.”

“And the crash is what we saw with Tamara,” said Avery.

“The crash is part of what we saw. The rest is withdrawal. The body destabilizes. Powers misfire. And the craving for more is what the board’s medical consultant called ‘annihilating.’”

Will thought about the press conference footage. Prismguard’s tremor. The pulse of light. The way her body had just stopped.

“Why was it legal?” he asked.

Jess’s mouth twisted. “Everything is legal until it isn’t. We aren’t sure where Cinder came from, but it made rounds among heroes and teams working overtime to clean up the mess left in the wake of Genesis. The CA turned a blind eye for a while. By the time the addiction profile became clear, thousands of heroes had been exposed.”

“So someone’s making it,” said Avery. “Taking advantage of the demand.”

“Yes. The CA doesn’t know who yet, or they’re not telling the full board. Either is possible.”

Rue, who had been quiet through all of this, was scrolling her phone.

Will watched her thumbs move, rapid and purposeful. The girl always had her phone; it was like a fifth limb. But the look on her face wasn’t casual browsing. It was the look she got when her surveillance instincts kicked in.

“It’s not just seven,” said Rue.

Everyone looked at her.

She held up her phone, angling the screen toward the group. “I’ve been pulling up news while you guys were talking. Local stuff, mostly. Things that didn’t make national coverage.”

She scrolled. “A hero in Detroit collapsed during a charity event three weeks ago. Power surge, then nothing. The local news called it ‘exhaustion.’ Two weeks before that, an electrokinetic in Miami had a public meltdown outside a grocery store. Blew out every car alarm in a four-block radius, then couldn’t stand up. And this one,” she tapped the screen, “a pyrokinetic in Houston. Hospitalized after what the report calls ‘an uncontrolled power event’ at his apartment. His neighbors said it looked like the building was on fire from the inside.”

“That’s ten,” said Avery. “At least.”

“That’s ten that made the news at all,” said Rue. Her voice was smaller than usual, which was how Will knew she was scared. “These are just the ones I can find in five minutes on my phone. How many didn’t make the news? How many just disappeared?”

“Cinder,” said Avery. Not a question.

“We don’t know that,” said Jess.

“Yes we do.” Avery uncrossed her arms and leaned forward, palms flat on the counter, mirroring her mother’s posture from earlier in a way that neither of them seemed to notice. “Seven collapses that the CA knows about. At least three more in the news that they apparently missed. A drug that makes your powers explode and then eats you alive. That’s not coincidence and it’s not burnout. Something is happening to these people and the CA is too busy chasing Will to deal with it.”

The words hung there. Too busy chasing Will. The irony pressed against the inside of his chest like a thumb on a bruise. He knew more than Avery did. The satellite sweeps, the facial recognition, the Class-3 motion sitting unsigned on Jess’s tablet.

The CA wasn’t just too busy. They were choosing him over this. Astroman was spending political capital to hunt a fugitive while heroes were dropping like flies, and Jess was burning herself alive trying to hold both crises at once, and Will couldn’t say any of this because he’d found it by going through her bag while she slept.

“The CA is aware of Cinder,” said Jess carefully. “Resources are being allocated...”

“Are they?” Avery’s voice was quiet in a way that was worse than loud. “Because from what you just told us, Astroman redirected three full field teams to chase Will. How many teams are on Cinder?”

Jess didn’t answer.

“How many, Mom?”

“One. A half-strength investigative unit under Detective Recall.”

“One unit.” Avery sat back. “One unit for a drug that’s killing heroes, and three units plus satellites plus facial recognition for one guy sitting on an island fixing shutters.”

Will would have laughed if it wouldn’t have popped the tension.

Nobody spoke. Rue was looking between Jess and Avery with the wide-eyed alertness of someone watching two weather systems converge. Jess’s hands were flat on the counter again, her knuckles whitening.

“I am trying,” said Jess. “I am on that board twice a month, and every single meeting I bring the data, I make the case, and every single meeting Astroman redirects the conversation back to Decay. He has the votes. He has the political momentum. And I cannot push harder without people asking why the Board President is so invested in deprioritizing the hunt for a convicted fugitive who happens to be...“

She stopped. Swallowed.

“Her son,” Avery finished.

“Yes.”

Another silence. Then Avery did something unexpected. She reached across the counter and put her hand over Jess’s. It was brief, barely a second, but it was contact, and from Avery, that was a speech.

“I’m not blaming you,” said Avery. “I’m blaming the system that’s making you choose.”

Jess’s eyes went bright. She blinked it away. Nodded once.

“But I need to do something,” said Avery. “Tamara was my classmate. We did simulation training together at the Academy. She used to steal protein bars from the commissary fridge to give to me at lunch because she thought I didn’t eat enough.” A crack in her voice, hastily sealed. “She’s not just a name on a briefing, Mom. She’s a person. And if Cinder did that to her, it’s doing it to other people right now, and sitting on this island pretending it’s not happening is...”

“I know,” said Jess.

“...not something I can do anymore.”

“I know, Avery.“

They looked at each other. Mother and daughter, same steel, same stubbornness, same inability to let the other person finish a sentence. Will watched them and felt the thing he’d been dreading since that night on the porch, when Avery had told him the island was a cage. The sense that something was shifting, tectonically, beneath the surface of their lives, and that no amount of spackle or fixed shutters was going to hold it together.

“We shouldn’t do anything rash just yet,” he said. Both of them turned to him. “We need more information before anyone does anything. Jess, when you go back Sunday, can you get the files on the five contained incidents? Names, locations, anything about what happened to the heroes after they collapsed?”

“I can try. The classified material is...”

“You have a tablet full of classified material in your bag right now.”

He said it before he could stop himself. The words were out, clean and precise, and Jess’s expression went through a rapid sequence. Surprise, guilt, recognition, and then something like relief.

“You looked,” she said, confirming more than accusing.

“I looked.”

Rue’s gaze was bouncing between them. Avery’s eyes narrowed.

“At what?” said Avery.

Will held Jess’s stare.

This was the moment. The fork. He could tell them about the Class-3 motion, the satellite grids, the lethal force authorization. He could lay it all out and let Avery’s fury drive them toward a decision.

But Jess was watching him with an expression that he recognized from a visitation room behind glass, years ago. The same plea. Not yet. Let me handle this. Trust me, even if you can’t tell me why.

“They’ve just been having a lot of meetings,” he said. “Things are busy at the CA. Jess is tired for a reason.”

Avery didn’t buy it. He could see it in the way her eyes held his a beat too long. She knew he was holding something back. But for once, perhaps because Jess was there or because the Cinder revelation had given her a bigger target for her energy, she didn’t push.

“Fine,” said Avery. “But I want those files. And I want to reach out to my Academy contacts; there are people I trust who might know more about what’s happening on the ground.”

“Carefully,” said Jess.

“I know how to be careful.”

“You know how to be effective. Those aren’t the same thing.”

Avery almost smiled. Almost. “I learned from the best.”

Jess shook her head, but the ghost of warmth in her expression was unmistakable. She looked at Will; a longer look this time, weighted with the shared knowledge of what he’d seen on the tablet and the much larger secret he’d chosen not to share.

“I’ll get the files,” she said. “And I’ll keep pushing on the board. But Will...” She paused. “We’re going to need to have a conversation. A real one. About what happens when this island stops being an option.”

“I know,” he said.

“Soon.”

“I know.”

She held his gaze for another second, then picked up her coffee and drank it. The simple domesticity of the gesture, a mother drinking her coffee in a kitchen on a Saturday morning, felt like a lie that everyone in the room had silently agreed to believe in.

***

Avery spent the rest of the day on Rue’s laptop.

She’d commandeered it after the kitchen conversation, setting up in the living room with a focus that bordered on feverish. Will checked on her twice. The first time, she was scrolling through what looked like a private forum. Hero community, login-protected, the kind of thing that existed in the gray space between official CA channels and civilian social media. The second time, she was composing a message, typing fast, deleting, retyping.

“Who are you reaching out to?” he asked.

“Cadence. From the Academy. She’s still active, works out of the Lancaster City precinct. If anyone knows what’s happening on the ground, it’s her.”

“Avery, if the CA traces that message...”

“I’m using three different VPNs and Rue’s anonymized browser profile. I know what I’m doing.”

He let her work. Rue, displaced from her own laptop, had curled up in the armchair with her phone, digging through local news archives and hero community forums with a quiet intensity that reminded him she was more than her streaming persona.

She’d found two more cases since the kitchen conversation. A geokinetic in Phoenix who’d cracked the foundation of her own house during a “sleep episode.” A speedster in Atlanta who’d run through a plate glass storefront and couldn’t explain why.

“Twelve,” she said to Will as he passed through the room. “Twelve that I can find. And I’m only looking at stuff that made local news. If I dug deeper using my power...”

“Don’t,” he said. “Not yet. We don’t know who’s watching.”

“We would if I started watching them back,” said Rue.

She had a point.

Jess spent the afternoon on the veranda, reading, or pretending to read. Will noticed she hadn’t turned a page in thirty minutes when he brought her a sandwich. She ate the sandwich, which was progress. She didn’t comment on the lack of page-turning. Neither did he.

The day passed in a strange, suspended state. The island still beautiful, still warm, the ocean still doing its ocean thing, but the atmosphere inside the house had shifted. The lazy, purposeless drift of the past weeks was gone. In its place was something sharper, intent and direction both. The early stages of people who had been sitting still for too long beginning to move.

Will felt it most in Avery. She’d been restless for weeks. The cage metaphor, the predawn drills, the arguments. But this wasn’t restlessness. This was purpose. He watched her at the laptop, fingers moving, expression fixed, and recognized his beloved older sister, the leader of the Scarlet Squadron, a telekenetic capable of pinning a grown man to a wall without breaking a sweat.

Kestrel was waking up. And that terrified him.

Not because she wasn’t capable. She was the most capable person he knew, and that included Jess. But because capable people who found a cause were the ones who burned brightest and fell hardest, and the look in Avery’s eyes when she talked about Tamara Voss wasn’t just concern. It was recognition. It was there but for the grace of God go I, and Will had spent enough time around addiction, his own, his friends’, the prison yard, to know what that recognition could become.

She knows what that looks like from the inside.

He’d thought it two days ago, watching Avery watch Prismguard fall. He thought it again now, watching her research with the intensity of someone who’d found a mirror and couldn’t look away.

By evening, Avery had a list. Eight names from her Academy contacts alone, heroes who’d exhibited symptoms consistent with what Jess had described. Combined with Rue’s news trawling and Jess’s CA data, the number sat at fifteen. Some overlapped. Most did not.

“Fifteen,” said Avery at dinner, her plate untouched. “At minimum. In two months. And that’s just what four busybodies can find from an island with shit internet.”

Nobody corrected the number. Nobody argued.

After dinner, Jess went to bed early. She had another day before she had to fly back, and she was trying to bank sleep the way a soldier banks ammunition. Store enough to survive the next engagement. Rue followed soon after, squeezing Will’s hand on her way past, her eyes saying things her mouth didn’t.

Will and Avery were the last ones up. Again. The back porch, the stars, the ocean running its black tongue against the beach. It was becoming their routine.

“You’re going to go,” he said. Not a question.

Avery was standing at the railing, staring out at the water. The moonlight turned her hair silver-dark. She looked small against the sky, the way Jess had felt small in his arms that afternoon. Sorling women. Compact, ferocious, larger in his mind than in the world.

“Not yet,” she said. “But soon. When the time comes.”

“And you’ll be careful.”

She turned and looked at him with an expression that held no humor, no deflection, no competitive edge. Just Avery. Just his sister, his lover, his family, the woman who’d called the island a cage and meant it.

“I’ll be smart,” she said. “Careful is for people who have something to lose.”

“You have plenty to lose.”

“Yeah.” She looked back at the ocean. “That’s what scares me.”

He didn’t push. He stood beside her, close enough to touch but not touching, and watched the water and thought about fifteen names on a list and a drug called Cinder and a blank signature line and a woman beside him who was already gone. Already in Lancaster City in her mind, already Kestrel, already flying toward the thing that would nearly destroy her.

Cinder. Even the name bothered him. Jess’s briefings said it amplified powers, pushed them past their natural limits, opened doors in a super’s ability that they didn’t know existed. He thought about that phrase, opened doors, and felt something shift in the back of his mind.

Not interest. Not curiosity. Something older and less civilized. The part of him that had spent years in a cell measuring the same four and a half steps and dreaming about what his cutting could become if the Normixital wasn’t holding it back. He let the thought pass. He was good at letting thoughts pass.

The ocean didn’t care. The stars didn’t care. The island kept being beautiful regardless.

Will went inside, locked the doors, a habit that served no purpose on a private island but made him feel like he was doing something, and climbed the stairs to the master bedroom where Jess was sleeping.

He lay down beside her. She reached for him in her sleep, automatic, unconscious. Her hand found his chest.

He covered it with his own and stared at the ceiling.


CHAPTER 7

Will was fixing the shutter on the east-facing window when the TV changed his life.

Not dramatically. Not with a crash or a scream or a breaking-news jingle. The satellite feed had been running all morning, cycling through the usual rotation of daytime garbage. A court show, a cooking segment, a Lancaster City local broadcast about the rebuilding effort that he kept on because hearing the street names felt like pressing a bruise.

He wasn’t watching. He was standing on a chair with a screwdriver, trying to realign the hinge that had been warped since the last storm, and the TV was just noise. Background static for his background life.

The anchor’s voice changed first. That small shift in register that newscasters learn in school. The one that tells you the teleprompter just loaded something nobody rehearsed.

“We’re receiving reports of an incident during a bank robbery intervention in downtown Lancaster City. CA-affiliated personnel are on the scene. We’re going to go live to our correspondent outside First National on Broad Street.”

Will kept working the screwdriver. CA interventions happened weekly. Lancaster City was still rebuilding, still full of opportunists and low-level villains who saw a wounded city and smelled blood. The big threats had quieted down after Genesis. Now it was the small ones, the human ones, picking at a city that didn’t have the energy to push back. Nothing new. Nothing that required him to stop what he was doing and pay attention.

The correspondent was breathless in the way that meant she’d been running. “...collapsed mid-engagement, Claire. We don’t have full details yet, but eyewitnesses are reporting that one of the responding heroes went down during the confrontation. Emergency medical is on site. The suspect has been apprehended by remaining CA personnel, but the focus right now is on the fallen hero, who witnesses are identifying as Mist, a relatively recent addition to the CA’s Lancaster City division serving under what we understand is a commuted sentence arrangement.”

The screwdriver stopped.

“Mist,” said Will, to nobody.

She hadn’t answered his last two messages. That had been, what, six weeks ago. Seven.

He’d figured she was busy, or underground, or just being Mist. She did that sometimes. Went dark for a stretch, resurfaced with a story and a bruise and no explanation. He hadn’t worried. Perhaps he should have.

And now she was CA. Commuted sentence arrangement. He was hearing this from a news anchor.

The camera cut to shaky phone footage. A street he recognized, Broad and Seventh, two blocks from where the old comic book store used to be. Smoke. Broken glass. CA tactical vehicles angled across the intersection.

And on the sidewalk, surrounded by first responders in yellow vests, a woman on her back. Not moving. The camera was too far away to see her face, but Will didn’t need to see her face. He knew the way she held herself, the shape of her, the particular stillness that was wrong because Mist was never still. Mist moved like weather. Mist moved like something you couldn’t pin down at all.

She wasn’t moving.

“...condition is unknown at this time. We’re told she’s being transported to Lancaster General. Again, to recap. A CA hero identified as Mist has collapsed during a bank robbery intervention in downtown Lancaster City. The cause of the collapse is...”

Will stepped off the chair.

His hands were steady. His breathing was even. Everything inside him had gone very quiet and very cold, the way it had gone quiet and cold the night Halberd died, the night the world stopped being one thing and started being something else.

He walked to the kitchen. Jess was at the table, laptop open, coffee going cold at her elbow. She was wearing reading glasses she didn’t need, a vanity she’d never admit to, and her hair was pulled back in the kind of messy knot that meant she’d been working since dawn.

She looked up when he came in. Read his face. Set the laptop aside.

“What happened?”

“Mist collapsed. Lancaster City. It’s on the news.”

Something moved across Jess’s face. Not surprise.

Something worse. The specific flinch of a person who’s been waiting for bad news and just heard it arrive.

“When?”

“Just now. Live footage. She went down during a bank robbery intervention. They’re saying she’s being taken to Lancaster General.”

Jess closed her eyes.

Her hands, resting on the table, curled into loose fists. Will watched her and felt the question forming before he had the words for it, the question that was already an accusation, already a wound.

“When did Mist get arrested?”

Jess opened her eyes.

“About two months ago. She was picked up in a sting outside Bridgeport. Low-level stuff, wrong place, wrong time. The CA flagged her as a potential asset because of the staffing shortages in Lancaster City.”

“Two months.” He said it flat, testing the weight of it, and that lined up with the silence. The unanswered messages. “She’s been sitting in a cell for two months and you didn’t tell me.”

“It hasn’t been two months, Will.”

“Who recommended her for a commuted sentence?”

The silence was its own answer.

He watched the guilt rearrange itself behind her eyes into something that looked like resolve.

“I did. The CA needed bodies. Mist had the skills. I saw her name come through on the intake list and I made a call. The commutation board fast-tracked it. She’s been operational for about three weeks.”

“Three weeks. And you said nothing.”

“I thought you’d have complicated feelings about it.”

“Complicated feelings.” He almost laughed. “Mist goes dark on me, I figure she’s just being Mist, and the whole time she’s in custody and you’re cutting deals to put a leash on her. And you decided I’d have complicated feelings. That’s the reason?”

“Because I knew how you’d react. And I was right.”

That landed. He felt it hit somewhere behind his sternum, the place where the things he didn’t want to think about lived. Mist had taken the deal, the leash and the uniform. The thing Will would never have done, could never have done, because wearing the CA’s colors felt like agreeing that Halberd had been wrong about everything, and Will wasn’t ready to agree to that. Might never be.

And Jess had made it happen behind his back.

“Is this what Cinder does?” he asked. “Is she a victim, too?”

“I don’t know. Maybe. The symptoms are consistent with what the reports describe.”

“Is she alive?”

“I don’t know. Probably. The footage showed paramedics working on her, not covering her up. But I don’t know her condition, Will. Nobody’s called me.”

“She wasn’t moving.”

“I know.”

He stood there and let that sit. Mist, not moving. Mist, who never stopped moving. The silence in the kitchen was thick enough to lean against.

Jess sat there with her fists on the table and her reading glasses pushed up on her forehead and looked at him with an expression that held grief and guilt and something else, something harder. The look of a woman who’d made a choice and would make it again.

“We’re going back,” said Will.

“Will, that’s...”

“We’re going back to Lancaster City.”

“You are the most wanted fugitive in the country. The CA has a lethal force authorization with my name on it. You can’t just walk into Lancaster General and sit at her bedside.”

“I’m not going to sit at her bedside. I’m going to find whoever is manufacturing Cinder and I’m going to make it stop.”

“That’s not a plan. That’s self-destruction with extra steps.”

“Then help me write a better one. But we’re going. That part’s not negotiable.”

The back door opened.

Avery came in from her morning run, drenched, breathing hard, a towel around her neck. She looked at Will. She looked at Jess. She read the room the way she always read rooms. Instantly, completely, with the tactical precision of someone who’d been trained to assess threat environments since she was fourteen.

“What happened?”

“Mist collapsed on live TV,” said Will. “Cinder. She’s back home. We’re leaving.”

Avery’s expression didn’t change.

She stood in the doorway, sweat dripping off her jaw, and looked at Will with something he couldn’t immediately name. Then he could. It was contempt.

“You’re unbelievable.”

“Avery...”

“No. Shut up.” She pulled the towel off her neck and threw it on the counter. “I already said all of this and you basically told me to fuck off. Fifteen names. Heroes dropping. A drug that’s eating the powered community alive. And you said wait. Gather more information. Don’t be reckless. Think it through.”

“This is different.”

“Why? Because it’s Mist? Because it’s someone you’ve boned?”

He didn’t answer. He didn’t have an answer that wouldn’t prove her point.

“That’s what I thought.” Avery shook her head. Sweat flicked off the ends of her hair. “You don’t give a shit about Cinder. You give a shit about Mist. And that’s fine, Will. That’s human. But don’t you dare stand there and pretend this is some noble crusade when the truth is you only care because it got personal.”

“I care because she’s lying in a hospital bed because the CA sent her into a situation they didn’t understand, using a commuted sentence my mother arranged without telling me. Is that personal enough for you?”

The room went quiet. Jess was looking at the table. Avery was looking at Will. The TV in the other room was still going, the anchor’s voice a distant murmur, something about condition critical and next of kin and CA spokesperson expected to make a statement.

“I’m coming with you,” said Avery.

“I didn’t say you couldn’t.”

“Good, because that wasn’t a suggestion. I’m telling you. Not because of Mist. Because Cinder is killing heroes and someone needs to actually do something about it, and apparently the only way to get you off this island is if it happens to someone you personally give a damn about.”

She turned and walked down the hall toward the shower. The bathroom door closed. The pipes groaned.

Will and Jess sat in the kitchen and didn’t talk for a long time.

***

He found Rue on the back porch that evening.

She was sitting on the railing with her legs dangling over the drop, her phone in her lap, the screen dark.

The sun was going down behind the treeline and the sky was doing the thing it did on clear nights, turning from blue to orange to a purple so deep it looked like a bruise. Rue was watching it with the particular stillness of a nineteen-year-old who’d heard something bad and was processing it by going very quiet.

“You heard,” he said.

“Avery told me.” She didn’t look at him. She picked at a splinter on the railing. “Is Mist okay?”

Will leaned against the railing beside her. Not sitting. Not ready to sit.

The evening air was warm and salt-heavy and the ocean was doing its thing below, the endless repetitive conversation with the rocks that had been going on since before any of them were born.

“I don’t know.”

Rue nodded. She kept picking at the splinter. “I know you two are close.”

They were. Closer than Rue probably liked, given that the two of them had never figured each other out.

Mist was chaos where Rue was precision, loud where Rue was sharp, and the times they’d been in the same room the energy had gotten competitive in a way that had nothing to do with Will and everything to do with two women who operated at similar frequencies and couldn’t stand the interference. Will had never pushed it. Forcing it would have made both of them resent him.

But Rue was here, asking. That mattered.

“She showed up when she didn’t have to,” he said. “More than once. When things were bad and I didn’t have a lot of people I could call, she was there.”

“I know,” said Rue quietly. “She’s intense. But I know what she means to you.”

He looked at her. She was still watching the sky, being more generous than she felt like being. It was one of the things he loved most about her. The willingness to show up for his people even when they weren’t her people.

“And now she’s down.”

“Yeah.”

“Because of Cinder.”

“Probably.”

“And you want to go back to Lancaster City.”

“I’m going back to Lancaster City.”

She looked at him for the first time. Her eyes were dark in the fading light, and she had the expression she got when she’d already made a decision and was just waiting for the rest of the room to catch up.

“I’m coming.”

He opened his mouth. Closed it.

“That’s what I thought,” she said. The same words Avery had used that morning, and they hit just as hard from Rue’s mouth. She turned back to the sunset. “I’m coming. It’s not a discussion.”

He recognized the stubbornness. It was his own, mirrored back at him from a face that looked like her mother’s. Rue had this quality, this absolute refusal to be left behind, that he’d never been able to argue with because it came from the same place in her that it came from in him. The bone-deep knowledge that being left behind was worse than whatever was waiting ahead.

He didn’t say yes. He didn’t say no. He stood next to her on the porch and watched the sky finish bruising and thought about Mist on a sidewalk in Lancaster City, not moving, and about Jess arranging commuted sentences in secret, and about Avery calling him a hypocrite and being right, and about a drug called Cinder that opened doors in a super’s power that they didn’t know existed.

Opened doors.

The thought came back. The same one from last night, the one he’d let pass. It passed again, slower this time, and he felt the shape of it more clearly. The hunger that wasn’t hunger, the curiosity that wasn’t curiosity. The part of him that had spent years in a cell measuring four and a half steps and wondering what his power could do without a leash.

Opened doors.

He let it pass. He was good at letting things pass.

But it was getting harder.

“Last night on the island,” said Rue quietly. She wasn’t looking at him.

“Yeah.”

“It was supposed to be safe here.”

“I know.”

“Was it? Ever?”

He thought about it.

He thought about Halberd building this place as a hideout, about Jess flying in at night with groceries and secrets, about Avery calling it a cage and Rue streaming from the bedroom and himself standing on the porch counting waves because his brain needed something to count.

“No,” he said. “I don’t think it was. Not how we needed it to be.”

Rue leaned her head against his shoulder. He let her. The ocean kept talking to the rocks. The sky went dark.

Tomorrow they’d leave. Tomorrow the island would be behind them and Lancaster City would be ahead and whatever was waiting there, Cinder, Mist, the CA, the hunt, would become his life. But tonight the porch was still the porch, and the girl beside him was still the girl beside him, and the ocean was still doing its thing, and none of it was safe but all of it was real.

He’d take real. Real was enough.


CHAPTER 8

They left before dawn.

Will stood in the doorway of the mansion’s main room and did what he always did before leaving a place. He checked it the way a man checks a wound he’s about to stop treating. Doors locked. Windows latched. TV off. The satellite dish still angled toward nothing useful. The coffee maker unplugged because Rue had a theory about phantom energy pull on the solar setup that he’d never had the heart to argue with.

The house didn’t care that they were leaving. It sat there in the dark, salt-weathered and indifferent, the same way it had sat when Halberd had used it and the same way it would sit when they were gone. Buildings were good at that. People weren’t.

“Will.” Jess’s voice, from outside. Quiet. Ready.

He pulled the door shut. Didn’t look back.

Jess was on the porch in full gear, her cloak settled around her shoulders, the fabric catching the predawn wind in a way that made it look alive. She’d tied her hair back tight, no reading glasses, no softness. This was Relic, not Jess, and the distinction was one that Will had learned to read years ago. The way her weight shifted forward onto the balls of her feet, the particular focus in her eyes that meant she’d already calculated distances, wind speeds, and contingencies.

Avery was stretching near the tree line, rolling her shoulders, cracking her neck.

She hadn’t spoken to Will since yesterday morning. The silence between them wasn’t hostile anymore, just heavy, the kind of quiet that settles over two people who’ve said everything that needs saying and aren’t ready to say the next thing yet.

Rue came out last, a backpack slung over one shoulder, wearing jeans and a hoodie and an expression that said she was awake but hadn’t agreed to it.

“Everybody ready?” asked Jess.

Nobody said yes. Nobody said no. Jess nodded like that was the answer she’d expected.

The flight formation was simple. Jess carried Will, cloak-wrapped, the two of them pressed together in a way that was intimate and functional and that stopped being either of those things somewhere around the second hour. Kestrel carried Rue, arms hooked tight under her sister’s, the two of them tucked into a slipstream Avery shaped with the line of her own body.

They went east. The island fell away behind them and the horizon did absolutely nothing to suggest there was anything waiting on the other side of it.

Will watched the island go. A dark shape on a dark ocean, getting smaller, getting abstract, and then gone.

He waited to feel something. Loss. Relief. Nostalgia. The thing people are supposed to feel when they leave a place that mattered at all.

Nothing. Only the wind and the cold and Jess’s arms around him and the ocean below, endless and unimpressed.

Some cage.

After a while the word started to feel dishonest. A cage was something that held you. The island had only ever held him because he couldn’t get off it on his own. Cages didn’t need bars when the prisoner couldn’t fly.

The plan, as Jess had laid it out the night before, involved boats.

Not their boat. Other people’s. A chain of them, scattered across the ocean like stepping stones somebody had set down for a giant. Container ships and fishing trawlers and one private yacht whose owner Jess had described as “a problem we’ll discuss never.” She’d plotted the route on her tablet the way other people planned a road trip, picking vessels by heading and timing and the size of the deck space available for two flyers and two passengers to land on without immediately becoming somebody’s problem.

Will lost track of how many ships there were.

The first one was a container ship the size of a small city, stacked high with rust-colored boxes, the deck so wide that Jess set them down between two cargo stacks and nobody on board ever knew they’d been there. They rested for twenty minutes in the lee of the containers, out of the wind, while Jess and Avery shook the burn out of their shoulders. Will and Rue sat on a coil of rope that smelled like diesel and salt and didn’t talk because there wasn’t anything to say.

Then they were back in the air.

The next one was smaller. A fishing boat, the kind with nets piled in the back and a wheelhouse that needed paint, rolling hard in a chop that Jess had to time her landing against. The crew was inside. Jess set them down on the bow for ten minutes and Will spent the whole ten waiting for somebody to step out of the wheelhouse and start screaming.

Nobody did. They went back up.

After that the ships started to blur. He stopped trying to count them. A rusting tanker. A research vessel with antennas bristling from every surface. Another container ship, or maybe the same one in a different stretch of ocean. A long, low cargo hauler with a name in a language he didn’t recognize. Each one a brief solid thing in the middle of nothing, a place to stand for a few minutes before Jess’s arms came back around him and the world dropped away again.

Will had flown with Jess before, plenty of times, but never like this. Never for hours. Never with the water below him for so long that it stopped looking like water and started looking like a thing he was being carried across by people who could exist above it without effort. Jess’s arms were steady. Her breathing was even. Every so often she’d murmur something into the wind he was probably supposed to hear and didn’t.

He thought about the bus he’d taken home from the hospital. About how that had felt like a long trip. About how he’d been wrong about what a long trip was.

Somewhere in the middle of all of it, on the deck of a ship he never got a good look at, Rue sat down next to him and put her head on his shoulder and said, “I hate this,” in a voice that was almost asleep.

“Yeah,” he said.

That was the only conversation he remembered having for hours.

The light was coming up by the time the last ship appeared on the horizon. Bigger than any of the others. White instead of rust. The shape of a thing built for people instead of cargo, lit up against the gray water like somebody had drawn a line under the trip and written here at the end of it.

“There,” said Jess into his ear.

The first thing he’d heard her say in hours.

***

They picked up the cruise ship outside Portland.

Jess had tracked the vessel’s approach on her tablet, a behemoth called the Northern Jewel that ran a Halifax-to-Portland route every two weeks and pulled into port at seven-thirty with the reliability of a bus. The trick wasn’t getting on board. It was getting on board during the specific twenty-minute window between the ship docking and the gangway staff organizing themselves into anything resembling competence.

They landed on the upper observation deck, deserted at this hour, the early risers still in the dining room and the late sleepers still in their cabins.

Jess stowed her cloak in the bag she’d packed. Avery shook out her hair and transformed, instantly and completely, from a woman who’d just carried her sister halfway around the world one stranger’s deck at a time into a woman who looked like she’d been lounging on a pool deck since Tuesday.

“How do you do that?” asked Rue.

“Do what?”

“Look like you belong everywhere.”

Avery almost smiled. Almost. “Practice.”

Following Avery’s example, they walked into the ship like they owned it. Down two flights of stairs, through a corridor that smelled like carpet cleaner and reheated eggs, and into the main atrium where a handful of passengers were milling around with lanyards and coffee cups and the vaguely stunned expression of people who’d paid good money to be on vacation and weren’t sure it was working.

Will felt the strangeness of it immediately. Normal people. Doing normal things. A man in cargo shorts was arguing with a woman about whether the breakfast buffet closed at nine or nine-thirty. A kid was running in circles around a decorative column while his mother stared at her phone. A couple in matching windbreakers was taking a selfie in front of a porthole.

Nobody was hunting anybody. Nobody was being hunted.

“Bar’s open,” said Rue, pointing.

It was. A curved mahogany counter near the stern windows, staffed by a bartender who was either very dedicated or very bored, polishing glasses at six forty-five in the morning. Rue was already walking toward it.

“It’s not even 7 AM,” said Will.

“It’s a cruise ship, Will. Time is a suggestion.”

He looked at Jess. Jess looked at him. Something passed between them that wasn’t quite permission and wasn’t quite surrender. More the mutual acknowledgment that the four of them were about to walk into the worst situation of their collective lives and a drink on a cruise ship was such a small, stupid, human thing to want that denying it felt cruel.

“One drink,” said Jess.

They sat at the bar, the four of them in a row. Jess, Will, Rue, Avery. Jess ordered a mimosa. Will got a beer. Rue ordered something frozen and pink that arrived in a glass the size of her head. Avery asked for whiskey, neat, and when the bartender raised an eyebrow at the hour she held his gaze until he poured.

For a few minutes, nobody talked about Cinder or Mist or Lancaster City or lethal force authorizations. They just sat there, four people at a bar on a cruise ship pulling into Portland, Maine, watching the harbor materialize through the stern windows. Docks, cranes, the city behind it waking up in gray morning light.

Avery’s mouth twitched. She looked down at her whiskey. Will saw her reflection in the bar mirror. The almost-smile, the way she pressed her lips together to kill it, the way it came back anyway.

“This is insane,” said Avery.

“Completely,” said Jess.

“We’re on a stolen cruise ship.”

“We didn’t steal the cruise ship. We borrowed a small section of it.”

“Borrowed.” Avery drank her whiskey. “Right.”

Rue stirred her pink thing with a straw that had a little umbrella on it. “I want it on the record that this was my idea.”

“Noted,” said Will.

They finished their drinks. They walked off the ship in Portland with a crowd of passengers heading for a shore excursion, blending into the flow of people the way you blend into a river. Naturally, if you stop fighting the current.

The rental car was a gray sedan from a lot three blocks from the pier. Jess handled it, fake ID, cash deposit, no questions. Will sat in the back because the front seat made him visible and visible was the thing he couldn’t afford to be.

Avery drove.

***

The drive took three hours, maybe less with the way Avery handled a speed limit.

North on I-95, then west on the turnpike, cutting through the thick of New Hampshire before crossing into Vermont.

Will watched the landscape change through the window. Coastal sprawl thinning into forest, then the Green Mountains rising in the distance, dark and patient, the kind of terrain that didn’t care who was driving through it or why.

Nobody turned on the radio.

The silence in the car wasn’t uncomfortable, exactly. It was full. The kind of silence that comes from four people thinking about the same thing and not wanting to be the first one to speak.

Rue fell asleep somewhere in New Hampshire, her head against the window, her backpack clutched in her lap. Will watched her sleep and thought about what he was bringing her into.

Jess sat in the passenger seat, her phone in her lap, refreshing something she wasn’t sharing. CA chatter, probably. The lethal force authorization she was pretending didn’t exist. Every few minutes she’d glance at the phone, then put it face down, then pick it up again. Will recognized the pattern. It was the same thing he did when the news was bad and checking wouldn’t make it better but not checking was worse.

Avery drove the way Avery did everything. With focus, aggression, and a total disregard for the suggested speed limit. She hadn’t spoken since Portland. Her hands were at ten and two. Her eyes didn’t leave the road. Whatever she was feeling, she was keeping it between herself and the road.

Somewhere in the second hour, Will started seeing the signs.

Literal signs. State-issued, faded yellow and black, the CA seal weathered down to a suggestion. RESTRICTED ACCESS, with an arrow pointing down a side road that nobody seemed to be taking. Then another, twenty miles later. REPORT ANY UNUSUAL ACTIVITY, similarly worn and weathered.

Exclusion Zone signage. Outer perimeter, this far out from the main fence. More reminder than barrier.

“They’re still maintaining it,” he said.

Jess looked up from her phone. Followed his gaze through the window. Nodded once.

“Smaller footprint than it used to be,” she said. “They collapsed the outer ring after Genesis. Pulled most of the patrols inward. The fence is still up where it counts.”

“The crater fight.”

“Yeah.”

“How bad have sightings been in the time since?”

“Down. Way down. Inland, almost nothing.” She watched another sign slide past her window. “There was something off the Maine coast a couple months ago. Aquatic. CA didn’t even scramble flyers, it stayed deep. Most of the new sightings are like that now. Edges of things. Last gasps.”

“Last gasps until they’re not.”

“Until they’re not,” she agreed.

She put the phone face down on her thigh and didn’t pick it back up for a while.

Will leaned his head back and closed his eyes and let the car carry him toward the city where he’d grown up, the city where Halberd had trained him, the city where he’d been arrested, the city he’d destroyed and helped rebuild and then left, the city where Mist was lying in a hospital bed, the city where a drug called Cinder was now eating heroes alive.

Lancaster City. He’d been running from it or toward it his entire life. He wasn’t sure which one this was.

***

The landscape changed first.

The mountains parted the way they always did on the approach, the valley opening up, and then Lancaster City was there in the gap, smaller than memory insisted it should be, nestled into the terrain like it had grown out of it. Will felt something shift in his chest that he hadn’t prepared for.

It was wrong. Not entirely, not catastrophically. But enough to notice.

The skyline was different. The old First National tower was still standing, and the courthouse dome, but between them were construction cranes and fresh steel frames and gaps where buildings used to be. The water tower on the hill had been repainted. A new structure he didn’t recognize sat where the convention center had been. The juxtaposition was disorienting. His city, but edited. Somebody had gone through with a marker and crossed out some parts and written new things in the margins.

Avery took the exit.

Surface streets now, and here the strangeness deepened.

Broad Street was half-demolished and half-rebuilt, old storefronts sitting next to fresh construction, plywood hoardings covered in murals that hadn’t been there before. Community art, bright and defiant. Stylized heroes, clasped hands, a phoenix rising from rubble. Somebody had painted LANCASTER RISES in ten-foot letters across the side of what used to be the old movie theater, which was now a community center with a banner advertising free meals on Wednesdays.

Will pressed his hand against the window.

The comic book store on Seventh was gone. In its place, a playground. New equipment, wood chips, kids running around on it even though it was mid-afternoon on a weekday. The barbershop next door was still there, same sign, same striped pole, same old man sitting in the chair by the window reading a paper like nothing had happened.

Rue had woken up.

She was leaning forward between the front seats, not watching the city, she’d been living here, so she knew what it looked like, but watching Will watch the city. Studying his face the way she did when she wanted to know what he was feeling and knew he wouldn’t say.

“It’s different from what you remember,” she said quietly.

“Some of it.”

“Some of it’s the same.”

“Yeah.”

The parts that were the same were worse. A corner that looked exactly the way it had when he was twelve. A bus stop he’d sat at a hundred times. The vacant lot where a house had been, now still a vacant lot, but with wildflowers growing in it. These familiar fragments hit harder than the new construction because they proved that the city remembered itself even if nobody else did.

Jess was watching him.

He could feel her attention from the passenger seat, the careful assessment, the worry she was trying to keep off her face.

“The heroes are everywhere,” said Avery quietly. It was the first thing she’d said in hours.

She was right. Will could see them now. CA personnel in tactical gear directing traffic around a construction zone, the heavy gray plating once intended to ward off abominations now repurposed for crowd management.

A pair of powered individuals lifting steel beams onto a half-finished structure. A woman in a flight suit landing on a rooftop with a crate of supplies. The CA had clearly moved bodies inland once the abomination threat broke. Lancaster was getting the dividend. Lancaster City was crawling with heroes, dozens of them, maybe more, all part of the reconstruction effort. All part of bringing the city back.

All of them potential Cinder targets. He understood, suddenly and viscerally, why this city was ground zero. You didn’t need to hunt for heroes in Lancaster City. They were on every corner, exhausted, overworked, pushing their powers to the limit every day because the city needed them so desperately.

Cinder didn’t have to find its customers. Its customers were already here, guards down and looking for an edge.

“Turn left on Maple,” said Jess.

Avery turned.

Will knew where they were going before the house came into view, because his body knew this route the way lungs know air. Left turn, three blocks, right turn, halfway down, the lot with the big oak in the front yard.

Except the oak was bigger now. New growth he hadn’t been around to count. The trunk was thicker. The canopy wider. The roots had cracked the sidewalk in a new place.

And the house.

It was his house and it wasn’t.

The lot was the same. The foundation footprint was close to what he remembered, maybe a little wider. But everything above ground level was new. Clean siding where the old paint had been peeling, a porch that actually looked level, windows that sat straight in their frames. It was bigger than before. A second story that hadn’t existed when he was a kid, a garage that used to be a carport, a front door that was painted blue instead of the brown he remembered.

Jess had rebuilt it. Not just repaired it, not just patched the fire damage. She’d rebuilt it from the ground up, keeping the shape of what had been there but making it better, sturdier. More like a home that expected to last.

Avery pulled into the driveway. Cut the engine. The sedan ticked as it cooled.

Will didn’t move. Avery and Rue were already unbuckling, reaching for bags, doing the automatic things people do when they arrive at their own house. Because it was their house. They lived here. Will was the only one seeing it for the first time.

He stared at the house through the windshield. The blue front door and the new windows and the old oak out front.

The street he’d ridden bikes on, the sidewalk he’d cracked his head open on when he was nine, the yard where Halberd had taught him to throw a punch and then taken him inside for ice cream.

All of it was here. All of it was different. The city had done what cities do. Kept going, with or without him, building new things on top of old bones.

“When did you do this?” he asked Jess. His voice sounded strange to him.

“I started after the breach. Finished about a year ago. The contractor was good. He kept the lot lines and the general layout. I wanted it to feel familiar.”

“It does.”

It did and it didn’t. It felt like looking at a photograph of yourself from an age you couldn’t remember. Undeniably you, undeniably a stranger.

“There’s a room for you,” said Jess. She said it carefully, the way you’d offer something you weren’t sure the other person wanted. “Downstairs. I designed it myself.”

He’d ask about that later. Right now, he was still looking at the front door, the blue paint, the brass handle, the welcome mat that someone, Jess, it had to be Jess, had placed there as though this were a house that expected visitors. As though anyone would just walk up and ring the doorbell and be invited in for coffee.

“Let’s go inside,” said Will.

He opened the car door and stepped out onto the driveway and stood there for a moment, breathing Lancaster City air. He walked up the path to the blue front door, and Jess walked beside him, and Rue and Avery followed, and the oak tree watched them the way it had watched every version of him cross this yard since he was old enough to walk. Patient. Indifferent to the fact that the boy it remembered wasn’t quite the man who was coming back.

Jess turned the key in the lock.

The door swung open.

Will stepped inside.


CHAPTER 9

The house smelled like paint and new carpet and something easy to recognize but hard to place.

The ghost of the old house, maybe. The bones of it, buried under renovation, still breathing.

The front hallway was wider than it used to be. Same orientation, the stairs straight ahead, kitchen to the right, living room to the left, but Jess had given it room.

The walls were a warm gray instead of the yellowed white he remembered. New baseboards. New light fixtures. A coat rack by the door that looked like it had been chosen by someone who’d spent too long in a furniture catalog and not long enough asking whether superheroes needed a place to hang their jackets.

He ran his hand along the wall as he walked.

The texture was different. Smoother. The old house had plaster walls that crumbled if you leaned on them wrong, walls that Halberd had patched with spackle and profanity on a biannual basis. These were solid. Built to last. Built by someone who wanted this house to be here in twenty years, which was either an act of faith or an act of delusion, depending on how you felt about the life expectancy of the man she’d built it for.

Avery went upstairs without a word.

Back to her room, the one she probably only ever slept in between trips to the island and outings with the Scarlet Squadron. Rue followed, tossing her backpack through a doorway Will heard her kick open with the practiced ease of someone who knew they had a right to make a space messy. They lived here. This was their house. Will was the guest.

Jess was watching him.

She’d been watching him since they’d walked in, the way you watch someone open a gift you’re not sure they’ll like.

“It’s good, Jess,” he said. Meaning the house. Meaning all of it. Meaning he didn’t have the words for what it felt like to stand in a place that someone had built while he was busy hiding from the world.

“You haven’t seen the whole thing yet.”

“I know.”

She touched his arm. Brief, warm, the kind of touch that carried more weight than a longer one would have.

Then she went to the kitchen, moving through the space with the ease of someone who knew where every drawer was, and Will stood alone in the hallway of a house that belonged to his family and tried to figure out where he fit inside it.

He noticed things. He couldn’t help it.

The hook by the door. The shelf in the hallway.

The framed picture on the wall near the stairs. Small, easy to miss.

Will almost walked past it before his eyes caught it. A photo of him at fifteen, sitting on the porch of the old house, squinting into sunlight. He didn’t remember the photo being taken. He didn’t remember that shirt, or that haircut, or looking that young. But there he was, preserved behind glass in a house that had burned down and been rebuilt around him.

Jess had hung that photo at eye level. His eye level. The current one, not the fifteen-year-old one. It mattered, somehow.

He looked away.

***

“Whenever you’re ready,” said Jess.

She was standing at the end of the downstairs hallway, near a section of wall that looked like every other section of wall.

Warm gray paint, clean baseboard, a bookshelf that held a reasonable number of books and an unreasonable amount of thought in its placement.

She pulled the bookshelf forward. It swung on a hinge Will couldn’t see, revealing a door that had been built into the wall behind it. Not a panic room door, not a vault. Just a door, painted the same gray as the wall, with a handle that sat flush against the surface.

“I had the contractor do the structural work,” said Jess. “I did the interior myself.”

She opened the door to stairs going down, narrow and well-lit, and Will followed her.

The basement room was not what he’d expected.

It was bigger than his cell in Mastodon. That was the first thing he registered, because his body did the math before his brain could stop it.

Seven steps from the door to the far wall, five and a half across. Not four and a half by three and a half. Not a cell. But his feet counted anyway, and the counting itself was a wound he’d stopped trying to bandage.

No windows. He’d known there wouldn’t be. Underground meant underground.

But the lighting was warm, recessed into the ceiling, the kind that didn’t buzz or flicker. Not the fluorescent twilight of Mastodon. Not white. More like late afternoon in a room with good curtains.

The bed was real. Not a cot bolted to the floor.

An actual bed, queen-sized, with a headboard and sheets that looked soft and a quilt that Will recognized with a jolt that went through him like voltage. It was the quilt from his room in the old house. The one Jess had made when he was sixteen, the one with the uneven stitching on the corner because she’d been learning and wouldn’t let him see it until it was finished. He’d thought it had burned.

She’d saved it. Or she’d gone back for it. He didn’t know which was worse.

There were books on a shelf built into the wall. Titles he recognized.

The paperbacks he’d read during his middle school, the dog-eared thrillers and beat-up sci-fi novels Jess had brought home from thrift stores because he’d told her once that he liked reading and she’d never stopped buying him things to read. There was a reading lamp. There was a rug on the concrete floor, dark blue, thick enough to be warm on bare feet.

There was a nightlight plugged into the outlet near the bed. Small, shaped like nothing, just a soft glow.

Another middle school flashback. Jess had put a nightlight in his room and let him pretend it was for the hallway.

That had been years ago. He didn’t need it anymore. He hadn’t needed it in a long time.

He stood there looking at it and his throat closed.

The room was built for Lockpick. Every detail, every choice, every small act of care pointed to the boy Jess had raised from childhood and given all her love.

The quilt from his teenage bedroom. The books from his first year of freedom. The nightlight from his worst nights. She hadn’t built a room for Will, the man, the fugitive, the family member, the lover. She’d built a room for her little boy. The one she still saw when she looked at him.

It was the most loving thing anyone had ever done for him, and it made him want to tear the walls down.

“There’s a bathroom through there,” said Jess, pointing to a door he hadn’t noticed. “And a ventilation system. The air circulates, so it won’t feel stuffy. The walls are soundproofed. Not completely, but enough. You can hear the house if you listen, but nobody upstairs can hear you.”

She was giving him the details because she couldn’t stand the silence. Will knew that about her. Jess filled quiet spaces with information when she was nervous, when she was waiting for a verdict.

“It’s perfect, Jess.”

She looked at him. Searching. Trying to read whether he meant it.

He meant it.

He also meant that the room had no windows and one way out and the dimensions weren’t four and a half by three and a half but his body had counted anyway. He meant that the quilt made his chest ache and the nightlight made his eyes sting and the books on the shelf were proof that Jess loved a version of him that might not exist anymore.

He meant all of it. That was the problem.

She touched his face.

Her palm against his jaw, the gesture she’d been doing since he was fifteen, the one that meant I’m here and you’re safe and I love you in ways I can’t say out loud in this house with your sisters upstairs.

“I’ll let you settle in,” she said.

She went back up the stairs. The door closed. The bookshelf, he assumed, swung back into place.

Will sat on the bed. The quilt was as soft as he remembered. The mattress was better than anything he’d slept on since the island, maybe better than the island. The warm light made the concrete walls look almost like plaster.

He listened. Footsteps above him. Water running. Rue’s voice, muffled, saying something to Avery that he couldn’t make out. The house, alive and full, going on without him while he sat underground.

Four and a half by three and a half. That’s what the counting wanted to say.

That’s what his body kept insisting, even in a room that was seven by five and a half, even with a quilt and a reading lamp and a nightlight.

Some things don’t heal. They just get bigger.

He lay back on the bed and stared at the ceiling, which was not white, which was warm and well-lit and nothing like Mastodon, and waited for the feeling to pass.

It didn’t.

***

Dinner happened because Jess made it happen.

The kitchen was Jess’s kitchen, fully stocked, well-used, the kitchen of a woman who’d been living here and cooking in here for the better part of a year. She pulled a roast chicken from the fridge and reheated it and carved it with the efficiency of someone who’d been feeding people in crisis situations for most of her adult life.

They sat at the kitchen table. The table was new, butcher block, seats for six. Will was at one end. Jess was at the other. Avery and Rue on either side, facing each other.

“This is great, Mom,” said Rue.

“Thank you, sweetie.”

Silence.

Forks on plates. The sound of four people chewing and not talking about the thing they were all thinking about.

Will looked at the kitchen.

Jess had put a window over the sink, a big one, facing the backyard. He could see the oak tree from here, lit by the porch light, its branches moving slightly in the evening wind. The kitchen in the old house had a window in the same spot. Smaller, single-pane, always drafty. This one was double-pane and sealed tight and framed a view that was almost identical to the one he’d grown up with.

Almost.

The fence was different. The shed was gone. But the oak was the same oak, and the sky behind it was the same sky, and if he squinted he could almost see the old backyard superimposed over the new one like a double exposure.

“Pass the salt?” said Avery.

Will passed the salt.

“The neighborhood’s changed since we were last here,” said Rue. She was trying. Will could hear the effort in her voice, the determination to fill the silence with something that wasn’t about Mist or Cinder or the fact that her brother was sleeping in a basement. “The murals are new. And the community center where the old movie theater was.”

“You should see the farmers market on Saturdays,” said Jess. “It’s something.”

More silence. Will ate his chicken. It was good. Jess had always been a good cook, the kind who didn’t think about it, who just made food appear the way other people made conversation appear. It was one of the things he’d missed most on the island, where they’d lived on supply runs and canned goods and whatever Rue could improvise.

“Thank you for this,” said Will.

He meant the food. He meant the house. He meant the table and the window and the oak tree and the room underground with the quilt and the nightlight and the books. He meant all of it, the way he’d meant “it’s perfect” downstairs, which was to say, completely, and not enough.

Jess met his eyes across the table.

Something passed between them, not forgiveness yet, but acknowledgment. The beginning of the beginning of it.

“You’re welcome,” she said.

Avery looked at her plate. Rue looked at Will.

The kitchen was warm and the chicken was good and outside the window the oak tree moved in the wind and nobody said the things they were all carrying and that was fine. That was enough for tonight.

After dinner, Will did the dishes.

Nobody asked him to. He stood at the sink with his hands in warm water and looked out the window at the backyard and the oak tree and the Lancaster City night beyond it, and for a few minutes the only sounds were water and soap and the clink of plates and his family moving through the rooms behind him.

Rue dried.

She stood beside him with a dish towel and didn’t talk, just took what he handed her and dried it and put it away. Her hip bumped his once. Accidental or not. He didn’t ask.

When the dishes were done, Rue went upstairs. Avery had already disappeared.

Jess was in the living room, her laptop open, her face lit by the screen. Working. Always working.

Will stood in the kitchen alone and looked at the hallway that led to the bookshelf that led to the door that led to the stairs that led to his room.

Then he went to the coat rack by the front door and took down the jacket he’d hung there an hour ago. Dark, nondescript. He found a baseball cap in the bag he’d packed on the island. Pulled it low.

He left through the back door.

***

Lancaster City at night was a different animal.

The construction crews were gone, the cranes dark against the sky, the half-finished buildings standing like teeth in a broken jaw. The streets were quieter but not empty. People moved through them with the particular energy of a city that was still learning how to be itself again. Restaurants open late, a bar on Broad Street with music spilling out, a couple walking a dog past a mural that said LANCASTER RISES in letters taller than either of them.

Will moved through it like he’d never left. Hood up, cap low, hands in his pockets, eyes tracking everything. The rhythm came back immediately, the fugitive’s walk. Purposeful enough to belong, anonymous enough to disappear. He’d learned it in the years after Mastodon, refined it on the run, and his body remembered it the way it remembered the route to the house. Muscle memory. Survival choreography.

Lancaster General was twelve blocks from the house. Will covered them in fifteen minutes, taking side streets, avoiding the main intersections where the streetlights were brightest and the CA patrols were most likely. He saw two powered individuals on the way, both in costume, both too focused on their own conversation to notice a man in a dark jacket walking by.

The hospital was busier than he’d expected. Even at this hour, the emergency entrance had traffic. Ambulances, staff on smoke breaks, a security guard leaning against the wall scrolling his phone. The main entrance was locked after visiting hours, but the side entrance near the loading dock was propped open with a folded cardboard box, because hospitals were like prisons in one specific way. The staff found shortcuts and the shortcuts became permanent.

Will walked in. Head down, cap low, moving with the unhurried confidence of someone who had every right to be there. A nurse passed him in the corridor and didn’t look up. An orderly pushing a cart nodded. Will nodded back. The trick was the same one it had always been. Act like you belong and nobody questions it.

He found the ICU on the third floor. The ward was dim, the lights turned down for the night, monitors casting blue and green light across the hallway. A nurse’s station at the far end, one nurse on duty, her back to the corridor as she charted something on a screen.

Mist’s room was the fourth door on the left. He knew because the chart outside read PATIENT CLASSIFIED, CA CUSTODY, which was about as subtle as writing SUPERHERO INSIDE in neon.

He went in.

She was smaller than he remembered. That was the first thing, and it was wrong, because Mist wasn’t small. Mist was the kind of person who took up more space than her body accounted for, who walked into rooms and rearranged the gravity. But in the hospital bed, under the thin white blanket, with tubes in her arms and a monitor beeping the slow rhythm of a heart that was working but not trying very hard, she looked like someone had taken the real Mist and left this reduced version behind.

Her hair was different. The dye had grown out, the cerulean blue and the black she’d cycled through for as long as he’d known her faded into plain brown, her natural color, and it made her look like a stranger.

Tame. Normal. Two words that had never applied to Mist in her life. It was shorter, too, or maybe just flattened by the pillow. Her face was slack in a way he’d never seen it, the muscles relaxed into an expression that wasn’t sleep and wasn’t peace and wasn’t anything, really. Just absence. Mist without the Mist in her.

Will sat in the chair beside the bed.

The vinyl squeaked under his weight.

He didn’t say anything. He’d thought he might. He’d rehearsed things in his head on the walk over, the kind of things people say in hospital rooms in movies. I’m here. I’m going to fix this. You’re going to be okay. But sitting next to her, listening to the monitor mark time in beeps, the words felt stupid and small and beside the point.

So he just sat there.

He looked at her hands.

They were resting on top of the blanket, palms down, fingers slightly curled. The hands that had threaded through his in a photo booth. The hands that could dissolve into mist and reform anywhere she wanted. They were still now, the way the rest of her was still, and the stillness was the thing he couldn’t get past.

He thought about the infirmary in Mastodon.

The painkillers making everything soft and blurred, and this girl appearing out of nowhere, literally out of nowhere, mist condensing into a person who sat on the edge of his bed and said something he couldn’t remember but that had made him laugh. He’d been seventeen and doped and freshly beaten and she’d made him laugh. That was the whole of it. That was why he was here.

The monitor beeped. The ventilator hissed. Somewhere down the hall, a phone rang twice and stopped.

Will reached over and put his hand on top of hers.

Her skin was warm, which surprised him, though he didn’t know why. She was alive. The machines said so. The warmth said so. She was in there somewhere, behind the slack face and the still hands and the monitor marking time.

“I came back,” he said, quiet, not for her really but for himself. To make it real.

The monitor beeped.

He sat with her for a long time.

He didn’t say anything else. He didn’t need to. The room was quiet and the machines were doing their work and his hand was on hers and outside the window Lancaster City was dark and broken and rebuilding and so was he.

When he left, he pulled the cap down and walked back through the corridors and out through the side entrance and into the night.

The security guard was still on his phone. The cardboard box was still propping the door. The city was still there, doing what cities do.

He walked the twelve blocks back. Let himself in through the back door. Hung his jacket on the hook.

Went down the hallway to the bookshelf, swung it open, descended the stairs.

His room was exactly as he’d left it. The quilt. The nightlight. The books on the shelf. The warm light on the concrete walls.

He took off his shoes. Lay down on the bed. Pulled the quilt up to his chest.

Above him, through the soundproofing that Jess had said wasn’t complete, he could hear the house settling.

The creak of old wood in new frames. The faint tick of a pipe. The sound of a building doing the quiet work of holding people up while they slept.

He closed his eyes.

***

The mess hall at Mastodon was designed for efficiency, not comfort. Long metal tables bolted to the floor, benches that seated six on each side, a serving line that moved with the grim momentum of a factory conveyor. The food was warm and that was the kindest thing you could say about it. Lockpick ate alone, same as every day that week, same as every day the week before that. Two months in and he’d settled into the rhythm of invisibility. You didn’t sit with people unless you belonged to them, and Lockpick didn’t belong to anyone. Not anymore.

The Normexital made everything feel slightly underwater. His power was still there, the way a limb is still there after it falls asleep, but the sharpness was gone. He couldn’t read the fault lines in the table’s welds or feel the stress points in the bench bolts the way he normally would. The world was just surfaces now. Dumb, smooth, sealed.

He was halfway through a portion of something that claimed to be shepherd’s pie when the man sat down across from him.

No tray. No food. Just sat, like the bench had been waiting for him, like this was a thing they did.

Lockpick looked up and recognized him now where he hadn’t originally. Jacob Miller. Despot. Leader of the Power Realists, the super-supremacist crew that controlled most of B Block and a fair portion of the yard. Weatherworn face, dark brown hair going silver at the temples, eyes that Lockpick was careful not to meet for longer than a glance.

“Are you still dreaming about the outside every night?” said Despot.

Lockpick didn’t answer.

He went back to his food.

“I only ask because I remember when mine stopped.” Despot leaned back, comfortable, like the metal bench was a leather couch.

“Third month. Maybe fourth. I’d been dreaming about this diner I used to go to in Raleigh. Eggs and coffee, same booth every morning. Then one night the dream didn’t come, and I realized I couldn’t remember which side of the booth I sat on. Left or right. I’d sat in that booth maybe three hundred times and I couldn’t remember.”

Lockpick chewed. The shepherd’s pie tasted like salt and obligation.

“That’s how it starts,” said Despot.

“Not the big things. You don’t forget your mother’s face or your favorite song. You forget which side of the booth. You forget what the air smelled like after rain. You forget what it felt like to walk into a room because you wanted to and not because someone unlocked the door.”

“I’m not interested in whatever this is,” said Lockpick.

“This isn’t anything.” Despot held his hands up, palms out, the gesture of a man with nothing to sell. “I’m just talking. You eat alone every day. I figured you could use some noise that wasn’t produced by the Architect.”

That was true, and Lockpick hated that it was true.

The Architect’s hum was the only constant in his life. It was in the walls when he slept, in the corridors when he walked, in the background of every thought he’d had for two months. A sound designed to remind him that the building was in control and he was not.

“You’ve been watching me,” said Lockpick. It wasn’t a question.

“Everybody watches everybody in here. It’s the only entertainment.” Despot paused. “But yeah. I’ve been watching you specifically. You know why?”

Lockpick waited. Despot had the mannerisms of a man who’d been charismatic before prison and had learned to be something worse inside it. Patient. Observant. The kind of person who collected details about you and let you feel the weight of them later.

“Because you don’t flinch when the Normexital peaks.” Despot tapped a finger on the table, a slow, steady rhythm. “Every night after dinner, when the evening dose hits full suppression. Most guys freak the fuck out. Some of them throw tantrums. Some of them throw piss. You know what you do?”

Lockpick knew.

He was used to the sensation by now, the moment his power went from muffled to truly gone, the difference between a limb that’s asleep and a limb that’s been amputated. The nothingness of it, of being no different from any other seventeen-year-old kid lying on a cot staring at a white ceiling.

“You get still,” said Despot. “Perfectly still. Like you’re listening for something. Every time. Same rhythm, same breath.”

The accuracy of it made Lockpick’s skin crawl.

Not because Despot was wrong, but because nobody should know that. That was his. Enduring the drug and waiting to feel his power return like blood to a tourniquet limb. That was the only thing in this place that still belonged entirely to him, and this man had been sitting in the dark cataloguing it.

“What do you want?” said Lockpick.

“Nothing.” Despot stood up. “I just wanted to tell you something, because nobody told me and I wish they had.”

He was tall, taller than Lockpick had realized from across the yard. He looked down at him without condescension, without hunger, with something closer to recognition.

He leaned in, just enough to lower his voice below the mess hall noise.

“The Normexital doesn’t suppress your power, Lockpick. It suppresses you. Your power isn’t something you have. It’s something you are.

And every night when that dose peaks, it’s not maintaining security. It’s reminding you that the person you actually are is something this place can switch off whenever it wants.“

He straightened. Smiled.

It wasn’t a warm smile, but it wasn’t cruel either. Just the smile of someone who’d seen a locked door and recognized a fellow locksmith.

“That’s all. Enjoy the shepherd’s pie.”

He walked away. No parting look, no lingering, no waiting for a response.

He just left, weaving through the mess hall tables with the ease of a man who owned every room he entered even when the room was a prison.

Lockpick sat with his tray.

The shepherd’s pie was cold now. The Architect hummed in the walls. Somewhere in B Block, someone was shouting about something that didn’t matter, and the guards were responding with the practiced boredom of men who’d heard it all.

He told himself the conversation was nothing. Despot was a recruiter. That’s what recruiters did. They found the isolated ones and made them feel seen. It was a technique, not a connection.

But he thought about what Despot had said. Not because it was right. Because it wasn’t wrong.


PART TWO / SUPPLY AND DEMAND




CHAPTER 10

Will woke up to the smell of bacon.

Not the memory of bacon, not the theoretical possibility of bacon the way it existed on the island when Avery managed to score a package from a supply run. Actual bacon, cooking, fat popping in a pan, the smell curling down the stairs and through the door and into his room like a hand reaching for him.

He lay there for a moment. The quilt was warm. The mattress was better than anything he deserved. The nightlight had turned itself off sometime in the early morning, which meant there was a timer on it, which meant Jess had thought about that too.

Above him, footsteps. Someone moving through the kitchen with the easy rhythm of a person who lived here.

He got up. Pulled on jeans and a shirt he’d worn yesterday because his wardrobe situation was still a duffel bag on the floor. Went up the stairs, pushed the door open, checked the hallway out of habit. Empty. He swung the bookshelf back into place behind him and followed the smell.

Jess was at the stove. Hair up, bare feet, an oversized t-shirt that belonged to no one in particular and everyone at once. She was turning bacon with a fork, her hips swaying slightly to something she was humming, and the kitchen was bright with morning light through the window over the sink.

Will stood in the doorway and watched her and thought, I could get used to this.

He crossed the kitchen. She heard him coming and didn’t turn, just kept humming, and when his arms wrapped around her from behind she leaned back into his chest with the automatic ease of someone whose body had been waiting for exactly this. His hands settled on her hips, then slid forward, pulling her into him.

“Morning,” he said into her hair.

“Morning.” She swatted at his hand with the fork. “I’m holding hot grease.”

“I’ll take the risk.”

“You always do.” But she was smiling. He could feel it in the way her cheek moved against his jaw.

He kissed her neck, just below the ear, the spot that made her breath catch, and she let him stay there for exactly two seconds before she elbowed him gently back. “Sit down. Eat.”

He sat. She put a plate in front of him. Bacon, eggs, toast. Actual toast, from a toaster, buttered. The domesticity of it was almost violent.

Rue was on the couch in the living room, visible through the pass-through, curled under a blanket with her phone held six inches from her face. Her hair was a dark cloud against the cushions.

She was wearing shorts and one of Will’s shirts, the flannel he’d brought from the island, and the sight of her in it did something to his chest that he chose not to examine at the kitchen table.

“Come eat,” said Will.

“I’m reading.”

“You’re doomscrolling.”

She looked up. The smile that crossed her face when she saw him was the unguarded one, the one she didn’t perform, the one that made her look seventeen instead of twenty.

She untangled herself from the blanket and padded into the kitchen and kissed him on the mouth without saying anything, her hand on the back of his neck, brief and warm and absolute.

Then she sat down and stole a piece of bacon off his plate.

“There’s more in the pan,” said Jess.

“His tastes better.”

“It’s the same bacon.”

“It’s his bacon. Different emotional profile.”

Jess shook her head and turned back to the stove and Will ate his breakfast and watched Rue steal another piece and didn’t stop her.

The kitchen was warm and bright and full of the sound of oil popping and Rue chewing and Jess humming and for the first time since they’d arrived in Lancaster City, the house felt like a house and not a staging ground.

Avery came down the stairs. Hair pulled back, already dressed, the compact efficiency of someone who’d been awake for an hour and had already done things. She paused in the kitchen doorway and took in the scene.

Will at the table. Rue beside him, his shirt on her shoulders. Jess at the stove, relaxed in a way she only was when Will was close.

Something shifted in Avery’s face, more recalculation than flinch. She walked to the counter, poured herself coffee from the pot Jess had made, and set a mug in front of Will without being asked.

“Thanks,” he said.

“Don’t get used to it.”

But the corner of her mouth twitched, and she sat across from him and pulled the toast rack toward her and for a few minutes all four of them were in the same room doing the same ordinary thing, and the tension between Will and Avery was still there but it was thinner now, worn down by proximity and bacon and the simple fact that they were all alive and all here and the morning was doing what mornings do.

Will looked at the kitchen. The light through the window. The oak tree in the backyard, still there after everything. Rue’s knee touching his under the table. Jess’s humming. Avery’s coffee, the mug she’d poured for him without commentary.

I could get used to this.

Then the doorbell rang.

Will’s hand stopped halfway to Rue’s plate. Four heads turned toward the front of the house. Through the kitchen window, past the hallway, the frosted glass panel beside the front door showed shapes. More than one. Moving, shifting, the silhouettes of people standing on the porch.

“That’s the team,” said Avery. She was already on her feet, her coffee abandoned. “Shit. I thought we had until eleven.”

“Go,” said Jess. Not loud. Just the single word, aimed at Will like a dart.

Will was moving before the word finished. Down the hallway toward the bookshelf, toward the basement door, the only safe place in the house. He made it three steps before he saw it. The hallway window, halfway between the kitchen and the bookshelf, looking out onto the front porch and the walkway. Anyone standing on the porch at the right angle would see a man walking past it. A man who wasn’t supposed to exist.

He stopped. Turned. The doorbell rang again.

“Coming!” called Avery, already crossing to the living room.

Will looked at the hallway window. Looked at the bookshelf, ten feet past it. Looked at the hall closet to his right, in the back hallway, away from the windows, away from the front of the house.

He opened the closet. Wedged himself inside. Winter coats, a parka that smelled like mothballs, a wool coat that smelled like Jess’s perfume, a vacuum cleaner jammed against the back wall at an angle that suggested someone had shoved it in here with the specific intent of never retrieving it. He pulled the door shut until it was almost closed, leaving a crack about a finger’s width.

The front door opened. Voices. Multiple, overlapping, the particular energy of people arriving for something professional and trying to be casual about it.

“Kitchen’s through there if you want coffee.” That was Avery. Captain voice. The version of her that stood straighter and spoke from the front of her mouth and made every sentence sound like a decision already made.

“I brought those patrol reports you asked for.” A woman’s voice. Older, steady, the kind of voice that expected to be listened to because it had earned that expectation a long time ago. Miss Mass. Marti.

Will went very still. He knew that voice. He’d spent weeks hearing it, walking Lancaster City streets beside it, learning how to move through a city as something other than a criminal. Marti had taken him on patrol when he’d tried to go straight. Showed him how a hero walks a beat.

No lectures, no speeches. Just the work, demonstrated by someone who’d been doing it for decades. And when everything went wrong, when the city fell and the mutants came, she’d opened her home. Sheltered Will and Jess and Rue when there was nowhere else to go.

Now she was ten feet away and he was crouched behind a vacuum cleaner.

“Coffee would be great.” Another voice. Younger, brighter, carrying a physical energy that Will could almost feel through the wall. Confident. Direct. Completely unlike the voice he remembered, which had been nervous and eager and desperate to impress. Physique. Helga.

She’d grown up. He could hear it. The hesitation was gone, the flustered breathlessness, the way she used to trip over her own sentences whenever Will called on her in class.

This was a woman who knew what she was and what she could do and didn’t need anyone to tell her.

Will pressed his shoulder against the closet wall and listened.

He felt something crack open in his chest that he hadn’t been ready for.

“Oh my god, Avery, you changed the curtains.” Bright, effusive, a voice that took up more space than it needed and knew it and didn’t care. Pasithea. Pigtails and a navel ring and the most annoying student he’d ever had.

Will wanted to laugh because she sounded exactly the same, just louder.

“I didn’t change the curtains. My mom changed the curtains.”

“Tell her they’re fabulous. The color is perfect. Is that sage? That’s sage.”

“I’ll pass it along.”

A fourth voice. Quieter, measured, the cadence of someone who listened more than she spoke. “The perimeter rotation report from last Thursday. I flagged three patterns I think we should discuss.”

Will didn’t recognize her. Morning Glory. The one Avery had recruited after he’d left, the one with the plant manipulation, the spiky green hair. A stranger on the team he’d never been part of.

They settled into the living room. Will heard chairs scraping, the couch creaking, mugs being set on the coffee table.

Four women and Avery and Rue, probably, somewhere in the mix. Six voices that belonged here, in this house, doing work that mattered.

And he was in a closet.

The voices blurred together for a moment and his mind went somewhere it hadn’t asked to go. Another room. Same voices, younger, louder, crammed into a classroom at Baffin Academy. Pasithea trying to charm her way out of an assignment. Helga going red every time he looked in her direction. Max and Klash arguing about something irrelevant while Daydream stared out the window.

And Francisco. Sitting in the back corner, apart from the others, arms crossed, watching Will with eyes that said I know what you are and I haven’t decided what to do about it yet.

Francisco, who’d followed Will into a building full of abominations because Will asked him to, and kept his mouth shut about what he saw. Who’d called Will his realest friend in the world. Who’d blackmailed him for a ride back to Lancaster City because nothing Will said could make him see the Power Realists for what they were.

Francisco, who loved his sister more than his own life and still couldn’t stay away from the gang that ended up killing him.

Will had let him go, honored the demand, driven him back.

And Bonespur had put a spur through his heart in a Lancaster City street, and Francisco had held himself together with his own blood, kept his heart pumping through sheer force of will and power, just long enough to find Will and tell him he was sorry. Sorry for breaking. Sorry for giving them what they wanted. Sorry, as if dying was something he needed to apologize for.

Now Helga was raising Maria. Francisco’s little sister. The only person Francisco had ever really been fighting for.

The students who made it were in Will’s living room. The one who didn’t was a name that Will carried in the same place he carried Halberd’s, in the space behind his ribs where the things that mattered most pressed hardest.

He stood in the dark and breathed and didn’t move.

***

Avery ran the meeting the way she ran everything. Clean, focused, no wasted motion.

“Patrol coverage for the south side is thin between two and four AM. Miss Mass, I want you and Morning Glory alternating that block starting tomorrow. Physique, you’re still point on the harbor district.”

“I can extend my shift an hour if that helps,” said Helga.

“It helps. Do it. Pasithea, the dream-walking report. What did you get?”

“Three confirmed Cinder users in the Broad Street shelter network. Two of them are former heroes. One of them is someone I recognized from the old CA registry, a guy called Tremor. He’s in bad shape. His dreams are...” Pasithea paused. The bubbly energy was gone. “Fragmented. Repetitive. He keeps dreaming about flying, but in the dream his power doesn’t work. He just falls.”

Silence in the living room. Will pressed his eye to the crack in the closet door.

“That tracks with what the CA is seeing,” said Avery. “Cinder withdrawal destabilizes the neural pathways connected to power expression. They’re not just losing the drug. They’re losing their sense of themselves.”

The Normexital doesn’t suppress your power. It suppresses you.

The thought hit Will sideways. Despot’s words, from the mess hall, from years ago. A different drug, same principle. He pushed it down.

“What’s the CA’s official position on the Broad Street situation?” Miss Mass. Practical, pointed.

“Same as last week,” said Avery. “They’re aware. They’re monitoring. They’re not acting.”

“Because they’re spending their resources hunting a dead man,” said Morning Glory.

The room went quiet. Will felt his pulse in his temples.

“The Decay manhunt is Astroman’s priority,” said Avery. “We don’t control that. We control what we do on the ground. And what we do on the ground is work the Cinder problem.”

“Agreed,” said Miss Mass. “But the resource imbalance is getting worse. Every powered agent assigned to the Decay search is an agent not working drug interdiction. The CA is chasing a ghost while the city is falling apart.”

Will closed his eyes.

Not a ghost. A man in a closet, twelve feet from you, listening to you describe exactly how useless the world has become at finding him.

Avery moved the meeting forward to supply routes and informant networks. Patterns in the Cinder distribution that suggested a central manufacturer rather than multiple independent sources.

Will absorbed the intel the way his body absorbed the dimensions of a room. Automatically. Building a map of the problem from fragments, filling in gaps, looking for angles. This was what he did. What he’d always done. The difference was that he was doing it from behind a door with a vacuum cleaner pressing into his lower back.

The meeting was winding down when the knock came.

Two quick raps on the front door. Bright, deliberate. The knock of someone who wanted you to know they’d arrived.

“That’ll be the new one,” said Pasithea. “She’s late.”

“She’s always late,” said Avery. Will heard her get up, heard her footsteps cross the living room to the front door, heard the door open.

“Sorry. Sorry. The bus was a nightmare.” A woman’s voice. Clear, controlled, a practiced brightness layered over something harder underneath. “I really need to get a car.”

Will’s blood stopped.

He knew that voice. He knew it the way he knew the sound of a lock engaging, the way he knew the click of a mechanism falling into place. He’d heard it in the backseat of a car when he was sixteen. He’d heard it in a courtroom years later.

He’d heard it, long ago, say things that had made him feel like a person and then say things that had tried to get him killed.

Liz Laser.

“Come in,” said Avery. “We’re just finishing up. Liz, you know everyone.”

“Miss Mass. Physique. Pasithea. Morning Glory.” Liz named them like a roll call, friendly, precise. “And Rue, hi. Love the hair.”

“Thanks,” said Rue. Flat. Polite enough to pass, cold enough that Will heard the temperature.

Liz settled into the living room. A chair scraped. She sat.

“Okay, quick recap for you,” said Avery. “South side patrol rotation is shifting. Pasithea has dream intel on three confirmed Cinder cases in the Broad Street shelters. Physique is extending her harbor district shift. Morning Glory flagged pattern anomalies in the Thursday perimeter data. We’ll have updated assignments by end of day.”

“Got it. I’ll review the Thursday data tonight.” Professional. Competent. Saying the right things.

Performing the role of a new teammate integrating smoothly, and maybe it was real, maybe it was exactly what it looked like. Maybe Liz Laser had joined the Scarlet Squadron because she was a hero who needed a team and the CA had assigned her here and that was the hole of it.

“This house is beautiful, by the way,” said Liz. “I keep meaning to say that. How long have you all lived here?”

“Not long,” said Avery. “Since the rebuild. Maybe half a year, and that’s with lots of coming and going.”

“Your mother did an amazing job. The light in this room is incredible. Is the whole house this open? I never got a proper tour.”

“Pretty standard layout. Kitchen, dining, this room. Upstairs is bedrooms.”

“What about downstairs? Is there a basement?”

Will stopped breathing.

“Storage, mostly,” said Jess. Her voice was smooth, easy, and Will knew her well enough to hear the steel underneath. “Boxes and holiday decorations. Not much to see.”

“I love a good basement,” said Liz. “My old place in Hartford had one with these gorgeous exposed brick walls. The building was from the 1800s. You could feel the history.”

She moved on. Asked about the neighborhood, the nearby coffee shop, whether the farmers market was worth getting up early for.

Normal questions. Conversational questions. The kind of questions a person asks when they’re getting comfortable in a new place and making small talk with their teammates.

Every single one of them brought her a step closer to something she shouldn’t find.

***

The meeting broke up. Voices scattered. The sounds of people standing, gathering things, the small transactions of goodbye.

“I’m going to grab some water before I head out,” said Liz. “Kitchen’s this way, right?”

Footsteps. Moving through the living room. Into the hallway. Past the kitchen doorway. Farther.

Will heard them getting closer. She wasn’t going to the kitchen. She’d passed the kitchen. She was walking down the back hallway, the one that led past the bathroom, past the basement door hidden behind the bookshelf, past the closet where Will was standing in the dark.

His hand was pressed flat against the inside of the door and his heart beating in his ears.

The footsteps slowed.

Stopped.

Through the crack in the closet door, he could see her. A slice of her, at least, blonde hair with pink highlights and a fitted, professional jacket. She was standing in the middle of the hallway, facing the wall, her head tilted slightly to one side.

Looking at nothing in particular. Looking at everything.

Her eyes swept the hallway. The baseboard. The carpet. The bookshelf, which she regarded for a long, silent moment.

Then she turned, and her gaze came down the hall toward the closet, and Will watched through the crack as her eyes landed directly on the door.

On the crack.

On the darkness behind it.

He didn’t breathe. He didn’t move. He didn’t think. He stood perfectly still the way he’d stood still in Mastodon when the Normexital made him feverish, the way his body knew how to go absent when being present meant being found.

Liz looked at the closet door. Three seconds. Five.

Long enough for Will to feel his pulse in every joint of his body. Long enough for the silence to become a sound.

Then she blinked. Smiled to herself, a small private expression that could have meant anything.

Turned and walked back down the hallway toward the living room.

“Actually, where did you say the kitchen was?” she called. “I got turned around.”

“To your left,” said Avery.

“Got it. This house is a maze.”

It wasn’t a maze. It was a straight hallway with three doors and a woman who’d just walked past all of them.

Will stood in the closet and waited. He waited through the sound of Liz getting water, through the final goodbyes, through the front door opening and closing.

He waited through the silence that followed, through the sound of Jess locking the door, through Avery’s footsteps coming down the hallway.

The closet door opened. Avery stood there looking at him.

“You can come out now,” she said. “You look ridiculous.”

He came out. His legs were stiff. The vacuum cleaner had left an imprint on his calf. Dustbunnies and Jess’s perfume clung to his shirt.

Jess was in the kitchen doorway. Rue was on the stairs, halfway between the ground floor and the second, sitting on a step with her arms crossed.

“Liz Laser,” said Will.

Nobody flinched or looked confused or said who?

That was the tell.

“You let her onto your team,” he said.

“I did.” Avery leaned against the hallway wall, arms crossed, the posture of someone who’d been waiting for this conversation and had already decided where she stood. “The CA placed her with the team three months ago. I didn’t pick her, Will. Astroman’s office assigned her.”

“Onto... the Scarlet Squadron?”

“Rejecting the placement would’ve meant a formal appeal, which means scrutiny, which means questions about why the Scarlet Squadron’s captain doesn’t want a perfectly qualified hero operating out of her mother’s house.” Avery turned her palms up.

“So you just let her join.”

“I managed the situation. There wasn’t exactly a good option.”

“The good option was saying no.”

“The good option was not being in a position where it mattered.” Avery’s voice had an edge now, like the sound of a rope going taut. “You were on the island. You were supposed to stay on the island. When the CA assigned Liz, I weighed the risks and made a call based on the information I had, which was that my brother was living on a tropical island a thousand miles from here and was never coming back.”

The words hit.

Will felt them land in his chest, in the place where the morning’s warmth had been sitting.

“Never coming back,” he muttered. “You still should have told me.”

“When? On one of Mom’s satellite calls? ‘Hey, Will, quick update from the life you left behind, Liz Laser is on my team now, thought you should know even though it doesn’t affect you because you chose to disappear?’”

“Avery,” said Jess, quiet, a warning.

“No,” said Avery. She pushed off the wall. “He doesn’t get to take stupid risks, hide in a fucking closet for half an hour, and then act like I made a mistake by doing my job. I knew who Liz was. I knew about the history, the blackmail, the trial, all of it. I also knew she was a capable hero who needed a team and the CA wasn’t giving me a choice. So I took her and I kept an eye on her and I dealt with it.”

The kitchen was very quiet. Rue hadn’t moved on the stairs.

Jess was standing in the doorway with her arms crossed and her face carefully neutral, the expression she wore when she was letting her children fight because stepping in would make it worse.

“She didn’t get lost,” said Will. “She went past the kitchen, past the bathroom, and stopped in front of the bookshelf. She looked at it. Then she walked to the closet and looked at that too. Five seconds, Avery. She stood in the hallway and looked at the closet door for five seconds.”

Something shifted in Avery’s face. The edge softened, or didn’t soften exactly, but redirected. She’d heard him.

“She does that,” said Avery. Quieter now. “She notices things. Asks about the house, the layout, the neighborhood. I told myself it was just her being new. Getting comfortable.”

“It’s not.”

“Maybe it is, maybe it isn’t.” Avery looked at the floor. “She’s her own person. Her life doesn’t revolve around a dead ex-boyfriend, regardless of how volatile her thing with you was.”

“She never joined another team after Lost Generation,” said Will. “Spent years unaffiliated. Then she suddenly wants the Scarlet Squadron. Your team. Mom’s house.”

“I know.”

“She was the only person who didn’t believe I was dead. She went after Effect. She fought the whole story.”

“I know that too, Will.” Avery’s voice was tight now, but the anger had drained out of it. What was left was something worse. The sound of someone who’d been carrying a problem alone and had just been told the problem was bigger than she’d let herself believe.

“I thought I could manage her. I thought if I kept her close, kept her busy, gave her real work, she’d settle in and stop looking.”

“Has she?”

Avery didn’t answer.

Rue spoke from the stairs. “Not really.”

Jess confirmed it with a nod. Small, tight.

Will looked at Avery. Avery looked at Will.

The fight had gone out of the room, replaced by something that wasn’t resolution and wasn’t agreement. Just the shared understanding that the situation was worse than any of them had wanted to admit.

“We can’t kick her off the team,” said Avery.

“No,” said Will.

“If I pull her, the CA asks why. If I make it hostile, she escalates. If I bench her, she has more free time and more reason to dig.”

“So we manage her,” said Jess, from the doorway.

“We’ve been managing her,” said Avery. The frustration was back, just a flash of it, aimed at the situation and not at Will.

“Then we manage her better,” said Will. “Because she’s not going to stop. She’s not built that way. I’ve known her since I was sixteen and the one thing that’s always been true about Liz is that she doesn’t let go.”

Nobody said anything for a moment.

“She’s obsessed with me,” said Will. “That’s what this is. It’s not curiosity and it’s not settling in. She’s been carrying this since I faked my death and she’s not going to put it down. She’s going to keep asking about the basement and keep looking at doors she doesn’t need to look at, and one day she’s going to find something, and when she does it’s going to blow up in all of our faces. And I will be the one to say I told you so.”

The hallway went very still.

Avery stared at him. Her arms crossed, and Will watched the last of the morning’s thaw freeze over in her eyes.

She held his gaze for a long, quiet moment. Then she pushed off the wall.

“Fuck off, LP,” she said.

She went upstairs. Her footsteps were sharp on the treads. Her bedroom door closed with a click that was careful enough to be louder than a slam.


CHAPTER 11

The rest of the morning passed the way mornings pass when someone has walked upstairs and closed a door and nobody knows how to reopen it. Jess went back to her laptop. Rue drifted to the couch. Will stood in the hallway for a while, then sat at the kitchen table, then stood in the hallway again.

The bacon grease congealed in the pan. Nobody cleaned it up.

He didn’t go downstairs. He didn’t go upstairs. He occupied the ground floor of the house like a man waiting for a bus that wasn’t coming, and eventually the house settled into its afternoon rhythms around him and he was just another piece of furniture in a building full of people not talking to each other.

The TV was on in the living room. Rue had it on low, half-watching, her phone in her hand, the way she consumed news from two sources simultaneously and trusted neither. Will was in the kitchen doorway when the broadcast changed.

The anchor’s voice shifted. That particular register that meant the teleprompter had just been updated, the practiced urgency that separated breaking news from the regular kind.

“We’re getting reports of multiple powered individuals in the Broad Street commercial district. Witnesses describe significant property damage and what appears to be a coordinated attack by at least four supers. Emergency services are on scene. The CA has been notified.”

Rue sat up. Her phone was already buzzing.

“Avery,” she called toward the stairs.

Not loud, but with the particular sharpness that meant now.

The footage was shaky. Someone’s phone, pointed at a street that used to have storefronts and now had rubble. A figure in the middle of the road, but wrong. Too big. The shape of a person inflated beyond what a person should be, covered in something jagged and pale, like bone or shell. The camera shook as the ground shook, and the person holding the phone said something Will couldn’t make out and then the feed cut.

“Cinder,” said Jess. She was in the living room now, standing behind the couch, her face lit by the screen. Will hadn’t heard her come in.

The anchor was still talking. A graphic appeared on screen with four names and photos, the kind of hastily assembled profile cards the networks kept on file for known supers. Bulwark. Flicker. Siphon. Torrent. Will recognized none of them. Low-level names, the kind that didn’t make the evening news on a normal day.

The anchor was calling them Cinder-enhanced, reading from a CA advisory, warning residents to shelter in place. The footage cycled again. The figure on Broad Street, swollen and wrong. A car on its side. A building with a hole in it that hadn’t been a door. A woman blinking in and out of frame. Water sheeting across the pavement in a way that water didn’t move on its own.

Avery came down the stairs. She’d changed. Not into the Kestrel suit, not yet, but into the base layer, the compression gear she wore underneath. Black, tight, functional. Her hair was already pulled back and her face had the look Will recognized from every mission he’d ever seen her prepare for.

The one that said the part of Avery that worried and argued and told you to fuck off had been put away, and the part that made tactical decisions was running the show.

“Scarlet Squadron, full team,” she said. “Mom, are you coming?”

“I’m coming,” said Jess.

What happened next took less than three minutes. Will knew because he counted, the way he counted steps and room dimensions and everything else his brain insisted on measuring. Three minutes from the moment Avery said full team to the moment the front door closed behind them.

Three minutes of watching the women in his life become something else.

Three minutes of standing in the kitchen doorway like a coat rack while everything he wanted walked past him and got naked.

The house became a changing room. Avery stripped in the hallway without hesitation, shirt over her head, jeans pushed down, standing bare-chested in black briefs with the complete indifference of a woman who was still furious with him and didn’t care what he saw. Small firm breasts, pale skin, freckles down her collarbone, every muscle carved from years of combat.

She didn’t look at him once. Stepped into the Kestrel suit and pulled it up and the orange and blue swallowed her skin inch by inch and the woman who’d told him to fuck off became a blade with a cape.

Rue came down the stairs half into the Webcam bodysuit, the top hanging at her waist, everything above it bare. Dark curly hair over brown shoulders, full breasts swaying with each step, nipples dark against light brown skin, the hourglass of her on full display in the hallway light.

She caught Will staring. Of course she did.

“Perv,” she said. Didn’t cover up. Didn’t rush. Tucked herself into the bodysuit and zipped it and the purple tactical fabric clung to every curve she had, which was all of them.

“Hold that thought,” she said, low and warm, and the promise in it went straight through him.

Then Jess came down the stairs and the hallway changed temperature. Relic suit from the waist down, the top folded at her hips, and above that, nothing. Just Jess, topless, the hallway light warm on her skin. Large breasts, full, pink nipples against pale skin, the broad shoulders and toned stomach of a woman who carried artifacts heavier than most people could lift.

Will had kissed every inch of her and he still wasn’t ready for the sight. She pulled the suit up over her breasts, her shoulders, and zipped, and Jess vanished and Relic appeared, the Circlet of Ra catching the light, her blonde hair glowing, every line of her body visible beneath the fabric.

She looked at him.

“I know that face,” she said.

“What face?”

“The one where you’re about to do something you’ll probably regret.”

Will leaned against the kitchen doorframe. “Are you going to lock me in?”

Jess held his gaze. The Circlet caught the light and her eyes were very blue and very steady.

“No,” she said. “I know you’re smarter than that.”

She turned. Avery was already at the door. Rue was pulling on her boots, bending forward, the bodysuit tight across her ass in a way that was engineered for mobility and experienced as something else entirely.

Three women in the doorway, costumed, armed, ready. Three women who belonged to him and also didn’t belong to him at all, who were leaving him in a kitchen with cold bacon and a television and a half-hard cock that had absolutely nowhere useful to go.

The door closed.

The house went quiet.

***

Will stood in the kitchen and listened to the quiet.

The TV was still on. The anchor was saying something about an expanded evacuation zone. The footage cycled again. The figure on Broad Street, bigger now in the newer clips, the jagged shell-growth covering more of its body. Will watched a chunk of concrete bounce off the thing’s shoulder and shatter.

He looked at the kitchen, the cold bacon and the mugs on the table. The oak tree through the window, steady as always, indifferent to everything happening three miles away.

He was the most dangerous person in Lancaster City. That wasn’t ego. It was math. His cutting power could get through anything. Walls, armor, crystal, bone. Anything with a structure had a fault line, and Will could find it and split it, and there wasn’t a material in the world that could stop him.

He’d been tested, categorized, feared. The CA had spent resources hunting him that could have been fighting the drug that was turning people into monsters on Broad Street.

And he was standing in a kitchen.

He thought about Mist. The hospital bed. The thin blanket. The monitor counting out her heartbeats like a metronome, steady and mechanical, the only part of her that was still keeping time. The woman who’d made him laugh in Mastodon’s infirmary, who’d materialized out of fog and sat on the edge of his bed and said something he couldn’t remember but that had cracked him open. Mist, who’d been using Cinder for weeks and was now in a coma that might not end.

The same drug. The same city. The same damage happening right now, three miles away, while he stood here.

I know you’re smarter than that.

He turned off the TV.

Am I smarter than that?

The question sat in the quiet kitchen for about ten seconds. Then Will went to the coat rack, took down the dark jacket, found the baseball cap in his bag, and pulled it low.

He left thru the back door.

***

The army surplus store on Eighth Street was the kind of place that survived urban renewal because it served a clientele that urban renewal didn’t reach. Hunters, preppers, people who needed things and didn’t want to explain why.

Will walked in with his cap low and his hands in his pockets and bought a black hoodie, a balaclava, a pair of work gloves, a roll of black athletic tape, and a folding knife from the display case by the register. Nothing fancy. Three-inch blade, black handle, the kind of knife a person bought for cutting rope or opening boxes. Cash. No conversation.

He changed in an alley two blocks over. Hoodie up, balaclava on, gloves pulled tight. He taped the cuffs of the hoodie to the gloves so there was no skin showing between wrist and fingertip. Tucked the balaclava into the hoodie collar. Pulled the hood over everything.

He looked at his reflection in a dark window. A figure in black, faceless, anonymous.

No insignia, no colors, no identity. The kind of outfit you wore to rob a gas station or break into a warehouse or do something in the dark that you didn’t want attached to your name.

This wasn’t a Lockpick costume. Lockpick had been a kid with a nickname and a mentor and a future that people believed in. Lockpick wore whatever Halberd told him to wear and stood where Halberd told him to stand and cut what Halberd told him to cut.

This was a Decay costume. The villain’s uniform. The outfit of the man who’d carved a path through Lancaster City’s underworld, who’d killed people and broken things and earned a name that parents used to scare their children.

The hood, the mask, the anonymity. Decay didn’t have a mentor or a future. Decay had a target and a willingness to reach it by whatever means the night required.

Will stood in the alley and felt the weight of it settle over him. Not guilt, exactly.

Recognition. The acknowledgment that putting on this outfit meant stepping back into a version of himself that he’d spent years trying to bury, and that burying it hadn’t made it gone.

He was one news camera away from the world knowing he was alive. One blurry photograph, one bystander with a phone, one hero who recognized the way he moved or the particular angle of his cuts. And if that happened, if someone connected the dots, it wouldn’t just be him who burned. Jess would lose her CA seat. Avery would lose her team. Rue would lose her brother. The house, the basement room, the bookshelf door, all of it would come apart in a single news cycle.

He had to be more careful than he’d ever been. More careful than Mastodon, where a wrong word got you solitary. More careful than the island, where a satellite image could end everything. More careful than any job he’d ever run with Halberd, when the stakes were just his own neck and not the necks of everyone he loved.

He thought about Mist in the hospital, the monitor and the breathing tube. The slack face that wasn’t Mist’s face because Mist’s face was never still, never quiet, never not doing something.

He pulled the hood tight.

***

Lancaster City’s Broad Street commercial district was four blocks of restaurants, boutiques, and optimism that the city had poured money into during the rebuild. The kind of confidence the city had only let itself feel after Genesis, after the perimeter pulled back and the abomination headlines went quiet. The kind of street that said we’re back in freshly painted letters. Tonight it said something different. Tonight it said run.

Will came in from the east, moving through side streets, staying off the main roads where the emergency lights were painting everything red and blue. He could hear the fight before he saw it.

The deep percussive thud of something heavy hitting something solid. Shouting. The particular crack of masonry failing.

He found a fire escape on a building two blocks from the action and climbed it. The rooftop gave him a line of sight down Broad Street, elevated enough to see over the evacuation cordon but far enough to be invisible.

What he saw stopped him at the roof’s edge.

All four of them. The same names from the news, the same faces from the profile cards, except the profile cards hadn’t prepared him for what Cinder did to people.

Will’s eyes moved between them, cataloging the way Halberd had taught him. Threat assessment, power identification, tactical geometry. Old habits that didn’t care if you were retired.

Bulwark was the spectacle. The news had shown a man with a carapace ability, bony plating that grew over his skin and absorbed impact. The thing on Broad Street barely looked like that man anymore. His carapace had metastasized. It was growing in real time. Will could see it happening, new plates erupting from underneath old ones, splitting and layering and thickening, each generation larger and more jagged than the last.

His shoulders had doubled in width. His arms were encased in overlapping segments that looked like the chitin of something that lived at the bottom of the ocean, pale and ridged and wrong. His head was barely visible beneath a crown of bony protrusions that jutted upward like antlers that had forgotten which direction to grow.

He was nine feet tall. Maybe ten. Still growing. The carapace wasn’t just armor anymore. It was architecture. Bulwark’s body was building itself a fortress, and the fortress didn’t care if the body inside survived the construction.

But Bulwark wasn’t the problem. Bulwark was the distraction.

Flicker was blinking across the battlefield. There one second, gone the next, reappearing thirty feet away behind a different hero each time. The news had said short-range teleporter. This wasn’t short-range.

Will watched her pattern. She wasn’t fighting. She was coordinating. Every time she blinked, she called something out, a position, a direction, an order, and the other two adjusted. She was running the crew from inside the chaos, and she was fast enough that nobody could pin her down long enough to stop it.

Siphon stood at the edge of the engagement zone, barely moving, one hand raised. The streetlights around her were dead. Morning Glory’s vines, thick tendrils of ivy erupting from every crack in the sidewalk, were withering on one side of the perimeter. Dying back as fast as they grew, curling brown and dry, like something was sucking the life out of them. Will could see the air shimmer around her the way heat rises off asphalt. Everything near her was running down.

And Torrent was flooding the middle of the street, turning the battlefield into a swamp, pulling water from everywhere. Fire hydrants, busted pipes, the humidity in the March air. The water hit harder than water should. Will watched a jet of it punch through a car door like a pressure cutter.

His hands were shaking. His power was surging in waves, controlled for a few seconds and then erupting in all directions, drenching everything, cracking the road surface. He was losing it almost as badly as Bulwark.

Four supers. All Cinder-enhanced. All worse than their profiles suggested.

The Scarlet Squadron was stretched across all of them.

Will watched them work and felt something lodge in his throat.

Kestrel was in the air. Orange and blue against the dark sky, cape snapping, directing the engagement from above. Her voice carried, sharp and clean, calling positions and adjustments.

She was trying to manage four threats at once, and every time she repositioned someone against the teleporter, the water guy surged again, or the energy drainer killed another section of Morning Glory’s perimeter. Too many fronts. Not enough people.

Miss Mass was the anchor. She’d planted herself at the north end of the cordon, dense as bedrock, immovable. Bulwark had charged her once. Will could see the divot in the asphalt where her feet had skidded back six inches. Six inches. Against a ten-foot monster on a supercharged drug. She’d held.

Physique was in close on Bulwark, and the sight of it made Will’s hands tighten on the edge of the rooftop. She was fast, faster than he remembered, darting inside Bulwark’s reach to land hits that would have killed a normal person and barely made the carapace crack. Every hit bought the team a second. Every second cost her a risk.

She was good. She was better than good. She was the student Will had told to trust her instincts and stop overthinking, and she’d listened, and now she was fighting a monster in the street with the kind of rugged ferocity that made his chest ache with something between pride and fear.

Morning Glory was struggling. Half her perimeter was holding, thick vines lashing Bulwark’s legs each time he tried to advance. The other half was dying, withered by the energy drainer’s field. Every time Morning Glory pushed new growth toward the south end, it browned and curled within seconds. She was fighting a losing battle on two fronts and she knew it.

Pasithea was off to the side, doing something Will couldn’t see. Her power was dream-walking. Not combat. She was there for intel or aftermath, not the fight itself.

And Relic.

Relic arrived the way Relic always arrived. Like gravity had personally escorted her.

She came from the south end of the street, walking, not flying, the Circlet of Ra glowing on her head, and the air around her changed. Will could feel it from two blocks away, the pressure shift, the sense that the most dangerous person on the field had just announced herself.

Bulwark turned toward her. The monster that had been shrugging off Physique’s punches and tearing through Morning Glory’s vines turned toward Jess and, for one second, stopped growing.

She raised her hand. The Circlet flared. Whatever she did, Will couldn’t see the mechanism, only the result. Bulwark staggered. The carapace on his left side cracked, a fissure running from shoulder to hip, and for a moment the man underneath was visible.

Pale, sweating, terrified. A person inside a prison his own body was building around him.

Then the Cinder surged. The crack sealed. New growth erupted from the fissure, thicker than before, and Bulwark screamed, a sound that was less human than it had been five minutes ago.

That was when Flicker moved.

Will saw it from the rooftop. She blinked to the center of the street, shouted something he couldn’t make out, and blinked again. Then Siphon turned and walked south, calm as a commuter, the streetlights dying in a trail behind her. Torrent broke east, flooding the side street as he went, the surge covering his retreat. Flicker blinked once, twice, three times, each jump taking her further from the fight, and then she was gone.

Three of them, scattered into Lancaster City in under ten seconds. Disciplined. Rehearsed. They’d had an exit plan and they’d executed it the moment Relic arrived.

Bulwark didn’t run. Bulwark couldn’t run. His legs were buried under his own carapace growth, the bony plates fusing to the asphalt, rooting him to the street. He screamed again, and the sound was less human than it had been a minute ago, and the Scarlet Squadron closed in on the one who couldn’t leave.

Will watched Siphon.

She was moving south on a side street two blocks from the fight. Not running. Walking with purpose, one hand still raised, the streetlights dying in sequence as she passed beneath them. The shimmer around her was fading as she put distance between herself and the battlefield, but she was still draining. Still pulling. A car alarm went silent as she passed it. A neon sign in a restaurant window flickered and died.

Will dropped off the fire escape. He didn’t decide. His body decided, the way it always decided, the criminal’s reflexes engaging before the conscious mind had finished forming the thought. Three stories down, landing hard, rolling through the impact the way Halberd had taught him when he was twelve. His knees complained. He ignored them.

He knew Lancaster City’s grid the way he knew the dimensions of a prison cell. He cut through the alley behind Broad Street, hooked left through a gap between two buildings that used to be a loading dock, and came out on Chestnut, one block ahead of her.

Siphon rounded the corner and found Will standing in the middle of the sidewalk.

She stopped. Younger than he’d expected from the rooftop. Late twenties, maybe. Lean, dark-haired, wearing tactical gear that looked like it had been nice before the fight.

Her eyes were sharp and steady and not at all surprised. She looked at Will the way you look at a locked door when you’re carrying a key.

“Move,” she said.

“No,” said Will.

She raised her hand. He felt it immediately. A pulling sensation, like the heat leaving his skin, like something inside him was being drawn toward her palm. His cutting power flickered. Not gone, but dimmed, the way a lightbulb dims when something else on the circuit draws too much current. She was draining him. Not his body. His power.

Will moved first. The folding knife was already in his hand, blade out, three inches of cheap steel that his cutting power turned into something that could open a vault door. He closed the distance in two strides, came in low, and slashed.

She was quick. She twisted sideways and the blade caught air where her ribs had been a half-second earlier.

But Will was quicker. He’d been drilling his knife work since before he was old enough to shave. He reversed the slash, came back on the inside angle, and felt the blade bite fabric. Her tactical vest split from hip to shoulder, the cut cleaner than any blade should produce, and everything underneath split with it. Vest, undershirt, sports bra, all of it separating like tissue paper, the two halves falling open, and suddenly Siphon was standing in a Lancaster City alley with one breast bare to the cold night air.

She looked down. Looked up.

Her expression went from surprised to murderous in about a quarter of a second.

“You’re dead,” she said. Not a threat. A statement of fact, delivered with the particular fury of a woman who had been in the middle of a clean getaway and was now standing half-naked in front of a stranger in a ski mask.

She shrugged out of the ruined vest and the split remains of everything underneath it, stripping to the waist with the aggressive efficiency of someone who’d rather be topless than wear something a man had cut off her. Tossed it on the ground. Didn’t cover up. Didn’t flinch.

Small breasts, pale skin, goosebumps from the cold, and an expression that said Will had about four seconds to live.

Will should have pressed the advantage. He knew that. The geometry was still in his favor, the knife was still in his hand, and she was angry, which meant sloppy. One more step and the blade would find skin and the fight would be over.

Then she reached into her jacket pocket and pulled out a crystal.

It was small. Smaller than he’d expected. A jagged shard, reminiscent of a tiny piece of rock candy, catching the light from the one streetlamp she hadn’t killed yet.

Will knew what it was before his brain formed the word. He’d seen the footage. He’d read the CA reports. He’d sat in Mist’s hospital room and stared at the machines keeping her alive because of something that looked exactly like that.

Siphon put the crystal between her teeth and bit down.

The effect was instantaneous.

The drain field exploded outward. Will felt it hit him like a wall. His cutting power didn’t flicker this time. It went out. Dead, gone, like someone had reached inside his chest and turned off a switch.

The knife in his hand became what it actually was. Three inches of cheap steel. A box cutter. A nothing.

The streetlamp behind him burst. The windows in the building to his left cracked, a spiderweb pattern radiating outward from nothing, the glass giving up its structural energy because Siphon was taking everything.

The air temperature dropped. Will could see his breath.

She straightened up. Wiped her mouth. Her eyes were different now. Wider, brighter, the pupils blown, a faint luminescence in the irises that hadn’t been there ten seconds ago.

The shimmer around her was visible, a distortion in the air like heat haze, except it wasn’t heat. It was absence. She was a hole in the world, and everything near her was falling in.

Will’s body felt wrong, not just powerless but drained. Like she was pulling something deeper than his ability, something cellular, something that kept the lights on inside him.

His legs were heavy. His hands wouldn’t close all the way. The cold was getting worse.

He tried to move. Tried to close the distance again, because the knife still had an edge even without his power behind it. His body didn’t cooperate the way it should have.

He got two steps and she raised her hand again, casual, almost lazy, and the drain doubled. Will’s knees buckled. He caught himself on the alley wall, the knife scraping brick, and for a wild second he couldn’t feel the wall’s structure at all.

His cutting power always told him where the fault lines were, the cracks, the weaknesses. Always. Since his earliest memories. Now there was nothing. Just brick under his hand and a knife that was just a knife.

Siphon walked toward him. Not fast. She didn’t need to be fast. The Cinder was doing the work.

“I said move,” she said.

Her voice sounded different now. Deeper, more resonant, like the drug had changed her vocal cords along with everything else.

Will looked at her. The crystal dust on her lower lip. The blown pupils. The shimmer that was eating the light. This was Cinder. A power amplified past anything the human body was designed to handle, and people were swallowing it on purpose.

Will lunged anyway. Pushed off the wall, knife forward, every ounce of training Halberd had beaten into him driving the blade toward her midsection. A knife was still a knife. He was still dangerous without his power. He’d been dangerous before he ever had a power.

Siphon caught his wrist.

Not with her hand. With the drain. She flicked her fingers and the pull concentrated, focused, a targeted vacuum that seized his arm like a fist. His forward momentum died. His muscles locked. The knife stopped six inches from her stomach, trembling in a grip that suddenly couldn’t close.

She hit him with the other hand. Open palm, center of his chest.

It shouldn’t have done much. She was lean, not strong, and the hit had no technique behind it. But the drain field was in her palm, and when it connected, it felt like being kicked by something that weighed a thousand pounds. The energy left his body in a single concussive wave. His ribs compressed. His lungs emptied. His feet left the ground.

Will hit the alley wall back-first. Brick. The impact drove the air out of whatever his lungs had left and something in his shoulder made a sound that shoulders shouldn’t make.

He slid down the wall and landed in a sitting position, legs out, knife on the ground beside him, the back of his head ringing against brick, and for a long second the world was a white buzzing nothing.

When it came back, Siphon was already walking away. South, same direction she’d been heading before he’d been stupid enough to get in her way. The streetlights died as she passed beneath them. The shimmer trailed behind her like a wake.

She didn’t look back. She didn’t need to. She’d put him down and dismissed him in the same motion, and the dismissal was worse than the hit.

Will sat against the wall and tried to breathe. His shoulder screamed. His ribs ached in a way that suggested bruised, not broken, but the distinction didn’t feel meaningful right now.

The knife was on the asphalt beside his right hand, just a knife, three inches of cheap steel that couldn’t cut anything harder than cardboard without the power that was only now beginning to creep back.

It came in waves. His cutting power returning like blood returning to a limb that had been slept on, pins and needles, the sense of structure in the world around him sharpening back into focus.

First the brick behind his back. Then the mortar lines. Then the fault in the asphalt where a tree root was pushing up from underneath. All there. All coming back.

He sat there until he could breathe without his ribs objecting. Then he picked up the knife, folded it, and put it in his pocket. Used the wall to stand.

His shoulder was going to be a problem tomorrow. His pride was a problem now.

His cutting power was back. Diminished, shaky, but there. He pressed his thumb against the doorframe and felt the familiar hum, the structure of the wood, the grain, the weak point where the hinge bolts had been set too shallow. All there. All his.

But he could still feel the absence. The phantom sensation of having it taken from him, the seconds where he’d reached for his power and found nothing. Twelve years he’d carried that ability. It was as much a part of him as his heartbeat.

And she’d turned it off like a light switch.

Because of a crystal the size of his thumbnail.

He stood in the doorway and thought about that. About what it meant. About what Cinder could do to a person’s power, and about what it felt like to be on the wrong end of it.

The sounds of the fight on Broad Street were gone now, swallowed by distance and the city’s ambient noise. His family was back there, finishing the job. Siphon was in the wind. Flicker and Torrent were in the wind. Bulwark was the only one who couldn’t leave, and Bulwark was probably wishing he could.

The walk back took forty minutes. It should have taken twenty-five, but his shoulder slowed him and the ribs made him take the long way around a fence he would normally have climbed. Side streets, back alleys, the fugitive’s route.

He kept the balaclava on until he was six blocks from home, then peeled it off with his good arm and stuffed it in the hoodie pocket. Cap low. Jacket zipped over the black hoodie. Just a man walking home with a limp he was trying to hide from nobody.

He let himself in through the back door. The house was dark. They were still out.

He stripped off the Decay costume in the basement, stuffed the hoodie and balaclava and gloves under his bed.

He went upstairs. The house was still empty, still dark, and the upstairs bathroom had the better shower, the one with actual water pressure and a door that locked. He turned the water as hot as it would go and stepped in.

Hot water, hard pressure, hissing through his teeth when the spray hit his shoulder. The bruise was already spreading, a dark bloom across his back that he could feel but couldn’t see. His ribs ached when he breathed deep. He stood there with his good hand against the tile and his head down and felt his cutting power humming in his fingers. Steady. Familiar. The same frequency it had always been. His power was back. Fully back.

But it hadn’t been. For those seconds in that alley, he’d been nobody. Not Lockpick, not Decay, not the most dangerous person in Lancaster City.

Just a man in a hoodie getting thrown into a wall by a woman half his size because she’d swallowed a crystal and become something his power couldn’t touch.

He thought about the profile cards on the news. Siphon’s baseline ability was minor. Touch-range energy absorption. The kind of power that got you a low-priority file and a registration number and nothing else. And on Cinder, she’d shut him down from twenty feet away.

She’d drained his cutting power like it was a battery she could empty at will. She’d cracked windows and killed streetlights and dropped the temperature in an alley by thirty degrees, and she’d done it all in the time it took Will to realize he was losing.

That was what the drug did. Not just amplified but transformed. Turned minor into major, manageable into monstrous, and the person using it got to feel like a god while their body paid the bill later.

Mist had paid that bill. Bulwark was paying it right now, buried alive in his own carapace on Broad Street.

Will didn’t turn off the water. He stood in the steam and let it run, hot enough to hurt the shoulder, not hot enough to matter.

His power hummed in his hands, steady and familiar and exactly what it had always been.

Exactly what it had always been. No more, no less. The same range, the same limits, the same walls.


CHAPTER 12

Will stood in the upstairs shower with his head down and the water running hot enough to turn his skin pink. Steam filled the bathroom in thick clouds, fogging the mirror, beading on the ceiling tiles.

His good hand was flat against the wall. His bad shoulder throbbed under the spray, the bruise spreading across his back like a stain he couldn’t see and couldn’t reach.

He pressed his cutting power into the tile for the fourth time. Felt the hum in his fingers, the familiar resistance. Same range, same depth, exactly what it had always been.

He couldn’t stop thinking about the alley. About Siphon biting down on that crystal and the world changing shape around her. About the twelve seconds between her swallowing and her drain field blowing his power out like a candle.

Twelve seconds. That’s all it took to turn a minor-league energy absorber into something that could pin him to a wall with an open palm.

His ribs ached when he breathed deep. The water drummed on his shoulders.

Somewhere in the back of his mind, a small, honest voice was telling him that the worst part wasn’t the loss. The worst part was knowing exactly how outclassed he’d been, and knowing the stakes. Siphon’s ceiling was as high as a crystal could take it. His ceiling was right here, right now, hot water and tile and the same body that had to walk to every fight it would ever be in.

He didn’t hear the front door open downstairs.

***

The bathroom door swung in without a knock.

Will turned his head, water streaming down his face, and saw Rue standing in the doorway with her hair still pulled back from the mission and her eyes bright and wild in a way that had nothing to do with the steam.

“We’re back,” she said.

“I noticed.”

She was still in her Webcam gear, the form-fitting suit unzipped to the collarbone, one boot already kicked off.

She leaned against the doorframe and looked at him through the glass with an expression that was ninety percent adrenaline and ten percent trouble.

“You should have seen it, LP. Miss Mass threw Bulwark into a fire hydrant so hard the hydrant came out the other side of him. And then Mom showed up and just...” She mimed something exploding with her hands. “Cracked his whole shell open. It was disgusting. It was incredible.”

“Sounds like you had fun.”

“Best night ever.” She pushed off the doorframe and started peeling the suit down her shoulders. “Four villains, all enhanced, and we put them down. Well, three got away, but Bulwark is done. The news is already running it. Kestrel’s trending. I’m trending. Mom told a reporter to mind his own business, which is trending even more wildly.”

Will watched her strip with the detached appreciation of a man who was too sore and too tired and too stubborn to admit that watching Rue take her clothes off was making all three of those things feel less important.

The suit came off in stages. Underneath, a sports bra and black underwear, both dark with sweat.

“Is the shower big enough for two?” she asked.

“Depends on the two.”

“Me and you, smartass.”

“I won’t stop you.”

She pulled the sports bra over her head and dropped it on the floor. Her breasts swung free, heavy and dark-nippled, glistening faintly with sweat from the mission. She shimmied out of her underwear and stepped into the shower without waiting for him to make room, which meant she had to press herself against him to fit, which meant she’d planned that part.

“Hi,” she said, looking up at him.

Water hitting her shoulders, running down her chest, pooling in the space between them.

“Hi.”

“You’re tense.”

“Long night.”

“Mine was longer.” She ran a hand up his chest, fingers tracing the muscle. Her eyes were still bright, still buzzing. “Four villains, LP. Did I mention that?”

“You mentioned it.”

“And I was amazing.”

“I’m sure you were.”

“You don’t sound impressed.”

“I’m standing in a shower with a naked woman. I’m very impressed.”

She grinned and pressed closer, her breasts flattening against his chest, her hips nudging his. The water ran between them.

She smelled like sweat and the chemical tang of the suit’s lining and underneath that, just Rue, warm and alive and vibrating with the kind of energy that came from doing something dangerous and getting away with it.

Her hand slid down his stomach. Lower.

Her fingers wrapped around his cock with the casual confidence of a woman who knew exactly where she was going and had zero intention of asking for directions.

“There he is,” she murmured. “I was worried the hot water had killed him.”

“He’s resilient.”

“Clearly.” She stroked him slowly, her grip firm, her thumb doing something deliberate on the upstroke that made his breath catch. “You know what I was thinking about on the way home?”

“Tactical debriefs.”

“You and me. Alone. Exactly like this.” She rose on her toes and bit his earlobe. “I was fighting bad guys and thinking about your cock. Is that fucked up?”

“Little bit.”

“Good.” She kissed his neck. “I like being a little fucked up.”

Will’s hands found her waist. He pulled her tighter against him, one hand sliding down to grip her ass, and she made a soft noise against his throat that went straight through him.

The bruised ego and the sore ribs and the image of Siphon walking away without looking back were still there, still lodged under his skin. But Rue was warm and wet and pressed against him, and her hand was moving, and the steam was thick enough to make the rest of the world feel very far away.

“Turn around,” he said.

“Already?” She pulled back, eyebrows up, mock-offended. “No foreplay? No sweet nothings? I fought four villains tonight and you can’t even tell me I’m pretty?”

“You’re pretty. Turn around.”

“You’re such a romantic, LP.”

But she turned around. Braced her hands on the tile, her back arched, water cascading down the curve of her spine and over the swell of her ass. She looked over her shoulder at him with that particular Rue expression, the one that was simultaneously an invitation and a dare.

Will pressed against her from behind. His cock settled between her thighs, and she rocked back into him immediately, impatient, grinding with a rhythm that had nothing patient about it.

“I thought about this the whole way home,” she whispered. “Avery was giving the debrief and I was just sitting there thinking about us going wild.”

“You’re a terrible hero.”

“The worst.” She reached between her legs and guided him to her entrance. “Don’t be gentle.”

He wasn’t. He gripped her hips and pushed into her in one slow, deep thrust, and the noise Rue made bounced off the tile and filled the bathroom. Her fingers curled against the wall. Her back arched deeper.

She was wet before he’d even touched her, soaking, the kind of turned on that came from hours of adrenaline and anticipation, and he sank into her so easily that it almost felt unfair.

“Oh, fuck,” she breathed. “Oh, fuck, LP, yes.”

He started moving. Not slow, not careful. The way she’d asked for it. Hard, steady strokes that drove her forward into the wall with each thrust, the wet slap of skin echoing in the steam.

Rue braced herself and pushed back to meet him, and the collision of their bodies was loud and graceless and exactly what he needed. Every thrust pushed the alley a little further away. Every sound she made drowned out the memory of his power going dead.

“Harder,” she demanded. “Come on. I know you can do better than... fuck... that.“

He grabbed a fistful of her wet hair and pulled, not hard enough to hurt, just enough to arch her head back. She gasped, and the gasp turned into a moan that she didn’t try to quiet.

His other hand slid around to her front, fingers finding her clit, and she slammed her palm against the tile.

“LP. Oh my God. Don’t stop, don’t you dare...”

Someone knocked on the bathroom door.

Three sharp raps. Deliberate. Patient.

Will froze mid-thrust. Rue’s eyes went wide.

“Rue.” Jess’s voice, flat and measured, from the hallway. “Other people need to take showers, too. Try not to use up all the hot water.”

Will could feel Rue’s pulse through his cock. Her whole body had gone rigid, and her mouth was open in a silent expression that landed somewhere between horror and hilarity.

“It’s...” Rue’s voice came out strangled. She cleared her throat. “It’s still hot, Mom.”

A pause. “Is it.”

“Very hot. Extremely hot. Might be... the hottest shower I’ve ever taken.”

Will pressed his face into her shoulder to keep from laughing. Rue squeezed him with her inner muscles, which was either an attempt to keep him quiet or an act of war.

“Well,” said Jess. “Let’s try to keep it that way. Don’t be too long.”

Footsteps. Retreating down the hall.

The particular cadence of a woman who knew exactly what she’d walked into and had decided that plausible deniability was the superior option.

Rue exhaled and dropped her forehead against the tile. “She knows.”

“She’s always known.”

“She sounded so disappointed.”

“That’s her neutral voice.”

“That’s her I know my daughter is getting railed in my shower voice, LP.“

Will pulled her hips back toward him. “You want to stop?”

Rue looked at him over her shoulder. Her hair was plastered to her face, her cheeks flushed, water running down her neck. She bit her lower lip and pushed back onto him, taking him deep, and the look on her face shifted from embarrassment to something much more intentional.

“Fuck no,” she whispered. “But you better make me come before she knocks again.”

He did his best. The interruption had changed the energy, turned the raw urgency into something more conspiratorial, the two of them trying to finish what they’d started with the clock ticking and the knowledge that Jess was somewhere in the house, probably in the kitchen, probably making tea, probably aware of every sound that carried through the old pipes.

Will fucked her hard and fast, one hand on her hip and the other working her clit in tight circles. Rue bit down on her own forearm to muffle the noises, which made them worse instead of better, breathy little whimpers that vibrated through the tile. Her thighs were shaking. Her free hand scrabbled at the wall, finding nothing to grip.

“I’m close,” she whispered. “LP, I’m... oh God, right there, right there, don’t change anything, just...”

She came with a full-body shudder that he felt from his cock to his chest. Her legs buckled for a second, and he caught her around the waist, still inside her, still moving.

She made a sound against her arm that was barely human, and then went limp against the tile, breathing hard, trembling.

“Don’t stop,” she murmured. “Your turn.”

He lasted maybe thirty seconds more. The combination of her body still clenching around him and the boneless, satisfied way she was leaning against the wall with her ass pushed back did the work.

He pulled her tight against him and came hard, face pressed into the wet curve of her neck, the groan muffled against her skin.

The shower ran. Steam billowed. Will stood behind Rue with his arms around her waist and his forehead resting on her shoulder, both of them breathing like they’d just finished a fight. Which, in a way, they had.

“Best night ever,” said Rue quietly.

“You said that already.”

“I meant it both times.”

She turned in his arms and kissed him, slow and warm, tasting like shower water and victory.

Then she pulled back and looked at him properly for the first time since walking in. Her eyes were soft, half-lidded, but there was something underneath, something she was about to ask and didn’t.

“You look tired,” she said.

“Long night.”

“You said that already, too.” She traced a finger along his jaw. “You sure you’re okay?”

“I’m fine.”

She studied him for a moment, and he could see the question forming behind her eyes, the one she hadn’t asked yet.

Where were you tonight? What did you do while we were out? But she didn’t ask it. She kissed him again, lighter this time, and reached past him to turn off the water.

“Come to bed,” she said. “My bed. We can be tired together.”

The offer hung in the steam between them. Her eyes were soft, half-lidded, the adrenaline finally burning off into something warm and heavy.

She meant it. Sleep in her room, tangled up, the way they used to on the island when nobody was keeping score.

“Jess would lose her mind,” he said.

“Mom just knocked on a door she knew I was getting fucked behind. I think we’re past pretending.”

“Jesus, Cammie. We’re not past it. She’s still our mom, and she’s still got rules about who sleeps where.”

“Her rules are insane, LP. We’re adults.”

“Her rules are the reason we still have a house to sleep in. You want to test that tonight? After she already basically caught us?”

Rue opened her mouth, closed it, and made a frustrated noise that was half sigh and half growl.

“Fine. But you owe me a whole night eventually. A real one. Not a quickie in a shower.”

“That wasn’t quick.”

“It wasn’t slow either.” She poked him in the chest. “I want the full experience. Candles. Pillows. No time limit. No Mom knocking.”

“I’ll see what I can do.”

“You better.” She stepped out of the shower, grabbed a towel from the rack, and wrapped it around herself with the particular efficiency of a woman who’d spent most of her teenage years changing in front of cameras.

She paused in the doorway. “You coming down to the basement?”

“In a minute.”

Rue gave him a look that said she didn’t believe him but wasn’t going to fight about it.

“If I fall asleep before you figure out where you’re going, you owe me breakfast.”

“Deal.”

She left. The bathroom door closed behind her. Will stood in the cooling shower and listened to her footsteps pad down the hallway, heard the soft click of a bedroom door, and then silence.

He turned the water back on. Stood under it for one more minute, letting the heat find the bruise on his back that Rue hadn’t seen because she’d never been facing the right direction.

Then he turned it off, dried himself, and went downstairs.

***

The basement room was quiet in the way that only rooms below ground can be quiet. Not peaceful.

Insulated. The kind of silence that wraps around you whether you want it to or not.

Will sat on the edge of the cot with his phone in his hand and the hidden door sealed behind him. The quilt Jess had picked out was bunched at the foot of the bed.

The nightlight in the corner threw a warm orange glow across the concrete walls that tried its best to be comforting and missed by about a mile.

He’d saved Erik’s number under a contact name that wouldn’t raise flags. “Dave.” Not clever, but functional. The kind of name nobody asks about.

It rang four times. Five.

Will was about to hang up when the line clicked.

“Whoever this is, I’m sleeping.” Erik’s voice, groggy and irritated, the particular tone of a man who’d been woken up and was already planning how to make it everyone else’s problem.

“It’s me.”

A pause. The sound of sheets rustling, a mattress creaking, Erik’s breathing shifting from horizontal to vertical.

“Pick?” Another pause, longer. “Hold on. What number is this?”

“New phone.”

“Where are you?”

“Lancaster City.”

Silence. Will counted three full seconds of it, which for Erik was unprecedented.

Erik didn’t do silence. Erik filled silence the way water filled cracks, automatically and without permission.

“You’re in Lancaster City,” said Erik. “Voluntarily?”

“Voluntarily.”

“Lancaster City. The same Lancaster City where the Champion Authority has its largest east coast field office. The same Lancaster City where there is currently an active, extremely well-funded manhunt for a fugitive named Decay who looks exactly like you because he is you.”

“That’s the one.”

“And here I thought you were the smart one, Pick.” Something creaked on Erik’s end. A chair, maybe. He was up now. “I thought you were on the island. I thought the whole plan was you stay on the island, Jess keeps the Board off your back, and everyone pretends you died until the heat drops down.”

“Plans change.”

“Plans change.” Erik’s laugh was short and unimpressed. “That’s what you’re giving me? I haven’t heard from you in six months and you call me at... what time is it? Eleven thirty at night? To tell me plans change?”

“Mist collapsed. She’s in a coma at Lancaster General.”

The laughter stopped.

“Shit.” Erik’s voice had dropped the irritation. What replaced it wasn’t softness, because Erik didn’t do softness, but something adjacent. “It’s serious, then?”

“Yeah.”

“She was CA though, right? Commuted sentence?”

“She was.” Will tensed his jaw, a bit annoyed that Erik had probably known before he had. “Three weeks operational. Jess put in the recommendation.”

“Of course she did.” He heard Erik exhale. “Okay. So you’re back for Mist. You want to burn whoever put her down. And you’re calling me because you don’t have anyone else to call.”

“I have people to call. You’re the one who’ll know something useful.”

“Flattery.”

Erik sounded more awake now, gears turning the way Erik’s gears always turned. He complained, he resisted, he told you to go fuck yourself, and then somewhere in the middle of all that, his brain started working and he couldn’t help himself.

“What do you know?”

“There’s a drug called Cinder. Crystalline. Manufactured by a super, not synthesized in a lab. It amplifies powers. The crash is brutal and the addiction profile is worse. Mist was using it to boost her powers on CA missions and she collapsed on live TV. She’s been in a coma since.”

“I know what Cinder is, Pick. Everyone in Lancaster City knows what Cinder is.”

“Then you know more than I do.”

“I know enough to stay away from it, which is more than I can say for you, apparently. You’re, what, planning to find the source? Kick down doors? Save the day?”

“Something like that.”

“Something like that, he says.” Erik muttered something away from the phone that Will couldn’t catch. Probably talking to Iggie, who was probably lying next to him, probably giving him the look that said hang up the phone, Erik.

“Come on, Erik,” he muttered.

“Look, Pick. I’m not in that world. I don’t touch drugs and I don’t touch people who sell drugs. That’s been my line since before Mastodon and it hasn’t moved.”

“I’m not asking you to move it. I’m asking what your doubles have heard.”

Another pause. This one felt different.

Calculating.

Erik’s power was strange and useful in equal measure. Thirty-plus biological duplicates, grown from algae, each with their own personality and their own social circles. Erik sat in his apartment under CA surveillance like a good little parolee, and his doubles roamed the city picking up everything from grocery deals to criminal intelligence.

He was the best-connected man in Lancaster City without ever leaving his living room.

“There’s a name,” said Erik. “Quartz. He grows the crystals. Not a chemist, not a cook. His body makes the shit.”

“Where?”

“South side. Past the rail yards. My doubles have heard about a warehouse or a lab or something. I don’t have an address because I wasn’t looking for one, because I have the good sense to not go hunting for drug manufacturers in a city where the CA would love to catch me doing literally anything.”

“But you could find out.”

“I could have a double poke around. Maybe. If I felt like it. Which I don’t.”

“Erik.”

“Pick, listen to me. You are the most wanted man on the east coast. You are living in a city that is actively trying to find you. And you want to go after a drug manufacturer who is almost certainly connected to people who would love to sell you out for a reduced sentence. This isn’t a raid. This is suicide by stupidity.”

“Mist is in a coma.”

“And going after Quartz brings her out of it? Does punching a crystal grower cure brain damage now? When did they add that to the medical textbooks?”

“It stops the next one.”

Erik went quiet again. Will heard Iggie’s voice in the background, muffled, asking something.

Erik covered the phone. A brief, inaudible exchange. Then he was back.

“I’ll have a double poke around a bit,” said Erik. “No promises. No guarantees. And if this goes sideways, I was sleeping the whole time and this call never happened.”

“Understood.”

“One more thing, Pick.”

“What?”

“You sound different.”

Will looked at the concrete wall across from him. The warm orange glow of the nightlight. The quilt bunched at the foot of the cot.

His power humming in his hands at its normal frequency, steady and familiar and exactly what it had always been.

“I’m fine,” he said.

“Sure you are. Call me tomorrow. I’ll see what I can find.”

The line went dead. Will set the phone on the cot beside him and sat in the insulated silence of the basement and thought about what he’d just done.

He had a family upstairs. Jess had CA intel. Avery ran the Scarlet Squadron. Either one of them could have pointed him in the right direction. Either one of them would have helped.

He’d called Erik instead, a villain’s network, back channels. The kind of intelligence that came from people who operated outside the system because the system had never done anything for them.

First step, he thought.

First step, he thought. He wasn’t sure what it was the first step toward. He wasn’t sure he wanted to know.


CHAPTER 13

Erik called at six in the evening.

Will was in the kitchen eating leftover rice out of a pot because nobody had cooked and he couldn’t be bothered with a plate. Jess was on a Board call in the bedroom with the door closed. Avery was at the kitchen table with her laptop open and her reading glasses on, cross-referencing patrol schedules with a focus that made it clear she didn’t want to be interrupted.

Rue was curled up on the couch doing something on her phone that involved a lot of scrolling and occasional self-satisfied smirking.

The phone buzzed in his pocket. Dave.

“Hold on,” he said to no one, and walked to the basement stairs with the pot still in his hand.

He answered behind the hidden door. “Yeah.”

“South side rail yards,” said Erik. “Past the old freight depot, there’s a row of warehouses. Most of them are condemned. One of them isn’t.”

“Which one?”

“The one with people going in and out of it carrying crates, Pick. Use your detective skills.”

“Your doubles saw this?”

“One of them did. This afternoon. Two men loading crystal containers onto a truck. Not subtle about it, either. Looked like they were clearing the place out. Boxes, crates, the whole operation. Moving fast.”

Will leaned against the basement wall. The concrete was cool through his shirt. “Moving fast as in finishing tonight?”

“Moving fast as in you better go tonight if you want to find anything worth finding. My double said the truck was almost full.”

“Description of the two men?”

“One big. Like, really big. Built like someone stacked two normal humans on top of each other and forgot to stop. The other one was thinner, mid-thirties maybe, kept making this geometric shield thing. Like crystals, forming out of his hands. My double almost shat himself.”

Will’s hand found the edge of the table.

A super who conjured crystals. That wasn’t just a distributor. That was the source.

“Anything else?”

“Yeah. Don’t go.”

“Erik.”

“I mean it. My double watched for ten minutes and left because even from a block away it felt wrong. Those aren’t street-level guys, Pick. That’s supply chain. That’s the kind of thing you bring a team for.”

“I appreciate the concern.”

“It’s not concern. It’s self-preservation. If you get caught, they trace the call, and suddenly I’m the guy who fed intel to the most wanted fugitive on the east coast. I have a life, Pick. Iggie has a life. Don’t make me regret helping you.”

“You won’t.”

“Famous last words.” The line went dead.

Will set the phone on the cot. Looked at the concrete ceiling. The muffled sound of Avery’s keyboard filtered through from above, rhythmic and purposeful. Jess’s voice was a low murmur behind her bedroom door, the Board call stretching into its second hour.

He could walk upstairs right now. Knock on Jess’s door, wait for the call to end, lay Erik’s intel on the table. Jess would activate the CA. Avery would mobilize the Scarlet Squadron. They’d hit the warehouse with proper resources, proper backup, proper authority.

It would be clean. It would be smart. It would be exactly how a reasonable person would handle this.

And he would be in the basement.

He pulled the Decay costume out from under his bed. Hoodie, balaclava, cap, gloves. The pocket knife went into his right front pocket.

He checked his reflection in the dark surface of his phone screen and saw exactly what he expected to see. Not a hero. Not even a proper villain. Just a man in a hood who was about to do something his family would tell him not to do.

He left through the hidden door and out the back, the way he’d done two nights ago. Side streets, back alleys, the fugitive’s route.

Lancaster City in early evening was all commuter traffic and dinner light spilling from windows. Normal people living normal lives in a city that was quietly falling apart.

The south side took twenty-five minutes on foot. The rail yards were relics from a version of Lancaster City that had needed freight infrastructure. Now they were rust and chain-link and the occasional development sign promising mixed-use condos that nobody had started building. Past the old freight depot, the warehouses lined up like broken teeth. Dark windows, padlocked doors, weeds pushing through concrete.

All except one.

***

The warehouse was unremarkable on the outside. Same corrugated metal siding, same small windows set too high to see through from ground level. But the padlock on the side door was new. The concrete out front had fresh tire tracks, wide ones, the kind a box truck would leave.

And there was light coming from inside. Not much. The dull glow of work lights, the kind you’d use if you didn’t want to attract attention from the street but still needed to see what you were doing. He could hear movement inside.

Will circled the building once. One main entrance, a loading dock with the rolling door halfway up. One side door with the new padlock. Two windows on the east wall, both high.

He could hear movement inside. The low rumble of conversation, a scraping sound, something heavy being set down on concrete.

He found a rusted dumpster against the east wall and climbed it to reach the window ledge. The glass was filthy but not opaque. He pressed his face to it and looked down into the warehouse floor.

Two men. Erik’s intel was prime.

The big one was obvious. Torque. Will recognized him from the CA registry that Avery kept on her laptop, the one she thought nobody else had seen. Former hero name Axle, a strongman who’d been CA-registered for eleven years before dropping off the grid eighteen months ago. Listed as inactive, which was the CA’s polite way of saying they’d lost track of him and didn’t have the resources to look.

He was built like a concrete pillar, wide across the shoulders and thick through the arms, the kind of physique that suggested his power had reshaped his body over time. He moved with the careful patience of a very strong man who was used to breaking things by accident.

The other one took Will a moment longer. Thinner, lighter build, restless hands. He was crouched beside a crate, running his palms along the interior, and Will watched as crystalline structures bloomed from his fingers like frost spreading across glass. Clear at first, then catching the work light and fracturing it into pale rainbows. The crystals grew fast, filling the crate with a lattice of interlocking formations that looked almost organic. Almost beautiful.

Quartz.

The name had been familiar, and now he remembered why. Will knew him, not personally, but the face and the CA profile. A mid-tier hero who’d been part of a New Hampshire team before the abomination attacks, the kind of reliable, unspectacular super who showed up for community events and did school visits and never made the national news.

His full power profile was on the tip of Will’s tongue and wouldn’t come. It didn’t matter. What mattered was that this man, this licensed, registered, known hero, was in a condemned warehouse at eight o’clock at night growing Cinder crystals into shipping crates.

The same crystals that had put Mist in a coma.

Will’s plan held. Barely.

He watched for another two minutes, counting crates, tracking the rhythm. Torque carried. Quartz filled. Neither man looked toward the windows. The truck was backed up to the loading dock with the rolling door halfway raised, rear doors open, half full of sealed crates. Dozens already loaded. Enough Cinder to put a hundred Mists in a hundred comas.

The tires.

It came to him the way good ideas did, fully formed and obvious. If the truck couldn’t move, the product couldn’t move.

He could cut all four from underneath and be three blocks away before either of them heard the hiss. Anonymous sabotage. No confrontation, no exposure. The kind of thing a smart person would do.

He dropped off the dumpster and circled wide, keeping the east wall between himself and the loading dock. The truck’s cab faced the street, its rear end swallowed by the warehouse mouth. He approached from the passenger side, low, staying in the shadow the building threw across the gravel lot.

The nearest tire was six feet away. He could feel its structure through his knife already, the layered rubber, the steel belts, the pressurized air waiting for a seam.

He was three feet from it when headlights swept across the lot.

***

Will dropped flat. Gravel bit into his palms. A car on the access road, moving slow, its headlights raking across the front of the warehouse and painting the truck’s cab in yellow light. He pressed himself against the rear wheel well and didn’t breathe.

The car kept going. Its tail lights shrank and disappeared around the curve past the freight depot.

He waited. Thirty seconds. A minute. The muffled sounds of work continued inside the warehouse, scraping and low conversation. Nobody had seen him. Nobody had come to check.

He shifted back toward the tire, knife in hand, and felt the structure of the rubber under his power. One clean cut along the sidewall. That was all it would take.

“Wouldn’t do that.”

The voice came from behind him. Low, flat, bored.

Will turned.

Will turned. Torque was standing at the corner of the loading dock, arms crossed, watching him the way a man watches a raccoon in his trash. He’d come out through the rolling door without making a sound, which shouldn’t have been possible for someone his size but apparently was.

“You’ve been up on that dumpster for ten minutes,” said Torque. “Thought you were a tweaker at first. Then I saw the knife.”

Will straightened. The knife hummed in his hand.

Six feet of open gravel between them and no cover.

“Walk away,” said Will.

“Can’t do that.” Torque unfolded his arms. His hands were enormous. “You’re trespassing, friend. And you’re about to damage my property.”

“Your property is Cinder.”

“My property is in crates in a truck. What’s in the crates isn’t your business.” He stepped off the loading dock. The gravel crunched under his weight. “Put the knife down and go home. I don’t want to hurt a tweaker.”

Will didn’t put the knife down. He cut the nearest tire instead.

The rubber split with a gasp. Air rushed out in a hiss that was louder than it should have been in the quiet of the rail yards. Torque’s expression shifted from bored to something sharper.

Will moved to the second tire and slashed it.

Torque came forward fast, faster than a man that size should have moved, and he had to dive sideways to avoid the hand that grabbed for his collar. He rolled under the truck, came up on the other side, and slashed the third tire from underneath. Three down. The truck listed hard on the deflated side.

“Quartz!” Torque’s voice echoed off the warehouse walls. Not angry. Professional. A man calling for backup the way he’d call for a wrench.

Will heard scrambling inside the warehouse. He went for the fourth tire but Torque was already rounding the truck, and the gap between the vehicle and the warehouse wall was too narrow to maneuver.

Will backed toward the loading dock instead, knife up, and cut a line across the nearest crate as he passed it. Wood split. Crystal spilled across the concrete, scattering in the work light like broken glass.

Quartz appeared at the loading dock’s edge. He saw the scattered crystal and made a noise that was small and involuntary, the sound of a man watching his work destroyed. He stumbled backward and raised his hands, palms up, the universal gesture of surrender. Crystals were already growing from his fingers, but they were defensive, instinctive, formations erupting along his forearms like the quills of a porcupine.

Will cut another crate. Then a third. His knife hummed and the crystal shattered on impact with the concrete, fragments bouncing and sliding across the warehouse floor.

For the first time since Lancaster City, his power felt like enough. Every cut landed exactly where he aimed it. Every crate opened like a mouth. He could feel the crystal’s structure through his knife and it was fragile, brittle, nothing like the reinforced bones of Bulwark’s carapace or the drain field that Siphon had wrapped around him.

Crystal broke for him. He was made to break it.

“Stop!” Quartz’s voice cracked. “Stop, please, stop. Those aren’t... I didn’t...”

“You didn’t... what?” shouted Will, voice veering into the old Decay tonality.

“Him!” screamed Quartz. He pointed at Torque with a shaking hand, backing toward the far wall. “Him! Not me! I’m not here willingly!”

Torque looked at Quartz with an expression that was hard to read. Disappointment, maybe. Or the particular resignation of a man who’d expected this.

Then his hand went into his jacket pocket.

Will saw the crystal before Torque raised it to his mouth. Small, maybe the size of a marble, catching the work light and throwing it back in a pale spectrum. Torque held it between his thumb and forefinger for a moment, studying it, like a man considering a drink he knew he shouldn’t have.

He chomped down on it.

The change wasn’t gradual. One second Torque was a very large, very strong man standing in a warehouse. The next second the air pressure changed. Will felt it in his ears, a pop and then a density, the room suddenly heavier.

Torque’s muscles swelled, the fabric of his jacket splitting at the shoulders, and his eyes went glassy and bright. His posture shifted from professional to primal. The careful patience evaporated. What replaced it was hungry.

Quartz screamed again. Will wasn’t sure at who.

Crystal erupted across the warehouse floor. Not from Quartz’s hands this time. The scattered fragments from the broken crates, the shards on the concrete, all of it blooming outward in a chain reaction, Quartz’s panic feeding his power, growing crystal walls and pillars that shot up from the ground like stalagmites.

Will cut through the first one. Cut through the second. His knife hummed and the crystal shattered beautifully, each cut precise, each structure collapsing the instant his blade found the fault line.

But Torque was coming.

He came through a crystal wall like it was tissue paper. The Cinder had him fully now, every step cracking the concrete, his body radiating a dense, pressurized energy that Will could feel against his skin.

Will slashed at his arm. The knife connected, scraped, and bounced off. Cinder-enhanced durability. The blade didn’t even leave a mark.

He dove sideways. Torque’s fist hit the support column behind him and the column buckled. Steel groaned. The entire warehouse shuddered.

He needed distance. He needed to move. He cut through a stack of empty pallets to create a barrier and rolled under the truck. Torque grabbed the truck’s rear axle and dragged it sideways like it was a shopping cart, exposing Will on the concrete.

A crystal cluster exploded to Will’s left. Quartz was growing formations wildly now, defensive structures erupting in every direction, the warehouse filling with jagged crystalline geometry. Will couldn’t tell if Quartz was trying to trap him or trap Torque or just losing control entirely. One cluster detonated near the loading dock. Shrapnel filled the air.

Something punched into Will’s right bicep.

He hissed and looked down. A crystal shard, maybe an inch long, buried in the meat of his arm. He grabbed it and pulled it out. The pain was sharp and specific, the kind that cleared your head instead of fogging it.

Blood ran warm down his forearm. He pinched the wound with his mending power, the way he’d always done, pressing the edges of the skin together until they held. It was a field fix, not a proper job. He barely registered it because Torque was five feet away and closing.

Will ran.

Not a retreat. A calculation. Torque on Cinder was the same lesson as Siphon. His base power couldn’t answer this. Every second he stayed was a second closer to a hit he couldn’t survive.

He cut through the side wall of the warehouse, the corrugated metal parting like fabric, and threw himself through the gap into the cold evening air.

Behind him, Torque roared. The sound was barely human.

Will sprinted. South, past the rail yards, into the grid of condemned buildings where a man in a hood could disappear. He didn’t stop running until the roaring faded and the only sound was his own breathing and the distant hum of Lancaster City’s traffic.

He slowed to a walk. His bicep throbbed. His hand was sticky with blood. The knife in his pocket felt heavy.

***

The walk home took forty minutes. Will kept to the back streets, hood up, one hand pressed against the wound on his arm.

The adrenaline was still draining out of him in slow, ugly waves. His legs felt hollow. His jaw ached from clenching it.

He let himself in through the back door. The house was quiet, Jess’s bedroom light off and Rue’s door closed. Avery’s laptop was shut on the kitchen table, with the remains of a snack plate nearby.

Everyone asleep, or at least performing it convincingly enough that Will didn’t have to explain the blood on his arm.

He went to the upstairs bathroom. Locked the door. Pulled off the hoodie and the T-shirt underneath and looked at his bicep in the mirror.

The wound was ugly but shallow, a puncture with torn edges where he’d ripped the shard out. The field fix had held, the skin pinched closed, but it was already bruising around the seal. Purple and yellow, the colors of a body objecting to what had been done to it.

He cleaned the wound. Bandaged it with supplies from under the sink. Rolled his sleeve down. Good enough.

He went downstairs. The hidden door sealed behind him. He sat on the cot and looked at the concrete wall across from him and thought about Quartz.

A hero. A CA-registered, licensed, known hero. Will had seen his face on community event flyers, the kind they taped to lampposts outside the grocery store. He’d been on the news after the abomination attacks, one of the mid-tier supers who’d helped with cleanup.

A nobody, in the grand scheme of things. But a nobody with a team and a history and a CA file and a face that people in Lancaster City would recognize.

A nobody who’d been manufacturing Cinder in a warehouse and screaming that he wasn’t there willingly.

The obvious move was to tell Jess. She’d know what to do with it. She always knew what to do. That was the whole point of Jess, the reason she sat on the Board, the reason she’d built a life that could absorb impossible things and keep functioning.

He could walk up those stairs, knock on her door, lay it out. Quartz is manufacturing Cinder, I found his warehouse, here’s the address. She’d activate the CA and Avery would run the operation. The Scarlet Squadron, maybe with CA support, would hit whatever was left of the warehouse, track the truck, follow the supply chain.

And Will would be in the basement.

That was the part that kept snagging. Not the logic. The logic was clean. Telling Jess was the right call. It was the smart call. It was the call that a reasonable person, a person who trusted his family, a person who understood that this was bigger than him, would make without hesitation.

But telling Jess meant handing it over. It meant watching the Scarlet Squadron fly out the front door while he watched from the window. It meant Avery running the op, giving the orders, making the calls.

It meant Liz Laser, the CA’s plant, getting credit and access and proximity to a case that Will had found with his own hands, through his own network, on his own terms.

He was trying to prove something. He knew it, and knowing it made it worse. The need wasn’t rational. It wasn’t strategic. It was the same need that had sent him out into the city two nights ago in a homemade Decay costume, the same need that had made him intercept Siphon instead of calling it in, the same need that had walked him into a warehouse tonight with a pocket knife and no backup.

He needed to be the one who did this. He needed it the way he needed to breathe, and he hated that the need felt as urgent and real as the ground beneath his feet.

Because needing to prove something was what teenagers did. It was what prisoners did. It was what people who couldn’t trust anyone else to handle their problems did, and Will had spent years trying to be someone other than that person.

Tomorrow. He’d tell Jess tomorrow. One more night to think it through, to figure out how to frame it so she wouldn’t ask where the intel came from, to work out a version of the story that kept Erik’s name out of it.

One more night was reasonable. One more night was smart.

He lay back on the cot. The ceiling pressed down.

The nightlight threw its warm orange glow across the walls.

He fell asleep.


CHAPTER 14

Will woke up scratching his arm.

Not the dull throb from earlier. This was specific, shallow, a persistent itch under the bandage like a splinter working its way toward the surface.

He lay on the cot in the dark for a minute, trying to ignore it. The nightlight threw its warm orange glow across the concrete walls. The house above him was silent.

He unwrapped the bandage. The wound had closed well, his field fix holding, the bruise around it already shifting from purple to a faded gray.

But under the sealed skin, near the edge of the puncture, he could feel it. Something small and hard sitting just beneath the surface. A sliver. He pressed his thumb against it and felt it shift, a tiny grain of crystal that the shard had left behind when he’d ripped it out.

He reached for the pocket knife on the floor beside the cot.

The difference hit him the moment his fingers closed around the handle.

Will sat up. The knife hummed in his hand, but not the way it usually hummed. The frequency was different. Higher, cleaner, like an instrument that had been tuned by someone who actually knew what they were doing.

He could feel the structure of the hidden door from across the room, every seam, every hinge pin, the density of the wood and the hollow pocket where the latch sat.

He could feel the rebar inside the concrete walls, the threaded bolts holding the cot frame together, the hairline fracture in the basement’s foundation that ran diagonally from the northeast corner to somewhere under the water heater.

He’d never sensed any of that before. Not from this distance. Not with this clarity.

He flicked the sliver out. Barely a nick, the blade kissing the skin at the edge of the sealed wound and lifting the fragment free. It came out clean. He held it up to the nightlight between his thumb and forefinger. Almost nothing. A flake of crystal the size of a grain of rice, translucent, already dull.

Whatever had been in it was gone. Dissolved into his blood while he slept.

His power was still singing.

***

His hands weren’t trembling. That was the strange part. They should have been. Something fundamental about his power had changed overnight and he was sitting on a cot in the basement at two in the morning discovering it, and his hands were perfectly steady.

The knife felt like it belonged in them in a way it never had before.

He stood up and faced the far wall. Six feet of poured concrete, the thickest barrier in the house. He’d tested it once when he first moved in, just to see. His power had scratched the surface, cosmetic damage, like keying a car.

He pushed.

The cut went deeper than the blade. Past the edge, past the steel, into the structure of the concrete. He pushed harder, reaching past his old limits, looking for the new ceiling, expecting resistance.

The resistance didn’t come. Instead, the sensation changed. His cutting power reached the far side of the concrete and kept going, into something that wasn’t concrete. Wasn’t air. Wasn’t anything he had a word for.

A seam in the space itself, a fold that his power could feel the way his fingers could feel the edge of a table in the dark.

He tried to cut it.

The air split open.

Will stepped back. The knife was still in his hand. In front of him, where the basement wall should have been, a rip hung in the air. Not a hole. Not a doorway. A cut, maybe two feet wide and five feet tall, its edges shimmering faintly, and through it he could see sand.

White sand, pale under moonlight, and beyond it, dark water. He could hear the waves. He could smell the salt.

He knew that beach. He’d walked it every morning for two years.

Halberd’s island.

He stood there. The basement behind him, the island in front of him, his brain refusing to assemble the two things into a single coherent picture.

He was looking at a place three thousand miles away through a hole he’d cut in his basement wall with a pocket knife. His cutting power. The same power he’d had since he was a kid. The same power that opened locks and sliced through metal and cut through anything he pressed a blade against. That power had just cut a hole through space.

What the hell was his ceiling, really, if a drug could do this to his power?

The question sat in his chest like a stone. He’d spent his entire life thinking he understood what he could do. Lockpick. The kid who cut things. A useful power, a practical power, a power that opened doors and occasionally saved lives. He’d never thought of it as something that could be more than that. He’d never had a reason to.

He stepped through. The sand was cool under his bare feet. The air was warm and heavy with humidity, nothing like the dry basement cold he’d just been standing in.

He was on Halberd’s beach. He turned around and the rip was still there, hanging in the air above the sand, the orange glow of his nightlight visible through it. He could step back through and be in his basement. He could close the cut and be stranded on an island in the Caribbean at two in the morning.

He stood there for a long time. The waves broke against the reef fifty yards out. A bird called from somewhere in the tree line, disturbed by his arrival.

The moon was fat and low over the water.

He stepped back through. The basement closed around him. He let the cut seal itself, his mending power pressing the edges of the rip together until the air was solid again. The salt smell faded. The wave sound stopped.

His heart was hammering.

He lay down on the cot. Stared at the ceiling. The nightlight hummed. His power hummed louder.

Go to sleep. That was the smart move. He’d just cut a hole through space to a beach three thousand miles away, and the smart move was to close his eyes and deal with it in the morning.

Tell Jess. Tell someone. Let the adults figure out what a crystal shard from a drug called Cinder had done to his cutting power and whether it was permanent and what it meant and all the other questions he couldn’t begin to answer at two in the morning in a basement.

He closed his eyes. Kept them closed for maybe ninety seconds. Opened them.

The darkness of the basement pressed down on him.

The power was still there. Still humming. Still reaching. And the thought that landed, the one he couldn’t push away, was simple and quiet and had teeth.

This might not last. Whatever the shard had done, it was dissolving, already mostly gone. By morning his power could be back to normal. Back to the basement. Back to the same walls, the same ceiling, the same distance between him and everywhere he’d just been. Stuck in place. This might be his only chance to know what he could actually do.

He sat up. Told himself he’d be quick. Just one trip, just to see.

***

He put on clothes. Jeans, the clean hoodie from the back of the closet, sneakers. He picked up the knife. He stood in the middle of his basement and thought about where he wanted to go.

Vegas. He didn’t know why. It was the first place that came to mind. Big, loud, anonymous, the kind of city where a man in a hoodie at two in the morning was the least interesting thing on the block.

He thought about Las Vegas and pushed his power into the air, feeling for that seam, that fold.

It was easier the second time. The cut opened clean, and through it he saw light. Not daylight. Casino light. The oversaturated, temperature-controlled, no-clocks-on-the-walls light of a place designed to make you forget what time it was. He smelled carpet cleaner and cigarette smoke and the ghost of a thousand spilled drinks.

He stepped through and closed the cut behind him.

He was standing between two rows of slot machines. The nearest one was cycling through its attract mode six inches from his elbow, cherries and sevens and a woman’s voice saying something about a bonus round.

Nobody had seen him arrive. The machines were shoulder-high and the aisle was narrow and a man appearing from nowhere looked exactly like a man stepping out from behind a row of slots.

Will stood there for a few seconds, letting it hit him.

He was in a casino. In Las Vegas. Thirty seconds ago he’d been in a basement in Vermont.

The floor stretched out in front of him, massive, open, alive. Rows of blackjack tables under low-hanging lights, the green felt almost fluorescent. Roulette wheels spinning. Craps tables ringed with bodies, someone whooping, dice clattering off the far wall.

The ceiling was mirrored and gold and twenty feet up, and the carpet was the ugliest thing he’d ever seen, a repeating pattern of maroon and teal that existed purely so you’d never look down. Cocktail waitresses moved through the crowd in outfits that Rue would have called empowering and Avery would have called a labor violation.

A man in a Hawaiian shirt was asleep at a video poker machine with a half-finished beer on the console. A bachelorette party swept past Will in a wave of pink sashes and tequila perfume, the bride-to-be wearing a tiara and talking too loud into her phone.

It was close to midnight on a Tuesday and the place was packed. The noise was extraordinary. Not loud the way a concert was loud or a fight was loud.

Loud the way a living thing was loud, hundreds of small sounds braided together into a single ambient roar that pressed against his eardrums and settled somewhere behind his sternum. Bells, laughter, the shuffle of cards, ice in glasses, the electronic chatter of a thousand machines all talking at once.

After two years of ocean surf and birdsong and three weeks of basement silence, the sensory density of it nearly buckled his knees.

Will walked. Nobody looked at him. Nobody cared. He was a face in a river of faces, tourists and drunks and degenerates and men in bad shirts losing money they didn’t have.

He found the bar near the sportsbook and sat down. Ordered a whiskey. The bartender poured it without making eye contact. Will drank it slowly, watching the floor.

The whiskey was cheap and burned in exactly the right way, the way whiskey burned when you were drinking it somewhere you had no business being.

He finished the drink and walked to the nearest blackjack table. Bought in for forty dollars with the cash in his pocket. The dealer was a woman in her fifties with reading glasses and a bored expression. Will played three hands. Won the first, lost the second, pushed the third. He tipped the dealer five dollars, cashed out, and left.

He’d just gambled in Las Vegas. He’d portaled from a basement in Vermont to a casino floor in Nevada in the time it took to open a door.

He found a service corridor near the restrooms, cut a new portal where nobody could see, and stepped through into the smell of rain and fried food and exhaust, a different kind of exhaust, a different country.

Tokyo.

He’d aimed for the city, thinking about the skyline he’d seen in photographs, the density and the light, and his power had delivered him to a side street in Shibuya. He knew it was Shibuya because the crossing was a hundred yards ahead of him, and even from here the scale of it was staggering.

A river of people, thousands of them, flowing in every direction under a cathedral of neon and LED screens the size of buildings. The noise was different from Vegas. Layered, complex, a hundred conversations in a language he didn’t speak braided together with electronic chimes and train announcements and the particular hush of a crowd too large to hear itself.

Will walked to the crossing and stood on the corner and let it wash over him.

He was a convicted felon. A fugitive. A man who’d spent years in a prison cell and more years on an island and then three weeks in a basement room that was eight feet by ten feet with a nightlight and a cot.

He was standing in the middle of the busiest intersection in the world and nobody on earth knew he was here.

The light changed. The crowd surged. Will walked into it.

He wandered for twenty minutes. Side streets, arcades, a convenience store where he bought an onigiri and ate it standing on the sidewalk because he could.

He watched a group of teenagers laughing outside a karaoke bar and felt something shift in his chest that he couldn’t name and didn’t try to. The air smelled like rain and grilled meat and something sweet, and every single detail of it was real, and all of it was his.

He cut a portal in the alley behind the convenience store. Stepped through into wind and sunlight.

Sunlight.

He squinted. He was standing on a stone walkway, cold wind hitting his face, and the Eiffel Tower was right there. Not in the distance. Not across a river. Right there, close enough to crane his neck at, iron latticework filling his vision, tourists milling around the base in light jackets and scarves.

It was mid-morning. Bright, overcast, maybe eight o’clock. He’d left Tokyo at what had to be late afternoon, and Vegas at some hour he’d already lost track of, and the time changes were stacking up in his body like jet lag compressed into minutes.

He stood under the Eiffel Tower in the middle of the Paris morning rush and felt slightly dizzy and completely unmoored from anything he’d understood about his life an hour ago.

A family walked past him. Mother, father, two kids in matching rain boots. The mother said something in French and the younger kid pointed up at the tower and made a sound of pure, uncomplicated wonder.

Will thought about Jess.

He could bring her here. Right now. Cut a portal into her bedroom, wake her up, take her hand, step through into Paris. No plane tickets, no passports, no twelve hours in coach. Just here.

He could show her the tower and the river and the stone walkways and the kid in the rain boots, and she’d stand next to him and look up the way she looked up at things, with that expression she got when something was bigger than she’d expected.

But she’d ask how. And how meant portals. And portals meant Cinder. And Cinder meant a conversation he was not ready to have, not standing under the Eiffel Tower, not standing anywhere.

He couldn’t bring Jess to Paris.

But he could still go to Jess.

***

He portaled back to the basement. The cut opened into the familiar orange glow of the nightlight, the concrete walls, the cot. He stepped through and sealed it behind him.

Stood there breathing. Vegas, Tokyo, Paris, and home, all in the span of an hour, and his power was still humming at that impossible frequency, still reaching, still ready.

He took his clothes off. The idea was stupid and reckless and he was going to do it anyway.

He cut one last portal. He didn’t think about the destination the way he’d thought about Vegas or Tokyo. He thought about her. The room, the bed, the specific quality of the dark in Jess’s bedroom at three in the morning, the sound of her breathing.

His power found it like it had been waiting to be asked.

The rip opened. Through it, her room. Dark, the curtains half drawn, a strip of streetlight falling across the foot of the bed. He could see the shape of her under the covers, one arm above the blanket, blonde hair fanned across the pillow.

He stepped through and mended the cut behind him immediately, pressing the edges shut until the air was solid, no trace, no shimmer, no portal glowing in the corner of her room while she slept.

Just him, standing barefoot and naked in her bedroom at three in the morning with no knife and no way back except the door.

Jess stirred. The mattress shifted as he sat on the edge of the bed, and her breathing changed, and she rolled toward him the way she always rolled toward warmth.

“What are you...” she murmured. “...doing in here, mister?”

Half-asleep. Her eyes opened just enough to register him. Not alarmed. Confused, maybe, for a second, and then something else. Something warm and automatic.

“Couldn’t sleep,” said Will.

“Mm.” Her hand found his arm. Slid up to his shoulder. Her fingers were warm from the blanket.

She was wearing a T-shirt and nothing else and he could feel the heat of her through the fabric when he leaned down.

“You’re cold,” she whispered.

“Walked upstairs.”

“You’re very cold.” Her hand moved across his chest. Paused. “You’re not wearing anything.”

“I was optimistic.”

Jess laughed. It was barely a sound, more breath than voice, sleepy and amused and already pulling him closer. She shifted to make room and he slid under the covers and her legs tangled with his and the warmth of her body hit him all at once, the entire length of her pressing against him.

He felt something ease that he hadn’t known was wound up.

She kissed him. Slow, drowsy, her mouth soft and tasting like the peppermint tea she drank before bed. Her hand found the back of his neck and her fingers curled into his hair and she pulled him down onto her with the quiet authority that was more Jess than anything else about her.

Not a request. An arrangement.

“Door’s unlocked,” she whispered against his mouth.

“I know.”

“You don’t care.”

“I don’t care.”

She smiled. He felt it against his lips. Her T-shirt had ridden up past her ribs and his hand found the bare skin of her waist, the dip above her hip, and she arched into him with a small sound that she pressed into his shoulder.

Muffled. Private. Jess was always quieter than the others. Not less present. Just more contained, everything held closer, like the sounds she made were for him specifically and the walls didn’t get to have them.

“Take this off,” said Will, pulling at the hem of the T-shirt.

“You take it off.”

He did. She lifted her arms and the shirt came over her head and her hair fell back across the pillow in a blonde mess and Will’s brain did the thing it always did when Jess was underneath him without a shirt on, which was to stop working in any capacity that didn’t involve looking at her.

She was forty-one years old and built like a model, full breasts, awesome butt, the kind of waist-to-hip ratio that made him feel like a teenager every single time, and the streetlight from the window was painting a stripe across her stomach that he wanted to follow with his mouth.

He followed it with his mouth.

“Will,” she whispered.

Her hand found the back of his head. Not pushing him down. Not pulling him up. Just holding on, her fingers in his hair, her breathing changing as his lips moved across her stomach, her ribs, the underside of her breast.

He kissed the curve of it and she made that sound again, that quiet, controlled sound, and her back arched slightly off the mattress.

“Shh,” he said against her skin.

“Don’t shh me. You’re the one who broke into my room.”

“I used the door.”

“Without my express permission.” Her voice was half-asleep and half-amused and entirely Jess, the tone she used when she was pretending to be stern about something she had no intention of stopping.

“I didn’t think you’d complain,” he whispered.

Her fingers tightened in his hair. “You’re also doing that thing.”

“What thing?”

“The thing where you go slow because you know it drives me crazy.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Liar,” she breathed.

His mouth found her nipple and the word dissolved into a sound that wasn’t a word at all. Her hips shifted under him. Her leg hooked around his thigh and pulled, not subtle, the kind of pull that communicated exactly what she wanted and when she wanted it.

Will took his time anyway. He kissed her other breast, the hollow of her throat, the spot below her ear that always made her fingers dig into whatever she was holding. Tonight it was his shoulder, and her nails left marks he’d feel in the morning.

“I missed you,” she said.

So quiet he almost missed it.

He lifted his head. She was watching him with her eyes half-open, blue even in the dark, her hair fanned across the pillow, lips parted. Not performing anything.

Just looking at him the way she looked at him when nobody else was around, the way that stripped every layer of Jess-as-Board-President and Jess-as-Relic and left the woman who’d loved him since before he understood what that meant.

“I’m right here,” said Will.

“You haven’t been right here in days.”

The truth of it sat between them for a moment. She was right.

The basement, the late nights, the Decay runs, the distance he’d been putting between himself and the house while telling himself it was strategy. Jess had felt every inch of it. She always did.

He kissed her. Harder this time, his hand sliding down her stomach, past her navel, and she opened for him with a shudder that moved through her whole body.

His fingers found her and she was wet, had been wet, probably since the moment he’d sat on the edge of the bed, because Jess’s body had never once needed convincing even when her mouth was still giving him shit.

“God,” she said into his mouth.

“Good?”

“Don’t ask stupid questions.”

He laughed. She swallowed the sound, kissing him deeper, her hand on the back of his neck holding him against her.

His fingers moved and she rolled her hips to meet them, slow, deliberate, finding a rhythm that was theirs and had always been theirs. Jess didn’t rush. She built. Every movement precise, every response earned.

When she got close, her breathing went shallow and her grip on his neck tightened and she said his name once, quietly, like a fact she was confirming.

“Inside,” she said. “Now.”

He shifted over her and she guided him in and the sound she made when he pushed inside her was the quietest and most devastating thing he’d ever heard. Low, pressed into the crook of his neck, her whole body tightening around him.

He held still for a second, forehead against hers, both of them breathing.

“Move,” she whispered.

He moved. Slow at first, then less slow, because Jess’s hips were dictating the pace and Jess’s hips were not interested in patience. Her legs wrapped around him and her heels dug into the backs of his thighs and she pulled him deeper with every stroke, her hands gripping his shoulders, her mouth open against his collarbone.

The bed frame protested quietly. Neither of them cared.

“Harder,” she said against his skin.

He gave her harder. She took it. Took all of it, her body rising to meet him, her nails raking down his back, the sound of her breathing filling the dark room.

Jess was always quieter than Rue and less vocal than Avery but the sounds she made carried more weight, every exhale loaded, every whisper landing like a full sentence. When she said “there” he stayed there. When she said “don’t stop” he didn’t stop. When she stopped saying anything at all and just held on, her face buried in his shoulder, her whole body trembling, he knew she was close.

She came with her teeth in his shoulder. Biting down, not hard enough to break skin but hard enough that he felt it radiate through his whole body. Her back arched off the mattress and he felt her pulse around him and the sound she made was barely a sound at all, a tight, breathless thing she refused to let out of her throat.

Will lasted about four seconds after that. He pressed his face into her hair and finished inside her and the world went white for a moment and then came back, slowly, the dark room and the streetlight stripe and the sound of both of them breathing too hard for three in the morning.

Jess’s hand found his face. Her thumb traced his jawline. She was smiling.

He could feel it even before he lifted his head to see it.

“You’re heavy,” she said.

“You like it.”

“I tolerate it.” Her legs loosened around him but she didn’t push him off.

Her fingers traced along his jaw, up behind his ear, back into his hair. The tenderness in the gesture was almost worse than the sex. The sex he could handle. The way Jess touched him afterward, like she was memorizing his face in the dark, like she was making sure he was real, that was the part that cracked him open every time.

He rolled off her and she followed, curling into his side, her head on his chest, one leg thrown over his.

Her breathing was already slowing.

Her fingertip traced lazy patterns on his stomach. She was falling back asleep, her body warm and heavy against his side.

“How’d you get in here?” she murmured. Almost unconscious.

“The door.”

“Mm. The door.” She smiled into his chest. Already gone.

Will stared at the ceiling, the streetlight stripe and the slow rhythm of Jess’s breathing filling the room.

Rue asleep down the hall. Avery upstairs. The basement below, the cot, the nightlight, the pocket knife sitting on the thin mattress where he’d left it.

His body was still humming. Vegas, Tokyo, Paris, Jess. All of it in the span of a few hours, and now he was lying in her bed with his heart rate dropping and the power still singing in his blood.

The feeling in his chest wasn’t guilt or fear or anything complicated. It was just good. He felt good. Alert and calm and warm and present in a way he hadn’t felt since the island.

No wonder heroes got hooked on this stuff. If Cinder did for other supers what the shard had done for him tonight, even a fraction of it, he could see it.

Not the addiction. Not the comas and the collapses and the thing it had done to Mist. But the pull. The first taste. The moment you realized what you could be, and how far away that was from what you actually were without it.

He wasn’t worried about that. This was a one-time thing. The shard was gone, dissolved hours ago, and by morning the power would fade back to normal and the portals would be a strange memory.

He’d tell Jess about the power surge, probably, and they’d figure out what it meant. Or he wouldn’t tell her, because telling her meant explaining the shard, and the shard meant the warehouse, and the warehouse meant a conversation he still wasn’t ready for.

Either way, the Cinder was already out of his system. This was just the residue.


CHAPTER 15

Will woke up in the basement and the ceiling was lower.

Not literally. Same concrete, same water stain shaped like Florida, same distance from his face to the underside of the floor joists.

But the room felt smaller than it had yesterday and he knew why. He could feel the difference in his hands before he even reached for the knife. The hum was still there, but quieter. Contracted. Like a radio signal losing range.

He picked up the pocket knife. The hum was there, still stronger than his baseline, but the range had contracted overnight. Last night he’d felt the rebar inside the walls from across the room. This morning he could barely sense the hidden door.

Still enhanced. But less. Noticeably less.

Fading.

He set the knife down and got dressed. Jeans, T-shirt. Went upstairs.

The kitchen was loud.

Rue was standing at the counter in her Webcam costume, one hip cocked against the edge, holding her phone at arm’s length and making a face at it that was somewhere between a pout and a dare. The costume fit her the way it always did, which was to say it fit her like a second skin with opinions about her chest and a vendetta against his ability to think clearly before coffee.

She tilted her chin, tapped the screen, checked the result, frowned, tilted her chin the other way.

“You’re going to get us killed,” said Will.

“I’m building a brand.”

“You’re taking selfies in your superhero costume in the kitchen of a house that a federal fugitive lives in.”

“It’s called content creation.” She angled the phone higher. “And you’re not in the frame, so relax.”

“Avery catches you doing that during a mission, she’ll put you through the wall.”

“Avery isn’t here.” Rue snapped another photo, checked it, smiled at it with the particular satisfaction of a woman who knew exactly what she looked like. “And it’s not during a mission. It’s during breakfast.”

“While in costume.”

“The costume is the point, LP.” She lowered the phone and looked at him with the patient expression she reserved for moments when she considered him tragically unhip. “Webcam the hero is boring. Webcam the thirst trap with a superhero gimmick is a growth strategy.”

“I’ll put that on your tombstone.”

“Hush.”

Will poured coffee. Jess was at the stove, scrambling eggs, wearing a gray henley that hung off one shoulder in a way that he was fairly certain was unintentional and extremely certain was going to occupy a portion of his attention for the rest of the morning. Her hair was pulled back, a few loose strands falling around her face.

She looked tired but not unhappy. The kind of tired that came from late but fun nights, rather than board meeting responsibilities.

He came up behind her and slid his arms around her waist. She leaned back into him without turning around, her free hand finding his forearm.

The spatula kept moving. Jess could scramble eggs through an earthquake.

“Morning,” she said.

“Morning.”

She tilted her head back against his chest. Her voice dropped just below the range of the kitchen.

“Sleep okay?”

Will pressed his mouth close to her ear. “Eventually.”

The corner of her mouth curled. She kept her eyes on the eggs.

Her thumb traced a slow line across his forearm, the same idle pattern her fingers had drawn on his stomach at three in the morning.

“You left early,” she whispered.

“Had to beat the sunrise.”

“How chivalrous.”

“I try.”

“You’re a menace.” But she didn’t pull away. She turned her head just enough that her lips brushed his jaw, brief and warm and deliberate, and then she was back to the eggs like nothing had happened.

The whole exchange took maybe five seconds. Rue was ten feet away and hadn’t looked up from her phone.

Will let go and leaned against the counter with his coffee. The memory of her face in the dark, the way she’d traced his jaw with her thumb, sat in his chest like something warm and fragile.

He wasn’t going to think about that right now. He was going to drink his coffee and act like a person.

Jess scraped eggs onto a plate. “The Board is pushing a new enforcement policy around Cinder. Mandatory reporting for any hero who tests positive, retroactive to the start of the year. Anyone who’s been exposed, even in combat, even accidentally, gets flagged.”

“Flagged how?”

“Suspended pending review. Which sounds reasonable until you think about what that does to active rosters.” She set the plate down with more force than the eggs required.

“Half the heroes in the northeast corridor have been in proximity to Cinder in the field. If the policy goes through, we lose a third of our operational capacity in a month.”

“Sounds like someone’s trying to look tough without having to do anything hard.”

“That’s exactly what it is. And I get to be the one who either signs it or explains to twenty-three Board members why I didn’t.” She looked at him and her expression softened.

The politics slid away for a second and there was just Jess, tired and frustrated, standing in her kitchen with eggs and a problem she couldn’t share with anyone who could actually help. “Eat something.”

He took the plate.

The back door opened and Avery came in trailing cold air and sweat. She’d been running. Her hair was damp, plastered to her forehead, and her cheeks were flushed in a way that made her look younger than she was.

The running tights were doing something criminal to her legs and she either didn’t know or didn’t care, which with Avery could go either way. She went straight for the fridge, pulled out a bottle of water, and drank half of it standing in front of the open door while the cool air spilled out around her.

“Morning run?” said Will.

“Six miles.” Avery shut the fridge. Her eyes landed on him for the first time. Held.

“You look like you slept well.”

“I did.”

“Good for you.” She said it flat, but something underneath it wasn’t flat at all. They hadn’t talked properly since the Liz Laser fight, and the silence between them had gone through three phases. Cold, then careful, and now something else that didn’t have a clean name.

She was still angry. He could see it in the way she held his gaze a beat too long before looking away. But the anger had shifted. It wasn’t the door-click fury from that night. It was the kind that ran hot instead of cold, the kind that came with color in her cheeks and a tension in her shoulders that never fully abated.

Will knew that version of Avery’s anger. It usually ended against a wall.

“The hill route?” he said.

“It’s more of a cemetery route. Not that steep.”

“You could just say yes.”

“I could do a lot of things.”

She grabbed a banana off the counter and peeled it without breaking eye contact with him, which was either completely innocent or the most aggressive thing that had happened in the kitchen all morning.

“Whatever,” he muttered.

“Right back at you. Enjoy your breakfast.”

She headed for the stairs. Will watched her go and did not think about her running tights. He thought about her running tights.

Rue was still scrolling through photos. Jess was reading something on her tablet, the Board documents probably, her forehead creased in a way that meant bad news.

The kitchen smelled like coffee and eggs and the particular warmth of a house full of people. Normal. All of it was normal. Will leaned against the counter and ate and watched his family move through their morning and the power in his hands hummed at a frequency that was just a little bit quieter than it had been an hour ago.

He finished his eggs. Splayed a piece of toast in a napkin, poured the rest of his coffee into a travel mug he found in the cabinet, and headed for the front hall while Rue was showing Jess something on her phone and Jess was making a sound that suggested she was neither impressed nor surprised.

He grabbed the hat off the hook by the door and pulled it low.

Nobody asked where he was going. Not that he thought they’d care too much. A man in a hat leaving the house in the late morning wasn’t a headline.

The Decay manhunt had been a Category 1 priority for about a week after the Astroman press conference pulled focus, and since then the coverage had cooled to the occasional mention on the CA’s public tracker. Will was still on the board, technically. But nobody was kicking doors in.

He walked out the front door and turned south.

***

Quartz’s team was registered with the CA under the name GeoForce Solutions. The office was on the fourth floor of a tired commercial building off Tenth Street, the kind of place that rented to insurance adjusters and small-time accounting firms.

Will found the building directory in the lobby, took the elevator, and walked down a hallway that smelled like carpet cleaner and old printer ink.

The door said GEOFORCE SOLUTIONS in vinyl lettering that was starting to peel at the edges. Will tried the handle. Unlocked. He went in.

It was a single room. Desk, two chairs, a filing cabinet, a window that looked out onto the alley. No receptionist, no waiting area, no sign that anyone worked here regularly.

The desk was cluttered with papers and coffee cups and a half-eaten Italian sub that was bleeding oil onto a wrapper atop some manila folders.

Quartz was behind the desk.

He looked different in daylight. Smaller. The warehouse had given him scale, the crystal structures rising around him like a cathedral of his own making, the sheer volume of Cinder production lending him a weight that his actual body didn’t justify.

Sitting in a desk chair in a bad office, he was just a guy. Mid-forties, soft in the middle, hair thinning at the temples. He was wearing a dress shirt with the sleeves rolled up with a speck of mustard on his collar.

He looked up from the sandwich and his face went through four expressions in about a second. Confusion, recognition, terror, and something that might have been calculation before the terror swallowed it whole.

“You,” said Quartz.

Will closed the door behind him. “Me. Surprised you recognize me.”

“I caught a glimpse of your... face.” Quartz picked up his sandwich and then set it back down, hands fidgeting into a tremble. “How did you... this is my... You can’t be here.”

“And yet.”

“This is a CA-registered facility. I could sound the alarm!”

“Then I guess we’d both have problems.” Will pulled the second chair out and sat down. “Wouldn’t we.”

Quartz swallowed. His eyes went to the door, to the window, back to Will. The fear was real, or close enough that Will couldn’t tell the difference.

Same energy as the warehouse. The cowering, the desperation, the body language of a man who expected to get hit and was already bracing. At the warehouse, Quartz had pointed at Torque and screamed for help. Here, there was nobody to point at. Just the two of them and the remains of an Italian sub.

“What do you want?” said Quartz.

“I want to talk about your side business.”

“I don’t have a...”

“You’re behind the Cinder crisis that’s been afflicting this city. You package drugs for distribution and rub elbows with juiced up supervillains. You’re a CA-registered hero manufacturing the most dangerous drug on the market. Did I miss anything?”

Quartz’s mouth opened. Closed. His right hand was flat on the desk, pressing down like the surface was the only thing keeping him upright.

“You don’t understand what you’re...”

“I understand exactly what I’m looking at. The question is what the CA Board is going to understand when I drop your name and your team registration number on a Board member’s desk.”

Something broke in Quartz’s posture. The calculation he’d been hiding behind the fear surfaced for a second, then submerged again under a fresh wave of panic that looked like it cost him real energy to produce.

Or maybe the panic was real and the calculation was involuntary. Will couldn’t tell. It didn’t matter yet.

“Please,” said Quartz. “Please. You don’t know what they’ll do to me.”

“Who?”

“Solace. Edgecraft. All of them.” He leaned forward, and his voice dropped.

“I’m not doing this because I want to. You think I want this? You saw me at the warehouse. You saw what happened when Torque...”

“I saw you detonate a crystal cluster that put a shard in my arm.”

“That was a panic response. I was terrified. I’ve been terrified since this whole thing started.” He ran both hands through his thinning hair, leaving it standing in patches. “Look, I know how this looks. I know what you think I am. But this wasn’t supposed to be... I never intended for any of this.”

“Tell me what you intended, then.”

Quartz took a breath that shuddered on the way in. “I’m a crystal grower. That’s my power. I can grow any crystalline structure, any composition, any geometry. When the Abominations were hitting the northeast corridor, I was working with the CA’s R&D division on defensive applications.

“Crystal barriers, reinforced infrastructure, that kind of thing. And someone asked me if I could grow a crystal that enhanced biological systems. Amplified powers. Not a drug. A tool. Something heroes could use in the field when baseline abilities weren’t enough.”

He picked up a pen and started turning it in his fingers. Nervous, compulsive.

“I said I could try. And I did. And it worked.” The pen turned faster. “The first batches were incredible. Temporary enhancement, minimal side effects, clean metabolization. I tested it on heroes with limited powers, people who’d been sidelined because their abilities couldn’t keep up with the escalation curve. For the first time in their careers, they could stand on a line and hold it.”

The words landed in a place Will didn’t expect them to. Heroes with limited powers. He thought about being stuck in place. Years of limitations. The same walls, the same ceiling, the same distance between him and anything that mattered.

“What went wrong?” said Will.

“Solace went wrong.” The pen stopped. “She was Meridian then. A healer. Incredible biokinesis, best in the northeast corridor, and she started using the crystals to enhance her range during the Second Meltdown. I gave them to her freely because she was saving lives.

“Then she needed more. Then she needed different formulations. Then she brought in friends who needed them too. By the time I realized the addiction profile was real, she had half a dozen enhanced heroes dependent on my supply, and she made it very clear that stopping production wasn’t an option.”

Quartz looked at Will with eyes that were either genuinely scared or the best performance Will had seen since Halberd tried to convince a gas station attendant he was a Methodist minister.

“She has leverage on me. Real leverage. Things she’d release to the CA that would end my registration, my career, my freedom. She keeps me producing. Torque keeps me in line when I try to slow down. Glitch handles distribution, and I don’t even see where it goes after it leaves the warehouse. I’m a reluctant manufacturer. That’s all I am. And I want out.“

Will sat with it. The story was tidy. Maybe too tidy. But the fear was real enough that the seams didn’t show, and Quartz’s justification, the part about helping heroes with weak powers, sat in Will’s chest like a coin he couldn’t stop turning over.

“You want out,” said Will.

“More than anything.”

“Then give me something useful.”

Quartz blinked. “What?”

“Intel on these supervillains. Solace, Edgecraft, leadership structure, distribution networks. Who runs what, where they operate, how the supply chain works. You’re inside. You see things. Start telling me what you see.”

“I... yes. Yes, I can do that,” muttered Quartz.

Relief flooded his face so fast it was almost comical. He sat up straighter, pulled a notepad toward him, started scribbling like a man who’d just been offered a pardon.

“Solace has three main distribution hubs in Lancaster City,” he said. “The warehouse you hit is one. There’s a second one in an old mill building off Route 7, and a third that operates out of a converted church off Raymond Avenue. Torque rotates between them. Glitch manages the logistics remotely, he’s barely ever in person. And Solace...”

“Slow down.”

Quartz stopped. Pen hovering.

“I’m not recording this,” said Will. “And I’m not bringing anyone else in. This stays between us. You feed me information, and I don’t rat you out to the CA. That’s the deal.”

“That’s... yes. That’s fair. That’s more than fair.”

“It’s not fair. It’s leverage. Don’t confuse the two.”

Quartz nodded quickly, the kind of nod that kept going a few beats longer than it should have. “Of course. Whatever you need. I’ll get you everything I can on Solace’s operations. Meeting schedules, distribution timelines, I can even...”

“We’ll work it out.”

Will stood up. He picked turned for the door. And stopped.

The desk was cluttered. Papers, folders, coffee cups, the wounded Italian sub. And there, half-hidden under a manila folder near the edge, a small plastic bag. Clear. Maybe two inches square.

Inside it, a single crystal. Small, sharp, catching the fluorescent light from the ceiling fixture. It looked like rock salt. Pretty, almost. The kind of thing you’d walk past on a desk and not look at twice unless you knew what you were looking at.

Will knew what he was looking at.

Quartz was still scribbling notes, head down, his back half-turned. Will’s hand moved before the thought finished forming. The bag was in his jacket pocket and his fingers were off the desk and he was walking toward the door in one continuous motion that didn’t feel like a decision because it wasn’t one. This wasn’t a decision. Reflex, maybe, or instinct. The kind of thing your body did while your brain was looking the other way.

“I’ll be in touch,” said Will from the doorway.

“Thank you,” said Quartz. “Really. Thank you.”

Will closed the door and walked down the hallway that smelled like carpet cleaner and old printer ink and he didn’t look at his jacket pocket. Not in the hallway. Not in the elevator. Not in the lobby with the building directory and the vinyl directory listings.

He looked when he was outside.

The bag was light. Almost nothing. One crystal, smaller than a pencil eraser. He zipped the pocket shut and started walking.

He needed to study the drug. That was the practical thing. He had a bag of Cinder and a direct line to the manufacturer, and if he was going to run operations against Edgecraft, he needed to understand what their product did. How it worked. What it felt like from the inside.

Not because he wanted to use it. Because understanding the enemy meant understanding their weapon, and right now the enemy’s weapon was a drug that could turn an earthbound super with a pocket knife into someone who stepped through walls and crossed the planet.

The logic was clean.

He walked home with the bag in his pocket and the logic sitting on top of it like a lid.

***

The basement was quiet. Evening. The house above him had settled into its nighttime rhythms. Footsteps, the murmur of a television, water running through pipes. Rue’s laughter from somewhere upstairs, high and bright. The back door opening and closing. Avery, probably, coming in from a late run or a Squadron debrief.

Will sat on the cot and took the bag out.

The crystal caught the nightlight the way the shard had caught it, the first night. Orange glow refracting through facets and throwing small bright points across his palm. It was pretty. He hadn’t expected that.

The warehouse product had been industrial, bulk quantity, crystal structures growing out of shipping containers like geological formations. These were refined. Individual. Like something you’d find in a gift shop if the gift shop was run by a pharmaceutical cartel.

He turned the bag in his hands. Studied the crystal through the plastic. One dose, maybe, if the potency was similar to what the shard had done. Less, if it was weaker. More than one, if it was stronger.

He didn’t know. That was the point. He didn’t know enough about the drug to make informed decisions about it, which meant any decision he made right now would be uninformed, which meant the smart move was to hold onto it until he understood what he was holding.

The logic was still clean.

The hidden door opened.

Will shoved the bag under the pillow. The motion was fast, too fast, the kind of fast that drew attention by trying not to draw attention. His hand came back from under the pillow and found the pocket knife on the mattress and he was holding it casually by the time Jess appeared at the bottom of the stairs.

She was in pajama pants and the gray henley from this morning, her hair down now, falling around her shoulders. She had a mug in one hand and a book tucked under her arm.

“Hey,” she said.

“Hey.”

Jess paused at the bottom of the stairs. Her eyes moved across the room the way they always did when she came down here, a quick scan that was half-maternal and half-tactical, the Board member and the mother sharing the same pair of eyes. They passed over the cot, the pillow, the knife in his hand.

Something flickered.

It was brief. A tightening around her eyes, a fractional pause in the rhythm of her entry. The kind of thing you’d miss if you weren’t watching for it. The kind of thing Will was watching for now because the bag was under his pillow and his heart was doing something it had no reason to do.

“You eat?” she said.

“Grabbed something earlier.”

“That’s not what I asked.”

“I ate, Jess.”

She came the rest of the way down and handed him the mug. Tea. She made tea for him sometimes when she came down in the evening, always without asking, always chamomile, always too hot. It was one of the things about her that he couldn’t think about too hard without something in his chest doing something inconvenient.

“Rue showed me her Instagram,” said Jess.

“And?”

“And she already has six thousand followers.” Jess sat on the edge of the cot, near his feet, and opened her book. “Which is six thousand people looking at my daughter in a leotard.”

“I told her Avery would put her through a wall.”

“Avery doesn’t know yet.”

“That should be fun.”

Jess smiled. Small, tired, real. She adjusted the book on her knee and started reading. She did this sometimes. Came down, brought him tea, sat on his cot, and read. Didn’t talk, didn’t need to. Just occupied the same space.

It was the most normal thing in his life and it made the basement feel less like a cage and more like a room, and he hated right now, specifically right now, that the difference between those two things could apparently be erased by one woman with a book and a mug of chamomile.

She read. He held the tea and didn’t drink it because his hands needed something to do that wasn’t reaching under the pillow.

After about ten minutes, she dog-eared her page and stood up. “Don’t stay up too late.”

“Yes ma’am.”

“Don’t ‘ma’am’ me.” She leaned down and kissed his forehead. Her hand rested on the side of his face for a second, warm, and then she was climbing the stairs and the hidden door was closing behind her and the basement was quiet again.

Will waited until the footsteps above him faded.

He reached under the pillow and took the bag back out. The crystal caught the light. He looked at it for a long time. Then he put the bag in the front pocket of his hoodie, pulled the zipper shut, and set the hoodie on the floor beside the cot where it would be within arm’s reach when he woke up.

He didn’t use it. The thought didn’t even fully form. He just needed to keep it close. For security. For access, in case something happened in the night and he needed to understand the drug quickly.

In case Quartz’s intel led somewhere and Will needed enhanced power to act on it. In case of a lot of things that hadn’t happened yet but might, and it would be stupid to throw away a tactical advantage just because it happened to be sitting in a plastic bag.

He turned off the nightlight. The basement went dark. The cot was narrow, the ceiling was low, and the room was exactly the same size it had been this morning, which was exactly the same size it had been the day he’d moved in, which was exactly the same size it would be tomorrow.

It just didn’t feel that way.


CHAPTER 16

The power was almost gone by morning.

Will knew before he picked up the knife. He could feel it in his hands the way you could feel a dead battery in a flashlight, the shape of the thing still there but the current draining out. He picked up the knife anyway. The hum was barely there. Fading. Sliding back toward the same frequency he’d been carrying since he was fourteen years old.

He pressed his power into the concrete wall. Sensed what he could feel. Only the surface, barely cosmetic, a paint layer deep.

No portals. Not even a flicker. Close enough to baseline that the difference didn’t matter.

The basement was shrinking again. Not literally, but in the way that mattered. Yesterday he’d stood in this exact spot and felt the rebar inside the walls from across the room. He’d sensed the fault lines in the foundation, the hollow pocket where the door latch sat, the structure of the entire house laid out like a blueprint in his head.

Now he could feel the wall in front of him and not much else. The range was collapsing back to what it had always been, and the room was getting smaller with it.

He got dressed. Went upstairs. Made coffee. Ate cereal standing at the counter while the house was quiet. Jess had left early, something about a Board session. Avery was out running again. Rue was asleep. The kitchen was gray and still and he stood in it with his mug and his shrinking power and the morning felt like wearing a coat that used to fit.

He went back downstairs.

The bag was under his pillow. He took it out, set it on the cot, looked at it. One crystal. From Quartz’s desk. Stolen. Kept. Justified.

He picked up the bag and turned it in his hands before putting it back under the pillow.

He did that twice more before noon.

***

The mill building was exactly where Quartz said it would be.

Route 7, north side of Lancaster City, where the commercial district gave way to the kind of industrial sprawl that cities pretended didn’t exist. Will found it from a rooftop across the street, crouched behind a ventilation unit with his hood up and his breath fogging in the cold. Late October in Vermont. The kind of night that got into your bones and stayed there.

The building was old. Three stories, red brick, the kind of place that used to make textiles or shoes or something else that nobody made in Vermont anymore. The windows on the ground floor were blacked out. The ones on the second floor were dark. The ones on the third floor had light behind them, faint, the glow of work lamps rather than overheads. Someone was in there.

He watched for an hour. Two vehicles came and went. A sedan that parked in the back lot, stayed eleven minutes, left. A van that pulled up to the loading bay, received something from a figure in the doorway, and drove north on Route 7 without turning its headlights on until it was a quarter mile out. Distribution. Product moving. Quartz’s intel was good.

The question was whether Quartz’s intel was the only thing moving.

Will had been thinking about this all day. Quartz had crumbled so fast in that office. The tears, the shaking hands, the sandwich crumbs and the sob story about wanting to help heroes with weak powers. It was convincing because parts of it were probably true. But the speed of the collapse nagged at him.

People who’d been terrified that long didn’t switch to eager cooperation in thirty seconds. They hedged. They bargained. They asked for time. Quartz had gone from begging to scribbling addresses on a notepad like a man who’d been waiting for someone to ask.

Which meant either Quartz was genuinely that desperate to flip, or someone had told him what to say when Decay came knocking.

From the rooftop, Will couldn’t tell which. He could see the building, the blacked-out windows, the loading bay. He could count the bodies moving behind the third-floor glass. Three, maybe four. He could not see whether Torque was inside. He could not see whether there were Cinder-enhanced supers waiting in the dark on the ground floor. He could not see whether this was a distribution hub or a mousetrap.

If he went in at base power and it was a trap, he’d get the Siphon treatment again. Or worse. Torque on Cinder had nearly killed him at the warehouse, and that was before anyone knew Decay was coming. If they were expecting him, he’d be walking into a room full of enhanced supers with a pocket knife and no way out except the door he walked in through.

If he went home, the intel died on the vine. Tomorrow night, the product would be somewhere else. The van wouldn’t come back. And the next time he sat across from Quartz, he’d have nothing to show for the deal except more questions.

He could call it in. Give the address to Avery, let the Scarlet Squadron handle it. That was the clean play. The responsible play. The play that ended with Will in the basement listening to other people do the work while the ceiling pressed down and the walls stayed exactly where they were.

Or.

The thought was already there. It had been there since he’d climbed the fire escape, if he was being honest. Since he’d zipped the hoodie pocket this morning and felt the crystal shift against his hip.

If he used it, he could open a portal, step through, look around, step out. Ten seconds of reconnaissance and he’d know exactly what he was dealing with. The layout, the bodies, the threat level. In and out before anyone registered his presence. Then he could make an informed decision about whether to engage.

That wasn’t drug abuse. That was fieldwork.

Will unzipped the pocket. The bag was small and light and the crystal caught the glow of the third-floor windows. He opened the bag and tipped it into his palm.

It was larger than the shard had been. Sharper. Refined, not shrapnel. He could feel the structure of it against his skin, the lattice geometry that Quartz grew into every crystal, the faint warmth that meant the enhancement compound was still active. He closed his fingers around it.

The logic was clean. One crystal. Ten seconds. Fieldwork.

He put it in his mouth and bit down.

The taste was chemical and sweet, like chewing an aspirin with a sugar coating. The crystal dissolved on his tongue faster than he expected, already breaking apart before he’d finished the thought that this was a bad idea.

Then his power came back.

Not came back. Erupted. The hum in his hands went from baseline to singing in the space of a heartbeat, and the world opened up like someone had ripped the roof off. He could feel the mill building. All of it.

Every beam, every bolt, every stress point in the brickwork, every body moving inside. Third floor, four people, two sitting, two standing. Second floor, empty. Ground floor, one person near the loading bay.

No Torque. No enhanced signatures, no sense of the kind of structural reinforcement you’d need for a Cinder-enhanced super waiting in ambush. Just a distribution point and five people running product.

He didn’t need to go inside. He could feel the whole building from here.

But the portal was right there. He could feel the seam in the air, the fold in space that his power could reach now, the same impossible sensation from the basement the other night. And the ten seconds of reconnaissance he’d promised himself were already irrelevant because he could sense everything from the rooftop and the information was clear and the target was clean and he could hit this right now.

This was the version of himself that was never stuck in place. Fast, precise, untouchable. The version that could be anywhere in seconds and gone before anyone knew he’d been there.

He opened a portal to the third floor.

***

The runners didn’t know what happened.

One second the room was still. The next, a rip opened in the air between two folding tables stacked with plastic bags and a digital scale, and a man in a hoodie and balaclava stepped through it and started cutting. Will’s knife went through the first table like it was paper.

Product scattered. Bags split open, white powder fanning across the concrete. One of the runners lunged for a phone. Will cut the phone in half from four feet away, the blade never touching it, his power reaching through the air and shearing the device apart. The runner stared at his empty hand. The other three were already running for the stairs.

Will let them go.

He wasn’t here for them. He was here for the product. His power sang through the room, finding every stash, every bag tucked into a jacket or hidden under a floor panel. He cut through all of it. Systematic, precise, the knife moving in short arcs while his power did the real work at range. The room was clean in under a minute. Then he portaled to the ground floor and did the same. The person at the loading bay heard the noise upstairs and ran before Will materialized.

Ninety seconds. Start to finish. The entire hub, gutted.

Will stood in the empty loading bay and felt the power humming in every cell of his body. The mill building was silent, runners gone, product destroyed. He’d done in ninety seconds what the Scarlet Squadron would have spent a week planning, and he’d done it alone, at night, without backup, without risk, without anyone knowing he’d been here.

This was what he was supposed to be.

The thought landed clean and certain in a place where the logic lived, the place that had been building arguments all day about fieldwork and reconnaissance and informed decisions. This was the version of himself that could sense a building from a rooftop, cut through space, clear a target in under two minutes, and walk away without a scratch. The version Quartz described when he talked about helping heroes with weak powers.

Heroes with weak powers. Will had never used that word for himself. But he could cut through anything within arm’s reach, but arm’s reach was as far as he’d ever get. His power opened locks. It didn’t open distance. And now the distance was gone and the world was infinite and he was standing in the wreckage feeling more like himself than he had in years.

Then the feeling shifted. Not much. Just a small, cold adjustment, like a thermostat clicking down a degree.

Powder. Not crystal. The bags he’d cut through were full of white powder, and the floor panels he’d ripped open had more of the same. Pills in some of them. Cash in others. But no Cinder. No crystalline lattice, no faint warmth, no structure his power could read as anything other than ordinary narcotics. This was a drug house. Just not the kind he’d come for.

Quartz had given him a regular stash house.

The anger was there, and it was real. But underneath it, in a place Will didn’t look at directly, was something else. Something that felt less like outrage and more like disappointment.

Not that the target was wrong. That there was no Cinder here. No spare crystals on a shelf. Nothing he could pocket on the way out, not that he would have, not that he wanted to, but it would have been useful to have more of the stuff around. For study. For understanding what he was dealing with. For operational flexibility.

He stood in the wreckage and let the anger cover the rest.

He portaled back to the rooftop. The cold hit him and he didn’t care. His power was still singing. The empty bag was in his pocket and he zipped the pocket shut and he did not think about the empty bag.

He thought about the empty bag.

***

FOUR YEARS EARLIER

The cafeteria lights in Mastodon buzzed at a frequency that Lockpick had started hearing in his sleep.

He was sitting alone at the end of a long table, not eating, pushing a lump of reconstituted protein around his tray with a plastic fork. The Normexital was bad today. They varied the dosage on a schedule he’d memorized months ago, and Tuesdays were heavy days, the kind of suppression that sat on his power like a hand pressing down on his chest.

He couldn’t feel his cutting ability at all. Couldn’t feel the seams in the table, the fault lines in the plastic fork, the structure of anything. Just dead weight in his hands where the hum should have been.

The cafeteria was loud. Two hundred supers eating bad food under fluorescent lights, the noise bouncing off concrete walls and steel fixtures. Lockpick kept his head down. He’d learned that trick in the first month. Eye contact was an invitation. Conversation was a negotiation. The only safe position was invisible.

Despot sat down across from him without asking.

He did that. Just appeared, like he’d always been there, like the seat had been reserved and Lockpick simply hadn’t noticed. He was older than most of the inmates, mid-forties, with the kind of face that had been handsome once and had decided that authority was more useful than beauty. Gray at the temples. Eyes that moved slowly and missed nothing.

“You look terrible,” said Despot.

“Thanks.”

“Heavy dose day.”

It wasn’t a question. Despot could tell. He always could. His own power was something Lockpick had never fully understood, something about influence, about making people want to agree with him. The Normexital affected it too, presumably, but Despot never seemed diminished. He carried himself the same way on heavy days and light ones.

“Do you remember what I told you last month?” asked Despot. “About the drug.”

Lockpick didn’t answer. He remembered.

“I told you the Normexital doesn’t suppress your power. It suppresses you. The power is still there. You can’t feel it because they’ve built a system specifically designed to make you forget what you are.” Despot folded his hands on the table, calm, unhurried. “I want to ask you something. When you were outside, before all this, when you could use your ability freely, did you ever feel like it was enough?”

Lockpick looked at him. “What?”

“Your lockpicking. Was it ever enough? Did you ever feel like you’d reached the ceiling of what it could do and thought, this is everything I was meant to be?”

The honest answer was no. But not for the reason Despot thought. Lockpicking was the show. The part he let people see. Underneath it was the cutting, the real power, the one he’d never told anyone about. And even that had limits he’d felt his entire life.

He could cut through anything within arm’s reach, but arm’s reach was as far as he’d ever get. His power opened locks. It didn’t open distance. But Lockpick didn’t give honest answers to men who sat down across from him uninvited.

“It’s fine,” he said.

“Fine.” Despot smiled coldly with a hint of something that looked like patience. “You know what they tell baseline humans about us? They say powers are genetic, random, distributed equally. A lottery. Some people get flight. Some people get telekinesis. Some people get the ability to pick locks by touching them. And that’s the hand you’re dealt, and you should be grateful, and you should use it responsibly, which means using it the way they tell you to.”

He leaned forward.

“But that’s not how it works, is it? You know it isn’t, because you’ve felt it. The edges of what your power could be. The places it reaches toward and gets pulled back from. Not by your own limits. By theirs. By the Normexital, by the classification system, by the entire infrastructure they’ve built to make sure that people like you never find out what you actually are.”

“People like me,” said Lockpick.

“People whose ceiling was installed, not natural.” Despot’s voice was quiet. The cafeteria noise swallowed it up for anyone more than two feet away. “You think your power stops at locks because that’s all you are. I’m telling you it stops at locks because that’s all they want you to be. The classification they’re comfortable with. The version that keeps you useful but manageable. Controllable.”

Stuck in place, thought Lockpick. The locks weren’t the problem.

“That’s a theory.”

“It’s a framework. One you can test, when you’re ready.” Despot unfolded his hands and stood up. “I’m not telling you what to believe, Lockpick. I’m telling you to notice the shape of the cage. That’s all. Just notice it.”

He walked away. Calm, unhurried, the cafeteria parting around him the way it always did, not out of fear but out of something more complicated that Lockpick didn’t have a name for yet.

Lockpick sat with his cold tray and his dead hands and the echo of a word that hadn’t been spoken but hung in the air like smoke.

Ceiling.

He’d never thought of it that way before. He’d always thought of the walls as permanent. The cell, the yard, the corridors, the limits of where his body could physically be. Now the word sat differently. Imprisoned. Like maybe the walls weren’t facts at all. Like maybe they belonged to the people who’d put him here, and they’d been generous enough to let him pace inside them.

He pushed the tray away. The Normexital sat heavy in his blood. The protein lump congealed. And somewhere underneath the dead weight in his hands, in a place the drug couldn’t quite reach, something that wasn’t his power and wasn’t his hope and wasn’t anything he could name shifted slightly.

Like a door finding its hinges.

***

Will portaled back to the basement at four in the morning.

The power was still up. Still singing. He set the knife on the cot and stood in the middle of the room and felt the structure of the entire house, every stud in the walls, every nail, every pipe, the foundation spreading out beneath him like roots.

He could feel Rue’s bed frame two floors up. He could feel the furnace in the utility closet at the end of the hall. He could feel the hidden door and every component of the latch mechanism that he’d never been able to sense before because it had always been outside his range.

He changed out of the Decay costume. Hoodie, balaclava, gloves, all of it into the back of the closet. Jeans and a T-shirt. He looked like a man who’d been sleeping.

He went upstairs.

The kitchen was dark. He turned on the stove light, the small one above the burner that Jess used when she came down for water in the middle of the night, and started making eggs. He wasn’t hungry. But his body was buzzing and his hands needed something to do, and eggs were something to do.

Rue came down at seven. She was in pajama shorts and one of Will’s old T-shirts, her hair a dark cloud around her face, yawning so wide he could see her tonsils. She shuffled to the coffee maker and stood there with her eyes half closed while it brewed.

“You’re up early,” she said.

“Couldn’t sleep.”

“Huh. You have a surprising amount of energy for an insomniac.”

“Adrenaline.”

She took her mug and turned around and leaned against the counter and looked at him. Actually looked at him, the way Rue looked at things when she was paying attention, which was more often than people gave her credit for.

“You’re in a good mood,” she said.

“Am I?”

“You made eggs. You don’t make eggs.” She sipped her coffee. “You eat cereal standing up like a feral animal and then you go back downstairs.”

“Maybe I’m turning over a new leaf.”

“Mm.” She watched him over the rim of her mug. Her eyes were sharp underneath the sleep, and something behind them was doing the thing that Rue’s eyes did when she was filing information without deciding what to do with it yet. “You want to make me some?”

“Scrambled or fried?”

“Scrambled. With cheese.”

He made her eggs. She sat at the counter and scrolled her phone and didn’t say anything else about his mood. Jess came down twenty minutes later, already dressed, already moving, and Will kissed her cheek and poured her coffee and she paused, briefly, with the mug halfway to her mouth.

“Good morning,” she said.

“Good morning.”

“You seem...”

“Awake?”

“Present.” She said it like it surprised her. Like present was a setting Will hadn’t used in a while and she’d noticed it switching back on. She smiled, small and warm, and took her coffee to the living room to read the morning’s Board briefing.

Will cleaned the pan and washed the plates and wiped down the counter. Moved through the kitchen with an ease that felt like breathing after holding his breath for days.

In his hoodie pocket, downstairs, zipped shut, the bag was empty. He didn’t think about it.

He thought about it.


CHAPTER 17

Quartz’s office door was unlocked.

Will noticed it the way he noticed everything about doors. The latch bolt wasn’t seated. The deadbolt was disengaged. The handle turned before he’d even committed to the grip.

He should have dosed first. The thought arrived clean and clinical, the way most of his worst ideas did lately. One crystal, thirty seconds of enhanced sensing, and he’d have known exactly what was behind this door before he touched the handle.

He’d have felt the bodies in the room, the structural signatures, the telltale density of a super versus a baseline human. Instead he was walking in blind because he’d burned through his only crystal two nights ago on a stakeout that turned out to be a regular drug house, and now he had nothing. An empty bag in his hoodie pocket like a promise someone had broken.

He should have been relieved. The crystal was gone. The temptation was gone. He could walk into this building clean and stay clean and never think about it again.

He was not relieved.

The office was the same. Fourth floor, Tenth Street, GeoForce Solutions. Fluorescent lights, cheap carpet, the particular sadness of a legitimate business that existed primarily to launder an illegitimate one. Quartz’s desk was in the corner, buried under the same manilla folders as before.

Quartz was behind the desk. This time around, he had a visitor with him. A woman.

She was tall. That was the first thing that jumped out at Will. Tall enough that even seated she occupied the chair the way some people occupied rooms, with a physical authority that had nothing to do with posture and everything to do with what she was.

Dark hair pulled back from a face that was striking in the way a building is striking when you can see both the beauty of the architecture and the weight of the foundation underneath. High cheekbones. Dark eyes that moved to Will when the door opened and stayed on him with the patience of someone who had never once in her life needed to rush.

Solace.

Will knew her the way anyone in the super community knew her. Not personally. By reputation, by the CA files Jess had left on the tablet, by the quiet, pervasive understanding that this woman’s power was biokinesis and that biokinesis, in the wrong hands, meant she could stop your heart between syllables of a sentence she’d never need to finish.

She was on Edgecraft’s leadership list. Quartz’s superior. The real power behind a crystal empire that stretched across three states. She was also, according to a photo in one of Jess’s files, the kind of gorgeous that made you forget she could kill you, which was probably the point.

She was sitting in Quartz’s office in a charcoal blazer and a silk blouse and she was looking at Will like he was a menu.

“Close the door,” said Quartz.

His voice was strangled. The sandwich from last time had been replaced by a protein bar, half-eaten, abandoned on a stack of invoices. He looked like a man who’d been interrupted mid-excuse by someone who didn’t accept excuses.

Will closed the door. His hand found his pocket, the one with the empty bag. The wrong time to think about it. He thought about it anyway.

“This is the one I mentioned,” said Quartz, talking too fast. “He came to me, wanted to work together. Has his own record, his own history. He’s been handling some of the... the peripheral operations. Cleanup. The kind of work that doesn’t need to come back to us.”

Solace didn’t look at Quartz. She was still looking at Will.

“Decay,” she said.

It wasn’t a question. The word sat in the air between them, casual, precise, the way a surgeon names an instrument before picking it up.

She uncrossed her legs and recrossed them the other direction, a motion that was unhurried, deliberate, and designed to remind everyone in the room that she was the only person in it who was comfortable.

“Mitchell tells me you want to help,” she said.

Quartz’s first name. It landed in Will’s ear and filed itself away. Mitchell.

“I bet Mitchell tells you a lot of things,” said Will.

“He does.” She smiled, slow and sharp. “Most of them are true enough. He’s a useful man. Not a brave one, but useful.”

She stood. The height of her was different on her feet. She was almost as tall as Will, and the heels put her at eye level, and the calm in her face at that distance was the calm of someone who’d had this conversation a hundred times and had never once been the one in danger during it. She studied him the way a sculptor studies a block of stone, not with admiration but with a professional assessment of where to cut.

“Decay,” she said again. “Most people assumed you were dead.” She let the sentence breathe. “I hadn’t expected Mitchell to find someone so... prominent.”

“I’m not working for you,” said Will.

“Of course not. You’re working for yourself. That’s what makes you useful.” She picked up a leather bag from beside the chair, slim, expensive, the kind of thing that cost more than Quartz’s monthly rent. “I’ll need to interview him, Mitchell. Thoroughly.”

The word sat in the room. One part predatory, one part terrifying, one part intrigue that Solace let hang in the air without clarification. She said it looking at Will, not at Quartz, and the look that came with it was the look of a woman who collected dangerous things and was deciding where this one went on the shelf.

She walked past Will to the door. Close enough that he could smell her perfume, something expensive and dark that didn’t belong in a fluorescent office. She paused with her hand on the handle.

“Don’t be a stranger,” she said. Then she was gone.

The door clicked shut. The room exhaled. Quartz’s hands were flat on the desk and they were shaking.

“Are you insane?” Quartz’s voice was a hiss. “Showing up here, out of nowhere, no warning, while she’s sitting right there. Do you have any idea what she could have done? What she still might do? She could have killed you on the spot. She could have killed both of us and called it an efficiency measure.”

“But she didn’t.”

“Because she’s interested! That’s worse!” Quartz wiped his forehead with the back of his hand. The protein bar had been knocked to the floor during his panic and he hadn’t noticed. “What do you want? I gave you the addresses. I gave you the warehouse. What more could you possibly need?”

Will looked at the desk. The same mess as last time. Invoices, maps, geological samples in labeled bags. And there, half-hidden under a manila folder, another small clear bag catching the fluorescent light. Four crystals inside, sharp and dense. Not even hidden. Just sitting there, half-covered, like Quartz couldn’t be bothered to put it away anymore. Like the pretense of caution was one more thing he’d stopped maintaining.

He picked it up.

“This,” said Will. “You sent me to a regular stash house. Coke and cash. Not a single crystal in the building. I need real targets, not busy work. If I’m doing this, I need to know who the real players are.”

He held the bag loosely, like it didn’t matter, like it was evidence and not a craving shaped like an argument. He slipped it into his pocket.

“What are you really asking for?” said Quartz.

“The warehouse you gave me was a waste of my time. Don’t waste it again.”

Quartz’s mouth opened and closed. The indignation was genuine, or a convincing performance of genuine, which with Quartz was the same thing.

“I didn’t lie,” he said. “I’m the source supplier. The street-level operations move more than just Cinder. You think a distribution network runs on one product? The people running those warehouses sell everything. Crystal, pills, powder, whatever the market wants.”

“And I need the crystal side. Not the powder side.”

“I gave you what I had!” Quartz’s voice cracked. He looked at the door Solace had walked through as if it might open again. “And now she knows your face. Now she knows you exist. She’s going to reach out. She’s going to want to meet. And when Solace wants to meet someone, it’s not a conversation, it’s an audition, and people who fail the audition don’t get a callback. They get a funeral.”

“I’ll manage.”

“You’ll manage.” Quartz laughed, a short, ugly sound. “She’s eager, you know. For help. For motivated people, as she put it. She’ll have real targets for you. Real ones. The kind you wanted. She’ll give you everything you’re asking for and you won’t realize the price until it’s already been paid.”

The bag was already in his pocket. The weight of it was small and familiar and he was starting to associate it with a specific feeling he didn’t have a name for yet.

“Thanks for the intel,” said Will.

He left Quartz alone in the fluorescent office with his shaking hands and his protein bar on the floor and the space where Solace had been sitting, which still smelled faintly of dark perfume and the patient, terrible calm of a woman who had just acquired something new.

***

The Board call came through the kitchen ceiling.

Jess’s voice, filtered through drywall and old joists and the particular acoustics of a house that had been soundproofed in some rooms and not others. Will was in the basement, sitting on the cot with his knife in his hands, feeling the hum at baseline, when the sound started.

Not the words, not at first. Just the tone. The professional register that Jess used when she was being the Board President and not the woman who’d kissed his forehead that morning before leaving for a run.

He went upstairs for water, not to eavesdrop. That was the reason and it was thin enough that he didn’t bother examining it.

The kitchen was empty. Jess’s voice was coming from the living room, behind a closed door. She must have moved in there for the call. Will poured water and stood at the counter and listened to the woman he loved lie to twenty-three people on his behalf.

“...the Lancaster City situation is contained. Our teams have conducted three sweeps in the past week and the Cinder distribution infrastructure in the northern corridor is showing signs of disruption. I don’t think we need to escalate to national coordination at this time.”

A voice Will didn’t recognize said something about resource allocation.

“I understand the concern,” said Jess. “But pulling field teams from active operations to run a blanket sweep across New England is going to create gaps in coverage that Edgecraft will exploit. We need targeted action, not volume.”

Another voice, male and older, something about the Decay manhunt.

“The Decay investigation is ongoing. I’ve spoken to Astroman’s office about reorienting the search parameters based on new intelligence, and we’re expecting an updated profile within the week. In the meantime, I’d recommend we keep our focus on the supply chain rather than individual actors.”

She was protecting him. Every sentence was a shield, every redirect a wall between Will’s basement and the full weight of the Champion Authority.

She did it smoothly, with the practiced calm of someone who’d been doing this for months, and it sounded nothing like lying because Jess was the kind of liar who believed her own cover story while she was telling it. She had to. The alternative was admitting to twenty-three Board members that the fugitive they were hunting was sleeping in her basement and she’d made him eggs that morning.

Will stood in the kitchen with his glass of water and felt the distance between them like a physical thing. She was carrying his secret and her own and the weight of an entire political infrastructure that would collapse if anyone looked too closely at Lancaster City, and she was doing it with her posture perfect and her voice steady and nothing in her face that anyone could read.

He was hiding Cinder crystals in his hoodie pocket while she lied to keep him alive.

The call went on. Will finished his water, rinsed the glass, and went back downstairs. The hidden door closed behind him with the same soft click it always made. The basement was the same size it had always been. The cot, the nightlight, the water stain shaped like Florida.

He sat down and didn’t think about the bag in his pocket.

He thought about the bag in his pocket.

The new crystals were sharper than the first one had been. More refined. He opened the bag and tipped one into his palm and looked at it in the nightlight. Smaller than the one he’d used on the rooftop, but denser. He could feel the lattice geometry against his skin, the faint warmth that meant the compound was active.

He didn’t need a full dose. He didn’t need a dose at all. But if he was going to understand the drug, if he was going to be smart about this, he needed to know what a smaller amount did. Controlled experimentation.

Half a crystal instead of a whole one. See how the power responded at lower concentrations. See if the enhancement could be sustained at a level that was functional without being overwhelming. More sustainable. More disciplined than what he’d done on the rooftop, which had been too much, too fast, too good.

He snapped the crystal in half. Put one piece back in the bag. Put the other on his tongue.

The taste was the same. Chemical and sweet. The dissolve was faster with a smaller piece, almost instant, and the hit was softer. Not the flood from the rooftop, not the world-opening rush that had turned a drug house into a playground. This was quieter.

A hum instead of a song. His senses sharpened but didn’t explode. He could feel the house above him, the joists and the wiring and Jess’s footsteps in the living room, but it was like listening to music at a reasonable volume instead of standing next to a speaker.

Better. This was better. This was how you used a tool. Not recklessly. Not desperately. With precision. With restraint. Half a crystal, half the risk, and the power sitting in his blood like something he could manage.

The logic was clean.

***

The knock came at the worst possible time.

Will was halfway up the basement stairs, the hidden door cracked open, when the front door banged three times. Hard. The knock of someone who wasn’t asking to come in so much as announcing that they were about to.

He froze. One hand on the door frame, one foot on the top step, his body occupying the exact space between hidden and visible. The hallway was empty. The front door was ten feet away. If whoever was knocking walked in right now, they’d see the hidden panel open and a man standing in a stairwell that wasn’t supposed to exist.

Avery’s footsteps came from the kitchen. Fast, irritated, the particular rhythm of someone who wasn’t expecting company and didn’t want it. She passed within four feet of Will without seeing him because the basement door was behind the bookshelf and the angle was wrong and she was already focused on the front door.

She opened it.

“What are you doing here?” said Avery.

“We need to talk.” Liz Laser’s voice was tight. Controlled, but the kind of controlled that meant something underneath was not controlled at all. “Something isn’t right. The sweep last week, the one you pulled me from early. I’ve been running the numbers and the intel doesn’t match the outcome. The target was supposed to have six operatives and we found three, and two of them were already packing up when we arrived, like someone had warned them. I think there’s a leak.”

Will held his breath. Through the crack in the door he could see a sliver of the hallway. Avery’s back. The edge of Liz’s shoulder, just inside the doorframe. Red hair catching the porch light.

“You drove here,” said Avery. “Without calling. Without checking whether this was a good time.”

“I tried calling. You didn’t answer.”

“Because I was busy. Because I have a life outside of the Squad, Liz. And showing up at my house unannounced to pitch conspiracy theories isn’t how this works.”

“It’s not a conspiracy theory. The numbers don’t add up. If you’d just look at what I’ve compiled, you’d see that the pattern of early dispersals lines up with...”

“Stop.” Avery’s voice dropped to a dangerous register. “I’m going to say this once, and I need you to hear it. You are on a trial run with the Scarlet Squadron. That’s not a title. That’s not a guarantee. The CA can recommend whoever they want, but I run this team, and if you can’t prove yourself a good fit, I will put my foot down. Showing up at my home to tell me my operation has a leak is not proving yourself a good fit.”

Silence. Will could feel it through the door, the particular density of two people standing three feet apart and neither of them backing down.

“I’m trying to help,” said Liz.

“Then help by trusting the process. I’ll review your data at the next briefing. Send it to the secure channel. Don’t come to my house.”

The door closed. Not slammed. Something worse. Pulled shut with a deliberate, measured force that said more than a slam would have.

Then Liz opened it again from the outside.

“You’re making a mistake,” said Liz.

Then the door slammed. From the outside this time, and the sound of it rattled the hallway mirror.


CHAPTER 18

Avery stood in the front hall with her back to Will and her hands at her sides and her shoulders doing the thing they did when she was keeping something contained by pure force of will. She exhaled. Long, slow, through her nose. Then she turned and walked back toward the kitchen and stopped.

Will was standing in the hallway. The basement door was closed behind him. He’d timed it during the slam, the noise covering the click of the panel, and now he was just a man standing in a hallway looking at a woman who’d just kicked someone out of her house.

“How much of that did you hear?” said Avery.

“Most of it.”

“Great. Enjoy the show?”

“I was going to say thank you.”

Avery blinked. Whatever she’d been expecting him to say, that wasn’t it. The annoyance was still there, in her jaw and her shoulders and the way her eyes narrowed at him like he was a problem she hadn’t finished solving. But the thank you landed somewhere that the annoyance couldn’t quite cover.

“For what?” she said.

“For having a door policy.”

“That wasn’t for you. That was for the integrity of my operation.”

“Sure.” He stepped closer, not by much, but enough that the distance between them went from conversational to something else. “But it helped me too. So thank you.”

Avery looked at him. The hallway was narrow and the light from the kitchen was behind her and she was in a tank top and jeans and her hair was still damp from the shower she’d taken after her run and she smelled like shampoo and residual anger. Her arms were crossed but her weight had shifted, just slightly, toward him rather than away.

“Don’t push it,” she said.

“I’m not pushing anything.”

“You’re standing closer than you were ten seconds ago.”

“You’re not backing up.”

Her eyes narrowed. The anger was still there but it was doing the thing it had been doing since that morning in the kitchen, the thing where cold became hot and hot became something that needed a room with a door on it. Her breathing had changed and her arms were still crossed but her fingers had uncurled.

“You’re an asshole,” she said.

“Yeah.”

“You’ve been an asshole for days.”

“I know.”

“And now you’re standing in my hallway saying thank you like that’s supposed to fix something.”

“It’s not supposed to fix anything.” He took another half step, close enough now that he could count the freckles across her nose, the ones she hated and he’d never told her he kept a running inventory of. “It’s just true.”

“You’re infuriating,” said Avery. But she said it quieter than the previous sentences, and her eyes dropped to his mouth for exactly one second before they came back up, and the second they came back up they both knew what was about to happen.

“You should probably tell me to go back downstairs,” said Will.

“Probably.”

“Is that what you’re telling me?”

Avery uncrossed her arms slowly, not a surrender but a decision. Her hands came down to her sides and then one of them came up and grabbed the front of his shirt and pulled, not hard, not gently, with the specific force of a woman who’d been thinking about this for weeks and was done thinking about it.

“Shut up,” said Avery, and kissed him.

It wasn’t tender. It wasn’t careful. It was the culmination of every clipped conversation and loaded silence and too-long look since the night she’d clicked the door shut on him. Her mouth was hard against his, angry still, angry in the way that tasted like want, and Will’s hands found her hips and pulled her closer and the hallway wall was right there and he put her against it because the hallway wall was where Avery always ended up when they did this.

She made a sound against his mouth that was half protest and half permission. Her back hit the wall and her hands came up to his chest and for a second he thought she was going to push him away. Instead her fingers curled into the fabric of his shirt and pulled, dragging him closer, erasing the last inch of distance between them.

“I’m still mad at you,” she said. Her lips moved against his when she said it.

“I can tell.”

“This doesn’t mean I forgive you.”

“I know what it means.”

“It means I’ve been thinking about this since that night you shut the door on me, and I’d rather hate-fuck you than have another conversation about your emotional availability.”

Will laughed. He couldn’t help it. It came out low and rough against her neck and she grabbed a fistful of his hair and pulled his head back so she could look at him. Her eyes were bright and narrow and her cheeks were flushed and she was breathing hard and the anger in her face was the most honest thing he’d seen from her in weeks.

“Something funny?” she said.

“You said hate-fuck.”

“It’s an accurate description.”

“Maybe.”

His hands were on her waist, thumbs against bare skin where her tank top had ridden up, and the Cinder was singing in his blood and he could feel everything. The heat of her skin. The rhythm of her pulse where his thumb crossed her hip bone. The particular tension in her stomach muscles, tight, coiled, the body language of a woman who wanted more than she was admitting to and was furious about the wanting.

“But I think you like me more than you want to right now and that’s what’s pissing you off,” he added.

“You’re projecting.”

“Am I?”

She kissed him again instead of answering. Harder this time, her teeth catching his lower lip, and Will pressed her into the wall with his hips and she inhaled sharply and the sound went straight through him. The way her body arched against his, the way her breath hitched when his hand slid up her ribs, the way her fingers tightened in his hair. He could feel all of it and it turned him on way too much.

“Bedroom,” said Avery. Not a question. An instruction.

“Whose?”

“Mine. Now. Before I change my mind.”

“You’re not going to change your mind.”

“I might.”

“You won’t.” He pulled back just enough to look at her. “You just said so yourself.”

Her lips were swollen and her hair was a mess and her green eyes were blazing and she looked like a woman who was about to either punch him or take him apart.

“I hate that you listen.” She grabbed his hand and pulled him toward the stairs.

They made it halfway up before she shoved him against the banister and kissed him again, both hands on his face, standing one step above him so they were the same height. The banister creaked. Will’s hands found the backs of her thighs and she wrapped her arms around his neck and he lifted her, just slightly, enough that her feet left the step and she made a sound of surprise that melted into something warmer.

“Don’t drop me,” she said.

“Have I ever?”

“There was the time with the kitchen counter.”

“That was structural failure. The counter moved.”

“The counter was bolted to the wall.”

“Poorly.”

She laughed against his mouth. It was the first real laugh he’d heard from her in weeks and it cut through the anger like sunlight through a crack, brief, bright, gone almost before it arrived but leaving a warmth behind it.

Then her mouth was on his neck and her teeth grazed his collarbone and the warmth became heat became urgency and they made it the rest of the way up the stairs with his hands on her hips and her body pressed against his and neither of them breaking contact for longer than it took to navigate the landing.

Her bedroom door was open. She pulled him through it and kicked it shut behind them and the sound of it closing was the sound of a decision becoming irreversible.

Avery’s room was clean in the way that Avery’s entire life was clean. Bed made, corners tucked, nothing out of place except the running shoes by the closet and the damp towel she’d thrown over the desk chair after her shower. The curtains were half drawn and the afternoon light came through in long warm bars that fell across the bed like a grid.

She pushed him. Flat hand against his chest, firm, and Will went back onto the bed because Avery was the kind of woman who needed to put you where she wanted you before she could relax into anything, and he’d learned years ago that the fastest way to get Avery to lose control was to let her believe she had all of it.

She climbed over him. Knees on either side of his hips, looking down at him with her hair falling around her face and her tank top riding up and her hands braced on his chest. She was breathing hard. Not from exertion. From the particular adrenaline of doing something she’d been telling herself not to do.

“If you’re going to be present,” she said, “be present.”

“I’m here.”

“You’ve been saying that for weeks. You haven’t meant it once.”

“I mean it now.”

She studied him. Her eyes moved across his face with the systematic attention of someone trained to read people, and for a second Will felt the cold edge of what it would mean if she could actually see what she was looking for.

The dilation in his pupils. The faint tremor in his hands that could pass for adrenaline but wasn’t. The way his senses were processing the room at a frequency that no baseline power could account for.

But Avery wasn’t looking for drugs. She was looking for honesty. And the cruel thing, the thing that sat in Will’s chest like a stone, was that the desire was honest. He wanted her. He’d wanted her since the kitchen scene, since the banana and the running tights and “I could do a lot of things.”

The Cinder didn’t manufacture want. It amplified it. And the amplification was so seamless, so indistinguishable from the real thing, that even he couldn’t find the seam.

“Prove it” said Avery.

He pulled her down to him. Her mouth met his and this time the anger was still there but it was molten, liquid, the kind that didn’t bite anymore but burned.

His hands went under her tank top and her skin was warm and smooth and his enhanced senses read every muscle, every tension, every micro-response like a map written in nerve endings.

She sat up and pulled the tank top over her head in one motion, matter-of-fact, the way Avery did everything, and the afternoon light caught the line of her collarbone and the pale freckled skin of her chest and the black sports bra that she wore like armor.

“Staring,” she said.

“Yeah.”

“You going to do something about it or just look?”

He sat up and kissed the hollow of her throat and she inhaled and her hands found the back of his head and she held him there, against the pulse that was hammering under her skin.

He could feel it with the Cinder. Her heartbeat, faster than her composure suggested. The way her breath caught when his mouth moved lower. The way her fingers tightened in his hair every time he found a spot that made her lose the thread of the performance she was running.

Because Avery performed too. That was the thing people missed about her. She was blunt and profane and direct, and underneath all of that was a woman who controlled every interaction like a combat operation because the alternative was being vulnerable, and vulnerability was the one thing Avery couldn’t bench-press her way through.

Will reached behind her and unclipped the bra. One hand, practiced, and Avery let out a breath that was almost a laugh.

“Show-off,” she said.

“Years of practice.”

“On other women.”

“On you. Your bras all have the same clasp.”

“That’s either observant or creepy.”

“Can’t it be both?”

She kissed him to shut him up and the bra came away and her body pressed against his and the skin-on-skin contact sent his enhanced senses into something that went past sharp into overwhelming.

He could feel everything. The texture of her body against his. The way her ribs expanded with each breath. The heat at the small of her back where his hand rested. The specific rhythm of her pulse at every point where their bodies touched.

Too much information. Too much sensation. Like drinking from a fire hose and calling it a glass of water.

He didn’t slow down. If anything he leaned into it, because the alternative was thinking about why everything felt like this and thinking was the enemy of what they were doing and what they were doing was the best thing that had happened to him in weeks and the worst thing he was doing to her and those two truths lived in the same body and he let them.

Avery pulled his shirt over his head. Her hands went to his chest, then his stomach, then the waistband of his jeans, and she worked the button with the efficiency of someone who didn’t believe in foreplay as a concept separate from the main event.

“In a rush?” said Will.

“I’ve been waiting long enough. That’s foreplay enough.”

“Some people would say anticipation improves the experience.”

“Some people are wrong.”

She got the button open and the zipper and her hand wrapped around his cock through the fabric and his hips moved involuntarily and the Cinder turned even that into something with too many edges, too much detail, the pressure and warmth of her grip registering at a resolution that made his teeth clench.

“There he is,” said Avery.

Quiet. Almost to herself. Like she’d been waiting to see that reaction and it confirmed something she needed confirmed. She stroked him slowly, fingers tightening, watching his face, and Will let her see what the touch did to him because that part was real.

They got the rest of the clothes off in the graceless, urgent way that people do when they’ve been fighting for weeks and the fight has finally turned into something more productive.

Avery was compact and strong and freckled in places that the tank tops and running tights didn’t advertise, and Will knew every freckle and had opinions about most of them, and the Cinder let him appreciate all of it with a clarity that felt like worship and was actually surveillance.

She pushed him back and climbed over him and positioned herself and paused, looking down at him, both hands on his chest. The afternoon light turned her hair copper and her green eyes were bright and serious and the anger was gone. Not buried. Transformed. Turned into something hotter and more honest.

“Don’t lie to me right now,” she said. “Whatever else you’ve been doing. Whatever’s going on with you. Right now, in this room, don’t lie.”

“I’m not lying.”

He was lying. About the Cinder, about the crystals, about the enhanced senses that were currently reading her body like a textbook. But the want was real. The desire to be here, with her, doing this, was real.

And maybe that was a truth. Or maybe it wasn’t. But Avery didn’t wait for him to finish deciding. She lowered herself onto his cock and his breath left him and hers left her and for a few seconds neither of them had enough air to lie about anything.

She set the pace. Of course she did. Avery set the pace of everything. Slow at first, deliberately slow, watching his face, cataloging his responses the way she cataloged everything. Then faster. Her hands on his chest for leverage, her thighs tight against his hips, her head tipping back as the rhythm built.

Will’s hands were on her hips and he let her lead and the Cinder fed him every detail. The shift in her weight. The flutter of muscle in her stomach. The exact moment her breathing changed from measured to something she couldn’t control anymore.

“God,” she said. “You feel...”

“What?”

“Different. More.” She looked down at him and the vaguest shadow of a question crossed her face that she was too far gone to ask. “It’s like you’re...”

“Here,” said Will. “I’m here.”

“Yeah.” Her voice had gone rough. “You are.”

He pulled her down to him and rolled them, and Avery let him, which she almost never did, and the fact that she let him told him more about where she was than anything she’d said.

He was above her and her legs wrapped around him and her hands went to his back and her nails dug in and he moved inside her and the sound she made was not the sound Avery made when she was performing. It was the sound underneath the performance. The real one. The one she usually kept locked up behind the bluntness and the profanity and the control.

“Will,” she said.

His name, not LP, not an insult. Just his name, breathed against his shoulder, and the weight of it hit him harder than the Cinder ever had.

He buried his face in her neck and let the sensation take him and tried not to think about what he was doing to her. The precision of his touch, inhuman, calibrated, every movement informed by sensory data she couldn’t see. She thought she was with someone who’d finally learned to pay attention. She was with someone who was reading her body’s responses in real time with a chemically enhanced power and adjusting every touch accordingly.

The line between attentiveness and manipulation was invisible, and he was standing on the wrong side of it, and he was making her feel things she hadn’t felt in weeks, and she was going to remember this as the afternoon he came back to her.

She was going to be wrong.

Avery came first. He felt it before she made a sound, the Cinder reading the cascade through her body like a seismograph, every muscle tightening in sequence, her breath catching once and then breaking open, and her hands pulling him closer with a strength that had nothing performative left in it.

She said his name again, quieter this time, almost lost in the exhale, and the honesty in it undid something in his chest that he’d been holding shut for weeks. He followed her over the edge a few seconds later, his face against her neck, the Cinder turning even this into data, the orgasm registering as a series of precise contractions he could map and measure and would have given anything not to be analyzing.

For a moment the analysis stopped. For a moment it was just the two of them and the afternoon light and the sound of breathing and nothing else. Then the moment passed and the data came back and Will lay still and felt the distance between what Avery had just experienced and what he had just done to her and the distance was the width of a crystal dissolved on his tongue in a basement.

Afterward she lay against him with her head on his chest and her breathing slowing and her fingers tracing lazy circles on his stomach. The anger was gone. All of it. In its place was the Avery that lived on the other side of the wall, the one who was soft and warm and unguarded and who only appeared when she trusted the person next to her completely.

“That was different,” she said.

“Good different?”

“You were... I don’t know. More there.” She propped herself up on one elbow and looked at him. “What changed?”

Her eyes were green and clear and searching. Her hair was everywhere. There was a mark on her neck where his mouth had been.

Everything. Nothing he could tell her.

“I just paid attention,” said Will.

She looked at him for a long moment. Something moved behind her eyes, the part of Avery that was a former addict and a current investigator and a woman who knew what it looked like when someone was performing a version of themselves. It flickered. Almost surfaced. Almost became a question she would have hated the answer to.

But it was quiet, and she was warm, and the afternoon light was soft through the curtains, and she chose to believe him.

“Don’t disappear again,” she said.

“I won’t.”

He would.

***

The sisters went to war over dinner.

It started with Rue’s phone. She’d left it face-up on the kitchen table while she got water, and the screen lit up with a notification that Avery saw before Rue could flip it over. The number was visible for two seconds. 47,000 followers.

“What is that?” said Avery.

Rue grabbed the phone. Too late. “Nothing.”

“Forty-seven thousand followers is not nothing.” Avery set down her fork. “Is that a Webcam Instagram account?”

“It’s a personal account.”

“In costume.”

Rue’s expression hardened. The same stubbornness Avery had, the same refusal to back down from a fight she knew she was going to have. “It’s my account. My face. My costume. My decision.”

“Your face in a costume that’s connected to a squad that’s running covert operations out of a house with a basement that nobody is supposed to know about.” Avery’s voice was level and controlled, but cold. “Do you understand what happens if even just a single photo includes something that might give Will away? You’re posting thirst traps from a safehouse, Rue.”

“I’m posting from my bedroom.”

“For the time being. And what happens if our brother walks by your room’s open door while you’re snapping selfies and you don’t realize in time before posting one?”

Will ate his food. He kept his eyes on his plate and his mouth shut and he occupied the exact amount of space that a man occupies when he is trying very hard not to be part of a conversation that he could stop by being honest about any one of the seventeen things he was currently hiding.

“This is my life,” said Rue. Her voice was quiet and hard. “I’m not asking permission. I’m not a child and I’m not a subordinate and I’m not going to sit in this house and pretend I don’t exist because existing is an operational risk.”

“Existing isn’t the risk. Broadcasting is the risk.”

“You don’t get to control this.”

“I’m not controlling it. I’m telling you what the consequences are.”

“And I’m telling you I’ve already thought about them.” Rue stood up. Her plate was still half full. “I’m careful, Avery. I know what I’m doing, Avery. I’ve been doing this longer than you’ve been running the Squad.”

“You’ve been doing it recklessly longer than I’ve been running the Squad. There’s a difference.”

Rue left the kitchen. Her footsteps went up the stairs, fast, angry, and her bedroom door closed with a sound that was not a slam but wanted to be.

Avery looked at Will.

“You’re quiet,” she said.

“I’m eating.”

“You have an opinion.”

He did. Several of them, all of which would require him to engage with the conversation in a way that invited scrutiny, and scrutiny was the one thing he could not afford right now. So he chewed his food and met her eyes and gave her the version of honesty that was closest to safe.

“Your’re both right,” said Will.

“That’s not helpful.”

“I know.”

Avery stared at him for another moment, the searching look from earlier returning, the one that was a former addict and a current investigator. Then she picked up her fork and went back to her dinner and the kitchen was quiet except for the sound of two people eating and the absence of the third.

***

Astroman came to Lancaster City on a Tuesday.

Will saw it on the TV in the living room. He’d come upstairs for coffee and the news was on and there it was. The press conference. The podium with the CA seal. The crowd behind the barriers, signs and phones and the particular energy of people who’d come to see a legend.

He came out of a black SUV. The door opened and an aide appeared with a cane and Astroman took it with a practiced motion, hand over hand, and stepped out into the October air like a man arriving at his own coronation. The cane was polished wood with a silver handle and he leaned on it just enough to sell the injury without looking weak. His suit was blue. His hair was silver. His face was, Will noticed, surprisingly smooth for a man his age. Healthier than the last photos Will had seen. Less lined. As if someone had turned back a dial that was supposed to only go one direction.

The crowd erupted.

Will stood in the kitchen doorway with his coffee going cold and watched the man who had put him in prison and then tried to kill him and then publicly campaigned to have him recaptured wave to an adoring crowd with the humble, rehearsed gratitude of a man who believed his own mythology.

“A miraculous recovery,” said the anchor. “Astroman’s return to active duty marks a turning point in the CA’s response to the Cinder crisis.”

Miraculous. Will looked at the face on the screen and felt something he hadn’t expected. Not anger. Not the cold, tactical calculation that usually kicked in when Astroman’s name came up. Something older and less useful.

Fear.

He’d crippled this man. Left him in a wheelchair with injuries that should have been permanent, that the doctors had called permanent, that every press release and medical briefing for the past year had confirmed were permanent. Will had done that with a pocket knife and the kind of desperate violence that you only survive if the other person makes a mistake.

Astroman had made the mistake. Will had walked away. And for a while, in the quiet math of his own survival, that had been enough. The most powerful hero in the country was in a wheelchair and the man who put him there was free.

Now the wheelchair was a prop. The cane was theater. And the man on the screen looked healthier than he had before the fight, stronger, younger, like the injury had been a door he’d walked through into a better version of himself.

Will’s coffee was cold in his hand. The fear sat in his chest like a stone and he let himself feel the full weight of it. Astroman was coming back. Not the diminished, chair-bound politician who’d been directing the manhunt from behind a desk.

The real one. The one who could fly, who could hit harder than anything Will had ever faced, who had spent a career ending people like Will and had only lost once because Will had gotten lucky and they both knew it.

The anchor was still talking. Tour of major cities. Renewed commitment to the Cinder crackdown. A hero returning to serve.

Will watched the screen for another minute. Astroman was at the podium now, speaking with the projection and cadence of a man who’d once addressed Congress from the same posture. The crowd hung on every word.

The cane was propped beside him, visible, theatrical, a prop in a story about resilience that the audience wanted desperately to believe. At one point he stepped away from the podium, the cane forgotten, and walked three paces to shake a general’s hand. The stride was fluid and strong and showed no sign that anything had ever been wrong with his legs.

Will turned off the TV and went back downstairs.

The basement was quiet. The cot, the nightlight, the water stain shaped like Florida. He sat in the dark and thought about a man who should have been broken standing at a podium looking better than he had in years, and he thought about the crystals in his pocket, and he thought about what it would mean to face Astroman again at baseline power. A pocket knife and two working legs against a man who could fly through walls.

The crystals sat in their bag and waited.


CHAPTER 19

Half a crystal dissolved on his tongue at 5:47 AM.

Will sat on the edge of the cot in the dark and waited for it to hit. The basement was quiet. The nightlight threw its orange glow across the water stain shaped like Florida and the concrete walls and the quilt that was bunched at his feet because he hadn’t slept.

Not really. He’d closed his eyes and done the thing where you lie still long enough that your body gives up asking and your brain keeps running, and at some point in the night the ceiling had started pressing down again and the basement had started feeling like a cell again and the crystal bag had come out of his pocket again.

He’d taken the other half of the crystal he’d tested earlier. Half doses. Sustainable. That was the word he’d started using in his head and it sounded like discipline if you didn’t look at it too hard.

He wasn’t using to get high. He was using to visit Mist.

The justification had arrived fully formed around 4 AM, clean and reasonable, the kind of logic that holds up beautifully if you don’t touch it. Lancaster General was across town. He was a wanted fugitive. He couldn’t keep walking around outside without a care in the world, not anymore. A portal was the only safe option. He was being responsible. He was checking on someone he cared about. That’s not what an addict does.

The Cinder hit and the world opened up.

His power flooded back, the edges snapping into focus, the dull ceiling suddenly alive with fault lines and stress fractures he could read like a sentence. He could feel the structure of the house above him.

The joists, the subfloor, the pipes, the wiring, the particular density of the kitchen tile versus the hardwood in the living room. He could feel the oak tree in the front yard through the foundation, its roots pressing against the basement wall like fingers. He could feel everything.

He cut the portal on the back wall, away from the stairs. A seam appeared in the air, widened, and through it he could see the hospital corridor outside Mist’s room. Third floor, ICU, the dim hallway with its blue-green monitor light and the PATIENT CLASSIFIED chart on the door. He’d been here before. His power remembered the coordinates the way his body remembered the walk.

He stepped through and closed the cut behind him.

The corridor was empty. Night shift, skeleton crew, the particular silence of a hospital ward at an hour when most of the dying was done and most of the living hadn’t started. Will eased the door open and slipped inside and there she was.

Same as before, same as always, the thin blanket and the tubes. The monitor counting out her heartbeats like a clock that wouldn’t stop and couldn’t start. Her hair was neater than the last time he’d come, the brown roots even more dominant now, the last traces of blue and black clinging to the ends like they were losing an argument. Still wrong. Still the coma’s version of her, tame and faded.

He sat in the chair. The vinyl squeaked.

Mist’s hands were on the blanket, palms down, fingers slightly curled. The hands that could dissolve into vapor and reform anywhere she wanted. Still now. Still the way she’d been still for weeks.

Will looked at them and thought about the infirmary at Mastodon, the painkillers making everything blurred, and this girl materializing out of fog to sit on the edge of his bed and say something he still couldn’t remember. He’d been seventeen and doped and freshly beaten and she’d made him laugh.

He reached over and took her hand.

Her skin was warm. Her pulse was there, faint, steady, the rhythm of a body doing the minimum. The Cinder made it vivid. He could feel her heartbeat through her palm, the blood moving under her skin, the temperature differentials across her knuckles.

Enhanced. Everything enhanced. He was reading her vitals through her hand like a human monitor, and the Cinder was giving him resolution on the data that no doctor could match, and he was sitting in the room of the woman who’d used this same drug until it put her here.

Something moved in his chest. Not guilt. Guilt was too clean a word for it. Something more like a shape, half-formed, the outline of a recognition he wasn’t ready to look at directly. The Cinder was in his blood and she was in this bed and the distance between those two facts was exactly zero and if he looked at it straight on he would have to put a name on what he was doing and the name would be the same name and he wasn’t ready for that.

He wasn’t like Mist, who was impulsive and reckless. Mist was the kind of person who jumped off cliffs because the fall felt like flying. She’d heard other heroes were using Cinder on CA missions and she’d thought she could handle it because Mist always thought she could handle it and sometimes she was right and this time she wasn’t. No discipline. No dosing strategy. No understanding of the pharmacology or the power curve or the diminishing returns.

Will was different. He was controlled. He used when he needed to, for the mission, on a schedule that he managed. He understood what the drug did to his power and he respected the limits and he kept the doses small and he didn’t chase the high, not really, not the way Mist would have.

He was here, wasn’t he? Sitting in her room, checking on her, caring about the damage. That’s not what an addict does. An addict doesn’t visit the wreckage and feel bad about it. An addict doesn’t hold the hand of the person the drug destroyed and think about how to make it right.

The logic held. It was airtight. It was total bullshit and it held.

He squeezed her hand once and let go.

A sound in the corridor. Footsteps, rubber soles on linoleum, the quick efficient pace of someone who knew the ward. Will stood. The door opened.

The nurse was mid-stride, chart in one hand, and the sight of a man in a hoodie standing over a comatose CA-classified patient hit her like a wall. She jerked back. The chart went sideways. Her eyes went wide and her mouth opened and for a second Will saw the calculation happen behind her face. Scream, run, or challenge.

“Who are you?” she said. Loud enough to carry. “How did you get in here?”

“Friend of hers.” Will kept his hands visible, palms out, the non-threatening posture he’d learned in Mastodon. “Wrong visiting hours. I know. I’m leaving.”

“This is a restricted ward. You can’t be in here.”

“I know. I’m sorry. I’m leaving right now.”

He moved for the door. The nurse pressed herself against the wall to let him pass, eyes locked on him, one hand reaching for the call button on the wall. Will didn’t run. Running was what guilty people did.

He walked. Brisk, purposeful, head down, through the ICU corridor and past the nurse’s station where a second nurse looked up and opened her mouth and Will was already at the stairwell door.

No portal. Someone had seen his face. Not clearly, not well, but enough that cutting a hole in the air and stepping through it in a hospital corridor would turn “unauthorized visitor” into “superhuman incident” and superhuman incidents brought the CA.

He took the stairs two at a time. Ground floor. The side entrance near the loading dock, the one with the cardboard box propping the door. The box was gone. The door was locked. Will cut it open. The door swung freely and he was outside in the October air and the parking lot was empty and the sky was just starting to lighten in the east.

He walked two blocks, found a bus stop, and sat down.

***

The 7:40 bus from the medical district to the west side of Lancaster City was not a vehicle designed for contemplation. The seats were hard plastic bolted to a metal frame. The windows were scratched. A woman in scrubs slept against the glass in the front row. Two teenagers argued about something on a phone in the back. The driver took the corners like he was being chased and the brakes squealed at every stop.

Will sat in the middle and tried to be no one.

The Cinder was fading. He could feel it contracting, the edges dulling, the world going flat the way it always did when the dose wore off. The lock on the hospital door had been easy, but by tonight the portal would have been impossible.

His cutting power was already pulling back to its baseline, and the distance was coming back. The portal range collapsing, the world outside the bus window becoming what it had always been. Unreachable. The ceiling the drug kept shattering and physics kept rebuilding.

He watched Lancaster City scroll past the window. Construction sites and coffee shops opening and a jogger with a dog. The normalcy of it was disorienting. These people were going to work, picking up lattes, complaining about the weather, behaving as though the city had always been this.

The normalcy was new, only a year or so old, only since the perimeter pulled back after Genesis and people decided it was safe to remember what coffee shops and joggers were for. Will had just portaled into a hospital room to hold the hand of a woman in a coma and then talked his way past a nurse and cut through a locked door and now he was sitting on a bus like a commuter.

He thought about Mist’s hand in his. The warmth of her skin. The pulse he could feel with too much precision. He should have been thinking about what it meant, the two of them connected through the same drug, the same crystal, the same supply chain that started with Quartz and ended with hospital beds and comas and monitors beeping in dark rooms. He should have been thinking about that.

Instead he thought about the visit itself. He’d gone. He’d checked on her. He’d sat with her and held her hand and felt something real, something that wasn’t the Cinder, something that was just him and her and the memory of Mastodon’s infirmary. That meant he was still in there. The person underneath the drug. The person who cared.

The bus pulled up to his stop. Will stood, thanked the driver out of reflex, and stepped into the morning. Three blocks to the house. The sky was gray and the air smelled like cut grass and exhaust and he was coming home from visiting a friend in the hospital. That’s all. That’s what this was.

He turned the corner and saw the house and the oak tree and the blue front door and went inside.

***

Jess was in the kitchen.

Not making coffee. Not reading the news. Not doing any of the things Jess did in the kitchen at seven in the morning. She was standing at the counter with her arms crossed and her face arranged in the particular expression that Will had been seeing since he was eleven years old, the one that preceded conversations he didn’t want to have. She was still in her robe with her hair down, but her eyes were sharp.

“Where have you been?” said Jess.

Will closed the front door behind him. The click of the latch was the loudest sound in the house.

“Out.”

“That’s not an answer.”

“I went for a walk.”

“A walk.” Jess’s voice was flat. Not angry yet. The stage before angry, the stage where she was giving him the opportunity to course-correct and he was choosing not to take it. “You went for a walk. At seven in the morning. Through a city that has your face on a wanted poster.”

“It’s early. Nobody’s looking.”

“I’m looking.” She uncrossed her arms. “I checked on you at six-thirty. You weren’t in the basement.”

There it was. Not surveillance. Not a spy cam. Not a security system. Just a mother who didn’t sleep well checking on her son the way she’d been checking on him every night since he was a kid, and finding the cot empty and the room dark and her son gone.

“You’re tracking my movements?” said Will.

He heard it as it left his mouth and he knew it was wrong. Knew it was the wrong tone and the wrong word and the wrong accusation aimed at the wrong person. But the defensiveness was already moving, the reflex that kicked in whenever someone got close to the truth, and the truth was a crystal dissolving on his tongue at 5:47 AM and a portal cut in the basement wall and a woman in a coma whose hand he’d held with chemically enhanced fingers.

Jess didn’t flinch. But something moved in her face. The hurt was there for less than a second before she covered it with the competence that Relic wore like a second skin.

“I’m not tracking anything,” she said. “I came downstairs because I couldn’t sleep. I checked on you because I check on you. Because that’s what I’ve done every night since we got back, Will. I check the locks and I check the windows and I check that you’re still here, because if you’re not here then everything I’m doing on the Board, every lie I’m telling, every vote I’m casting to protect this family, all of it is for nothing.”

The kitchen was very quiet. The refrigerator hummed. A pipe ticked somewhere in the wall. Outside, a bird was doing something annoyingly cheerful.

“I went to see Mist,” said Will.

He gave her the truth because the truth was the best lie he had. He’d been at the hospital. Visiting hours weren’t an option for a wanted man. He’d gone early, gotten in, sat with her, left.

True enough to stop the questioning. True enough that Jess couldn’t argue with the motivation without arguing against the thing that had brought them all back to Lancaster City in the first place.

Jess’s expression shifted. The anger didn’t leave, but something softer moved underneath it, the way water moves under ice. Mist was the one subject in this house that nobody could weaponize without feeling the cost.

“How did you get out?” she said.

“Back door. While it was still dark.”

“And the patrols?”

“I was careful.”

“You were reckless. There’s a difference, and you know it, and we’ve had this conversation before.”

“I know.”

“Do you? Because every time I think you understand the situation we’re in, you do something that tells me you don’t.” She stepped closer. “If they catch you outside this house, they won’t bring you back here. They’ll put you somewhere that makes Mastodon look gentle, and this time nobody will be coming to get you out. And it won’t just be you. It’ll be me. My seat. My reputation. Avery’s operation. Rue’s safety. Everything.”

“I know, Jess.”

“Then act like it.”

Will stood in the kitchen doorway. Jess stood at the counter. Eight feet between them and a list of things he wasn’t saying. He could feel the Cinder still fading in his blood, the last traces of enhancement dissolving into the ordinary.

The doorbell rang.

***

Jess’s head turned. The argument, all the weight and heat and unfinished edges of it, hung in the air for one more second. Then the doorbell rang again and Jess moved.

Will watched her shift. It was something he’d seen a thousand times and it never stopped being impressive. The mother, the angry woman in the robe who’d been two sentences from crying, vanished.

What replaced her was Relic. Board President. The woman who’d lied to twenty-three directors on a conference call without her voice changing. She pulled her robe tighter, touched her hair once, and walked toward the front door.

Will followed her into the hallway. He shouldn’t have. He should have gone straight to the basement. But the argument was still in his chest and he wanted to see who was at the door at seven in the morning because nobody good came to the door at seven in the morning.

Jess opened the door.

The man on the porch was wearing a blue suit and leaning on a polished wooden cane with a silver handle. His hair was silver. His jaw was set in the permanent half-smile of a man who’d spent forty years being photographed. Behind him, an aide in a dark coat held a leather portfolio, and at the curb, a black SUV idled with the particular quiet confidence of a government vehicle.

“Jessica,” said Astroman. The voice was exactly the same in person as it was on television. Rich, projected, shaped by decades of public speaking. He smiled the way politicians smile, with all the teeth and none of the surprise. “I apologize for the early hour. I was hoping to catch you before the day started.”

Will was ten feet behind Jess. Standing in the hallway. Almost visible if Astroman looked past her shoulder. His heart stopped doing the regular thing and started doing the other thing, the fast loud thing that meant danger. He didn’t move. Moving was visible. Moving caught the eye. He stood completely still and watched the back of Jess’s head and waited.

Jess didn’t pause. Didn’t stiffen. Didn’t do any of the things a normal person would do when the most powerful hero in the country appeared on their porch while their fugitive son stood ten feet behind them. She stepped forward, into the doorframe, narrowing the sightline, and extended her hand.

“Marcus.” Warm. Practiced. The voice she used in Board sessions. “What a surprise. I didn’t know you were making house calls.”

“The hotel is ghastly. I told Sandra I needed to stretch my legs and she suggested I visit a colleague.” He stepped over the threshold without waiting to be invited, the cane bearing weight that his legs clearly didn’t need. “I hope I’m not intruding.”

“Not at all. Let me just get dressed properly. Give me two minutes.”

She started to turn. Her eyes found Will’s in the hallway. The look lasted less than a second. It said everything. Go. Now. Basement. Do not make a sound.

Will moved. The argument, the anger, the Mist visit, all of it evaporated in the face of the simple animal need to not be seen. He went down the hall. Quiet. Fast.

The basement door was behind the bookshelf and the bookshelf was twelve steps from where he stood and he covered them in four seconds and his hands found the latch and the shelf swung open and he was through and the shelf closed behind him and he was in the stairwell and the dark pressed in and he was safe.

He descended the stairs. Sat on the cot. The nightlight was on and his hands were shaking and the shaking was not the Cinder wearing off.

Above him, through the ceiling, he heard Jess’s voice. Bright, social, the politician’s register. He heard Avery’s voice join it, a beat later, seamlessly, as if she’d heard the doorbell and assessed the situation and stepped into hostess mode the way she stepped into Kestrel mode, without transition.

He heard Astroman laugh. The sound traveled through the floor and into the basement and it was warm and rich and theatrical and it belonged to the man who’d put him in prison and tried to kill him and who was now standing in his mother’s living room.

Will sat on the cot and listened.

The voices moved from the hallway to the living room. Chairs scraped. Someone was making coffee. Jess said something about the Board agenda and Astroman said something about the tour schedule and Avery said something polite and Will sat in his basement and listened to his family host his enemy and the absurdity of it settled over him like dust.

He could hear Astroman talking about the Cinder crackdown. The same language from the press conference, the same cadence, but more personal now, more intimate, tailored for an audience of two instead of a crowd. He was talking about supply chains and enforcement protocols and the “scourge of our community” and his voice had the projection and conviction of a man who believed he was the solution to a problem he was actually part of.

Will took out the crystal bag.

He wasn’t going to use another one. The earlier half-dose had faded to almost nothing, a faint hum in his hands that let him feel the floor joists but couldn’t reach further than that. Not enough to cut a portal. Not even close. He turned the bag in his hands. The crystals caught the nightlight. Three left. He counted them twice to make sure.

He could hear Astroman’s voice through the ceiling. Warm. Authoritative. The voice of a man sitting in Will’s kitchen, eating at Will’s table, smiling at Will’s family.

He put a crystal on his tongue and let it dissolve. The power flooded back in ten seconds and the house opened up around him like a blueprint and he hated how good it felt.

Then he cut a portal.

***

The roof of the house across the street was flat, which was the only reason it worked. Will stepped through the portal onto tar paper and gravel and crouched behind the raised lip of the roof edge and the portal closed behind him.

The night had become morning while he’d been in the basement. The sky was gray and overcast and the oak tree in the front yard was losing its leaves and the house looked the way it always looked from the outside. Normal. Well-kept. The kind of house where people had coffee and complained about the weather and didn’t harbor fugitives.

The dining room windows were lit. Through them, Will could see the table. Jess at one end, back straight, blonde hair catching the light. Avery across from her, posture relaxed but eyes alert. Rue had come down at some point, sitting in her usual spot, and her body language was the particular kind of polite that meant she’d rather be literally anywhere else.

And at the head of the table, in the chair that was normally empty because nobody in the family sat at the head, Astroman.

He was eating breakfast. Someone had made eggs. The cane was propped against the table beside him, visible, theatrical, the prop in the ongoing story of his miraculous recovery. He gestured with his fork while he talked.

At one point he stood to refill his own coffee, waving off Jess, and the motion was easy and unhurried. The legs that should have been useless, that the doctors had called destroyed, that Will had wrecked with a pocket knife and a level of desperate violence he’d never matched before or since.

Will watched from the roof and the Cinder hummed in his blood and the distance felt manageable.

That was the word. Manageable. From up here, with the street between them and the glass between them and the height between them, the fear from the press conference was still there but it was contained. He could hold it. He could observe it. He could watch Astroman eat eggs in his mother’s dining room and feel the fear and not let it reach the part of him that made decisions.

The conversation continued. Will couldn’t hear the words, just the shapes of them, the rhythms. Astroman talked the most, of course. His mouth moving, his hands moving, his whole body engaged in the performance of being Astroman. Jess responded at the right intervals. Avery said something that made Astroman laugh and the laugh traveled across the street and up to the roof and Will felt it in his chest.

Rue was watching her plate and eating slowly, not contributing. Will knew that posture. That was Rue enduring something. She’d have opinions later, sharp ones, delivered to whoever was closest, but right now she was doing the thing where she went internal and waited for the social obligation to end.

He watched for a long time.

He watched Jess refill Astroman’s coffee. Watched Avery steer the conversation with the precision of someone who’d learned to manage dangerous people. Watched Rue finish her food and excuse herself, her exit smooth enough to be polite and fast enough to be a retreat. Watched Astroman lean back in his chair and spread his hands in a gesture that was probably supposed to convey humility but conveyed the wingspan of a man who was used to owning every room he entered.

At one point Astroman reached into his jacket and took out what looked like a phone or a small notebook and showed something to Jess. She leaned forward. Her face did the thing it did when she was interested and didn’t want to show how interested, the slight forward tilt, the eyes narrowing.

Will couldn’t see what was on the screen. He sat on the roof and watched his mother lean toward the man who’d hunted them and felt the strange, sick helplessness of being outside your own life and unable to reach in.

The meal  ended. Astroman stood. The cane came up with a practiced motion. Jess walked him to the door. Through the living room window Will saw them shake hands again, the politician’s clasp, firm and brief, and Astroman said something that made Jess nod and Will couldn’t tell if the nod was agreement or performance.

The aide appeared. The front door opened. Astroman stepped onto the porch and the morning light caught his face and the too-smooth skin and the silver hair and he looked like the cover of a magazine about men who never lose.

The black SUV pulled forward. The aide opened the rear door. Astroman lowered himself into the back seat with the careful, theatrical grace of a man selling a disability he no longer had. The door closed. The SUV pulled away.

Will watched it go. Watched it turn at the end of the street. Watched it disappear.

Below, Jess closed the front door. Through the hallway window he saw her stand there for a moment, alone, her hand still on the knob. Her shoulders dropped. The composure left her body in a single visible wave, the way air leaves a balloon, and for three seconds she was just a woman in a robe who’d been performing for an hour and was exhausted by it. Then Avery said something from the kitchen and Jess straightened and went to her and the performance resumed.

Will stayed on the roof.

The morning was quiet. The street was empty. A car passed on the cross street. A dog barked somewhere. The ordinary sounds of a neighborhood that didn’t know what was happening in its houses.

He thought about the man in the SUV. He thought about the legs he’d wrecked and the cane and the stride that didn’t need the cane. He thought about what it meant that Astroman was walking again, that the injuries Will had nearly died to inflict had healed, that the most powerful hero in the country was back on his feet and touring the city where Will was hiding in a basement. He thought about what it would take to do it again. On foot. No portals. Just the knife.

He thought about the crystals in his pocket.

He sat on the roof for a while longer. Then he cut a portal back to the basement.


CHAPTER 20

The phone buzzed forty minutes after Will portaled back to the basement.

Unknown number with a Lancaster City area code. He almost didn’t answer. Then he did, because unknown numbers from Lancaster City meant either Erik or trouble, and Erik never called from the same phone twice.

“Decay.” The voice was low, warm, unhurried. Not Erik. “I hope I’m not waking you.”

Solace.

Will sat up on the cot. The basement was dark. The nightlight painted the walls orange and the phone screen painted his face blue and between the two of them the room looked like a bruise.

“How did you get this number?” said Will.

“Edgecraft has resources, Decay. Cellular traffic logs, tower pings, local carrier records. You’d be surprised how easy it is to trace a phone that calls the same neighborhood every night.” She let that sit. “I have a job for you. Pays in crystal or cash, whichever you prefer.”

“I’m not your contractor.”

“No. But you’re a man who likes to stay busy, and I’m a woman with work that needs doing. Occasionally those interests align.”

“They align when it’s convenient for you.”

“Everything I do is convenient for me. That doesn’t make it wrong.” The sound of her breathing was steady, measured, the cadence of someone who’d never been rushed in her life. “There’s a woman operating out of a warehouse on the south end of Pine. Calls herself Siphon. You’ve met.”

Will’s hand found the edge of the cot. Siphon. The drain field, the alley wall, the walk home with bruised ribs and a dead shoulder. Yeah. They’d met.

“What’s your interest in her?” said Will.

“None of your business.”

“Then I’m not interested.”

Another pause. Longer this time. When Solace spoke again, the warmth was still there but underneath it was something sharper. Honest, or performing honest. With her, Will suspected, the distinction didn’t matter.

“Let’s just say you aren’t the only one stealing to get your crystal fix,” she said.

The word landed. Stealing. Crystal fix. The casual equation of Will with a street-level thief, a junkie raiding supply points for a hit. He felt the anger rise and he swallowed it because anger was a luxury he couldn’t afford with a woman who could stop his heart through a phone line if she had the range.

“I’m not stealing anything,” said Will.

“Of course not. You’re requisitioning.” Solace’s smile was practically audible. “Pine Street. South end. She’s been there since Tuesday. I’d consider it a personal favor.”

The line went dead.

Will sat in the dark and held the phone and thought about what a personal favor meant to a woman who ran a drug empire and spoke like she was inviting you to dinner.

He thought about Mist in the hospital bed that morning, the warm hand, the still face, the monitor counting out the heartbeats of a woman who’d chased the same high until it swallowed her.

He thought about calling Jess. Picking up the phone and telling her everything. Quartz, Solace, the crystals, the deal, the portals. Let the CA handle it. Let the system work.

But the system would take Quartz’s office apart and find nothing, because Solace and Quartz had certainly moved anything incriminating the moment Will walked out of that meeting. The system would launch an investigation and the investigation would take months and the Cinder would keep flowing and Mist would keep lying in that bed and Will would be back in the basement stuck in place, with no way to reach anything that mattered.

Or he could go deeper. Stay undercover. Earn Solace’s trust, map her operation, find the pressure points. Bring her to justice himself, with evidence the CA couldn’t ignore. That was the mission. That was why he’d come to Lancaster City. That was what Mist would want.

He pulled the Decay costume out of the closet. Hoodie, balaclava, cap, gloves. He laid them on the cot and took a crystal from the bag.

The power came back like a door opening onto a room he’d forgotten was his. Everything sharpened. The fault lines in the concrete walls, the stress points in the floor joists, the weight of his sleeping family above him, the city beyond the walls, structures and seams radiating outward like a map drawn in fractures.

He could feel Lancaster General twelve blocks away, the particular density of a building full of machines and bodies. Somewhere in that building, Mist’s heart was beating at a frequency his enhanced power could almost resolve from here.

He got dressed, pulled the balaclava down and zipped the hoodie.

Then he cut a portal and stepped through.

***

Pine Street. South end. A motel called the Hilltop that looked like it had given up on the concept of guests sometime around 2004. Two stories, exterior corridors, half the room numbers missing from their doors. Will stood on the roof of a laundromat across the street and felt the structure with his enhanced power and found her.

Second floor, room at the end. The particular density of a super, the way the air bent slightly around someone whose baseline biology had been rewritten. Siphon. He could feel the drain field from here, a low hum of ambient absorption, the power idling at rest.

Last time that field had shut him down from twenty feet. Last time he’d walked away with bruised ribs and the taste of brick dust in his mouth and the knowledge that a minor-league energy absorber had put him on his ass because his power wasn’t enough.

Last time he hadn’t had portals.

He cut a seam in the air inside her room. Stepped through it and the portal closed and he was six feet from Siphon before she knew he was there. She was sitting on the bed. Fast food wrapper on the nightstand, TV on mute, a duffel bag open on the floor with clothes spilling out of it. She was living here.

She spun off the bed. Fast. The drain field surged outward, the same wall of pulling force that had killed his power in the alley. Will felt it reach for him and he was already gone, cutting a second portal, stepping through to the corridor outside.

The drain field hit the empty room. The TV shattered. Siphon came through the door after him and Will was already behind her, knife out, his cutting power singing at a frequency he’d never reached before.

She pivoted, threw the drain field backward, tried to catch him point-blank. Will cut through it. Not around it. Through it. His enhanced power sheared the energy field like fabric and he slashed and the blade opened a line across her jacket and the body armor underneath and she stumbled into the corridor railing and her eyes went wide.

“You,” she said.

“Me.”

She bit down on something. A crystal. Will could feel it dissolve, feel the Cinder spike in her system, her drain field erupting outward like a shockwave. Last time this had killed streetlights and cracked windows and dropped the temperature thirty degrees.

This time Will felt it coming and portaled to the far end of the corridor before the wave hit. Every window on the second floor blew out. The corridor lights exploded. The temperature plummeted and frost crawled across the railing. And Will was thirty feet away, untouched, walking back toward her with his knife steady.

“You,” she said.

“Me.”

She tried to turn the field on him. He cut it again. She tried to run for the stairs. He portaled ahead of her, blocked the stairwell, stood in the doorway with his cutting power humming and his enhanced senses reading every twitch of her body.

The fear in her eyes was real. The Siphon from the alley, the one who’d walked away without looking back, was gone. This Siphon was facing something she couldn’t drain, couldn’t outrun, couldn’t comprehend.

The fight lasted ninety seconds. It felt like ten.

When it was over, Siphon was on the corridor floor, unconscious. The stolen Cinder had burned through her system in a single desperate surge that Will’s portals had made useless. Her jacket was ruined. The drain field was gone, sputtered out when she went down. Frost was melting on the concrete. Glass everywhere.

Will stood over her and felt incredible.

Not cruel. Not dark. Alive. Every nerve firing, every sense sharp, his power humming at a frequency that made the old ceiling joists feel like a joke. This was what his cutting ability was supposed to be. This was the version of himself that existed on the other side of the walls.

Fast, precise, untouchable. The woman who’d humiliated him couldn’t land a finger on this version of Will with his power humming.

He looked down at her. She was breathing. Out cold, but breathing. He could leave her here. Walk away. Let her wake up and disappear.

Or.

Or.

He found the fire alarm at the end of the corridor. A red pull station on the wall next to the stairwell door, the kind that called the fire department and the police both.

It was the closest thing to gift-wrapping her for the CA without making the call himself. An unconscious super in a blown-out motel corridor would get someone’s attention. The right someone, if Lancaster City’s first responders were doing their jobs.

He pulled it. The alarm screamed through the building, shrill and relentless, echoing down the empty corridors. Somewhere on the first floor a door opened and a voice started cursing.

Will cut a portal and stepped through it and let the Hilltop disappear behind him.

The evening air hit his face on the other side. Lancaster City at dusk, the sky purple and orange, the streetlights coming on. He stood on a rooftop and breathed and the city was his and the power was his and for thirty seconds he let himself feel the full scope of being back in action and it was the best he had ever felt in his life.

Then he went home.

***

The portal opened in the basement and Will stepped through and the adrenaline was still in his blood, the Cinder still singing, the Siphon fight replaying in his body like muscle memory set to music. Ninety seconds. He’d taken apart a woman who’d beaten him in under ninety seconds. The version of himself that lost in that alley was a stranger. A lesser thing. A man with a ceiling.

He pulled the balaclava off, unzipped the hoodie, and turned around.

Rue was sitting on the cot.

She was in pajama shorts and one of his old t-shirts and her hair was down and her face was white and she was staring at the place where the portal had been. The seam in the air that had opened out of nothing and swallowed itself shut behind him. She’d seen it. She’d seen the whole thing.

The high stopped. Not a crash. Just a sudden, total irrelevance, like a fire alarm going off in a burning building. The adrenaline kept pumping but it had nowhere to go because the thing in front of him wasn’t a fight and there was no portal that could get him out of it.

“How the fuck did you do that?” said Rue.

Not the sharp Rue voice, the one that teased and bit and kept him honest. This was the other voice. The one underneath it. The one she used when she was scared.

Will’s mouth opened. Nothing came out. The lies were there, stacked and ready, the same architecture he’d used on Jess that morning. But none of them covered this. None of them explained a hole in the air that a man walked through.

His power was cutting. He opened locks and he cut things and that was it. Rue knew that. Everyone knew that. And she’d just watched him step out of a portal like a door between rooms.

“Will.” She stood up from the cot. “How did you do that? Your power doesn’t do that. Your power has never done that.

“It’s... I’ve been training. Pushing the range. It’s a new application of the cutting, like a...”

“Don’t.” She was looking at his eyes and reading them the way she always did, with the attention of a woman who’d spent years studying the difference between Will-stressed and Will-hiding and Will-lying. “You look wrong right now.”

He should have had an answer. He was good at answers. He’d been building them for weeks, stacking lies like bricks, constructing a version of himself that could withstand questions from Jess and deflect questions from Avery and dodge questions from Rue.

But the portal had blown past all of that. The lies that worked on everyone else crumbled against the specific frequency of Rue knowing exactly what his power could and couldn’t do.

“You’ve been different,” she said. “For days. The way you come back from your walks. The way you look after. It’s Cinder. Isn’t it.”

Statement, not a question. The sentence sat in the basement like a stone dropped in a well. Will heard it hit the bottom.

“Yeah,” he said.

He hadn’t planned to say it. The lie was right there, loaded and ready. But Rue was standing in front of him in his t-shirt and her eyes were red and she’d watched him walk through a hole in reality and the only thing that could explain a portal was the drug that had put Mist in a coma. The lies that worked on everyone else didn’t work on the woman who knew his power by heart.

“Yeah,” he said again. “It’s Cinder.”

For one breath, one second, the relief of it was staggering. Someone knew. Someone was looking at him and seeing the real thing and he didn’t have to hold the shape of the lie anymore. The muscles in his chest that had been clenching for days loosened and he almost sat down next to her and told her everything.

Then the other thing hit. The thing that came after relief. The cold, calcifying awareness that Rue knowing meant Rue could tell. Avery and Jess and the house and the mission. Everything he’d built, everything he’d justified, everything he was doing for Mist, all of it balanced on the silence of the people who didn’t know.

“You can’t tell anyone,” said Will.

“Will.”

“Rue. Listen to me. You can’t tell Avery. You can’t tell Jess. Nobody.”

“You’re using Cinder.” She said it slowly, like saying it slower would make it mean something different. “The drug that put Mist in a coma. You’re using it.”

“It’s not like that. I’m using it for the mission. Small doses, controlled, for fieldwork. It’s how I’ve been running the raids. It’s how I’m getting close to the people who make this stuff. I’m not using the way Mist was using.”

“You can’t tell anyone,” said Will.

“Will.”

“You sound like every addict who’s ever...”

“I’m not an addict.” He heard himself, the fast, desperate words. “Rue. I need you to hear me. I’m handling this. I know what I’m doing. But if anyone else finds out, the whole operation falls apart.”

Rue stared at him. Her arms were crossed, her fingers digging into her own elbows, and her eyes were doing the thing they did when she was deciding whether to trust him, and the fact that she was deciding, that it wasn’t automatic, was worse than any accusation she could have made.

“I kept your streaming secret,” said Will.

The air changed. He felt it happen, felt the conversation shift from one kind of terrible to another. Rue’s face went still.

“I kept it,” he said. “Miss Masquerade. Your secret life as camgirl. I kept it because you asked me to. Because that’s what we do.”

“That’s not the same thing.”

“It is. You had a secret that could have destroyed everything. I held it for you. I’m asking you to hold this for me.”

“Will, I was playing around online. You’re taking drugs.”

“I’m using a tool to do work that nobody else in this house can do. I’m getting closer to Solace. I’m the reason Siphon isn’t on the streets anymore as of an hour ago. I am doing the thing we came here to do and I need time to finish it and I need you to give me that time.”

His voice was steady. The logic was clean. And underneath the logic, underneath the mission and the justification and the reasonable request for more time, there was the other thing. The need. The naked, animal desperation of a man who’s just been caught and is reaching for the only weapon in his pocket.

He knew what he was doing. He knew the streaming callback was surgical, targeted, designed to hit the exact guilt Rue carried about her own reckless behavior. He knew it was the most manipulative thing he’d ever said to someone he loved.

He said it anyway.

“Please,” said Will. “Just give me time.”

Rue looked at him for a long time. The nightlight made her face half orange and half shadow and her eyes were bright and wet and searching. She was looking for the Will she trusted. The one who kept her secrets and held her at night and called her “Cammie” in a soft, loving voice. She was looking for the person who would never use her own history as leverage.

Was that still who she found?

“Okay,” she said, barely a word.

She didn’t say anything else. She just turned and walked past him and up the stairs and the basement door opened and closed and her footsteps crossed the floor above him and went up the second flight and her bedroom door shut.


CHAPTER 21

The morning was wrong before Will got upstairs.

He heard it in the kitchen. Avery’s voice, Rue’s voice, the clink of mugs. Normal sounds. But the rhythm was off. The pauses were in the wrong places. Will stood at the top of the basement stairs and listened the way he used to listen at cell doors in Mastodon, reading the air for what was coming.

He pushed through.

Avery was at the counter, pouring coffee. Rue was at the table, phone in hand, not looking at it. They both looked up when he came in. Avery’s glance was brief, neutral, the usual morning acknowledgment. Rue’s eyes hit his chest and stopped. She didn’t look higher.

“Morning,” said Will.

“Morning,” said Avery.

Rue didn’t say anything. She picked up her mug and drank from it and the mug hid her face for three seconds and when it came down she was looking at her phone again.

Will poured himself coffee. The silence had a texture to it, dense and layered, the kind you could press your thumb into and feel it give. Avery was watching Rue. Not obviously.

A glance over the rim of her mug, a half-second of focus, the way Avery watched everything when she was thinking. Nobody else would have noticed. Will noticed because noticing things was the only skill he’d ever had that didn’t require a knife.

“Jess up?” said Will.

“Been up since six,” said Avery. “CA business.”

“On a Saturday?”

“She didn’t seem thrilled about it either.”

He sat down at the table. Rue shifted in her chair, an inch away from him, the movement small enough to be unconscious. It wasn’t unconscious. Will knew her body the way a musician knows an instrument, every shift and lean and tilt cataloged over years of proximity and attention and love. That inch was deliberate. That inch was the distance between keeping his secret and being in the same room with him.

Avery was still watching.

Jess came in ten minutes later. She was dressed for a screen, blouse and earrings, hair pulled back, her Board President face still clinging to her real one the way a mask clings after you’ve been wearing it too long. She set her tablet on the counter and looked at Will and the warmth in her expression was undercut by something harder.

“Where did you go last night?” said Jess.

“Walk.”

“At two in the morning?”

“I couldn’t sleep.”

“You couldn’t sleep three nights ago, either. And the night before that.” She opened the fridge, took out the orange juice, poured a glass. “I’m not asking you to account for every hour, Will. But you’re living in my house, and I need to know that you’re being safe.”

“I’m being safe.”

“Are you.”

It wasn’t a question. It was the tone she used on missions when someone said something she didn’t believe but wasn’t ready to challenge directly. Will had heard it through the floor during late-night sessions, the voice of a woman who ran institutions and could hear the shape of a lie even when she couldn’t see its edges.

“Jess. I went for a walk. I came back. That’s all.”

She looked at him. The blue eyes, the set of her jaw, the way she held the glass without drinking from it. She was deciding whether to push. Behind her, Avery had gone still, and Rue was staring at her phone with the fixed attention of someone who was hearing every word and pretending not to.

“Okay,” said Jess, and drank the orange juice and set the glass down. “I have another call in twenty minutes. Avery, can you handle lunch?”

“I’m on it,” said Avery.

Jess left. The room exhaled. Will looked at Rue and she looked at her phone and the distance between them across the table felt like the distance between here and the island they’d left behind.

***

The phone buzzed at seven that evening.

Unknown number. Same Lancaster City area code. Will was on the cot, staring at the ceiling, the water stain shaped like Florida staring back. He’d been down here for three hours. He’d gone to the bathroom once. He’d eaten a sandwich Avery left on a plate outside the basement door, which was new. Avery didn’t bring him food. Someone had told her to, or she was doing it to observe his patterns, or she felt sorry for him, and none of those options made him feel better.

He answered.

***

“I keep my promises,” said Solace. The warm voice, the unhurried cadence, the smile you could hear. “Siphon’s in CA custody. That’s partly your work. I’d like to compensate you for it.”

“I don’t work for you.”

“Of course not. Consider it a gift between colleagues. Corner of Elm and Fourth, the parking garage, third level. There’s a gray sedan. Driver’s seat visor. Twenty minutes.”

The line went dead.

Will lay on the cot and stared at the ceiling and told himself he wasn’t going. He told himself that for about four minutes. Then he got up and took a crystal from the bag and swallowed it and the power came back and the basement walls expanded into a map of seams and fractures and the city beyond them pulsed like a second heartbeat under his ribs.

He cut a portal and stepped through and disappeared.

The parking garage was half-empty. Third level, gray sedan, driver’s side visor. He found it in thirty seconds. A small black zippered case, heavier than it should have been. He opened it in the stairwell under the fluorescent buzz of a dying tube light.

Crystals. More than he’d ever seen in one place that wasn’t Quartz’s desk. Fifteen, maybe twenty, each one the size of his thumbnail, packed tight in a foam insert like jewelry. The light caught them and they fractured it into little shards of nothing that danced on the concrete walls.

His mouth went dry. Not thirst. Something worse. The deep, involuntary response of a body recognizing exactly what it needed, the way a starving man’s stomach clenches at the smell of bread.

He closed the case. Slid it into his jeans pocket. Felt the weight of it against his thigh and it felt like a loaded gun and it felt good.

He should go home. He should go home and put the case into hiding and lie down on the cot and close his eyes and be the person Avery needed him to be and Jess needed him to be and Rue was quietly trying to figure out if he still was.

He turned toward the stairs and stopped.

A black SUV was idling at the far end of the third level. Tinted windows. Engine running. The driver’s window was down three inches and through the gap Will could see a hand resting on the steering wheel.

Long fingers, dark nail polish, no rings. The hand was still. Patient. The hand of a woman who’d parked here before he arrived and waited to see what he’d do when he found the case.

Solace.

She’d watched him take it. Watched him open it. Watched his face do whatever his face had done when he saw twenty crystals packed in foam. She’d been sitting fifty feet away in a dark SUV and she’d watched the whole thing like a show.

The window went up. The SUV pulled out of the spot, slow, unhurried, and rolled toward the exit ramp. No wave. No acknowledgment. Just the smooth departure of a woman who’d gotten exactly what she came for, which was the look on his face.

He knew he should go home.

Instead he went up. Portaled to the roof of the parking garage and watched the SUV emerge from the exit below and turn south on Lancaster Ave. Slow. Unhurried. The pace of someone who’d never once checked her mirrors because she’d never needed to.

He followed.

***

Will tracked her from the rooftops, portaling every few blocks, the Cinder making it effortless. Jump, scan, feel the vehicle’s density through two blocks of buildings, jump again. She passed the Hilltop motel where he’d left Siphon on the floor. Kept going. Turned east on an industrial road that dead-ended at a row of warehouses along the river.

The SUV pulled into a loading bay. Will landed on the roof of a cold storage building two hundred yards out and watched. Solace got out and went inside. The loading bay door rolled down.

Will waited.

Forty minutes. The Cinder hummed in his blood and the city spread out beneath him and he watched the warehouse and counted the cars in the lot. Three, including Solace’s SUV. The loading bay door opened once. A man came out, got in one of the cars, left. Will didn’t recognize him. Twenty minutes later, the door opened again. Solace came out. Got in the SUV. Left.

Two cars remaining.

Will dropped from the roof. Cut a portal to the alley behind the warehouse. The building was old, metal-sided, the kind of place that used to be something productive and was now something else. He felt the structure with his enhanced power. Steel frame, concrete slab, two interior walls dividing the space into thirds. One body inside. Back section. The particular density of a super.

He found a service door on the east side. Locked. He cut through the bolt without touching it, the blade singing through metal like it was paper. Slipped inside.

The front section was storage. Crates, pallets, the smell of dust and old machine oil. Nothing interesting. The middle section had been converted into something like an office. Desk, laptop, filing cabinet, a mini fridge. Clinical. Anonymous. A place where business happened but nobody lived.

The back section had a closed door with light underneath it.

Will moved silently. The Cinder made everything sharper, his footsteps lighter, his awareness of the building’s geometry precise and total. He could feel the body on the other side of the door. Seated. Large. The density of a super whose baseline biology was significantly above human normal. Someone powerful.

He eased the door open an inch. Looked through.

The room was small, just a table and two chairs and a lamp. And sitting at the table with his back half-turned, a clear bag of crystals in front of him and three empty blister packs beside it, was Astroman.

Will’s body went cold. Not the cold of fear. The cold of recognition. The man at the table was the man who’d eaten breakfast at his family’s table a few days ago, who’d walked on legs that were supposed to be ruined, who’d shaken hands and smiled and talked about the Cinder crisis with the somber authority of someone waging a war against it.

The cane. The press conference. The triumphant return to duty. The face of the CA’s anti-Cinder campaign.

Buying Cinder.

Not raiding. Not investigating. Sitting at a table in a drug warehouse counting crystals like a man counting change.

The legs made sense now. All of it made sense. The stride at the press conference, the fluid movement, the recovery that defied what Will had done to him with a pocket knife and desperation. Cinder.

The same drug that had put Mist in a coma was putting Astroman back on his feet, and the man was sitting in an Edgecraft backroom as a client while leading the public campaign to destroy the supply chain.

Will’s hand tightened on the doorframe. He should leave. He had what he needed. The image was burned into his memory and it was leverage and it was power and it was the kind of secret that could crack open the CA from the inside. He should leave and file it and keep it cold.

He stepped back. The floorboard under his left foot groaned.

Astroman moved.

Not like a man in a chair. Like a missile. The door blew open and Astroman was through it and his hand was around the frame where Will’s head had been a half-second ago. Will ducked, rolled, came up running.

No knife. No cutting. No portals. He couldn’t. If Astroman saw the cutting power, he’d be in deep shit. If he saw a portal and had a chat with Solace, he’d know exactly who was under the balaclava, and Decay would go from missing fugitive to an active target in every CA database on the planet.

So Will ran.

Astroman came after him. Even buying Cinder in a backroom, even caught dirty, the man’s first instinct was pursuit. Will heard him behind him, fast, too fast for someone who was supposed to need a cane.

A hand caught Will’s jacket collar. Will twisted out of it, left the jacket behind, kept moving. The middle section. Crates.

Will went over one, under another, using the clutter the way a rabbit uses brush. Astroman plowed through it. A crate exploded behind Will, splinters and packing material showering the air.

“I want you to know...” Ascroman’s voice was conversational, almost cheerful, the voice of a man discussing weekend plans while ripping through a warehouse like a freight train. “I am going to find out who you are. And when I do, I am going to visit your home. And I am going to explain to everyone who lives there what happens to people who see things they shouldn’t see. And then I’m going to make sure you never see anything again.”

The service door. Twenty feet. Will sprinted. Something hit him from behind, a glancing blow that caught his shoulder and sent him stumbling. Astroman’s fist. He’d closed the distance in a second. Will spun, dropped, felt the next swing pass over his head, and scrambled forward. Fifteen feet. Ten.

He couldn’t outrun this. Astroman was faster, stronger, and not trying to hide what he could do. Will needed two seconds of broken sightline. That was all. Two seconds where Astroman couldn’t see him.

He grabbed a pallet and shoved it sideways. It toppled into Astroman’s path, a hurdle of wood and dust, and Will was through the service door and into the alley and he cut the portal before his next heartbeat and fell through it and the warehouse disappeared.

He landed on a rooftop six blocks away and immediately closed his escape. His shoulder was screaming where Astroman’s fist had caught it. His jacket was gone, left behind in the grip of a man who would search every fiber of it for a clue about who’d just seen him at his worst.

Nothing in the jacket. No ID, no phone, no crystals. The crystal case was in his jeans pocket, not the jacket. The phone was still in the basement. He was clean. Astroman would find a cheap black jacket, size large, no labels, no trace.

Will sat on the roof and felt his shoulder throb and looked out at Lancaster City and thought about the man in the warehouse. The man who hunted him. The man who smiled at Jess and called her a valued colleague. The man who led the anti-Cinder campaign.

Doing exactly what Will was doing.

The hypocrisy should have been staggering. It was. But it was a mirror, and Will was standing too close to it to only see one reflection.


CHAPTER 22

Footsteps on the basement stairs woke him.

Will’s eyes opened in the dark. Nightlight glow, water stain, the familiar geography of the ceiling he’d memorized over weeks of lying beneath it. The footsteps were light, deliberate, bare feet on wood. He knew the weight. He knew the rhythm. Avery.

She came down the last three steps and he could see her in the orange glow. Tank top, sleep shorts, red hair messy. She stood at the bottom of the stairs and looked at him on the cot and he looked back at her through half-closed eyes and his body made the assumption his brain was too sleepy to question.

“Hey,” he said. Voice rough, thick with sleep. He reached for her.

She came to the cot. He pulled her down, his hand on her hip, his mouth finding her neck. For one second the warmth of her was all there was. The smell of her skin, the familiar weight of her body settling against his. He kissed the line of her jaw and his hand moved up her side and she let him for exactly long enough that the absence of her response registered like a cold draft.

She pushed up. Hands flat on his chest. Her face above his in the dark, close enough to kiss, close enough to see the exact expression on it.

Not desire. Assessment. The narrow-eyed focus Avery got when she was taking something apart in her head. The look she gave tactical problems and bad intel and people who were lying to her. She was looking at him the way she looked at targets.

The sleep cleared from his brain in one beat.

“Rue told you,” said Will.

Avery didn’t move. She stayed above him, hands on his chest, weight on her knees, and let the silence confirm it.

“I had my own suspicions,” she said. “The way you’ve been recently. Too aware, too precise, like every nerve in your body is running on a frequency it doesn’t normally run on. The way your pupils look at the breakfast table. I thought I was being paranoid. Then Rue told me I wasn’t.”

Her voice was level. Not angry, not sad, not the cracked-open vulnerability Rue had shown him. This was the other Avery. The Percocet survivor. The woman who knew what addiction looked like from the inside and had learned to speak its language without flinching.

Will’s hands were still on her hips. He moved them. Sat up, or tried to, and Avery shifted back to let him. The cot creaked. The basement felt very small.

“It’s not what you think,” said Will.

“It’s exactly what I think.”

“I’ve been using it for fieldwork. Controlled. Small doses. It’s how I’ve been running the operations, how I got close to Solace, how I took down Siphon. It’s a tool, Avery. Same as the knife.”

“The knife doesn’t make your eyes look like that,” she said.

“Like what?”

“Like you’re somewhere else even when you’re right here.”

He swung his legs off the cot. Bare feet on cold concrete. He was in his boxers and a t-shirt and the crystal case was under the cot three inches from his heel and Avery was between him and the stairs and the conversation was accelerating toward a wall he could already see.

“I used the last of it,” said Will. “Two days ago. I’m done.”

Avery looked at him. The look lasted three seconds and in those three seconds every lie he’d ever told in his life, every con he’d run in Mastodon, every story he’d built for Jess and Rue and himself, all of it was weighed and measured and found wanting by a woman who’d spent years learning to hear the exact sound an addict makes when they say they’re done.

“Where is it?” said Avery.

“I just told you. There isn’t any.”

“Where is it, Will.”

Her eyes moved down toward the cot. Toward the space underneath it where the crystal case was sitting in the dark like a bomb with a lit fuse.

Will moved.

His jeans were on the floor beside the cot. He grabbed them, yanked them on, felt the pocket knife in the right front pocket where he always kept it, his wallet in the left.

In the same motion he reached under the cot and his fingers found the zippered case and he pulled it out and stood up and Avery said “Don’t” in a voice that was no longer level, no longer clinical, a voice that had broken through the Percocet survivor and found the woman underneath.

He cut the portal with his free hand. The air split open beside the water heater, a seam of nothing that glowed faintly at the edges, and Will stepped through it holding the crystal case against his chest and the last thing he saw was Avery’s face in the nightlight.

Not the tactical face or the assessment face but the real one. The one that looked like it had just watched something she loved walk through a hole in the world and disappear.

The portal closed.

***

He landed on a rooftop in downtown Lancaster City. Cold air, early morning, the sky just starting to gray at the edges. He was shirtless in jeans and nothing else. The crystal case was in his hand. His pocket knife was in his pocket. His wallet was in the other one. His phone was on the cot in the basement where he’d left it.

He stood on the rooftop and breathed and his hands were shaking. He opened the case. Took a crystal. Swallowed it. The power came back like a wave that didn’t break, just kept building, and the rooftop expanded into a map of fault lines and the city below him hummed with seams and the air itself was something he could cut.

He took another crystal. The wave doubled. His bare feet felt the roof membrane, every granule of gravel, every crack in the tar, the steel beams underneath, the floors below, the street below that, the subway tunnels and water mains and the geological strata of a city built on a river valley. Everything. All of it. His.

***

First things first. He portaled to a thrift store two blocks from the harbor that he’d walked past a dozen times during his early scouting runs. The front door was locked. He skipped by with a portal.

Inside, the racks were dense and dark and smelled like other people’s lives. He grabbed a black t-shirt, a gray hoodie, a pair of boots that were close enough to his size. Dressed in the dark between racks of dead men’s coats. The boots were a half size too big. He didn’t care. He left two twenties on the checkout counter and portaled away.

He could go anywhere.

He went to Disney World.

The portal opened onto a maintenance path behind a cluster of palm trees. Orlando. The humidity hit him like a wall after Vermont’s cold, sudden and thick, the air tasting of wet concrete and flowers. The park was empty, turnstiles locked, shops dark. The happiest place on Earth, and there was nobody in it.

Will walked through Fantasyland, crystal case in his pocket, hands in the hoodie. Past the carousel with its frozen horses. Past the castle, pale pink and blue in the predawn light, absurd and enormous and designed to make you feel like a child.

A maintenance cart hummed somewhere out of sight. Sprinklers hissed across a lawn. The smell of chlorinated water and sugar hung in the empty air like a memory of a crowd that wouldn’t arrive for hours.

He took another crystal.

He walked the whole park. Main Street, empty, the shop windows lit from inside on timers, mannequins frozen mid-pose in Mickey ears. Tomorrowland, the chrome and glass of it looking less like the future and more like a dentist’s waiting room without the crowd to fill it.

The animals on the safari ride were already out, a giraffe standing motionless near a fence, chewing, utterly indifferent to the man cutting through its theme park like a ghost. Will stopped and watched it for a full minute.

The Cinder made every detail extraordinary. The pattern of its hide, the slow roll of its jaw, the dark eye that looked back at him with the calm appraisal of a creature that had never needed to lie to anyone about anything.

He found the roller coaster. Expedition Everest. The tallest structure in the park, a fake mountain built over a steel track, the kind of engineering excess that only made sense in Florida.

He portaled to the top. Sat on the track with his legs dangling over the edge and looked out over an empty theme park and the flat sprawl of Orlando beyond it and the sun coming up orange and enormous over the horizon.

It was absurd. He was a fugitive sitting on top of a roller coaster in Goodwill boots. He almost laughed. The Cinder was singing in his blood and the world was wide open and he had nowhere to be and nobody to lie to and the freedom of it was so enormous it hurt.

He was hungry.

He portaled to Los Angeles. Night there, a taco truck on a side street, the kind with a line at 2 AM, neon yellow menu and a radio playing something in Spanish. He paid with a crumpled twenty from his wallet and the tacos were perfect. He sat on a fire hydrant and ate two of them and watched a couple argue on the sidewalk across the street, the woman gesturing wide, the man with his hands in his pockets, both of them performing a version of anger that was really just fear of losing each other. Will watched them the way you watch a movie. From a distance. Through glass.

He took another crystal.

He portaled to a a crowded evening market in Bangkok, the air wet and warm and smelling of charcoal and lemongrass and frying oil, narrow stalls crammed together under tarps strung with bare bulbs, mopeds threading through the crowd with their horns going and nobody flinching.

A woman at a wok tossed something green and screaming hot and slid it onto a paper plate with a pair of tongs, and Will pointed at a skewer of something he didn’t recognize and paid in a wrinkled bill she accepted without looking at. The meat was fatty and charred and brilliantly spiced and the Cinder made every layer land separately, the fish sauce, the palm sugar, the chili oil, and he stood in the middle of a river of people and ate it with his fingers.

Nobody looked at him. Nobody had time. Everyone was going somewhere and the somewhere was a stall twenty feet away and the whole market was a single organism breathing heat and grease.

He took another crystal.

He portaled to Iceland.

It was somewhere off a road he didn’t know the name of, a rocky basin opening around a pool of steam. A hot spring. The steam rising off the water in the freezing air, the aurora above it in green and rose, the whole sky moving slow the way oil moves on water. He hadn’t meant to land here. He’d aimed at somewhere vague, somewhere cold but not deadly, and the Cinder had picked the place for him and picked right.

He took off his boots. Rolled up his jeans. Stepped into the pool up to his shins and the water was hot enough to burn anyone who wasn’t on Cinder and on Cinder it was just perfect, the cold and the heat meeting at his kneecaps like two different planets making peace.

He stood there with his head tipped back and watched the sky do the thing it did. Pink curtains. Green ribbons. The particular silence of a place that had no people in it because people hadn’t thought to put a road here yet. Steam on his face. Cold on his ears.

He was alone on a planet. That was what it felt like. Not lonely. Alone. The whole world reduced to him and a pool of hot water and a sky that didn’t care what he’d done.

He stepped back out, pulled his boots on over wet feet, and cut a portal before the cold could catch up.

He was losing count. Of the crystals. Of the cities. Of the hours.

***

Dubai. He portaled into the back of a crowd at an outdoor concert that pulsed with light and bass and ten thousand bodies packed together under a sky he’d never seen before. The music was huge, electronic, the kind that made your ribs vibrate and turned your heartbeat into a percussion instrument.

Will stood at the edge and let the sound wash over him and he was nobody. Anonymous. No name, no record, no family, no cot, no basement, no mission. Just a body in a crowd, feeling the bass. A woman next to him was dancing with her eyes closed, her arms above her head, her face turned up toward the light rigs like she was praying to something. Will stood still and watched her and tried to remember what it felt like to let go of something without needing a drug to do it.

He portaled backstage. Because he could. Stood in the wings where the performers entered and the sound was different here, rawer, mechanical, the illusion stripped down to cables and scaffolding and a man at a mixing board who didn’t notice him. He watched the show from the inside out.

The lights looked different from behind. Less magic. More geometry. A technician walked past him carrying a cable coil and didn’t give him a second look. Will leaned against a road case and felt the bass through the metal and the concrete and the bones of his feet and for a few minutes he was just a guy at a concert, listening, and nothing hurt.

***

He took another crystal.

He portaled to Mount Everest.

He stood on the roof of the world for thirty seconds. Looked up.

The moon was there. Half-full, bone white, close enough that the Cinder-sharpened detail of its surface was visible. Craters. Ridges. The dark patches that ancient people thought were seas.

He could try. Open a portal and step through and be on the surface of another world. The thought was enormous and ridiculous and the Cinder made it feel achievable, the way Cinder made everything feel achievable, the way it erased the word “can’t” from the vocabulary and replaced it with “why not.” This was freedom. This moment. This absolute power.

Because vacuum. Because no atmosphere. Because even Cinder couldn’t make lungs work where there was no air.

He took another crystal instead. The cold was getting through. The thrift store hoodie was nothing against Everest wind and he could feel his fingers going numb. He cut a portal and fell through it into warm air.

***

Lancaster City. Night.

He didn’t decide to come back. His body decided. Some animal navigation, some homing instinct that even all the crystals and multiple continents couldn’t override. He came out of the portal on a rooftop near downtown and the city below him was familiar and small after Everest and Dubai and the green sky over Iceland.

His power was stuttering. The portals had been getting rougher for the last hour, the edges less precise, the landing points drifting a few feet from where he aimed them. He was running low on crystals. He’d burned through most of the case. The foam insert that had held twenty shards now held maybe eight.

He should find somewhere to sleep. A bench. A shelter. A rooftop. Somewhere horizontal and out of the wind and away from everything.

He cut a portal to a rooftop closer to home. Missed. The exit point opened six feet lower than he intended, in the middle of the street instead of on the building above it. He stumbled out onto asphalt.

Headlights. Two sets. Coming from opposite directions on a residential street, converging on the intersection Will had just stumbled into.

The first driver saw a man appear out of thin air and swerved left. The second driver saw the first driver swerve and swerved right. They hit each other head-on in the middle of the lane Will had just vacated, and the sound was enormous, the sound of two lives changing at forty miles an hour, metal folding into metal, glass turning into rain, the particular crunch that meant something structural had given way on both sides.

Will stood on the sidewalk. He’d thrown himself clear on instinct, the Cinder giving him just enough reflex to get out of the kill zone. The portal had closed behind him. The street was quiet for one second, the particular silence that follows impact before the screaming starts.

The screaming started.

The first car had spun sideways from the impact and come to rest against a fire hydrant, the driver’s side caved in. A man was behind the wheel, conscious, fumbling at his seatbelt. Shaken but moving. His door was crushed but he was already crawling toward the passenger side. He’d be out in thirty seconds.

The second car was worse.

It had taken the hit on the front passenger quarter and the force had driven the engine block backward into the cabin. The driver’s side was intact but the passenger side was folded in like a crushed can, the door gone, the dashboard pushed back into the seat.

A woman was behind the wheel, thirty-something, dark hair, conscious, blood running from her nose. She was screaming. Not for herself. She was turned around in her seat, reaching backward, and Will followed her eyes to the backseat.

A kid. Three, maybe four years old, strapped into a car seat on the passenger side. The side that had taken the hit. The car frame had buckled inward around the car seat and the metal was pressing against it from two directions, the crumpled door panel and the displaced dashboard support, and the kid was pinned. Not crushed. Pinned.

Her legs were caught under the bent frame and her face was red and her mouth was open and she was screaming the way kids scream when the world does something they don’t understand.

The Cinder cracked.

Not the drug. The delusion. The twelve-crystal, six-continent, roller-coaster-sitting, Everest-standing delusion that the power was freedom and the freedom was his and nobody was getting hurt. It cracked the way ice cracks when the weight on it finally exceeds what it was built to hold, and underneath it was the version of Will that had dragged his family to Lancaster City because a hero got hurt, and that version of Will was looking at a kid trapped in a car because of him.

He should leave. He should portal out right now, before anyone else arrived, before the sirens started, before someone saw his face. The man from the first car was climbing out. He’d call 911. The fire department would come with jaws of life and they’d cut the kid free and it would take twenty minutes, maybe thirty, and the kid’s legs were pinned under bent steel and twenty minutes was twenty minutes of a three-year-old screaming in a crushed car because of him.

Will took his knife out of his pocket, flicked it open, and walked to the car.

The woman saw him coming and her screaming changed pitch, from panic to terror, because a stranger with a knife was approaching her wrecked car. Will held up his other hand.

“I can get her out,” said Will. “I need you to hold still.”

“Don’t touch her. Don’t you touch my daughter.”

“The metal is pinning her legs. I can cut it. I need you to hold still and trust me for sixty seconds.”

The woman’s eyes were wild, her face bloody, and she was making the calculation every parent makes when their child is in danger and a stranger is offering help. The math of desperation. The odds of this man being worse than what was already happening.

“Please,” she said.

Will went to the passenger side. The frame was buckled, the metal folded in layers, pressing the car seat from both sides. He could feel every stress point with his enhanced power, every fault line in the steel, every place where the metal wanted to give.

He put the blade against the crumpled door panel and cut. Clean, precise, the edge going through automotive steel like it was tin foil. He cut a line along the frame, peeled the metal back, cut the dashboard support that was pressing from the other side. Peeled that back too. The car seat shifted. The kid’s legs were free.

He reached in and unclipped the harness. The kid came out screaming and Will turned to hand her through the window to her mother.

The woman’s eyes rolled back. Her head dropped sideways against the headrest and her body went slack in the seatbelt. The concussion had won. Blood was still running from her nose and her hands fell from the steering wheel and she was out.

Will was standing in the street holding a screaming three-year-old and the child’s mother was unconscious in a wrecked car and the man from the first car was on the phone calling 911 and this was the moment. Right now.

Put the kid down on the sidewalk, cut a portal, disappear.

The man on the phone would see the child. Someone would come. It would be fine.

The kid’s fists grabbed his hoodie. Small fingers, tight, the grip of a child who’d found the only solid thing in a world that had just exploded and wasn’t letting go.

He stayed.

Not because it was noble. Because putting a screaming toddler on a sidewalk next to her unconscious mother on a dark street he’d destroyed was the one thing he couldn’t make himself do, not even now, not even with his cover and his freedom and his entire life on the other side of a portal he could cut in half a second.

The Cinder wanted him to run. Every survival instinct he’d built in Mastodon wanted him to run. The version of Will that had been standing knee-deep in a hot spring three hours ago wanted him to run.

He stayed because the kid was holding onto him and her mother was out and someone had to stand here until the ambulance got close enough to matter.

The sirens got closer. Two blocks. One. Will listened to them approach and calculated the math. Sixty seconds, maybe ninety, and an EMT would take the kid from his arms and he could portal into the nearest shadow and be gone before anyone asked his name. The man in the first car was on the phone. The woman from the first car was standing on the sidewalk, dazed, talking to someone. Nobody was looking at Will. He just had to wait.

Something landed behind him.

Not a car door. Not debris. A body, hitting pavement from height, the particular percussion of someone who’d crossed half a block in a single leap. Will knew before he turned around. Because of course. Of course it wasn’t an ambulance. This was Lancaster City. This was Scarlet Squadron territory. Supers responded to accidents faster than EMTs because supers didn’t need roads.

He’d been waiting for sirens like an idiot while heroes closed in on foot and rooftop.

He turned around and saw Physique. Pink hair, black suit with the faint blue and pink accents, the compact density of a woman who could throw a truck. She’d crossed half the block in a single bound, and before the impact sound had finished echoing, footsteps came from the east.

Pasithea and Liz Laser rounded the corner at a dead sprint, catching up, flanking wide as they reached the scene. They moved toward the wreck, toward the man in the thrift store hoodie holding a crying toddler next to a concussed woman in a crushed car, professional, fast, already assessing the scene the way they’d been trained.

She got within ten feet of him and stopped.

Her face changed. The professional focus drained out of it and what replaced it was something Will had never seen on Helga Dulcey’s face before. Not fear. Not anger. Recognition, crashing into disbelief, crashing into something that looked like grief.

“Lockpick?”

The name hit the night air and everything stopped. Behind Physique, Pasithea went rigid. Her pigtails swung to a stop. Her mouth opened. No sound came out. She was staring at Will the way you stare at a photograph that shouldn’t be moving.

Liz Laser stopped last. She’d come around the corner at a full sprint but now she was standing perfectly still, blonde hair with the pink highlights catching the streetlight, and Will watched it happen on her face.

Not confusion. Not the slow assembly of recognition. She knew him instantly, the way you know the answer to a question you’ve been asking for two years. Her lips parted. Her eyes went wide. And then they narrowed, and what moved through them wasn’t shock or grief but something worse.

Hatred and vindication, twisted together so tight Will couldn’t tell where one ended and the other began. She’d told everyone. She’d told Effect, told the CA, told anyone who’d listen that Will Sorling wasn’t dead, and every single one of them had patted her on the head and told her to move on.

And here he was, in a street full of broken glass with dilated pupils and crystal dust on his fingers and a toddler in his arms. Liz’s fists clenched at her sides.

Will just stood there. What else could he do? No mask. No costume. No lie that could cover this. His face, in the open, recognized by two women he’d taught and confirmed by the one woman who’d never stopped looking for him.

He was standing in the middle of all of it with the crystal case in his pocket and nothing between him and the consequences of everything he’d done except the night air and the silence of three heroes who didn’t know what to say to a dead man holding a baby in the street.


CHAPTER 23

Physique was ten feet away. Pasithea and Liz Laser were behind her. The kid was crying into Will’s hoodie and somewhere in the wreckage a car horn was stuck on, a single flat note that wouldn’t stop.

Three seconds. That’s what he had.

Liz moved first. Her hand went for her comm, fingers closing around the device on her hip with the certainty of someone who’d been rehearsing this moment for two years. Will watched her thumb find the button and had only one significant thought.

I’m dead.

Pasithea grabbed Liz’s wrist.

“Don’t,” said Pasithea.

Liz’s head snapped toward her. “Get off me.”

“Just wait. Just wait a second.”

“I said get off me.”

They struggled, brief and clumsy, Liz trying to wrench her arm free and Pasithea holding on with both hands, pigtails swinging, cotton candy tips catching the streetlight. Physique hadn’t moved.

She was staring at Will with that expression still on her face, the one that looked like grief, and her mouth was open but nothing was coming out and the cut on her mind was visible in the way her hands hung at her sides, not clenched, not ready, just empty.

Will looked down at the kid in his arms. Looked at Physique.

“Take her,” said Will.

Physique blinked.

“Take her. The mom’s out. Take the kid.”

Something in the command reached her. Training, maybe. The practical urgency of a toddler in the arms of a man who was about to disappear.

Physique stepped forward and Will transferred the girl, small fists pulling at his hoodie until Physique’s hands found her and the grip switched, the kid’s fingers finding the black fabric of Physique’s suit and grabbing on because that’s what kids do. They hold whatever’s closest.

Will cut a portal, feeling the extended ability stuttering through his adrenaline and fading drug haze. The air split. Ragged, ugly, the edges flickering like a bad signal. Not a clean cut or a controlled cut but a desperate one.

“No,” said Liz. She’d gotten her wrist free. “No, you don’t get to...”

Will stepped through.

The portal closed behind him and he was on a rooftop four blocks east.

***

The motel was called the Ridgeway, not the Hilltop, not anywhere he’d been before. It was the first vacancy sign he saw from the roof of a strip mall off Route 7, red neon bleeding into the dark, and he made it there on the last portal he had in him.

The edges barely held. He felt it close behind him like a wound sealing and knew, with the flat certainty of a man who’d been pushing his power past its limits for hours, that he was done. No more portals. Not tonight.

The room cost sixty dollars. He paid cash from his wallet and didn’t wait for change. The clerk was a kid, maybe nineteen, headphones around his neck, barely looked up from his phone. Will took the key and walked to the room at the end of the ground floor hallway and locked the door and put the chain on and sat on the bed and put his head in his hands.

Physique knows. Pasithea knows. Liz knows.

He ran the math. Pasithea had bought him his escape by grabbing Liz’s wrist, but that was a momentary respite. Liz was going to call it in. The only question was whether she’d do it on site or wait until she got back to the house.

She wouldn’t wait. She’d been telling everyone Will Sorling was alive for two years and every single one of them had dismissed her and now she had proof standing in the middle of a car wreck with crystal dust on his fingers. She’d call the CA. She’d call dispatch. She’d call a press conference if she could find a microphone.

He had hours. Maybe less.

Will stood up. Sat down. Stood up again. Paced the room, which took four steps in each direction. The Ridgeway’s finest. One bed, one nightstand, one lamp with a crooked shade, a bathroom the size of a coffin, and carpet that had given up on its original color sometime during the previous administration, the AC unit under the window rattling like it was dying.

He should run. He should take whatever was left in the crystal case and portal to... where? The island would be compromised. Every city he’d visited in the last twelve hours was a potential sighting. He could go somewhere he’d never been.

Disappear.

Find a place where nobody knew his face and start the whole thing over and never come back to Lancaster City and never see Jess or Avery or Rue or any of them again.

His hands were opening the crystal case.

He watched them do it. He was standing by the nightstand and his fingers were unzipping the case and pulling back the foam and he hadn’t decided to do that. He hadn’t decided anything.

His hands had just done it, the way they’d been doing it for weeks, the automatic motion of an addict reaching for the thing that made everything bearable, and for one second Will watched his own fingers select a shard from the case the way you’d watch a stranger do something familiar, with a distant recognition that arrived too late to stop it.

Just a few crystals left. He’d started the night with a full case.

He put the shard to his lips. Held it there. Didn’t bite down.

I caused a car accident. I almost killed a kid. Three heroes saw my face. My power is shot. I’m in a motel room. I’m putting Cinder in my mouth.

The thought passed through him like weather. He bit down.

The crystal dissolved in his mouth and the rush hit his bloodstream like a wave breaking through a levee. For ten beautiful seconds the Ridgeway motel room expanded, the fault lines blooming across every surface, the walls and the floor and the door and the AC unit all suddenly readable, all suddenly his, and the shaking stopped and the nausea stopped and the math in his head about Liz and the CA and his family stopped because Cinder didn’t care about math. Cinder only cared about the next few hours and the next few hours were all that existed.

He sat on the bed. Breathed.

His life was over. If it wasn’t over yet, it would be by morning. There was no version of this where Liz kept her mouth shut. There was no version where Physique and Pasithea could protect him, even if they wanted to.

He’d been seen. He’d been recognized. He’d left crystal dust at a crime scene and a portal scar on a public street and the only thing between him and a CA extraction team was however long it took Liz Laser to find someone who’d listen.

He should feel something about that. Terror, probably. Or grief. Or the wild animal panic that had served him so well in Mastodon when the walls started closing in. Instead he felt the Cinder smoothing everything flat, pressing the fear into something distant and manageable, like watching a fire through a window.

The crystals glowed in the case on the nightstand. Will lay back on the bed and stared at the ceiling and waited for the end of everything.

Something moved under the door.

Not a shadow or light but a thin curl of white vapor, sliding through the gap between the door and the carpet like smoke from a fire in the hallway. Will sat up. The vapor kept coming, pooling on the carpet, spreading, thickening. He reached for his pocket knife before his brain caught up with what he was seeing.

The mist gathered. Rose. Took shape.

She materialized standing at the foot of the bed, barefoot in hospital sweats and a t-shirt two sizes too big, brown hair loose around her shoulders, skinnier than he remembered. Still no dye. The cerulean blue and the black were gone, grown out during the coma, and the natural brown made her look like a stranger for half a second before the grin fixed that.

She looked like she’d walked out of a hospital room forty minutes ago because she probably had. Her cheeks were thinner. Her collarbones were sharper. The mist clung to her for a second before dissipating, the last wisps curling off her shoulders like steam.

She smiled.

“There are three cheap motels in Lancaster City,” said Mist. “The other two had no vacancy signs out.”

Will stared at her. She was standing in his motel room. She was standing. The last time he’d seen her she’d been horizontal in a hospital bed, pulse monitor beeping, hands still on a blanket, the kind of still that made him think about what Mist looked like when she wasn’t in motion and how wrong it was.

And now she was here, on her feet, smiling at him, vapor still curling off her hair, and the smile was the same one she’d used in the Mastodon infirmary when he was seventeen and doped and freshly beaten. The one that said she knew exactly how much trouble she was.

“You’re awake,” said Will.

“Have been for a bit.”

“You look...”

“Like shit warmed over? Yeah. I’ve seen a mirror, Pick. You don’t have to lie.”

She didn’t look like shit. She looked thin and pale and alive and she was standing in front of him and her eyes were bright and she was here, and the fact that she’d used her power to slip under his door instead of knocking meant her mist-walk was back, which meant she was stronger than she looked, or stubborn enough to force it before her body was ready. Knowing Mist, it was the second one.

“How did you...”

“I went to your house. Showed up to surprise you. A nurse told me someone matching your description had been visiting. I thought I’d return the favor.” Her smile dimmed. “Instead I found your mother in the living room looking like someone had died, your sisters yelling at each other, and three Scarlet Squadron members having some kind of breakdown. Jess told me you were gone. She was... pretty upset, Pick.”

Will didn’t say anything.

Mist took a step closer. “She told me about the Cinder.”

The word landed in the room like a stone.

“Are we going to talk about that?” said Mist.

“No.”

“Okay.” She took another step, close enough to touch. “Are we going to talk about why you came back to Lancaster City? Because your mom said you were on an island. Safe. Hidden. And you came back here, to this city, with Astroman looking for you and the CA breathing down your family’s neck and every hero in New England ready to put you in the ground.”

Will looked at her. The thin face. The dark eyes. The hospital sweats hanging off her frame. The girl who’d materialized out of fog to sit on the edge of his bed when he was seventeen and made him laugh when laughing was the last thing his body wanted to do. The girl who’d taken Cinder voluntarily because she thought she could handle it, because Mist always thought she could handle it, and this time she’d been wrong and it had put her in a coma for weeks and nearly killed her.

“Because of you,” said Will.

The smile disappeared. What replaced it was something he’d never seen on Mist’s face before. Something unguarded and breakable and raw.

She kissed him.

***

She kissed him and his hands went to her waist and she was thinner than he remembered, his fingers finding the ridges of her ribs through the oversized t-shirt, the sharp angles of a body that had lost weight in a hospital bed. She made a small sound against his mouth. Not pain. Something closer to relief, the sound of someone who’d been holding their breath for weeks and finally let go.

“Pick,” she murmured against his lips.

“Yeah.”

“Shut up and kiss me.”

“I am kissing you.”

“Kiss me better.”

He pulled her onto the bed. She went easily, swinging a leg over him, settling into his lap with a familiarity that cut through the Cinder and the panic and the months between them. Her hands found his jaw. Her thumbs traced his cheekbones. She pulled back just enough to look at him, really look, studying his face from six inches away like she was checking that all the pieces were still there.

“You look like shit too,” she said.

“Thanks.”

“You’re welcome.”

She kissed him again, harder this time, her fingers sliding into his hair and pulling, and Will’s hands moved from her waist to the hem of her shirt and she raised her arms and he pulled it over her head in one motion. No bra underneath. She’d walked out of a hospital.

Her collarbone was more pronounced than he remembered, the shadows between her ribs deeper, but her skin was warm and her nipples hardened the second the air hit them and when Will’s mouth found the hollow of her throat she arched into it with a sound that made the motel room walls feel very thin.

“God,” she whispered. “God, I missed you.”

“You were in a coma.”

“I missed you before the coma, asshole.”

He laughed against her skin and felt her shiver. His hands mapped the changes in her body, the weight she’d lost, the new fragility in the architecture of her bones. She felt lighter. Breakable. He could feel everything through the Cinder, every ridge and curve and heartbeat, his fingertips reading her the way they read fault lines.

Too precise. The same thing that had happened with Avery. Every touch calibrated, every nerve ending amplified, every sensation arriving with too much information. He knew exactly where to put his mouth and exactly how much pressure and exactly when to shift and the knowing was the Cinder and the Cinder was the knowing and he couldn’t separate one from the other anymore.

Mist didn’t seem to mind. She was pulling at his hoodie, tugging it over his head, running her palms down his chest and stomach. “You’ve been working out.”

“I’ve been fighting people.”

“Same thing.” Her fingers traced a bruise on his ribs from the Astroman warehouse. “Who gave you this?”

“Long story.”

“Is he dead?”

“No.”

“Shame.”

She leaned down and kissed the bruise and Will hissed and she grinned against his skin, and there it was. Mist. Harley Quinn energy, Rue’s playfulness with Avery’s directness and something entirely her own underneath, something that treated everything like a game she was winning.

She ground down against him and his cock stiffened against her and she made a low sound. “Oh, that’s nice.”

“I’m glad you approve.”

“I do approve. I approve very much.” She rocked her hips again, slow and deliberate, watching his face while she did it. “You know what I thought about in the coma?”

“You were unconscious.”

“I was mostly unconscious. There were moments. Little flickers. And in the flickers I thought about this.” She pressed down harder. “About you.”

Will pulled her down to him and kissed her and rolled them so she was underneath him. She went with a laugh, hair spreading across the motel pillow, and he looked down at her. Pale and thin and grinning up at him from a sixty-dollar motel bed in hospital sweats she was halfway out of.

She hooked her thumbs into the waistband and pushed them down and kicked them off the edge of the bed and she was naked beneath him, every sharp angle and soft curve of her, the dark hair between her legs, the mist-pale skin that never seemed to tan no matter how much sun she got.

“Hi,” she said.

“Hi.”

“Are you going to stare at me all night or are you going to fuck me?”

He kissed her stomach. The jut of her hip. The inside of her thigh. She squirmed and her hand found his hair and pulled and he could hear her heartbeat through the Cinder, fast and steady, the rhythm of someone who was very much alive and very much present and very much done waiting.

“Pick. I swear to God, if you don’t...”

He put his mouth on her and she stopped talking. Her back arched off the mattress and her hand tightened in his hair and the sound she made was somewhere between his name and something that wasn’t a word at all. She was sensitive. More sensitive than he remembered, or maybe he was more precise than he remembered.

His tongue found the spot that made her hips buck and he stayed there, steady, relentless, while her breathing went ragged and her thighs pressed against his ears and her whole body wound tighter and tighter until she came with a sharp cry and her fingers pulling hard enough that he felt it.

She was still shaking when she pulled him up.

“Get these off,” she said, tugging at his jeans. “Now. Right now.”

He got them off. She wrapped her hand around his cock and stroked and his vision blurred.

“Jesus.”

“Not Jesus. Just me.” She grinned. “Better than Jesus.”

“Blasphemy.”

“Do you care?”

“Not even slightly.”

She guided him into her and they both went still for a second. The fullness of it. The heat. She was looking up at him with her eyes and the grin was gone, replaced by something softer, something that looked almost like wonder, and Will thought about the infirmary at Mastodon and the fog and the seventeen-year-old kid who didn’t know anything about anything except that this girl made him feel less alone.

He moved. Slow at first, watching her face, the way her eyes fluttered half-shut, the way her lips parted. She wrapped her legs around him and pulled him deeper and whispered “harder” and he gave her harder and the bed hit the wall.

“Harder.”

“The wall.”

“Fuck the wall.”

He fucked the wall. Mist’s nails dug into his back and her hips rose to meet his and the Ridgeway bed protested with every thrust, springs screaming, headboard banging a rhythm into the drywall that would probably get them a noise complaint. Neither of them cared.

Mist was talking, half words and fragments, “yes” and “there” and “fuck” and “Pick” and his name over and over between breaths. Will buried his face in her neck and breathed her in, hospital soap and sweat and the faint humid smell of her power, and every sensation hit him in full Cinder clarity. The clench of her around him. The scrape of her nails. The exact frequency of her moans.

She came again, arching hard beneath him, and the pulse of it pulled him over the edge. He came inside her with his face against her throat and her name in his mouth and for a few seconds there was nothing else. No Liz. No CA. No crystal case. No car wreck. Just Mist, alive, holding him, her chest rising and falling against his.

They lay there. The AC unit rattled. The bedsprings settled. Somewhere in the parking lot a car door slammed.

“You came back because of me,” said Mist, like she wanted to sotp him from leaving again. Her fingers were tracing slow circles on his shoulder blade.

“Yeah.”

“That’s the stupidest and best thing anyone’s ever done for me.”

Will turned his head and looked at her. She was staring at the ceiling, something working behind her eyes.

“I saw the nurse,” she said. “When I woke up. She told me someone matching your description had been visiting. A young man, she said. Tall. Didn’t give a name. Sat in the chair every time and held my hand.”

He didn’t say anything.

“So I got discharged this morning. Well. I discharged myself, but same thing. Went to the house to surprise you. And instead I found your mother pacing the living room, and Avery on the phone yelling at someone, and Rue sitting on the stairs not talking to anyone. Jess told me what happened. Some of it. Enough.”

Mist rolled onto her side and propped herself up on one elbow. She looked at the nightstand. At the crystal case with its few remaining shards waiting patiently in the foam.

“I’m not surprised,” she said.

“I know.”

“You want to know why I’m not surprised?”

“Not particularly.”

“Because I know what that shit does, Pick. I know what it feels like. I know how it gets into the cracks and fills them up and makes you feel like you’re finally the thing you were supposed to be.” She touched his jaw. Turned his face toward her. “I took it because I thought I could handle it. Three weeks. I used it on missions because it made my power sharper, faster, because I could walk through walls like they were air and reform on the other side before anyone knew I was there. And then I couldn’t stop. And then I was in a coma.”

“I’m not you.”

“No. You’re smarter than me. Which means you’ve been telling yourself a much better story about why you’re using.”

The sentence landed somewhere deep. Will didn’t answer.

***

His phone buzzed.

Will looked at it on the nightstand. Jess. He could see the name glowing on the screen. Mist looked at it too.

He picked up on speakerphone.

“Hey.” Jess’s voice was controlled. “I need you to come home.”

Too controlled. The Board voice, the political liar’s voice, except Jess could never use that voice on him without him hearing the seams. The pause before “hey” was a fraction too long. The breath after it was a fraction too measured. She’d rehearsed this call.

“I’m on my way.”

“Will...”

“I said I’m on my way, Jess.”

Another pause. “Mist is out of the hospital. She’s here. She wants to see you.”

Will looked at Mist lying next to him in the motel bed. Mist raised her eyebrows.

“That’s great,” said Will. “Tell her I’ll be there soon.”

“Will. Just come home. Please. That’s all I’m asking.”

The “please” almost got him. The way it stopped being the Board President and became his mother, his Jess, the woman who’d built him a room in the basement of a house she’d rebuilt after the world ended because she wanted him close enough to reach even though it meant harboring a fugitive and risking everything she’d spent her career building. The “please” was real. Everything around it was performance.

“I’ll be there in twenty minutes,” said Will. He hung up.

Mist hadn’t moved. She was watching him from the pillow, dark hair fanned around her, the blanket pulled up to her collarbones.

“She sounded scared,” said Mist.

“She sounded like Jess.”

“She sounded scared, Pick. And you just lied to her.”

“I said I was coming home.”

“Are you?”

The question sat in the motel room. The AC rattled. The crystal case glowed. Will looked at the door and thought about the parking lot outside and the rooftops beyond it and the way the air used to split open when he wanted it to, clean and precise and instant. A door to anywhere. A way out of any room, any corner, any conversation.

“I don’t know,” said Will.

Mist sat up. The blanket pooled around her waist. She looked at him with an expression he hadn’t seen from her before. Not the grin. Not the chaos energy. Something steadier. Something that looked, strangely, like the same expression Jess wore when she was about to say something she’d thought about for a long time.

“I’m going to help your family get you clean,” said Mist. “One way or another.”

Will’s hand was on the case before he’d made the decision. Three crystals. Three more hours of being someone who didn’t have to sit in this motel room and face the fact that every person he loved was waiting for him in a house he’d been treating like a prison. Three more hours of doors to anywhere.

He pulled a crystal out. Held it. The facets caught the lamplight and threw tiny rainbows across the bedspread.

“Pick.”

He cut the portal. Fingernail on the crystal’s edge, the last of his power sparking like a dying lighter, the air splitting open in front of the bathroom door. Through it he could see darkness. A rooftop, maybe. An alley. Somewhere that wasn’t here, wasn’t the house, wasn’t the basement room with its quilt and its nightlight and its hidden door.

“Will.”

Her voice cracked.

Not “Pick.” Will. His actual name. The one she almost never used, the one reserved for the moments when the game stopped and the girl underneath all the chaos looked out and meant it. Her voice broke on the single syllable and it hit him harder than Physique could hit him, harder than the pavement he’d thrown up on, harder than the flat horn of the wrecked car that was still echoing somewhere in the back of his skull.

He was standing halfway through the portal. One foot in the motel room, one foot in the dark on the other side. The edges of the rip flickered and buzzed, unstable, barely holding. Behind him, Mist was sitting up in bed with the blanket around her waist and her eyes wet and she wasn’t smiling.

He thought about why he came back to Lancaster City.

Not the excuse. Not the mission. Not the vengeance for Mist or the intel on Cinder or the need to do something instead of nothing while heroes collapsed across the country. He thought about the real reason, the one underneath all the reasons he’d built on top of it.

The portal flickered. The edges dimmed.

Will stepped back.

The rip sealed itself shut. The air smoothed over. The motel room was just a motel room again, small and ugly and sixty dollars a night, with a woman in the bed and a man standing by the bathroom door holding a crystal he hadn’t bitten down on.

He put the crystal back in the case. Closed it.

“Okay,” said Will.

Mist was still looking at him. The tears hadn’t fallen. She wouldn’t let them. That wasn’t who she was.

“Okay what?” she said.

“Okay let’s go home.”

She got out of bed. Found her clothes. Pulled the hospital sweats back on and the t-shirt two sizes too big and stood in front of him barefoot on the carpet and she was still too thin and still too pale and her hands were shaking slightly from the mist-walk that had cost her more than she’d admit.

“I can mist us,” she said.

“No.”

“It’s faster.”

“I remember what happens when you mist someone. I’m not doing that again.”

The last time she’d carried him through her power, he’d spent twenty minutes afterward feeling like his body had been disassembled and put back together by someone working from memory. Fingers in the wrong order. Lungs where his stomach should be. The kind of full-body wrongness that made you check a mirror just to confirm your face was still your face.

“It wasn’t that bad.”

“I couldn’t feel my teeth for an hour.”

“You’re being dramatic.”

“I’m being a person who wants his organs in the original arrangement.”

The grin came back. Fragile, but there. “Fine. What’s your plan, then? Walk?”

“Uber.”

Mist stared at him. “You’re a fugitive superhero on the run from three members of the Scarlet Squadron and your plan is to call an Uber.”

“My portals are shot. Your mist-walk will rearrange my skeleton. We’re in a motel off Route 7 with no car. Unless you’ve got a better idea, we’re getting a four-star-rated Nissan Altima.”


PART THREE / RETRIBUTION




CHAPTER 24

FOUR YEARS EARLIER

The man’s name was Rampart.

Lockpick didn’t know much else about him. Big. Wide. The kind of build that came from a power that thickened everything, skin and muscle and bone, until the body underneath looked like it had been poured from concrete and left to set in a mold two sizes too large.

He was new to Mastodon, transferred in from a lower-security facility after breaking a guard’s arm during a routine pat-down. The guard had grabbed him wrong, or Rampart had decided the guard had grabbed him wrong, and the arm had snapped like a broomstick because when your skin can stop a bullet, baseline human bones feel like paper.

He’d been in the yard three days. Long enough to pick a corner. Not long enough to know whose corner it was.

Despot didn’t look at Lockpick when he said it. He was leaning against the fence, watching the yard, the way he always watched the yard, with the patient attention of a man cataloguing inventory.

“The new one is going to be a problem.”

Lockpick didn’t answer.

“He’s been talking to Krieg’s people. Offering muscle. If Krieg gets a bulkhead with hardened skin on his side, the balance shifts. You understand what that means.”

Lockpick understood. Mastodon ran on alliances. Despot held the largest faction not because he was the strongest but because he’d built a system where strength served structure, where every enforcer and lookout and message runner had a role that made the whole thing hold together. Krieg’s faction was smaller, nastier, less organized, but it was growing, and a man who could shrug off shanks and shatter bones was the kind of recruitment win that redrew the map overnight.

“I need you to send a message,” said Despot. “Not to Krieg. To Rampart. Something he’ll feel through that skin of his.”

“I’m not your errand boy.”

“No. You’re the only person in this facility whose power works at a scale precise and quiet enough to do what I’m asking without killing him.” Despot’s eyes moved from the yard to Lockpick. “I’m asking you to remove one of his fingers. Just a finger. He’ll grow it back. His regeneration is part of the mutation. It’ll take a week, maybe two. But for those two weeks, every person in Mastodon will know that fucking with Despot means losing a body part.”

The Normexital was light today. Lockpick could feel his power humming in his hands, low and steady, the fault lines in the fence visible to his fingertips even without touching it. Light days were the good days. Light days were the days when the cage had breathing room and his cutting edge felt like his own again.

“And if I say no?”

“Then you say no, and Krieg recruits Rampart, and within a month someone on our side gets killed in the showers and I have to respond at a scale that’s significantly less surgical than what I’m proposing now.” Despot’s voice didn’t change. “One finger, Lockpick. Clean. Quick. In the yard where everyone can see. Or a body in the showers next month where nobody can. That’s the math.”

Lockpick hated the math. He hated that it made sense. He hated that Despot always made it make sense, that every request came wrapped in logic so clean it was almost beautiful, and that the logic always led to the same place, which was Lockpick doing something with his hands that he’d spend the rest of the day trying to forget.

He did it during rec hour.

Rampart was at the weight bench, alone, curling a bar that would have crushed a baseline human’s wrists. Lockpick had picked up the tile shard on the way across the yard. A piece of broken floor tile, about two inches long, one edge sharp enough to feel with his power. He’d palmed it from the base of the wall near the showers where the tile had cracked and nobody had bothered to fix it. Mastodon was full of small sharp things if you knew how to look.

He walked up to Rampart. Didn’t speak. Rampart looked up with the dull irritation of a man who didn’t like being interrupted, and Lockpick grabbed his right hand and drew the tile shard across the base of the index finger with everything he had and the cutting power went through hardened skin like it was going through anything else because that’s what his power did. It cut, it didn’t care what it was cutting, and the finger came off clean and hit the concrete floor of the yard with a sound like a pebble dropping into a tin can.

Rampart screamed. The yard went silent. Two hundred inmates and a dozen guards and every single one of them looking at the kid standing over the biggest man in the facility with blood on his hand and a severed finger on the ground.

The guards came fast. Three of them, batons out, shouting commands. Lockpick put his hands up. Rampart was holding his hand to his chest, the stump already trying to close, the hardened skin sealing over the wound with the slow determination of a power that didn’t understand it had just been beaten.

“Who did this?” The lead guard. Pointing at the finger on the ground, then at Rampart, then at the crowd. “Who saw what happened?”

Nobody spoke. Two hundred inmates, and every single one of them had been looking somewhere else at the critical moment. Despot’s system at work. The silence wasn’t fear. It was coordination.

Lockpick still got restrained. Standard protocol. Zip ties, escort to isolation, the guard’s hand on the back of his neck, firm but not rough because even the guards understood the politics of touching Despot’s people too hard.

They put him in a holding cell for two hours. No questions, no formal charges. Rampart wouldn’t talk. The yard witnesses wouldn’t talk. There was a finger on the ground and blood on Lockpick’s hand and no case to build because Mastodon’s justice system ran on testimony, and testimony ran on survival, and survival meant keeping your mouth shut.

On the way to the holding cell, Lockpick passed Despot in the corridor. Despot was being escorted somewhere else, unrelated, routine. Their eyes met.

Despot nodded, once, small. The nod of a man confirming that the world was arranged exactly as he’d intended it.

Lockpick sat in the holding cell for two hours. The Normexital was still light, and he could feel the walls around him, every seam and joint and stress fracture, the power mapping his cage the way it always did on good days.

The blood on his hands had dried. He hadn’t washed it off. He could have, there was a sink, but he sat on the bench and looked at the brown flecks on his fingertips and his palm and the crease of his knuckle and thought about the sound the finger had made hitting concrete.

Like a pebble. Dropping into a tin can.

They put him back in his cell at 4 PM. Isolation for the rest of the day, which was standard, which was fine, which meant he’d be alone when the video call came in.

The screen lit up at 4:47. INCOMING VIDEO CALL. The caller ID read JESSICA SORLING, APPROVED CONTACT.

Lockpick sat up.

He’d never gotten one before. Jess had been trying for years, apparently, working through the facility’s restrictions on CA-affiliated visitors, filing petitions, calling the warden’s office, doing whatever Jess did when a system told her no and she decided the system was wrong. Video call privileges for CA-connected contacts had been “under review” since before Lockpick arrived. And now, today, the screen was lighting up with her name on it, and his hands had blood on them.

The screen blinked. INCOMING VIDEO CALL.

He stared at it. He could picture her on the other side. The old kitchen, the one from the old house. Coffee mug. Camera angled so he could see the window behind her, the window he used to look through every morning before any of this.

She’d be sitting up straight because Jess always sat up straight. She’d be trying to look normal, trying to look calm, and she’d be terrified because this was the first time and she didn’t know what he’d look like and she didn’t know what to say and she’d spent years fighting for this call and now it was ringing and she was waiting.

He wanted to pick up. The wanting was physical. It sat in his chest like a fist. He missed her. He missed her voice and her face and the way she said his name and the specific quality of her attention when she looked at him, the way she looked at him like he was the most important thing in any room, even when the room was a prison cell and the looking was through a screen. He missed her so badly that his hand actually moved toward the button before the rest of him caught up.

The blood was still there. Dried brown on his fingertips, in the creases of his knuckles, under the edge of his thumbnail. Rampart’s blood. The finger on the concrete. The sound it made.

If he picked up, she’d see his face. And Jess could read his face the way he could read fault lines, with a precision that didn’t need explanation. She wouldn’t see the blood, the camera resolution was too low for that, but she’d see the thing behind his eyes.

The thing that had been building since Despot first sat down across from him in the cafeteria and started making sense. She’d see it and she’d know something was wrong and she’d ask and she wouldn’t push, she’d never push, she’d just leave a silence for him to fill, the way good mothers do, and the silence would sit there like an open hand and he’d either fill it with a lie or fill it with the truth and both options were unbearable.

This was their first call. The first time he’d hear her voice in years. And the version of himself that would pick up the phone was not the version she’d been fighting to reach.

The screen blinked again. INCOMING VIDEO CALL.

He let it ring.

The wanting didn’t stop. It got worse. It sat in his chest while the call rang and rang and he could feel Jess on the other end, waiting, hoping, and the distance between his hand and the button was six inches and those six inches were the widest gap in the world.

The call ran for ninety seconds before the system cut it. The screen went dark.

Lockpick lay on his bunk and stared at the ceiling and the ceiling stared back and somewhere in the old house Jess was sitting in her kitchen with a cup of coffee looking at a dead screen.

He’d pick up next time. He would. When the blood was gone and the thing behind his eyes was buried deep enough that she wouldn’t see it. Next time she called, he’d answer.

He’d hear her voice and let her talk about Avery and Rue and the house and the weather and all the small stupid pieces of a life he wasn’t part of anymore. Next time. When he could be the son she was looking for instead of the thing Despot was building.

She called again two weeks later, and two weeks after that, and every two weeks for the rest of his sentence, and he never picked up. Not once.

The blood dried darker on his fingers. The ceiling didn’t move.

***

Will watched Lancaster City through the window of the Uber. Streetlights and closed storefronts and the occasional glow of a late-night laundromat. Mist was leaning against his shoulder, half asleep, the hospital sweats bunched around her ankles, her bare feet tucked under her on the seat. Raymond drove in silence. The radio was off.

His phone sat in his pocket. He could feel the weight of it, the particular density of a device that contained every contact he’d ever saved and every call he’d ever ignored and the GPS coordinates of the house at the end of this ride. Jess had called twenty minutes ago.

He looked at his hands. Clean. No blood. Crystal dust in the creases of his knuckles, faint, glinting when the streetlights caught it. Different substance. Same hands.

“Left on Ridgemont,” said Mist without opening her eyes. “Then your second right.”

“You know the way to my house?”

“I know the way to your mom’s house. I was there four hours ago.”

Raymond took the left. The neighborhood changed. Residential, quieter, the houses getting older and more spaced apart. Will recognized the oak tree at the corner of Millbrook and the broken fire hydrant that had been broken since he was fifteen and the specific lean of a mailbox post that nobody had ever fixed because fixing it would require acknowledging that someone had backed into it and nobody wanted to be that person.

Home. Or whatever home meant when you’d spent the evening portaling around the world and causing a car accident and having sex in a motel room and deciding not to disappear forever. The word felt too small. The house felt too close.

“This one?” said Raymond.

Will looked at it through the window. Every light was on. The front porch light, the living room, the upstairs hallway, Avery’s room. The house was blazing like someone had decided that darkness was the enemy and wattage was the cure. Through the living room curtains he could see shapes. Movement. More than three people.

“Yeah,” said Will. “This one.”

Mist sat up blinking and looked at the house, then at Will.

“Showtime, Pick.”

They got out. Raymond pulled away. The Nissan Altima’s taillights shrank down the street, and then it was just Will and Mist standing on the sidewalk in front of a house full of people who knew what he was and were waiting to do something about it.

He walked up the porch steps. Mist followed. He put his hand on the doorknob. Turned it.

The living room went quiet.

Jess was standing by the fireplace. Avery was on the arm of the couch, one foot on the cushion, the posture of someone who’d been mid-argument and frozen. Rue was on the stairs, three steps up, arms wrapped around her knees. Physique was by the window, still in her black suit, pink hair pushed back from her face. Pasithea was in the kitchen doorway, pigtails limp, her face the color of someone who hadn’t stopped being scared since the crash scene.

Liz Laser was in the middle of the room. Standing. Phone in her hand. Blonde hair with the pink highlights, eyes locked on the door like she’d been staring at it for an hour waiting for it to open.

“Hey,” said Will.

Nobody laughed. He hadn’t expected them to. But the word came out anyway, because Will’s autopilot was humor and his humor ran on fumes even when the rest of him was empty.

Liz moved first.

“I knew it.” Her voice was tight, the voice of a person who’d spent two years being told she was crazy and had just been proven right and was deciding in real time how much of her fury to let into the room. “I knew it and I wouldn’t shut up. I told Effect. I told dispatch. I told the review board. I told anyone who would sit still long enough to hear it. Will Sorling is not dead. Every single one of them looked at me like I was broken. And all of you knew.”

Jess didn’t move. Didn’t flinch. Her expression was the one Will had seen on video calls, in boardrooms, in the moments when Relic decided that the person across from her was going to hear something they didn’t want to hear and there was no version of the conversation where she pretended otherwise.

“Yes,” said Jess.

“You lied to me.”

“Yes.”

“You all lied to me.” Liz’s gaze swept the room. Avery on the couch, Rue on the stairs, then back to Jess. “Straight to my face.”

“Yes,” said Jess. The word was the same all three times. No apology or shame in it, just confirmation, clean and flat.

Liz held up her phone. “I’m calling it in.”

“Under no circumstances,” said Jess, “will I allow my son to be reported to the Champion Authority.”

The room shifted. Will felt it. Not physically, but in the air, in the specific way that Jess’s voice had dropped half a register and landed on “no circumstances” with the weight of someone who had considered every path forward and eliminated all of them except one. This was Relic. Not the mother. Not the politician. The version of Jess that had rebuilt a house and hidden a fugitive and lied to the CA and every hero in her city for months because the alternative was losing him again.

“You can’t stop me,” said Liz.

“No,” said Jess. She nodded, slowly, and the nod was the coldest thing Will had ever seen her do. “I can’t stop you from making that call. But I can and will retaliate. With everything I have. Every political favor. Every Board connection. Every piece of leverage I’ve accumulated in twenty years of service. I am not losing my son again.”

Will stared at her. He couldn’t help it. Because the last time, the first time, Jess had been the one to turn him in. She’d done the right thing. She’d played by the rules. She’d handed him to the CA because she believed in the system and because she believed that the system would be fair and she’d been wrong.

It had cost both of them something that neither of them had ever named out loud. She’d done it once. She was standing in her living room telling Liz Laser that she would burn her entire career to the ground before she did it twice.

That was new. Or maybe it wasn’t. Maybe Jess had decided this long ago, in the gap between the trial and the fake death, in the silence after the guilty verdict, in the long empty evenings in this house she’d rebuilt around a photo of a boy she couldn’t reach. Maybe the woman who’d turned him in had spent every day since then deciding she’d never do it again, and Will was only now seeing the result.

“You’re threatening me,” said Liz.

“I’m telling you what I’ll do.”

“That’s the same thing.”

“Yes,” said Jess. “It is.”

Physique shifted by the window. Crossed her arms. The movement was small but it drew Liz’s attention, and when Liz looked at her, Physique held the gaze.

“Why does this matter so much to you?” said Physique. Quiet, genuinely asking. “He’s not your enemy, Liz. He’s never been your enemy.”

“Don’t tell me what he is to me.”

“Then tell us,” said Pasithea from the kitchen doorway. “You’ve been chasing this for two years. You joined this team. You moved to Lancaster City. Why? If it’s about justice, fine. Call it in. But if it’s about something else...”

“It’s not about something else.”

“Then what is it about?”

Liz went quiet for a beat. Her phone was still in her hand, the screen dark, her thumb resting on the power button. She looked at Physique. At Pasithea. At Jess, who hadn’t moved. At Avery, who was watching from the couch with the specific stillness of a woman who was letting her mother handle this because her mother was handling it better than she could. At Rue, on the stairs, who hadn’t said a word.

At Will. Standing in the doorway with Mist beside him, in a thrift store hoodie with crystal dust on his fingers and no mask and no excuse and no version of himself that could make this look like anything other than what it was.

Liz didn’t answer the question. She sat down. Not on the couch. On the arm of the chair by the window, as far from everyone as she could get without leaving the room. She put the phone on her knee. She didn’t put it away.

The truce held. Barely. The way a cracked windshield holds, all pressure and fractured glass and the knowledge that one more impact would send the whole thing down.

“Downstairs,” said Jess.

***

The basement stairs creaked the same way they always did. Third step, seventh step, the last one before the landing. Jess first. Then Will. Then Avery. Then Rue. Then Mist, who’d never seen this room before and who paused at the bottom of the stairs and looked at the space with the expression of someone who was assembling a picture from pieces she’d been collecting for hours.

The cot and the quilt and the nightlight, all of it exposed. The books on the shelf Jess had stocked. The warm lighting that didn’t buzz. The room that was seven steps by five and a half and not a cell, had never been a cell, except that Will’s body counted the paces every time he walked in and his body didn’t know the difference.

Will sat on the cot. The quilt was still rumpled from where he’d slept on it last night, a hundred years ago, before Avery came down the stairs and he’d thought she was there for sex and instead she was there for the truth.

Jess closed the hidden door behind them. “The rest of the Cinder. Give me what you have.”

“I used the last of it,” said Will.

Avery didn’t say anything. She was leaning against the wall by the bookshelf, arms crossed, watching him with the focus she used for tactical assessment. Not angry yet, just reading.

“I mean it,” said Will. “The crystals from tonight, the bender, whatever you want to call it. They’re gone. All of them. I used the last one hours ago.”

“Okay,” said Avery.

“Okay?”

“Yeah. Then you won’t mind if we check.”

“Check?”

“Pat you down. Check your pockets. Check the case.”

Will felt it rise in him like heat. Not anger, exactly. Something more reactive, more cornered. The specific indignation of a person who is lying and knows they are lying and needs the lie to hold for reasons they can’t fully articulate.

“Are you serious?”

“Dead serious.”

“You want to pat me down. Like a suspect.”

“Like a person we love who has been lying to us for weeks,” said Avery. “You can say no. But saying no tells us something too.”

Her voice was steady. No heat. No accusation. Just the even, measured tone of a woman who’d been addicted to Percocet and knew exactly what this conversation sounded like from both sides.

“It tells you I’m not a child.”

“It tells us you’re hiding something.”

“I’m not hiding anything. I told you. I used the last of it.”

Jess was standing by the door. Rue was on the bottom step. Mist was in the corner, silent, her arms folded across her chest, her eyes on Will. She didn’t speak. She didn’t need to. She’d already said everything at the motel.

Will looked at Avery. Avery looked back. Green eyes, steady, the same eyes that had narrowed at him from above on the cot this morning. She wasn’t going to back down. She’d built the case and read Rue and waited. And now she was standing in the basement with her arms crossed and she was never, ever going to back down.

The crystal case was in his pocket. Three shards. He could feel them through the fabric, the weight of them, slight but specific, the way you can feel a wallet or a phone or a knife. Three shards. Enough for three portals, maybe four if he was conservative. Enough to get out of this room, this house, this city. Enough to be somewhere else in the time it took to blink.

He couldn’t give them up. The thought arrived fully formed and non-negotiable, the same way the thought of reaching for the case had arrived at the motel, automatic, below decision. He needed them. Not to get high. Not for the rush. For the portals. For the tactical advantage. For the ability to cut a door if someone came for this house, for Jess, for Rue, for any of them.

Astroman was out there. Solace was out there. The Cinder supply chain was still running and Will was the only person in this room who knew what it looked like from the inside and the only thing he had, the only edge, the only weapon that mattered, was the ability to cut through the air and be anywhere he needed to be in half a second.

He needed them. Just in case.

“Will,” said Jess, just his name, no pressure.

The same voice she’d used on the phone, the same voice she’d used when he was fifteen and had done something stupid, the voice that said I see you and I’m not going anywhere and you can stop performing now.

He pulled the case out of his pocket. Held it. The zipper was cold under his thumb.

“This is it,” he said.

Avery’s expression didn’t change. She’d known. Of course she’d known.

He unzipped the case. Three shards in the foam, glowing faintly, the crystal light catching the warm overhead and throwing pale rainbows across the quilt. Three shards. Three doors. Three exits from any room they ever put him in.

He held the case out toward Avery.

His hand was shaking.

Avery took it. Her fingers closed around the case and pulled it away from him and the second it left his hands the anxiety hit. Not gradually. Not building. Instant, like a switch had been thrown, like someone had reached into his chest and tightened something that had been loose his entire life.

His breathing changed. His vision narrowed. The room, the seven steps by five and a half room, the room that wasn’t a cell, the room with the quilt and the nightlight and the hidden door, got smaller. Not physically. But in the way that mattered.

He didn’t understand it. He’d given up three crystals, not his power. His cutting edge was still there, dull without Cinder but present, the baseline hum he’d had since he was fourteen.

He still had his knife. He still had his hands. He’d lost a tactical resource, that’s all. A tool. The reaction was disproportionate. It was irrational. It was sitting on his chest like a hand pressing down and it was getting worse.

“Will?” Rue’s voice. From the stairs.

“I’m fine.”

He wasn’t fine. The room was getting smaller. The walls were the same distance they’d always been and the ceiling was the same height and Jess was by the door and Avery had the case and Rue was on the stairs and Mist was in the corner and he was sitting on a cot. He was in a room underground with no windows and no portal and no way out except a door that his mother was standing in front of and his power was too dull to cut through the foundation and he was trapped.

“Will.” Jess.

She’d moved from the door. She was kneeling in front of the cot and her hands were on his knees and her face was level with his and she was looking at him the way she’d looked at a screen for fifteen minutes every two weeks for years.

“I’ll still use it,” said Will.

The room went still.

“If I need to,” he said. “If something happens. If someone comes for you, for any of you. I’ll use it. I’ll use whatever I have to use. I’ll do whatever it takes. I’ve always done whatever it takes.”

His voice was even and rational and the words made sense. They’d always made sense. They’d made sense when he cut off Rampart’s finger because Despot told him the math required it. They’d made sense when he let Jess’s call ring because hearing her voice would have cracked the armor he was building. They’d made sense when he started carrying the crystal case and told himself it was strategy, not dependence.

It was Halberd’s logic as much as his. It was clean and airtight and it had been the same his entire life and it had led him from a cell in Mastodon to a basement in Lancaster City to a motel off Route 7 and every single time it had been the lie he told himself instead of looking at the truth.

Jess’s hands were warm on his knees. Her eyes were blue. She didn’t say anything. She just stayed.

“I’ll use it if I have to,” said Will again.

Quieter this time. Like the sentence was losing air.

“Okay,” said Jess, not agreeing or arguing, just receiving. The way she’d received every call he’d picked up and every silence from the calls he hadn’t.

The anxiety didn’t go away. It got worse. It sat on his chest and tightened and the room stayed small. Will sat on the cot with his mother’s hands on his knees and his family around him and the hidden door closed and nothing between him and the shape of what he was.


CHAPTER 25

The shaking started around 3 AM.

Not the kind of shaking that comes from cold or fear. This was deeper, systemic, the tremor of a body that had been running on a chemical it no longer had. Will lay on the cot with the quilt pulled up to his chin and his teeth chattering and his hands balled into fists against his chest and tried to remember when he’d last taken a crystal.

Six hours? Eight? The Cinder had no half-life he could calculate. It didn’t fade like alcohol or crash like adrenaline. It just left. One minute you were superhuman and the next you were this. Whatever this was.

The room was seven steps by five and a half. He’d counted when he came in. He’d counted again an hour ago when the first wave of nausea hit. He was counting now, lying still, his eyes tracing the walls in the warm light, the dimensions mapping themselves against the older dimensions, the ones from Mastodon, the four and a half by three and a half that his body carried like a scar.

His power was gone. Not suppressed, not dimmed. Gone. The baseline hum he’d carried since he was fourteen, the quiet awareness of edges and fault lines and the internal architecture of everything around him, was silent.

He couldn’t feel the walls. He couldn’t feel the ceiling. He couldn’t feel the cot he was lying on, not the way he usually felt it, the seams in the metal frame, the tension points in the springs, the specific density of the mattress. All of it was just... stuff. Inert. Dead. The way the world felt to people who couldn’t cut.

The Normexital had felt like this. The heavy dose days in Mastodon, when the drug sat on his power like a boot on a throat and he spent hours with dead hands, unable to feel anything, the absence worse than pain because at least pain confirmed you were there. This was the same, same silence and dead weight and cage.

Except nobody was drugging him. His body was doing this to itself.

He rolled onto his side. The nausea came in waves, cresting and receding, not quite bad enough to send him to the bathroom but bad enough to keep him from sleeping. His skin was wrong. Too tight in some places, too loose in others, like it had been fitted for a different body and whoever was responsible for the tailoring had gone home early. He was sweating and cold at the same time.

This isn’t that bad. This is manageable. People go through worse.

He said it to himself the way he said everything to himself. Flat, rational, the internal voice that had narrated his survival through being on the run and Halberd’s death and prison and everything else. The voice that made things smaller by describing them calmly.

The voice was lying. This was bad.

***

He tried to sleep. Couldn’t. Every time he closed his eyes the darkness behind them was too big, too formless, the kind of dark that could contain anything, and his brain filled it with things he didn’t want to see. The car wreck. The kid’s face. Physique’s expression. Liz’s hand on her phone. The portal flickering behind him while Mist said his name.

Bloodfeud. Why always Bloodfeud? Francisco.

He opened his eyes and stared at the ceiling and closed them and opened them again.

Got up.

The standing was a mistake. His vision tilted, the room sliding sideways for a second before it settled, and his legs felt like they’d been filled with wet sand. He braced a hand against the wall. The wall was just a wall. No fault lines. No seams. Just paint and drywall and the faint smell of the primer Jess had used.

He needed to move. The feeling was urgent and sourceless, a restlessness that lived in his muscles rather than his mind, the desperate need to be anywhere other than still. His body wanted to pace.

His body wanted to climb the stairs and open the hidden door and walk through the house and out the front door and down the street and keep walking until the walls of this room were far enough behind him that his skin stopped crawling.

He made it to the stairs. Four steps up. His hand on the railing, his legs shaking, sweat on his forehead. The hidden door was closed at the top. He could hear the house above him.

The refrigerator humming. A floorboard creaking somewhere. The recessive silence of a house full of people who were awake at 3 AM and trying not to be heard.

He put his hand on the door. Pushed. It didn’t open. Not locked. Held. Something on the other side, a chair or a table, wedged under the handle. They’d blocked it. Not to trap him. If he really wanted out, he could get out. To make him pause long enough to think about what he was doing before he did it.

He pushed harder. The door shifted an inch. He could feel the chair legs scraping against the hallway floor on the other side. He could get through. Shoulder the door, knock whatever was holding it aside, walk upstairs, walk out.

Nobody in this house could physically stop him. Not without his power, not in this state, but he was still strong and determined and capable of opening a door with a chair behind it.

“Will?”

Avery’s voice. From the other side of the door. Close. She was sitting on the floor in the hallway, or leaning against the wall, or standing right there. She’d been waiting.

“Go back to bed,” said Avery. Quiet. Not a command. A request, from a woman who knew what withdrawal looked like because she’d lived it. “It gets worse before it gets better. But it does get better.”

Will stood on the stairs with his hand on the door and his forehead against the wood and breathed. The restlessness screamed in his legs. His body wanted out. His body wanted the specific relief of movement, of distance, of not being in a room he couldn’t stop counting.

“How long,” said Will.

“I don’t know. A couple of days, maybe, for the worst of it. Few weeks for the rest.”

“This is hell.”

“I know.” A pause. “The wanting doesn’t stop, Will. It just gets quieter. And you learn to hear other things over it.”

He stood there with his forehead on the door and Avery on the other side and the refrigerator humming and the house breathing around them.

He went back down the stairs.

***

The fever started an hour later.

He’d been lying on the cot, not sleeping, not awake, in the gray space between the two where his body was too exhausted ot function and too wired to rest. Then the temperature changed.

Not gradually. All at once, like someone had flipped a switch, and suddenly the quilt was an oven and his skin was on fire and the warm lighting that Jess had chosen because it didn’t buzz felt like it was radiating heat directly into his skull.

He kicked the quilt off. Then he was cold. Then he was hot again. He pulled the quilt back. His shirt was soaked through. He peeled it off and lay on the cot in his jeans and the air felt like sandpaper on his bare chest.

“You look like shit, LP.”

Will opened his eyes.

Halberd was sitting in the chair by the bookshelf.

He was exactly the way Will remembered him. Big, broad, taking up more space than the chair should have allowed. Dark hair, gray at the temples, the stubble that was never a beard and never clean-shaven.

The jacket he’d worn every day for twenty years, faded and smelling like whiskey and bad decisions. His boots were up on the corner of the cot, crossed at the ankles, the way he used to sit in the living room of the old house when he was holding court on a subject nobody had asked about.

He was dead. He’d been dead for years. Will knew this with the same flat certainty that he knew his own suffering. And Halberd was sitting in the chair anyway, clear as the nightlight, solid as the walls, grinning at him with a grin that meant he was about to say something that was either profound or idiotic and you wouldn’t know which until it landed.

“You’re not real,” said Will.

“Obviously I’m not real. I’m dead. You were there.” Halberd spread his hands, a gesture that took up the entire width of the chair and some of the bookshelf. “But you’re running a fever and you’re coming off a drug that rewires superhuman neurology, so. Here I am. You’re welcome.”

“I’m hallucinating,” said Will.

“You’re having a conversation with a dead man in a basement at four in the morning. Call it whatever makes you feel better.”

Will closed his eyes. Opened them. Halberd was still there. Same grin. Same jacket. Same boots on the cot. The detail seemed too sharp for a hallucination, or maybe that was the fever, or maybe that was what happened when the Cinder left your system and your brain filled the gaps with whatever it had stored deepest.

“You know what your problem is, LP?”

“I imagine you’re about to tell me.”

“Your problem is you think you’re the smartest person in every room. And most of the time you’re right, which makes it worse, because it means you never have to listen to anyone.

“You build these beautiful little structures in your head, all logic, all angles, all ‘I have to do this because if I don’t then that happens and then this other thing and then the world ends.’ And the structures are perfect.

“Airtight. Bulletproof. And they’re always wrong. Every single time. Because you build them to justify the thing you’ve already decided to do, not to figure out the thing you should do.”

“That’s not true.”

“LP. You created a supervillain identity because you were sick of being left out. You let your mother’s calls go unanswered for years because you decided she was better off not hearing your voice. You convinced yourself an addictive drug was a tactical asset. The structures are always perfect and they’re always wrong.”

The room was hot. Will’s skin was slick with sweat and the fever was making the edges of everything soft, Halberd’s jacket bleeding slightly into the bookshelf behind him, the nightlight pulsing in a rhythm that didn’t quite match his heartbeat.

“You’re my hallucination,” said Will. “You’re supposed to be on my side.”

“I’m always on your side. That’s why I’m telling you.” Halberd settled back in the chair. “The logic got you here, kid. Every cage you’ve ever been in, you walked into because the logic told you it was the smart move. Mastodon. Despot. The island. The Cinder. This room. You’re the smartest person in every room and you’ve been outsmarting yourself your entire life.”

Will turned his face into the mattress. The cotton was damp from his sweat. The room was shrinking again, or expanding, he couldn’t tell which, the dimensions shifting in the fever like the walls were breathing.

“What am I supposed to do?” said Will. Into the mattress. Into the dark.

“Stop being smart. Be honest instead. Wildly different skill set, I know. You’ll hate it because it wsa always easier to lie.”

“That’s your advice. Be honest.”

“That’s my advice. It’s free. It’s also the thing you’d rather die than do, which is how you know it’s right.”

Halberd stood up. The chair rocked back on its legs. He was taller than the room should have allowed, his head nearly touching the ceiling, and Will knew that was wrong, knew the ceiling was higher than that, but the fever didn’t care about measurements. Halberd smiled at him.

“I’m proud of you for coming home, LP,” he said. “I’m proud of you for putting the crystals down. Now do the hard part.”

“What’s the hard part?”

“Staying.”

Halberd walked to the stairs. Or didn’t. The fever rippled and he was at the stairs without crossing the space between, the way things moved in dreams, and he turned back and looked at Will with the face that Will remembered from a thousand mornings in a house that had burned down. The face of a man who was never sober enough and always present enough and who loved his family the way a bonfire loves the room, with everything, all at once, until there was nothing left.

“Say it,” said Halberd.

It was the thing he’d always said. In the old house, on the porch, in the yard, in every memory Will had of the man. Say it. Meaning say the thing you won’t say. Meaning stop hiding behind the structure and the logic and the angles and just say it.

“I’m scared,” said Will.

Halberd smiled. Not the grin. The real one. The one that lived underneath all the performance.

“Yeah, kid. I know.”

The chair was empty. The fever rippled. The nightlight pulsed. Halberd was gone, or had never been there, and Will was alone in the basement with his wet skin and his dead power and the echo of a voice that existed only in the parts of his brain the Cinder had scoured clean.

He lay on the cot and shook and the shaking didn’t stop and nobody was coming and nobody needed to come because he was staying and staying was the hard part and he was doing it.

***

Rue came first.

He heard her on the stairs. Light footsteps, careful, almost shy. She’d been coming down these stairs while he was out, he realized. Checking his room. Looking for evidence. Carrying the secret she’d been holding since she saw the portal.

“Hey,” she said from the bottom of the stairs.

Will was on his side, facing the wall. The fever had plateaued somewhere unbearable, not spiking but not breaking, a sustained heat that made thinking feel like dragging furniture through mud. He didn’t turn around.

“Brought you water.”

He heard her set it on the shelf. Heard her stand there. The silence was the kind that Rue usually couldn’t tolerate, the kind she’d fill with a joke or a jab or a “God, you look terrible, LP.” She didn’t fill it.

“Rue.”

“Yeah.”

“I’m sorry I tried to guilt trip you.”

More silence. He still wasn’t looking at her. He couldn’t. The memory of it, the way he’d twisted her old streaming secret to buy her silence, the way her face had gone still when he did it, was one of the things the fever kept surfacing like a body in a river.

“I know,” she said quietly. “I know you’re sorry.”

“That’s not the same as forgiving me.”

“Not quite.” A pause. “But I’m here. So.”

She left the water and went back up the stairs. Third step, seventh step. The hidden door opened and closed. Will listened to the house absorb her footsteps and then he reached for the water without looking and drank half of it in one pull and the cold of it moving through his chest was the closest thing to relief he’d felt in hours.

***

Jess came next. Early morning, maybe six, the light changing in the hallway above the stairs even though it never changed down here. She didn’t announce herself.

She just came down the stairs and sat on the edge of the cot and put her hand on his forehead the way she’d done when he was a kid with a fever in the old house, the back of her fingers against his skin, checking the temperature with the casual expertise of a mother who’d done this a thousand times.

“You’re burning up,” she said.

“I know.”

“I can get you something for the fever. Ibuprofen. Cold compress.”

“Okay.”

She didn’t move. Her hand stayed on his forehead, the back of her fingers cool against his skin, and Will closed his eyes because looking at her right now, looking at Jess sitting on his cot in the basement room she’d built for him, was too much information for a brain that was already drowning.

“I heard you on the stairs last night,” said Jess. “Avery told me you came up.”

“I went back down.”

“I know,” she said. “I’m not going to pretend I know what this feels like. Avery does. I don’t. But I know what it looks like from the outside, and I need you to know that you don’t have to do this part alone.”

She moved her hand from his forehead to his hair. Smoothed it back. The gesture was so familiar and so old that it reached past every wall he’d built since prison and found the kid underneath, the one who used to fall asleep to the sound of his mother humming in the kitchen.

“You blocked the door,” he pointed out.

“I put a chair against it,” she said.

“Same thing.”

“It’s not the same thing. A lock would have been the same thing. A chair is a suggestion, something to make noise for the rest of us to hear. I’m not going to lock you in this room, Will. I did that once. I put you in a system that locked you in a room and I believed it was right and it broke something between us that we’re still fixing. I won’t do it again.”

He opened his eyes. Jess was looking at him with that face again. The steady one. The one that didn’t break because breaking wasn’t something Jess did where her children could see.

“I didn’t take your calls,” said Will. “In Mastodon. I never told you the truth about that. I could have picked up, but I didn’t. Not once.”

Something moved in Jess’s face, not surprise. She’d known, of course she’d known. She’d called and the screen had stayed dark and she’d known and she’d called again anyway, every two weeks, for years.

“I know, sweetheart.”

“I wanted to. Every time. I just...”

“I know.”

She didn’t ask why. She didn’t need the explanation. She just sat on the edge of his cot and smoothed his hair and let the silence hold the shape of everything he’d never said and everything she’d always known.

***

Avery came in the afternoon.

She didn’t sit on the cot. She sat on the floor, back against the wall, knees up, the posture of someone who was planning to be here for a while. She had a book in her hand but she wasn’t reading it. She was watching Will the way she watched everything, with the focused attention of a woman who was always building a picture from pieces.

“Hey,” she said.

Will was on his back. The fever had spiked again after Jess left and now everything was too bright and too loud and the nightlight was a searchlight and the sound of Avery’s breathing was a windstorm. His hands were trembling. Not shaking. Trembling, a fine vibration that lived in his fingers and wouldn’t stop no matter how hard he pressed them together.

“Avery.”

“Yeah.”

“Did you know? Before Rue told you. Did you know I was using?”

She was quiet for a long time. Long enough that Will thought she might not answer.

“I knew something was wrong,” she said. “You were too precise. Everything was a little too calibrated, a little too sharp. Like you’d been tuned to a frequency that was slightly above human.

“I didn’t know it was Cinder. I thought you were just pulling away. I thought it was about me, or about Jess, or about being in the basement. I made it about everything except the thing it actually was because that’s what happens when someone you love is using. You build explanations that don’t require the explanation you can’t face.”

“You should be angry.”

“I am angry.” She said it simply and without heat. “I’m furious, Will. You lied to me. You lied to Rue and made her carry it. You lied to Jess, who has done nothing except try to keep you alive since you were fifteen. You put Cinder in your body knowing what it did to Mist. I’m so angry I can barely see straight. And I’m sitting on your floor at two in the afternoon because that’s what you do for the people you love when they’re sick. Even when they made themselves sick. Even when you want to kill them.”

Will didn’t say anything. There was nothing to say. She was right. She was right about every word and the rightness of it sat on him heavier than the fever.

“Thank you,” he said. “For being here.”

“Don’t thank me. Get better.” She opened the book again and pretended to read. “I’ll be here when you wake up.”

He didn’t think he’d sleep. The fever was too high and the trembling was too constant and his brain was still running the inventory Avery had described, the list of places he could find more, Quartz’s office and the warehouses and the rooftops where he could portal to if only he had one crystal just one and his power would come back and the room would stop being a room and start being a door again.

He said no to every item on the list. It took a long time. Some of them he had to say no to twice.

He slept. Avery was there when he woke up, same spot, same book, same posture. The light hadn’t changed because the light never changed down here, and for one disoriented second Will didn’t know if he’d slept for an hour or a day.

“Still here,” said Avery.

“Still here,” said Will.

The trembling in his hands was slightly less. The fever was slightly worse. The room was still seven steps by five and a half and his body still counted them every time he opened his eyes and the counting still felt like a wound and the wound was still open.

But he was staying. And staying was the hard part. And he was doing it.


CHAPTER 26

The stairs were harder than he expected.

Not physically. His legs worked. The fever had broken sometime during the second night, or maybe the third, he wasn’t sure because time moved differently in a room with no windows and a nightlight that never turned off.

The shaking had stopped. His cutting power was back. Baseline. The pocket knife and nowhere to go with it, the same limitation he’d had since he was fourteen. He could feel the seams in the cot, the fault lines in the walls, the density of the hidden door at the top of the stairs.

The world had edges again. They just weren’t the ones Cinder had shown him. So the stairs were fine. What made them hard was the door at the top.

He pushed it open. No chair this time. Jess had been true to her word. The hallway was bright after the basement, morning light through the kitchen windows, and he stood there blinking like a man who’d come up from a mineshaft while his eyes adjusted to the particular cruelty of natural daylight.

The kitchen was occupied. Jess at the counter, her back to him, doing something with a coffee maker. Rue on the couch in the living room with her phone, legs tucked under her. Avery at the table with her laptop and a mug, the focused posture of someone running operational logistics at seven in the morning because the world didn’t wait for anyone’s recovery timeline.

Nobody heard him at first. Then Jess turned and stopped. Her hand paused on the coffee maker and her eyes found his and something moved in her face that she didn’t let reach her mouth.

Not surprise. She’d probably been listening for his footsteps every morning since the intervention. Something closer to the look she got when a Board vote went the way she’d spent weeks engineering it to go. Relief wrapped in the discipline of not showing it.

“Morning,” said Will.

The kitchen went still, Rue looking up from her phone and Avery’s fingers pausing on the keyboard.

Jess poured a second mug of coffee without asking whether he wanted one. She set it on the counter closest to the hallway, which meant he’d have to walk into the kitchen to get it, which meant she was making him choose to be in the room instead of hovering at the threshold. Classic Jess. Even the coffee was a chess move.

He walked in. Picked up the mug. The coffee was too hot and slightly burned. He drank it anyway.

Rue was looking at him the way you look at someone who’s been sick for long enough that you’ve started to prepare yourself for the version of them that doesn’t come back. He met her eyes and she held for a second, then looked down at her phone. Not away. Down. The distinction mattered. Away was a wall. Down was just Rue processing.

Avery pulled out the chair next to her. Didn’t say anything. Just pulled it out and went back to her laptop.

Will sat. The kitchen table was the same kitchen table where he’d eaten breakfast with his family a hundred times, on the island and in the old house and in this one, and it felt different now in a way he couldn’t name.

Not bad. Just different. Like the table remembered who he’d been the last time he sat here and was waiting to see which version showed up.

Jess set a bowl of cereal in front of him. The spoon was already in the bowl. She touched his shoulder as she passed, her fingers resting there for one second, two, three, before she moved back to the counter. Three seconds. She’d probably calculated that too. Long enough to say something. Short enough to not say too much.

He ate. The cereal was fine. Everything was fine. The kitchen was bright and his family was around him and nobody was demanding he explain himself and nobody was yelling and nobody was crying and the silence was the kind of silence that existed between people who were deciding what the new rules were.

“Liz cornered me yesterday,” said Rue.

The cereal stopped tasting like anything.

“After the squad came back from patrol.” She was still looking at her phone, thumb scrolling, not looking up from the screen. “She pulled me aside in the hallway and asked how long I’d known you were still alive for.”

Avery’s typing stopped.

“What did you tell her?” said Will.

“I told her it was none of her fucking business.” Rue’s thumb kept scrolling. “She said she was going to find out one way or another. Then she left.”

Jess was very still at the counter. The particular stillness of a woman who was running political calculations at a speed that would have impressed most heads of state.

“She’s building a case,” said Avery.

“She’s been building a case against me, and by extension, all of you, for years,” said Will.

Jess turned from the counter. “I’ll handle Liz.”

“You say that like she’s filing an ethics complaint or something,” said Avery.

“Liz is angry but she’s also smart, and smart people don’t burn their own house down to prove a point.” Jess’s voice was even. The Board voice. “She knows I’ll make good on my threat if she tries to make an issue of this. That’s leverage.”

“Leverage doesn’t work so well on people who think they’re on a crusade,” said Will.

Jess looked at him. The look was complex and full of things she wasn’t going to say in front of Rue and Avery.

“Finish your cereal,” she said.

***

The squad left at nine. Will heard them through the floor, the particular choreography of a team suiting up, boots and gear and Avery’s captain voice running through assignments.

He was back in the basement by then, sitting on the cot, listening. Physique’s laugh. Miss Mass’s low voice confirming something tactical. Pasithea saying something he couldn’t make out. A door opening and closing. Engine sounds. Then quiet.

Then Jess’s footsteps above him, pacing. She was on a call. Board business, from the cadence.

Then nothing for a while.

Will sat with the pocket knife in his hand, the army surplus blade he’d bought weeks ago at the surplus store on Broad Street, turning it in his fingers simply to give his hands something to do.

His cutting power hummed at its baseline. The fault lines in the cot. The seams in the wall. The architecture of his cage, familiar and complete. He could feel every seam in the room and he couldn’t leave it.

He thought about Mist showing up in her hospital sweatpants, the way she looked at him with an ounce of pity and a pound of knowing. He thought about Liz Laser’s hands shaking in the foyer. He thought about Physique carrying him in her head as the teacher who’d mattered, and how she’d frozen at the crash site the way a student freezes when the lesson stops making sense.

He thought about a lot of things.

Around one in the afternoon, Jess patched the squad’s comms into the kitchen speaker.

She’d done it for herself. Board oversight, operational awareness, the justified reasons she’d use if anyone asked. Will heard it through the floor. Avery’s voice, clear and controlled, running the squad through what sounded like a standard Edgecraft disruption. South side. Distribution hub. Intel form Rue’s surveillance network, not from any deal Will had brokered.

He went upstairs. Jess was at the kitchen table with her phone and a notepad, the live feed crackling from a portable speaker by the sink. She looked at him. He sat down. She didn’t tell him to go back to the basement.

The operation sounded clean, Avery calling movements and Miss Mass confirming positioning. Physique acknowledged. Liz Laser was on the east approach, nothing like the woman who’d screamed in the foyer. Morning Glory was holding the perimeter with a vine structure that Avery described as “solid” and moved on from.

Then it wasn’t clean.

The shift was audible. Not in the words, which stayed tactical and controlled, but in the frequency of them. Avery’s voice got faster. Shorter sentences. Miss Mass called out enemies that hadn’t been in the initial assessment. Physique grunted, which meant she’d taken a hit or delivered one, and then there was a sound Will recognized from a decade of fights, the specific percussion of a body going through a wall.

“Torque is here,” said Avery. “Torque and Glitch and I’m counting six more. This is not what Rue’s feed showed. They were expecting us.”

Will’s hands were flat on the table. Jess had stopped writing.

The sound of crystal detonating. Quartz growing barriers. Avery’s telekinesis ripping through them, the tearing noise that carried even through comms. Miss Mass shouting something about Glitch killing their electronics. Liz Laser’s voice, sharp, reporting her position.

Then Physique, the calm woman who could catch a man mid-swing and throw him ten feet without raising her pulse, said, “Glory’s down.”

The speaker crackled. The kitchen was very still.

“Glory, report,” said Avery.

Nothing.

“Morning Glory, report.”

The silence from the speaker was different from the silence in the kitchen. The kitchen silence was two people listening. The speaker silence was the absence of a voice that had been there five seconds ago.

“She’s down,” said Physique again.

Jess’s posture stayed steady, but her face showed a deep ache and tiredness at the edges. The Board face. The Relic face. The face of a woman who had buried friends and colleagues and would not break in front of her son regardless of what came through the speaker.

Will stood up. He didn’t know what he was standing for. There was nowhere to go and nothing to do and his power was a pocket knife in a kitchen in Lancaster City while his family fought a war across town. Stuck in place. No portals, no car, no way to close the distance. But his body stood because sitting was impossible.

Avery’s voice came back. Harder. Colder. The voice of a captain who was going to finish the operation because the operation wasn’t finished regardless of what had just happened.

“All units pull back. Controlled retreat. Miss Mass, you have the rear. Physique, carry Glory. We are leaving. Now.”

***

They came home at four.

Will was in the hallway when the front door opened. He’d been standing there for an hour. Maybe two. He’d moved from the kitchen to the hallway at some point. The hallway was where you could see the door and the door was where they’d come in and he needed to see them come in.

Physique walked through first. She was carrying Morning Glory the way you carry something that matters too much to set down, both arms underneath, the body pressed against her chest, Morning Glory’s head against Physique’s shoulder and her green hair hanging limp and dark with something that wasn’t water.

Physique’s face was the face of a woman who had decided to feel nothing until she was alone and was succeeding at it with the mechanical precision of someone who’d learned to survive things by simply postponing them.

Pasithea came behind her. Pasithea was not succeeding. Her cheeks were wet and her hands were shaking and she kept reaching toward Morning Glory and then pulling back, like touching her would make it real.

Miss Mass. Blood on her costume that probably belonged to other people. The gray streaks in her hair looked grayer. She nodded at Jess. The nod contained a debrief that neither of them needed to say out loud.

Liz Laser. Her hands were shaking. Not with grief. With something hotter and less negotiable. She walked past Will without looking at him and went straight to the kitchen and Will heard something slam, a palm on a counter or a fist on a table, and then silence.

Avery came last. She walked through the door and closed it behind her and stood there with her hand still on the handle and didn’t look at anyone. She was in the Kestrel suit, the flash of orange and blue, the short cape. There was concrete dust on her shoulders. Her hair was loose when it should have been pulled back, which meant something had caught it during the fight and she hadn’t bothered to fix it.

She looked at Will. The look lasted two seconds. The first second was Avery making sure he was there. The second second was everything else.

Jess moved. Will watched his mother walk to Physique, put a hand on Physique’s arm, and guide her toward the couch. Jess’s back was straight. Her voice was steady. She was Relic right now, not Jess, the woman who managed catastrophe with the practiced grace of someone who’d been doing it since before Will was born.

Will stood in the hallway and watched his family grieve a woman he’d barely known.

The thought found him there, in the hallway, while Physique set Morning Glory on the couch with a gentleness that made the room ache. Every target Quartz had given him. Every stash house he’d raided. Every piece of intel he’d acted on while he was high and believed he was winning.

All of it curated by Solace. All of it building her operation, clearing her competition, consolidating her supply chain, making Edgecraft stronger while Will convinced himself he was tearing it apart.

He hadn’t caused this. He knew that. Morning Glory was killed by Edgecraft in a fight Will wasn’t even present for. The connection was indirect, attenuated, stretched thin enough that a reasonable person would dismiss it.

Will was a reasonable person. He dismissed it. And then it came back, the way the inventory came back, persistent and quiet, and he stood in the hallway and didn’t dismiss it again.

***

The dining table looked different at night.

Same chairs. Same kitchen. But the overhead light was harsh and the windows were dark and the house was full of people and silence. Full of a team that had lost someone that mattered.

Avery stood at the head of the table. She’d changed out of the Kestrel suit into jeans and a sweater and she still looked like a captain because she was one and the clothes didn’t change that. Her hair was pulled back now, tight, the way she wore it when she was working.

Miss Mass sat with her hands folded. Physique had not left the couch. Pasithea was next to her, silent for once, the chatty energy gone. Liz Laser was across the table from Will, which meant they were looking at each other whether they wanted to or not. She was looking at him, at least.

Jess stood by the kitchen counter in board mode, arms crossed, watching Avery.

Rue was at her laptop at the end of the table, pulling up surveillance feeds, tactical overlays, the infrastructure she’d built while Will was in the basement. She was good at it. Will noticed that the way he noticed everything Rue did, with a pride that he didn’t have the right to feel but felt anyway.

“They knew we were coming,” said Avery. “The location was pulled from Rue’s surveillance feeds. We confirmed it independently. But Edgecraft had double the personnel we projected and they were positioned specifically to exploit our approach vectors. That’s not luck. That’s counter-intelligence.”

“Glitch,” said Rue. “He’s a technopath. He could have intercepted the feeds.”

“Maybe. Or they’ve been watching us the same way we’ve been watching them and they’re better at it.” Avery put both hands on the table. “Either way, we can’t approach Edgecraft the way we’ve been approaching them. The disruptions, the stash houses, the distribution hits. We’ve been eroding their margins. They decided margins aren’t enough. They hit us where it hurts.”

“Solace,” said Miss Mass. The name landed on the table like something heavy.

“Solace,” agreed Avery. “We take out the head. The supply chain collapses. Quartz can’t operate without her logistics and Torque can’t operate without her direction. We remove Solace and Edgecraft fragments into a dozen small problems instead of one big one.”

“We don’t know where she is,” said Liz.

“We’ll find her.”

“We should have found her weeks ago.” Liz’s voice was controlled but the control was costing her. “We should have found her before today. Before Glory.”

The table went quiet. The particular quiet that happens when someone says the thing everyone is thinking and nobody wants to address.

“We will find her,” said Avery. “Rue is rebuilding the surveillance grid with countermeasures for Glitch. Miss Mass and Physique will run perimeter operations to locate Edgecraft staging areas. Liz, you’re on rapid response with me. Pasithea, I need dream intel. Anyone in our orbit who might know where Solace operates, you’re visiting them at night. We start tomorrow.”

“I can help.”

The room went quiet in a different way. A way that was about him.

Will had said it before he’d fully decided to. The words just existed, in his voice, in the air, and every face at the table turned toward him. Avery. Jess. Rue. Liz. Miss Mass. The faces were a spectrum, and none of the entries on that spectrum were encouraging.

“No,” said Avery.

“I have intel on Solace’s operation. Information nobody else at this table has because I was inside it for weeks.”

“You were inside it because you were being played, Will.” Avery crossed her arms and shook her head. “Every piece of intel you have is curated.”

“The relationships aren’t curated. I know how all of this is connected. Exactly where we can hit them.”

“You’re four days out of withdrawal.”

“I’m clean.”

“You’re clean.” Avery repeated it the way she repeated things that sounded good on the surface and fell apart when you held them to the light. “You’re clean and you want to go back to the people who sold you Cinder. You want to re-engage with the operation that fed your addiction for weeks. As an intelligence asset. Sober. Because you think clearly now.”

The silence after that was surgical. Avery had laid it out the way she laid everything out, direct and anatomical, and the room was waiting to see if Will could find a response that didn’t prove her point.

He couldn’t. Not one she’d accept. Not one any of them would accept.

“Message received,” he muttered.

He stood up and walked to the hallway and paused and then walked to the basement door and went down the stairs and sat on the cot.

The room was seven steps by five and a half. His body counted it. His brain let it.

His phone was on the shelf where he’d left it. He looked at it. Looked at the ceiling. Looked at the pocket knife on the shelf next to the phone, the army surplus blade that hadn’t opened a portal in days and wouldn’t open one again because that door was closed and he’d closed it and he was glad he’d closed it and he was never going to stop missing it.

Avery was right. She was always fucking right. Right with the clean precision of someone who’d been exactly where he was and had come out the other side with the map.

He was four days out of withdrawal. He had no business near Quartz or Solace or any corner of the Edgecraft operation. Going back would be the logic talking, the beautiful little structure, the airtight case for doing the thing he’d already decided to do.

Except.

He did know Quartz. He knew the twitchy energy, the self-serving cowardice, the way Quartz folded when the pressure got real. He knew how to pitch himself to a man who was terrified of his own boss. And he knew something nobody else at that table knew, which was that Quartz had never been afraid of Will.

Quartz had been nervous, twitchy, performatively scared. But not afraid. A man who’s actually afraid of someone doesn’t hand them Cinder and send them on missions. A man who’s afraid keeps his distance.

Which meant Quartz was confident. Which meant Quartz had a safety net. Which meant there was a structure behind the deal that Will hadn’t seen because he’d been too high to look.

This wasn’t the logic talking. This was observation. Clean, sober observation, the kind his brain could do at baseline without any chemical assistance, the pattern recognition that had kept him alive in Mastodon and on the run with Halberd and in every room he’d ever walked into.

He could call Quartz. Offer himself as an asset. Not for Cinder. For access. The Scarlet Squadron was coming at Edgecraft from the outside. Will could get inside. He could deliver the squad’s approach vectors and wait for Solace to surface, and when she did, he’d have her location and her layout and the one thing his family needed to end this.

It was the smart play. The practical play. Halberd’s voice, from the fever, from the hallucination, from wherever dead mentors went when they were done telling you things you didn’t want to hear.

Your problem is you think you’re the smartest person in every room.

Will picked up the phone.

He found the number of Quartz’s office and dialed it. Three rings. Four. Then the line opened and there was a breath on the other end, the particular breath of a man who’d been expecting this call, which should have told Will everything and told him nothing because he wasn’t listening for it.

“It’s Decay,” he said. “I want to meet.”


CHAPTER 27

Quartz said yes too fast.

That was the first thing. Will pitched the meeting as transactional, mutual interest, a former operative offering his services to a supply chain under siege, and Quartz said yes before Will had finished the sentence. No hesitation. No “let me check with someone.” No twitchy fumbling or cowardly hedging. Just “I can set that up” in a voice that sounded like he’d already been asked to set it up.

The location was the old textile warehouse past the south side rail yards. Same neighborhood as the first warehouse, the one where Will had cut through Quartz’s crystals and fought Torque and gotten a shard in his bicep and started everything. Will filed the symmetry. A full circle. The tidiness of it should have been a warning.

He hung up and sat on the cot for a long time, holding the phone, running the play in his head. He’d offer Quartz the Scarlet Squadron’s operational plans in exchange for Cinder. Simple. Transactional. Exactly the kind of deal Quartz expected from Decay, because Decay was a motivated operator who paid himself in crystal and that profile had never changed as far as Quartz knew.

The Cinder was the cover story. That’s what he told himself. He’d use the exchange to get close, map Solace’s operation, feed the layout back to Avery, and lead Edgecraft into a trap. The crystals themselves were tactical insurance. He probably wouldn’t need them.

Probably.

The family was asleep. The house above him had the particular character of a building full of people who were grieving and exhausted, the silence heavier than silence usually was.

Jess had been on the phone with the CA for hours after the team came home. Funeral logistics. Classification of the incident. The bureaucratic machinery of a hero’s death, which was different from a civilian’s death because the paperwork was longer and the politics were worse and the person was still just as gone.

Will picked up his pocket knife and tied his shoes. He pulled on the same hoodie he’d worn on the bender, now washed and cleaned and freshly scented. He left his phone on the shelf.

That was deliberate. If Rue tracked his location, she’d see the phone in the basement and assume he was sleeping. If Avery checked, same. The phone was a decoy and he knew it was a decoy and the word “decoy” belonged to the vocabulary of a man running an operation, not a man sneaking out of his mother’s house in the middle of the night.

He went up the stairs. The hidden door opened without resistance. No chair this time. He moved through the hallway in the dark, past the living room where the couch where Morning Glory had been laid was empty now, past the kitchen where Jess’s notepad was still on the table, and out the back door.

The lock turned silently. The night air hit his face and it smelled like cut grass and concrete dust and the specific chill of late spring, a cold that didn’t commit to being cold but never quite let you be warm.

He walked. No portal. No car. Foot traffic, hooded, anonymous, a man moving through Lancaster City streets at 1 AM with a knife in his pocket and a plan that was both airtight and stupid.

***

The textile warehouse was a shell. Three stories of brick and broken windows.

The south side rail yards were quiet, no trains at this hour, just the skeletal outlines of cargo infrastructure and the distant hum of the highway. Will approached from the west, through an empty lot, keeping to the shadows out of habit more than necessity. Nobody was watching this part of the city at 2 AM. Nobody with good intentions, anyway.

He found a side door. Unlocked. The hinges were oiled and the handle was new, which meant someone maintained this entrance, which meant the building wasn’t abandoned in the way it appeared to be.

He pushed through into a corridor that smelled like dust and chemical solvents and something sweeter underneath, a crystalline scent he recognized the way a recovering alcoholic recognizes the smell of whiskey from across a room. Cinder. The residue of it, baked into the walls and the floor and the air, the ghost of production.

His cutting power hummed. The fault lines in the door frame, the seams in the concrete floor, the structure of the building around him. Not the soaring, world-splitting awareness of Cinder. Just the quiet hum he’d carried since fourteen. Enough to feel his way through a dark building. Enough to know the walls were solid. Enough to know if someone was on the other side of the next door.

He found Quartz in a back office on the second floor.

The room was small. Desk, two chairs, a fluorescent light that hummed at a frequency slightly lower than comfortable. Quartz was sitting at the desk with nothing in front of him, no food, no paperwork, no phone. Just his hands folded on the surface and his eyes on the door, waiting.

Two chairs. One on each side of the desk. Set up like a meeting. Like someone had prepared for a conversation with a specific number of participants.

Will sat in the empty chair. The fluorescent light buzzed. Quartz looked at him with the twitchy, nervous energy that Will knew, the darting eyes and the fidgeting hands and the particular posture of a man who was always ready to say something cowardly and self-serving.

“Thank you for coming,” said Quartz.

“You said yes awfully fast.”

“You caught me at a good time.” Quartz’s fingers tapped the desk. “Things are... complicated right now. Solace is under pressure. The Scarlet Squadron is getting closer. She’s talking about contingencies.”

“What kind of contingencies?”

“The kind where people leave Lancaster City in a hurry and the people who can’t leave fast enough get left behind.” More tapping. “I don’t want to be left behind.”

“So you’re open to a deal.”

“I’m open to a conversation.” Quartz looked at his own hands like they’d betrayed him, then folded them again. “What are you offering?”

Will laid out the Scarlet Squadron’s operational structure and their target list. Their approach vectors for the next phase of the campaign against Edgecraft. In exchange, he wanted Cinder. Enough to portal. Enough to be useful.

None of it was real. The target list was three days old and Avery had already scrapped it after the ambush. The approach vectors were pulled from a briefing Will had overheard bits of through the floor, before Morning Glory, before everything changed.

He’d salted in enough accurate detail to make it convincing and built the rest from what a smart person would assume the squad was planning. It sounded real. It would fall apart under any serious verification, but Will was betting that Quartz wouldn’t verify. Quartz would take the intel to Solace and Solace would act on it and the squad would be somewhere else entirely.

That was the play. Give Quartz bad product, get Cinder in return, and use the meeting to map whatever he could before he left.

The words came out easy. Too easy. He’d rehearsed them on the walk over, turning each one in his head the way he turned the knife in his fingers, and by the time he said them they sounded like strategy. Like a man who needed tools for a job. Not like a man who’d spent four days shaking on a cot while his body screamed for the thing he was currently asking for by name.

He wasn’t going to use it. He was going to hold it. He was going to walk into whatever fight was coming with the option of portals in his pocket, and the option would stay an option unless it needed to be more than that, and it wouldn’t need to be more than that because he was clean and thinking clearly and this was different.

It was different. He was almost sure.

Quartz listened. Nodded. The nodding was too even, too rhythmic, like a man who was performing the act of considering something he’d already decided about.

“She might go for that,” said Quartz. “The losses have been... significant. On both sides. She didn’t want the fight to escalate like this.”

“Morning Glory,” said Will.

Something moved in Quartz’s face, not guilt, something more technical. “That wasn’t planned. Torque lost control. Cinder-enhanced combat is unpredictable. Solace was furious.”

“Furious that it happened or furious that it made things worse?”

“Does it matter?”

“It matters if I’m going to be dealing with her.”

Quartz nodded again. Same rhythm. Then he said, “She’s repositioning assets to the north side. The distribution network is being consolidated. She expects the next push to come within forty-eight hours.”

Will paused.

The words sat in the air between them, ordinary and wrong. Quartz was talking about Solace’s movements and expectations and strategic posture. Not the way a hostage talks about his captor. A hostage doesn’t know his captor’s strategic posture. A hostage knows what he’s told and guesses at the rest and gets half of it wrong.

Quartz was speaking like a man who’d been briefed.

Will’s brain did the thing it had always done, the thing that had kept him alive in Mastodon and on the run and in every room he’d ever walked into. It caught the wrong note. And once you heard the wrong note, you couldn’t unhear it, and the rest of the melody unraveled around it.

The targets Quartz had given him had all been clean and actionable. Precisely the kind of intelligence a motivated operator would want. No dead ends, no partial data, no verification needed.

That’s not what coerced intelligence looks like. A man being forced to cooperate by his captor gives you bad information mixed with good, misremembered details, conflicting timelines. He gives you what he can while trying to protect himself. He doesn’t hand you a finished dossier.

Quartz’s intel had been a finished dossier. Every time.

Will’s eyes moved to the table. Two chairs. Set up before he arrived, the second one positioned at the exact distance for a conversation, angled slightly to face the door. Quartz had known he was coming. Not because Will had called an hour ago. Because Quartz had been told to expect this, probably before Will had even picked up the phone.

Because Quartz didn’t check with Solace.

Because Quartz didn’t need to check with Solace.

“How long have you been with Edgecraft?” said Will.

Quartz’s hands stopped fidgeting.

Not a pause. A cessation. The nervous energy that Will had associated with Quartz since the first warehouse, the sandwich crumbs and the sputtering and the performative terror, all of it just stopped. Like a switch being flipped. Like an actor stepping out of character between takes.

The man sitting across from Will was not twitchy. He was not nervous. He was not cowardly or self-serving or any of the things Will had filed him as since the night he’d cut through crystal in a warehouse and watched Quartz cower behind Torque.

The man sitting across from Will was still. Patient. Calm in the way that only someone who has never been afraid of this situation can be calm.

“Since the beginning,” said Quartz. “Before the beginning. We built the operation together.”

“The warehouse. The office. The sandwich crumbs.”

“You needed to believe I was a an unwilling stooge. You needed to believe you were saving someone, or at least leveraging someone weak. It made the deal feel justified. You weren’t buying drugs from a criminal. You were turning an asset. Solace said you’d need that. She was right.”

The fluorescent light buzzed. The room was small and the light was bad and Will was sitting across from a man he’d thought he understood for weeks and the man was someone else entirely.

“She’s here, isn’t she?” he asked.

Quartz didn’t answer. He didn’t need to.

The door behind Will opened.

Solace walked in with slow, unhurried steps, the calm of a woman whose biokinesis meant her heart rate never rose above resting and her face never showed anything she didn’t choose to show. Tall. Dark hair. Eyes that looked at you like they were reading your cellular structure, which they probably were.

Behind her. Torque, filling the doorway, already enhanced, the Cinder bulk stretching his frame. Glitch, smaller, twitchier than Quartz had ever pretended to be, his fingers sparking against the electronics in the room. Four more that Will didn’t recognize, armed and enhanced and positioned at the exits.

The room went from a meeting to a cage in the time it took Solace to sit in the chair that Quartz vacated for her.

She sat across from Will. Crossed her legs. Looked at him the way you look at something that’s served its purpose.

“You were very useful,” said Solace.

“I’ve been hearing that a lot lately.”

“You should. It’s true. Siphon was a problem. The stash houses on the south side were competition I hadn’t consolidated yet. You cleared my board for me, and you did it efficiently, and you paid yourself for the privilege.” She smiled. The smile was warm. Everything about Solace was warm. That was the danger of a healer turned predator. The warmth was real. “I want you to understand that I’m not angry with you. You did exactly what I needed you to do.”

“Every target.”

“Every target. Quartz selected them based on my priorities. You executed them based on your need. The arrangement was efficient for everyone.”

“Except Morning Glory.”

The smile dimmed. Not because Solace felt guilt. Because the mention of a dead hero was a variable in a conversation she was trying to control.

“That was regrettable,” she said. “Torque’s enhancement makes him unreliable in sustained engagements. I’ve spoken with him about it.”

“You’ve spoken with him about it.”

“The loss of a hero draws attention. Attention complicates my operation. I prefer clean outcomes.” She studied him like she could see his individual cells. “Which brings us to you. You’re clean now. I can see it in your blood chemistry. No Cinder in your system. You’re less than you were. I’m sorry about that.”

“I’m not.”

“You will be.” She uncrossed her legs and leaned forward. “I’m going to ask you a question and I’d like you to answer honestly, because the answer determines what happens next. Are you here alone?”

The room was quiet, Torque breathing, Glitch’s fingers sparking, the fluorescent hum overhead.

Will didn’t answer.

Solace nodded anyway. “That’s what I thought. That’s the profile Quartz built of you. Brilliant. Resourceful. Completely incapable of accepting that someone else might be running the play.”

Will’s hand moved toward his pocket. Toward the knife.

Torque’s hand landed on his wrist. The grip was heavy and enhanced and it closed around Will’s forearm like a hydraulic press finding its resting pressure. Not crushing. Containing. The difference between the two was theoretical at the moment.

“Don’t,” said Solace. “I don’t want to hurt you. You’re more useful operational than damaged. Addicts with your skill set don’t grow on trees.”

“I’m not an addict,“ he snapped.

She stood and smiled at him. “You came here to ask for Cinder. You came here clean and asked for more. I don’t think you even know if you meant it as a cover or not.”

The smartest person in the room. The easiest mark in Lancaster City.

Then the wall came in.

Not metaphorically. The actual wall. The east wall of the office exploded inward in a shower of brick and drywall and rebar and behind the debris, already moving, already enormous, was Physique.

She hit the room like a freight train in a pink and black costume, her face locked in the expression of a woman who had carried a friend’s body home that afternoon and was done being careful with other people’s architecture.

Miss Mass was behind her. Density shifted, the air around her heavier, the floor groaning under her weight. She didn’t run. She walked. Walking was enough.

Above them, the ceiling tore. Kestrel’s telekinesis ripping the roof panels back, the night sky opening up above the fluorescent light, and Avery was hovering there, not flying, floating on her own power, her hair loose and her eyes focused and her hands raised in front of her, fingers spread, the telekinesis pouring off her in visible waves that made the dust dance.

The east entrance blew open. Liz Laser came through it, hands lit, the energy bright enough to throw shadows across the room, and she was moving fast, faster than Will had given her credit for, the laser light tracking from target to target.

The front of the building. Glass shattering. Relic. Jess in full gear, the copper armband crackling on her wrist, a barrier of blue energy expanding ahead of her that ate the dust and the debris and gave her a clean line of approach.

How did they know?

The question lived in his head for half a second before the answer arrived. Rue. Camera feeds. Or Avery checking the basement. Or Jess, because Jess always knew, because Jess had spent twenty years reading Will’s face and Will had the face of a man who’d made a decision, and she’d seen it at the dinner table and she’d waited and she’d followed and she’d brought the war with her.

The room became chaos.

Torque released Will’s wrist and took Cinder. The transformation was immediate, his frame expanding, the enhancement turning an already dangerous man into something architectural. Glitch fired an electromagnetic pulse that killed the fluorescents and half of Rue’s surveillance feeds and probably everything electronic in a two-block radius where their team operated. The Edgecraft operatives scattered toward the exits and found Liz Laser at one and Relic at another and neither exit was an exit anymore.

Will moved. No portal. No enhanced range. Just the pocket knife and a body that remembered how to fight in confined spaces because confined spaces were all he’d ever had. He cut through the desk as Quartz raised a crystal barrier, the blade shearing the wood and the crystal together, enough to create an opening, and he went through it.

Quartz stumbled back. The calm, patient mask cracked for the first time, and underneath it wasn’t the twitchy coward. It was surprise. Real surprise, from a man who’d predicted everything about Will except the possibility that Will’s family might show up.

Miss Mass hit Torque. The impact sounded like two buildings colliding. Torque went back three feet. Miss Mass didn’t move. Density manipulation versus Cinder-enhanced strength, and for one beautiful second the physics were even, the immovable object holding. Then Torque planted and pushed and Miss Mass slid, her feet grinding trenches in the concrete floor, and the physics tipped.

Physique came in from the side. Fast, impossibly fast, the rugged ferocity that Will remembered from her student days except now it was polished and lethal and aimed at Torque’s knees. He buckled. Miss Mass pressed. Physique hit. Torque went down.

Avery’s telekinesis swept the room. Crystal barriers shattered. Operatives went airborne, then went into walls. Quartz tried to grow a barrier around himself and Avery ripped it apart before it was finished, the crystal fragments spinning in the air like a lethal snow globe.

Solace was pinned against the far wall by Relic’s blue energy barrier, Quartz beside her, the duo cornered. Solace’s face was calm. Quartz’s wasn’t. The mask was gone. He looked like what he was underneath it, a man who’d never been in a real fight and was discovering in real time that prediction and preparation weren’t the same thing as survival.

Will cut through the office toward them. Baseline. Step by step. Quartz saw him coming and threw up a crystal barrier. Will cut through it. Quartz threw up another. Will cut through that one too. The pocket knife, the army surplus blade that had never needed to be more than what it was.

Quartz backed into Solace, who didn’t move, who watched Will approach with the clinical interest of a woman who was already calculating and planning the next phase of something that had nothing to do with this room.

Will stopped in front of them. Knife in his hand. Quartz on the ground. Solace standing. The building shaking with the squad’s assault, the sounds of Torque going down, Glitch’s electronics dying, operatives hitting walls.

For one second, it was over. Solace caught. Quartz caught. Edgecraft broken.

Then the loading dock door opened and Astroman walked in.


CHAPTER 28

The first thing Will felt was relief.

Astroman walked through the loading dock door in civilian clothes, no cape, no camera, and the Scarlet Squadron reacted the way any hero team would react when the most powerful member of the Champion Authority Board appeared at their operation uninvited. They assumed help had arrived.

“Astroman,” said Jess.

She said it the way a field commander says a callsign. Not warm, not cold. Professional, with the specific inflection of a woman who knew exactly where he stood in the hierarchy of people who could either save or destroy her family.

She said it like his presence made sense, because it did. A Board member, alerted to a major Edgecraft engagement, showing up to assist. The chain of events was logical. The chain of events was wrong.

Physique straightened. Miss Mass shifted her density down, the floor sighing as her weight returned to something the building could handle. Liz Laser lowered her hands. The combat posture of the room softened by a single degree, the degree that meant the fight was over and the adults had arrived.

Avery didn’t soften. Will saw it. The way Kestrel’s hands stayed raised, the telekinesis still humming in the air around her, the particular focus in her eyes that meant she was reading the room and the room wasn’t adding up.

Astroman surveyed the scene. Solace against the wall, contained by Relic’s blue energy barrier. Quartz beside her on the floor, Torque and Glitch and the operatives all down, the warehouse in ruins. He took it in the way a Board member takes in a report, methodical, assessing. Then his eyes found Solace.

Will was watching Solace’s face when it happened.

She didn’t look afraid. She looked at Astroman the way you look at someone whose arrival changes the math, not because they’re a threat but because they’re a variable you’d been counting on. Not relief. Not fear. Expectation.

Quartz was the louder tell. His body relaxed. The man who’d been panicking thirty seconds ago, mask off, exposed, cornered, looked at Astroman and his shoulders dropped. Not surrender. Comfort. The body language of a man who’d just seen his safety net walk through the door.

Will’s chest went cold.

He was the only person in the room who already knew. The warehouse, Astroman collecting from Solace’s backroom, the secret that Will had carried for weeks. He’d known Astroman was compromised. He’d known the anti-Cinder crusader was a client.

He’d known, and he’d sat on it, and now Astroman was standing in the loading dock of a warehouse full of Will’s family and the knowing felt like glass in his throat.

“Relic,” said Will. “Get back.”

She didn’t hear him. She was talking to Astroman, the Board voice, something about securing the site and CA protocol and the words were right but the context was disintegrating because Astroman wasn’t looking at Solace the way a Board member looks at a captured criminal. He was looking at her the way a client looks at a supplier who’s been arrested in front of him.

“Relic!” he snapped.

Jess stopped talking. She looked at Will. Then she looked at Astroman. Then she looked at Solace, and at the space between Solace and Astroman, and at the way Quartz had stopped panicking, and Will watched his mother do in three seconds what had taken him weeks. The calculation and the pattern and the wrong note.

Her face changed. Not dramatically. A shift in the architecture of her expression, the political mask developing a hairline fracture that only someone who’d spent a lifetime reading Jess would see.

“Astroman,” she said again.

Different inflection, not a callsign anymore but a question disguised as a name.

Astroman met her eyes. And in that moment, the pretense was so thin that the entire room could see through it. Miss Mass stepped back. Physique’s hands balled into fists. Liz Laser’s hands came back up, the light flickering between her fingers.

“Well, this is inconvenient,” said Astroman.

He said it the way you’d say it about a parking ticket. Mild annoyance, the register of a man whose evening had just developed a wrinkle. He looked around the warehouse, at the debris, at the unconscious operatives, at the squad. Then he scratched his neck.

“I had a thing after this,” he said. “I was going to get something to eat. There’s a place on Federal Street that does a steak I’ve been thinking about since Tuesday. Do any of you know the place? On the corner, red awning? Doesn’t matter.”

“Astroman, what are you doing here?” said Jess.

“I could ask you the same thing. Actually, no. I understand what you’re doing here. You’re doing the hero thing. Very noble. Very on-brand.” His expression didn’t change. “This is a mess, isn’t it. This is really a mess.”

He reached into his jacket the way a man reaches for a cigarette at a party that’s gone on too long. Casual and automatic. He pulled out a bag. Clear plastic, heavy with crystal.

Cinder.

More Cinder than Will had ever seen in one place, a supply that represented weeks of production, a dose that could enhance a dozen supers or destroy a single one.

“No,” said Jess. The word came out flat. Not a command. An objection, filed to the universe, from a woman who had spent her career navigating the politics of power and had just discovered that the system she’d been holding together was rotten at the exact level where it mattered most.

Astroman poured the crystals into his palm. Not one. Not two. A handful. Maybe twenty shards. He did it casually, the way he did everything, the practiced choreography of a man who’d done this enough times that an audience didn’t change the routine.

“Don’t,” said Will.

Astroman glanced at him. Not even a real look. The kind of glance you give a sound you’ve already decided isn’t important. Then he put the crystals in his mouth and bit down.

The effect was so much more than mere enhancement.

The air pressure in the warehouse shifted, dropping and then spiking, Will’s ears popping. The fluorescent lights in the corridor blew. Not flickered. Blew. Glass and sparks and sudden darkness.

Astroman’s eyes went white. Not glowing. White. The irises and the pupils and everything behind them replaced by a flat, luminous blankness that didn’t look at anyone so much as through them. His body rose off the concrete. Not flew. Rose. Lifted like gravity had lost interest.

His feet left the ground and his arms drifted to his sides and his cape began to move in a wind that didn’t exist, the fabric rippling, and Will could feel the power radiating off him.

It was a pressure wave that wasn’t telekinesis and wasn’t strength and wasn’t any single ability but all of them at once, supercharged, overloaded, the entire catalog of Astroman’s considerable powers hitting critical mass simultaneously.

The loading dock cracked beneath him, concrete fracturing in a spiderweb pattern, the structural integrity of the building failing under the weight of what was happening above it.

“Well,” said Astroman. “That’s different. That’s very different.”

He looked at his own hands, turning them over, examining. Fascinated.

“I don’t think any of you should leave,” he added. “I think that would be a bad idea for everyone involved, and by everyone I mostly mean me.”

Jess moved first. Not toward cover. Toward Astroman. The Circlet of Ra flared on her forehead and sunfire erupted from the concrete beneath him, a shaft of white-hot flame that should have cooked anything organic. Astroman rose through it. The fire broke around him like water around a stone.

Then the armband. The copper spiral on her wrist crackled blue and the energy barrier expanded in a wall of force, the same barrier that had pinned Solace, now thrown at a target that was orders of magnitude more dangerous. The barrier hit Astroman and held for one second, two, three, the blue light straining, Jess’s face locked in concentration, her boots sliding on the concrete from the pressure.

Then Astroman raised one hand and the barrier shattered.

Jess went back ten feet and hit a support column. She stayed on her feet because Jess always stayed on her feet but the column cracked behind her and the sound of it was the sound of the building losing a structural argument.

“Not bad,” said Astroman, to himself. “The fire thing and the barrier thing. I always wondered what those felt like. Nothing. They felt like nothing.”

Avery’s telekinesis hit next. A focused blast, everything she had, the kind of telekinetic force that could lift a truck and throw it across a parking lot. It caught Astroman in the chest and moved him six inches. Six inches. He looked at Avery the way you look at a gust of wind.

Miss Mass went dense. Maximum density, the immovable object, the version of herself that could stop a freight train by standing in front of it. She planted between Astroman and the rest of the squad and braced.

Astroman flew at her. The impact sound was architectural, the kind of sound that buildings make when they stop being buildings, and Miss Mass slid back three feet and held. Her teeth were clenched. The floor beneath her cratered. She was holding, barely, the physics screaming.

“There she is,” said Astroman. “Miss Mass. Density incarnate. I’ve always liked you, you know. You commit.”

Physique came from the left. Fast, low, targeting the legs, the same approach she’d used on Torque. Astroman’s hand came down and caught her mid-leap.

Not swatted. Caught.

He held her by the shoulder the way you hold a piece of fruit and squeezed and Physique made a sound Will had never heard from her, a sound that meant bones were doing things bones weren’t supposed to do.

“I always forget how fast she is,” he said, holding her. “Big girl. What’s her name, again?”

He wasn’t asking anyone. He was narrating. He threw her. She hit the far wall and the wall lost.

Liz Laser fired. Both hands, full power, the light cutting across the warehouse in twin beams that should have burned through anything organic. The beams hit Astroman and diffused. Scattered against whatever field his body was generating, the laser light breaking apart like water hitting a windshield, the room strobing red and white.

“That tickles,” said Astroman. “Does that usually work? I feel like that should work on most people. It wouldn’t work on me, obviously. But most people.”

Astroman turned toward Liz. The white eyes found her. She fired again, harder, the light from her hands so bright it cast shadows behind Will’s teeth.

Astroman moved and Liz wasn’t fast enough to track him and then he was inside her range and his hand was on her wrist and he lifted her off the ground by one arm and the sound she made was not a scream, it was something smaller and more animal than that.

“I could probably just stop here, if I wanted to.” He was more or less speaking to himself as he held a screaming Liz Laser off the ground by one wrist. “I could stop.”

Astroman casually flung her aside and did something with his hands.

Not a gesture. A compression. He brought his palms together and the pressure wave that had been radiating off him focused, concentrated, and punched downward into the warehouse floor like a pile driver made of sound.

The concrete beneath him cratered. The support columns on the west side of the building buckled. The ceiling groaned once, a sound like a ship breaking apart, and then the western half of the warehouse came down.

Will was already moving when the first girder fell. He didn’t choose a direction. He just went, the way his body had learned in Mastodon to move before the thinking caught up, and the rubble came down behind him and around him and the noise was so loud it stopped being noise and became a physical thing, a wall of sound that filled his chest and his teeth and the space behind his eyes.

Dust. Darkness. The grinding of concrete settling against concrete. Then silence, or something close to it.

Will opened his eyes.

He was in a pocket. Three walls of collapsed warehouse, rubble stacked floor to ceiling, rebar jutting from broken concrete at angles that would take a demolition crew to untangle. Above him the roof was gone, the girders twisted into modern art against a sky thick with particulate dust. The pocket was maybe thirty feet across. Big enough to fight in. Small enough to die in.

On the other side of the rubble, muffled but alive, he could hear them. Avery’s telekinesis grinding against debris, Physique hitting something heavy and immovable, Jess’s voice sharp and giving orders. The others were still there. They just couldn’t get to him yet.

Astroman was standing in the center of the pocket, dusting off his jacket.

“That’s better,” he said, looking around the wreckage with the mild interest of a man surveying a hotel room. “It was getting crowded in there. Too many people, too many moving parts. I’ve never been a team-sport person, if I’m being honest. I always perform best one-on-one.”

Fifteen feet between them. Will had a pocket knife and no way to close the distance and ribs that were screaming from the backhand he’d taken before sixty seconds ago. Astroman had the combined output of every power he’d ever demonstrated, running at critical mass, fueled by enough Cinder to kill six normal supers.

Great odds. Very survivable.

Will raised the knife.

Astroman laughed. Not the showman’s laugh. Something looser, less rehearsed, the laugh of a man who was having the best time he’d had in years and didn’t care who knew it.

“Oh, that’s wonderful,” he said. “That’s really wonderful. The knife. The same knife. You know, I’ve thought about that knife more than I’d like to admit. I spent nine months in physical therapy because of that knife. Do you know what that’s like? Nine months of a man in a white coat telling Astroman to bend his knee ten degrees further. Astroman. Told to bend.”

He moved. Not fast. Leisurely. The godlike power made speed irrelevant because he didn’t need speed when he was this much of everything else. He drifted toward Will the way weather drifts, and Will barely got the knife up before Astroman’s hand closed around his wrist and squeezed.

The pain was immediate and structural. Not a crush. A compression. Will’s wrist bones ground together and his fingers spasmed and the knife stayed in his hand because his hand had made a deal with itself in Mastodon that superseded pain.

Astroman lifted him by the wrist. One-handed. Will’s feet left the rubble. The white eyes studied him from six inches away, and behind the luminous blankness Will could see the machinery working, the Cinder churning, the man underneath the god trying to hold the god together.

“I knew your father, you know,” said Astroman. “Halberd. Before he went bad. Big man, bigger personality. I gave a speech once about the nature of evil that used him as an example. Can’t remember what I said. Something about threads and patterns. Seeing you now just makes me feel tired.”

He threw Will into the rubble wall.

The impact rearranged things. Will’s back hit broken concrete and something in his shoulder blade shifted and the dust came down in a curtain and he was on the ground again, breathing concrete, tasting blood, the knife still in his hand.

He got up.

***

FOUR YEARS EARLIER

The yard was empty except for them.

Not empty because it was yard time and nobody had come. Empty because people had seen Despot walk toward the east wall where Lockpick was sitting and had decided they had business elsewhere. That was how it worked with Despot.

Lockpick was the focus today.

Despot wanted him to do something, not the finger again, something worse. Something that crossed a line Lockpick had been standing on for months, the line between obedience and belief, between doing what Despot said because prison was crushing him and doing what Despot said because he thought Despot was right.

“No,” said Lockpick. Flat. Final.

Despot didn’t raise his voice. He never raised his voice. “You’re still afraid of it.”

“I’m not doing it.”

“The strong don’t have options that end in no.” Despot’s voice was conversational and quiet, the volume of a man explaining something obvious to someone slow. “I’ve given you the framework. I’ve given you the clarity. You understand what you are. What you could be. The only thing keeping you imprisoned is you.”

“I said no.”

Despot’s face didn’t change. The disappointment didn’t arrive the way anger would have. It settled in like weather, a shift in the atmospheric pressure of his expression.

“Look at me,” said Despot.

Lockpick looked at him. He’d looked at Despot a hundred times in this yard, in the cafeteria, in the corridors between cells. He’d never felt anything when he did it except the vague unease of being studied by someone smarter than you.

This time was different.

Despot’s eyes found his and something hit Lockpick that wasn’t physical, wasn’t pain, wasn’t any sensation his body had a name for. Fear. Pure, biological, unreasoning fear, the kind that lives underneath thought, underneath identity, underneath every structure you’ve ever built to explain who you are and why you matter.

His legs went soft. His hands started shaking. His vision contracted to a point and the point was Despot’s face and the face was calm and patient and completely indifferent to what it was doing to the boy in front of it.

This was Despot’s power. Not influence. Not persuasion. Not making people want to agree with him. That’s what it looked like from the outside, the subtle version, the boardroom version, the Normexital-dampened version that nudged instead of broke.

The real version was this. Fear as a weapon. Fear as a language. Fear that reached into you and found the part of yourself that was still a child in the dark and whispered to it.

Despot hit him. Not with power. With his fist. The first blow caught Lockpick in the jaw and spun his head sideways and the yard tilted and the sky was the wrong color.

The second blow was to the stomach and Lockpick folded around it, the air leaving his body in a sound that wasn’t voluntary.

The third was to the ribs and something shifted in a way that meant he’d be feeling it for weeks.

He went down. The concrete was cold and gritty and tasted like dust and iron and he was on his hands and knees and the fear was everywhere, filling his body, drowning thought.

Despot stood over him in the silent yard, the guards looking elsewhere, the inmates gone.

“You think saying no makes you brave,” said Despot. “It doesn’t. It makes you small. The cage isn’t the room, Lockpick. The cage is the part of you that believes you deserve to be in it.”

Lockpick stayed on the ground. His jaw was swelling and his ribs were shifting and the fear was so thick he could taste it.

He could fight back. His cutting power was suppressed but not dead, not on a standard dose day, and a blade was still a blade. He had a tile shard in his back pocket. The same kind of shard he’d used on Rampart’s finger. He could reach for it.

The thought sat in his head like a lit match.

The strong don’t stay down.

That was Despot’s line. Despot’s framework. The philosophy that Lockpick had been resisting and accepting and resisting again for months, the seesaw of a boy who couldn’t decide if the man standing over him was a monster or the only person who’d ever told him the truth.

Despot hit him again. Open-handed this time. The sound of it echoed off the yard walls.

Lockpick reached for the tile shard.

He didn’t think about it. His hand moved and the shard was in his palm and the cutting power found it and he slashed upward from the ground, the shard biting into Despot’s calf through the fabric of his prison grays. Not deep. Not to the artery. But the blood was immediate and the pain registered on Despot’s face for one second, just one, the flicker of something human behind the fear-gaze.

Lockpick pushed himself to his feet. Bleeding. Shaking. The shard in his hand, the cutting power humming through it, his body screaming and his jaw swelling and the fear still thick in every cell of him. But he was standing. The man on the ground was supposed to stay on the ground, and he’d gotten up, and the shard was in his hand, and the strong don’t stay down.

Despot looked at him.

And smiled.

Not a grimace. Not the performance of a man conceding a point. A real smile, warm and proud. The specific expression of a teacher whose student has just solved the problem that matters. He looked at the blood on his calf and then he looked at Lockpick standing over him with the tile shard and the cutting power still humming and the look on his face was recognition.

“There he is,” said Despot. “I was wondering when you’d arrive.”

The understanding dawned about three seconds too late.

He was standing over Despot with a weapon. He’d been on the ground and he’d reached for the power and he’d gotten up and he’d struck and that was the lesson.

Not obedience. Not compliance. Not doing what Despot told him because prison was crushing him and the alternative was worse. Belief. The kind that comes when you stop resisting the philosophy and start proving it with your body.

The strong don’t stay down. The ceiling is artificial. The real Lockpick is the one who cuts.

He’d won the fight. He’d lost something else.

The tile shard was warm in his hand. The blood on it was Despot’s. The pride on Despot’s face was the worst thing Lockpick had ever seen, worse than the fear-gaze, worse than the beating, because the fear and the beating were things that happened to him. The pride was something he’d earned.

***

Will was on the ground.

Different ground. Different decade. Same flavor of fear sitting at the base of his skull. The rubble pocket was smaller than it had been a minute ago. Astroman’s power was eroding the walls, the pressure wave chewing at the concrete, and the pocket was shrinking by degrees.

Astroman was still talking. He was always fucking talking.

“I don’t think people appreciate how difficult it is to be me,” he said. He was floating three feet off the ground, the white eyes scanning the pocket, the cape rippling in the sourceless wind. “The expectations. The appearances. The constant, unrelenting weight of being the best at everything and having to pretend that I’m not. Do you know what that does to a person? Over forty years? Probably not. You’ve never been the best at anything.”

Will got up. The ribs were worse now. His shoulder blade was doing something new and unpleasant. The knife was in his hand and his cutting power was humming at baseline and the most powerful super on the continent was floating between him and the only way out.

He moved through the rubble. The collapsed walls had created uneven terrain, angles and overhangs and places where the broken concrete jutted in ways he could use for cover. He was reading the space the way he’d read every space since Mastodon. Sight lines. Cover. The geometry of confined violence.

Astroman drifted toward him. Casual. The leisurely approach of a man who knew he couldn’t lose and was savoring it.

“I want you to know something,” said Astroman. “This isn’t personal. You’re just... in the way. You’ve been in the way since you cut my legs. Everything I’ve done since then, the cane, the press conferences, the Cinder, all of it traces back to a fugitive who got absurdly lucky in a fight. I have spent years recovering from your luck.”

Will cut through a piece of rebar that was blocking his path. The metal parted cleanly.

“That’s what it was, by the way,” said Astroman. “Luck. I want to be very clear about that.”

Astroman moved and Will didn’t see the strike. One moment he was upright, the next he was embedded in the rubble wall, his back against broken concrete, the air gone from his lungs, the world white-edged and ringing. His ribs shifted again. Something was wrong in his chest now, not just pain but the wrong kind of movement, the kind that meant structural damage.

He slid down the wall. Landed on his hands and knees. The rubble under his palms was sharp with glass and concrete fragments and dust.

And there, half-buried in the debris, inches from his left hand, was a crystal.

Cinder. One shard. Spilled from Astroman’s bag during the collapse, or shaken loose from the production residue baked into the warehouse walls.

It caught the dim light and threw it back in pieces, the facets glinting, and Will could feel it before he touched it. The hum. The promise. One crystal and he had portals. One crystal and the distance between him and Astroman stopped mattering. One crystal and he could actually fight this.

His hand was right there. His fingers could close around it. The logic was clean and beautiful and it arrived fully formed the way addict logic always did.

This is different. This is survival. One crystal doesn’t make you an addict. One crystal makes you alive.

The strong don’t stay down.

Despot’s voice. Despot’s framework. The same pitch, the same promise, the same beautiful logic that said the bigger version of you is the real one and the ceiling is artificial and the power is right there and all you have to do is reach for it.

Will looked at the crystal. He looked at his hand. He looked at the line between where he was and where he needed to be, the distance that had defined his entire life.

He moved his hand past it.

Not a dramatic gesture. Not a speech. Not a moment of moral clarity with a soundtrack and a camera angle. Just a man on his hands and knees who chose not to pick something up. He left the crystal in the dust and he pushed himself to his feet and he was stuck in place and the knife was all he had. Stuck in place. That was what he had.

Astroman was mid-sentence about something. Will wasn’t listening anymore. He was reading.

The legs. Close enough now to see them clearly. The tremors in Astroman’s thighs, the way the muscles fired in patterns that weren’t voluntary, the joints swelling visibly under the fabric of his pants.

The Cinder had rebuilt these legs from the ruin Will had made of them years ago, but the rebuild was a temporary structure, a bridge over a canyon, and the bridge was burning. Astroman’s body was consuming itself to fuel the godhood, and the parts that Cinder had repaired were failing first because they’d been made by the same thing that was now destroying them.

Will could see the fault lines, not with Cinder sight or enhanced perception. With the same quiet hum he’d carried since he was a child, the same instinct that read the architecture of things that were about to break. Astroman’s legs were about to break. The Cinder was doing the work. All Will needed to do was help it along.

He moved. Low, through the debris, using the uneven ground for cover. Astroman’s pressure wave pushed at him and Will leaned into it the way you lean into a headwind, his body tilted forward, the knife in his hand.

“...which brings me back to the point I was making about legacy,” Astroman was saying, floating, the white eyes scanning. “A legacy is really about...”

Will got inside his range. The knife found the inside of the left knee, the precise point where the ligaments converged. He cut. Clean. Surgical. The blade doing what the blade had always done, finding the fault line and following it.

Astroman’s sentence stopped. The sound he made was not a scream. It was surprise. A god discovering that gods still have knees.

His left leg buckled. Will shifted his weight and cut the right in the same motion, same depth, same precision, the pocket knife moving through enhanced tissue the way it had always moved through everything.

Astroman fell.

Not all the way. He was still powered, still radiating, still generating the pressure wave that made the air taste like copper and dust. But he was on the ground, and his legs wouldn’t hold him, and his hands were braced against the concrete, and the white eyes were flickering, the luminous blankness stuttering, and underneath the white was brown. Human. Afraid.

Will stood over him. Knife in his hand. No portals. No crystals. Enough to open a throat. Enough to finish it. Enough to prove that the strong don’t stay down and the ceiling is artificial and the man standing over the man on the ground always, always strikes the final blow.

Astroman looked up at him with the showmanship and the vanity both gone. The narration, the self-commentary, the leisurely cruelty. What was left was Marcus. A man on the ground looking up at the man who’d put him there, and he he’d done it twice, both times with a tiny knife. The white fading from his eyes. The godlike power collapsing back into the broken frame it had been built on.

“You’re going to want to finish that,” said Astroman. “I would. If it were me standing there. I wouldn’t even think about it.”

Will looked at the knife. Looked at Astroman. Looked at the rubble walls around them, the pocket of wreckage where a god had fallen.

“Yeah,” said Will. “I know you would.”

He put the knife in his pocket.

Astroman stared at him. Brown eyes, human eyes, and for the first time the face didn’t have a performance loaded behind it. Just confusion. The real article, from a man who had operated his entire life inside a framework where power was its own justification, where the man standing over the man on the ground always struck the final blow.

“Why aren’t you doing it,” said Astroman. Not a question. An objection. The tone of a man who was personally offended by an outcome that didn’t fit his framework. “Doesn’t... make any sense.”

“I know,” said Will.

He stepped back. The knife stayed in his pocket. Astroman stayed on the ground.

Behind them, the rubble wall groaned. The grinding sound of Avery’s telekinesis finding purchase, pulling tons of concrete apart piece by piece. Physique’s fist punching through from the other side, the impact shaking dust from the wreckage. The armband’s blue glow cutting through the gap, Jess’s barrier pushing debris aside.

They came through one by one. Avery first, bleeding, her telekinesis clearing the path. Physique behind her, shoulder wrecked, face white, still moving. Jess through the gap with the barrier ahead of her. Miss Mass. Liz Laser, hands dim, breathing hard.

They found Will standing in the rubble pocket. Astroman on the ground. The knife in Will’s pocket. The Cinder crystal still lying in the dust where he’d left it, untouched.

Avery looked at him. The gash above her eye was still bleeding. She didn’t wipe it. Something moved in her face that Will had never seen there before. Not pride. Not relief. Recognition.

Will sat down on a piece of rubble. His ribs ached. His hands were steady.


CHAPTER 29

The sun was up. Will was sitting at the table with his hands around a coffee mug he hadn’t drunk from, his ribs taped, his shoulder wrong in a way that was going to be wrong for a while. His hands smelled like concrete dust. He’d showered and the dust was still in the creases of his knuckles, ground in, the kind of clean you can’t get to on the first pass.

The house was moving around him. Physique was in the guest room with her shoulder in a sling and Miss Mass sitting on the edge of the bed telling her to stop trying to flex it. Liz Laser was on the back porch, not talking to anyone, her hands still trembling from overuse. Avery was upstairs, her telekinesis quiet, the house lighter in a way you could feel when she wasn’t holding anything with it.

Jess was on the phone. She’d been on the phone since they’d come home, the Board voice running on a track that didn’t intersect with the woman who’d blown through a warehouse wall to find her family. Classification of the incident. Jurisdiction questions. The arrest paperwork for Solace and Quartz, which was apparently complicated by Astroman’s involvement, which was apparently complicated by everything.

Morning Glory’s funeral was in two days. Rue had mentioned it while making coffee an hour ago, the way you mention something that’s real and recent and too heavy to hold at full weight. The CA was handling the arrangements.

Will had never been to a hero’s funeral. He imagined it involved flags and speeches and the particular brand of institutional grief that made death feel like a press release. Morning Glory deserved better than that. Morning Glory had deserved better than a lot of things.

The coffee was cold. Will drank it anyway.

For the first time in weeks, he wasn’t calculating his next move. No play. No angle. No exit strategy or cover story or list of lies ranked by plausibility. He was sitting at the table, drinking cold coffee, watching the morning do what mornings do.

***

Jess found him on the back porch after the others had cleared out.

Liz was gone. Physique and Miss Mass had left for the hospital to get the shoulder looked at properly. Rue and Avery were upstairs, giving the house the particular quiet that meant they knew something was about to happen and were staying out of its way. The family’s radar for hard conversations had been calibrated by years of practice.

Jess leaned against the porch railing. She’d changed out of the Relic costume and into jeans and a gray sweater that Will had seen a thousand times, the one with the stretched collar that showed her collarbone. Her hair was down. The Circlet of Ra was somewhere inside, the armband, the cloak. She looked like Jess.

She didn’t say anything for a long time. The backyard was green and quiet and the morning light was doing something soft to the fence line and the grass and the air between them.

“I’m not ready for this conversation,” said Jess.

“Okay.”

“We’re having it anyway.”

Will nodded without leaning back or crossing his arms. He sat in the porch chair with his taped ribs and his wrong shoulder and he looked at her and waited.

Jess looked at him for a long time. Not anger. The architecture of a woman holding something structural in place.

“I gave up the Board for you,” she said. “Not the title. The Board still thinks I’m theirs. But I gave up the reality of it. Every vote, every briefing, every political favor I’ve spent years accumulating. I leveraged all of it to keep you in this house. To keep you hidden. To keep you safe. And you lied to me.”

“Yes.”

“You used Cinder in my basement. Under my roof. While the rest of us slept upstairs.”

“Yes.”

“You snuck out. You withheld crucial intel. You got people hurt.” She stopped. The jaw again. “You got people killed.”

Will didn’t look away. The impulse was there, the old muscle memory of deflection, the dry joke or the strategic redirect. He didn’t use it. He sat with what she was saying because she was right and because she’d earned the right to say it, every word.

“I’m not going to ask you why,” said Jess. “I know why. The addiction, the portals, the feeling of being more. I understand the mechanics. But understanding the mechanics doesn’t make it hurt less.”

She pushed off the railing and stood straight and her eyes were bright and hard and the softness in her face was gone.

“I know,” he said, with a tired sigh.

“I’m not done being angry.” The voice of a woman who could address the CA Board at full session and never raise her pitch. “I need you to let me be angry. I need you to not fix it or explain it or make it smaller with a joke. I need you to sit with the fact that I trusted you, and you broke it, and I’m going to be angry about that for a long time.”

Will felt something crack in his chest that wasn’t a rib.

“Okay,” he said.

The word hung in the air between them. Small. Honest. Totally insufficient and the only thing worth saying.

Jess looked at him. The hard brightness in her eyes shifted, not softening, but deepening, the way anger becomes grief when it’s been running long enough. She didn’t say “I forgive you.” She didn’t say “we’ll get through this adn survive it.” She didn’t offer any of the verbal architecture that people build over the damage to make a room feel livable.

“I’m going inside,” she said.

She turned. Got to the door. Stopped with her hand on the frame.

“You didn’t use it in the fight against Astroman,” she said. Not looking at him, her voice quieter now, the Board voice gone. Just Jess.

“No.”

A pause. “I’m still angry.”

“I know.”

She went inside. The door didn’t slam. It closed. The click of a latch settling into place, quiet and ordinary, and Will sat on the porch and watched the morning keep going and the click was worse than a slam, the way it always was with Jess, the way the quiet things from her always hit harder than the loud things.

He sat there for a while after the coffee was gone, the sun moving, the fence post leaning.

Not resolved. But they were talking.

***

Will walked.

No destination. No play. Just movement, the particular aimless momentum of a man who’d had a conversation that needed metabolizing and whose body had decided that sitting still wasn’t going to cut it. He went south on Elm, past the bakery that had been a dry cleaner when he was a kid, past the corner where the bus stop bench was still bolted to the same cracked sidewalk.

He sat on the bench. The metal was cold through his jeans. Lancaster City moved around him, cars and pedestrians and the ordinary machinery of a Tuesday morning that didn’t know or care that a warehouse had collapsed three days ago. A woman walked a terrier. A delivery truck double-parked. The world doing what the world did, which was keep going.

“You look like you’re posing for an album cover,” said a voice. “Brooding Man on Bench. Very indie. Very sad.”

Mist was standing three feet to his left. She hadn’t been there a second ago. The teleportation was seamless, the mist dispersing from around her ankles like stage fog on a budget, and she was looking at him with the expression of a woman who’d been planning this entrance for at least ten minutes.

She looked better than the last time he’d seen her. Still thin. Still carrying the Cinder damage in the way she moved, a care in her steps that the old Mist wouldn’t have tolerated.

But she was upright, dressed in actual clothes instead of a hospital gown, her hair doing something intentional, and the energy that radiated off her was running at maybe sixty percent of its usual chaos, which was still more energy than most people had at full capacity.

“Pick,” she said. “Scoot over.”

He scooted. She sat beside him on the bench with the particular grace of a woman who was pretending the sitting didn’t cost her anything.

“How’d you find me?” he said.

“I’m Mist. I find everyone.” She crossed her legs. “Also Rue texted me that you left the house looking like a kicked puppy and I figured you’d be near the bus stop since you’re predictable.”

“I’m not predictable.”

“You are incredibly predictable. But that’s something I appreciate.” She glanced at him. “You’re sitting on that public benches like it owes you money. Relax your shoulders.”

Will didn’t relax his shoulders. “How are you feeling?”

“I’m up and moving. I’m teleporting longer distances without throwing up. I ate solid food yesterday and it stayed down. By my standards, I’m thriving.” She looked out at the street to where the terrier woman was coming back the other direction. “By normal human standards I’m a mess, but normal human standards have never applied to me and I refuse to start now.”

“That’s the spirit.”

“It is the spirit. Thank you for acknowledging it. I heard about the warehouse.”

She was quiet for a moment. The quiet was unusual. Mist filled silences the way water filled cracks, instinctively, completely, and a gap in her conversation was like a gap in a wall. Something was behind it.

“Yeah,” he said.

“I heard about Astroman.”

“We had a bit of a scuffle.”

“I heard you did something stupid and brave and that you didn’t use Cinder to do it.” She was looking at him more closely now, the playful veneer thin enough to see through. “That true?”

“Close enough.”

The terrier barked at a pigeon. The delivery truck pulled away. The bench was cold and the morning was bright and Will was sitting next to the only other person he knew who’d been through the same fire and come out the other side singed but breathing.

“You know what the worst part of recovery is?” said Mist.

“The shaking.”

“No. The shaking stops. The worst part is the part where people look at you like you’re made of glass. Like one wrong word and you’ll shatter.” She turned on the bench to face him. “I don’t look at you like that.”

“I know.”

“Good. Because I’m not going to. You’re not glass. You’re a stubborn asshole who makes bad decisions and then fixes them at the last possible second, and that’s not fragility. That’s just your process.” She pointed at him. “Ugly process. Effective process.”

Will laughed. Short, rough, startled out of him the same way it had been every time Mist made him laugh, which was every time he saw her.

She grinned. The grin was Mist at sixty percent, which was still more dangerous than most people’s entire personality.

“There he is,” she said. “The laughing version. I like that one better than Album Cover Pick.”

“Album Cover Pick has range.”

“Album Cover Pick needs a shower and a better jacket,” she said. “I’m going to go home and sleep for eleven hours. You’re going to go home and stop sitting on cold benches like a stray cat.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Don’t call me ma’am. I’m too young.” She looked at him, her grin fading to something quieter. “You’re staying?”

“Don’t have anywhere else to be.”

“Good.” She started to turn, then stopped. “Pick.”

“Yeah?”

“Next time you’re going to do something stupid and brave, call me first. I want to watch.”

The mist gathered at her feet. She was gone between one blink and the next, the teleportation leaving nothing behind except a faint shimmer in the air and the particular absence that Mist left everywhere she went, the negative space in the shape of a woman who took up more room than physics allowed.

Will sat on the bench for another minute. Then he went home.

***

The commutation came three days later.

Not a pardon. Jess was very clear about that. She explained it in the living room, sitting on the couch, the political architecture of the arrangement laid out in the same voice she used for Board briefings. Will sat across from her. Rue was on the arm of the couch. Avery was standing by the window with her arms crossed, the posture of a woman who’d already heard the terms and was watching Will’s face for the reaction.

Astroman’s exposure gave Jess everything she needed. A Board member, caught at a Cinder warehouse, enhanced, carrying enough crystal to supply an operation. The anti-Cinder crusader revealed as the thing he’d spent a year campaigning against. The press would eat him alive. The Board would eat him faster. And in the gap between the eating and the digestion, Jess had space to move.

“The CA is issuing a conditional commutation,” she said. “Not a pardon. Your record stays. The conviction stays. But the active warrant is lifted and the fugitive status is rescinded.”

Will waited. There was more. There was always more with Jess.

“Conditions,” she said. “No independent operation. No freelancing. No solo engagements. You work under the direct supervision of an active CA hero at all times. Every patrol, every response, every mission is signed off on by your supervising officer.”

“And who’s my supervising officer?”

Jess looked at him. The look was level and steady and loaded with everything they’d discussed on the porch and everything they hadn’t.

“I am.”

The room was quiet, Rue looking at Will and Avery looking at the window. Will looked at Jess and saw the whole thing. The gift and the leash. The freedom and the cage.

She’d fought for his release and built his supervision into the same document, and the woman he loved and the Board President who held his legal status were sitting in the same body on the same couch telling him the same thing.

Freedom with a leash. And she’s holding it.

“You earned this,” said Jess. “Not by being clever. Not by leverage. The squad saw what you did. You fought him at baseline and you pulled back when it was over and made the right choice. That’s why this is happening.”

Will nodded. The terms sat in his chest the way the cold coffee had sat in his stomach, real and bitter and necessary.

“Okay,” he said.

“Okay?” said Rue. She looked at him like he’d missed something. “That’s it? Just okay?”

“What do you want me to say?”

“I don’t know. Something with more syllables.”

“Okay sounds good,” he said. “Okay sounds like going outside without checking the windows first. Okay sounds like eating breakfast without wondering if the cops are going to kick the door in. Okay is a lot, actually.”

Something shifted in Jess’s face, not a smile and not forgiveness. The fracture in the political mask letting something through.

Avery pushed off from the window. “For the record, as your former parole officer, I told her the supervision condition was overkill.”

“And I told her to mind her own business,” said Jess.

“And I told her that my brother is my business.” Avery looked at Will. “Welcome back, LP.”

***

He found Rue in her room. She was sitting on the bed with her laptop open and her legs crossed, the posture she used when she was streaming, except the camera was off and the screen was dark and she was just sitting there the way people sit when they’re waiting for something they’re not sure they want.

Will knocked on the doorframe. She looked up.

“Hey,” she said.

“Hey.”

He came in and sat on the edge of the bed. The mattress dipped. Rue closed the laptop and set it aside and drew her knees up and there was a silence that wasn’t awkward but wasn’t comfortable either.

“I kept your secret as long as I could.”

“I know,” he said. “Rue. I get it.”

Will looked at her. She was watching him the way she watched him when she was trying to figure out if the version of him she was seeing was the real one or the performance.

“You get it?”

“I put it on you. The truth. I used your streaming secret from a lifetime ago, and I made you feel like you owed me silence because I’d given you silence.” He shook his head. “That was wrong. I was using, and I was lying, and I put the weight of that on you because I knew you’d carry it. That’s not you failing. That’s me being an asshole.”

Rue’s eyes went bright. Not tears. The pressure behind them that comes right before.

“You were killing yourself, LP.”

“Yeah.”

“And you asked me to watch.”

The words landed and Will let them land without deflecting or making it smaller. He sat on the edge of her bed and let the truth of what she’d said fill the room.

“You were right to tell,” he said. “If our positions were reversed and you were the one hiding something, and Avery came to me and I could see it on your face, I’d want to know. I’d need to know. You didn’t betray me. You saved my life. Avery saved my life. You were right.”

Rue put her hand over his. Squeezed. The bright pressure in her eyes held but didn’t break.

The door opened wider. Avery leaned against the frame, arms crossed, the particular lean that meant she’d been listening and wasn’t going to pretend she hadn’t been.

“Touching,” she said. “Really. Oscar-worthy.”

“How long were you standing there?” said Rue.

“Long enough.” Avery looked at Will, her face harder to read than Rue’s brightness, something layered and old. “I got your secret out of our sister. I leveraged my relationship with Rue to crack your cover. I went behind your back and I organized an intervention and I called Jess. All for the sake of getting you clean.”

“I know.”

“So we’re even.”

The word hung in the air, even and carrying years. The Percocet. The secrets she’d kept from him and the ones he’d kept from her. The crime spree with Halberd that she’d never fully forgiven and the betrayals she’d folded into the structure of their relationship like rebar in concrete. Invisible, load-bearing, permanent.

“Yeah,” said Will. “I guess we are.”

Avery looked at him for a beat longer. Then she pushed off the doorframe and walked to the bed and sat down on Rue’s other side, dropping onto the mattress with the particular lack of ceremony that was Avery. The bed dipped again. Three of them now, sitting in a row on Rue’s bed like teenagers, and nobody said anything and nobody needed to.

Rue leaned into Will. Her head found his shoulder. The easy physicality of two people who’d earned the right to just be close. Will’s arm came around her. Avery sat with her hands in her lap, not touching either of them, close enough that her shoulder was an inch from Will’s.

“If you ever do anything like that again,” said Avery, not looking at him, “I’ll beat you up myself. Just so you know.”

“Noted.”

“I’m serious.”

“I know you are.”

Avery’s shoulder closed the inch. Pressed against his. The three of them sat on the bed and the house was quiet around them and the afternoon light came through Rue’s window and made everything look warmer than it was.

It was enough.

***

Liz found him in the kitchen that evening.

She didn’t knock. The back door opened and she was just there, still in her patrol jacket, blonde hair pulled back tight. The look on her face was the one Will remembered from the Lighthouse gala, the tight mask she’d worn in the fancy dress while staring at him across a room full of heroes, her eyes locked onto him like a scope.

Except the mask was cracking now, the anger pushing through the seams the way it always did with Liz, because Liz’s anger was a volatile thing, a pressure that built and built until it found the nearest exit.

Will was making coffee. He saw her and his hand stopped on the kettle.

“Commutation,” said Liz.

“Yeah.”

“Supervised release. Hero work. A badge.” She came into the kitchen. “You faked your death. You sent a postcard from your fucking island. You blackmailed me into committing perjury with something you knew I’d never recover from. You came back to Lancaster City and hid in a basement and used Cinder and got a hero killed, and the reward for all of that is a commutation.”

“It’s not a reward.”

She shoved him. Open-palmed, hard, the heel of her hand hitting his chest the same way it had at the Sandsnail Gathering when they were teenagers, the same way it had at the gala. The same Liz. Every version of her that Will had ever encountered started and ended with her hands on his chest, pushing.

“Don’t,” she said. “Don’t do the humble thing. Don’t stand there making coffee like a normal person and tell me it’s not a reward. Morning Glory is dead. She’s getting buried on Thursday. And you’re standing here making coffee.”

Will didn’t back up. Backing up from Liz was a mistake he’d learned about when he was sixteen. She read retreat the way a predator reads movement.

“You’re right,” he said.

“I know I’m right. I have been right about you since the day we met. You are a liar and a manipulator and everyone around you bends the rules to keep you comfortable and I am so... I am so sick of watching it happen.”

Her voice was climbing. The controlled register was gone. This was the Liz who’d always gotten in his face, sputtering, stomping, building toward the kind of explosion that melted through walls.

“Liz...”

“You made me lie for you!” The words came out loud enough to ring off the kitchen tile. “Complex is dead because of what happened that night and you’ve been ruining my life ever since. You made me lie in a courtroom and you made me say I was in my room with you and you never...”

She stopped. Sputtering. The sentence had gone somewhere she hadn’t planned and the redirect was visible, the anger swallowing whatever was underneath it the way anger always did with Liz, because anger was the top layer and everything else was buried under so many years of pride and humiliation that even she might not know what was down there anymore.

“You never even said thank you,” she finished. Quiet now. The explosion contained. Barely.

Something moved in Will’s chest. Not guilt. Something older and uglier, the thing that lived underneath the recovery and the family and the man who’d put the knife in his pocket. Decay. The version of him that had sat in a courtroom and smiled while Liz committed perjury. The version that had held Arcmaster’s tragedy over her head for years and felt nothing about it.

He looked at her, the blonde hair pulled tight, the shaking hands. The fury that was so old and so layered that neither of them could fully map it anymore.

He’d covered for her at the Sandsnail. He’d blackmailed her at the Lighthouse. She’d been with Complex when Will killed him, and she’d lied about that too. Every interaction they’d ever had was built on a foundation of Will taking something from Liz and Liz being too proud to admit how much it cost.

And he could feel the taunt building. The Decay reflex. The part of him that knew exactly where her wires ran and how to pull them.

“You didn’t lie for me, Liz.” His voice was quiet and even, the register that Decay used when he wanted someone to hear every word. “You lied because you panicked and fired into a sandstorm without looking while on drugs. I cleaned it up. I stood in a tent with a dead hero on the ground and you standing there with your hands over your mouth and I said ‘it’s okay, we’ll figure this out.’ And we figured it out because I figured it out.”

The color left her face. Not slowly. All at once.

He took a step toward her. Not aggressive. Controlled. The worst version of Will was always controlled.

“You lied for yourself. Because if you’d told the truth about that night at the Lighthouse, you’d have had to explain so much else. You’d have had to explain all of it. And you care so much about what people think.”

“Shut up.”

“You always have. That’s the real reason you’re here, isn’t it? Not Morning Glory. Not the commutation. You’re here because it’s eating you alive that I’m standing in this kitchen and everyone in this house treats me like I’m relevent, and nobody ever treated you like that. Not Complex, not your team, not...”

“Shut up!”

Her palms lit up. The laser light flickered between her fingers, blue-white and hot, the kitchen wall behind Will suddenly casting sharp shadows. Her voice was shaking. Her whole body was shaking.

“You don’t get to do this,” she hissed. “You don’t get to stand there and take me apart like you know me.”

“I do, though.” And here was the ugly thing. The thing he should have swallowed and didn’t. The Decay smile, the one that had nothing warm in it, the one that made his soul feel dirty every time he used it and he used it anyway. “I’ve always known you better than you wanted me to.”

The laser light died. Not because she chose to power down. Because something behind it collapsed. The anger was still there, the seething pride, the years of accumulated damage. But for one second the mask cracked all the way open and what was underneath wasn’t fury. It was the face of a girl standing in a tent in the desert with her hands over her mouth, realizing what she’d done.

Then it closed. The mask snapped back. The chin jutted out. Liz Laser, dignified and a touch arrogant, exactly the way she’d been at the Sandsnail and the gala and the courtroom and every other time she’d decided the world owed her an apology it was never going to give.

“I’ll never stop coming after you,” she said. Low. Steady. The voice of a woman who’d put the explosion back in the box. “I don’t give a fuck about this commutation. You’re a fucking supervillain and I’m not going to pretend otherwise.”

“I don’t really care.”

They looked at each other in the kitchen’s evening light. Two people who’d been destroying each other since they were teenagers, standing three feet apart, and neither one had won and neither one was going to.

“Morning Glory deserved better than this,” said Liz.

“Yeah. She did.”

Liz left. The door slammed. Not the click of a latch. The slam. The first real slam the house had heard all day, and Will stood in the kitchen and felt the sound of it ring through the walls and into the floor and down to the basement where it belonged.

The Decay smile was gone. It had already cost him something to use it. It always did. He’d been cruel and he’d been accurate and that accuracy read as cruelty in the face of what she was saying.

Because it was all true. Because he’d always known Liz better than she wanted him to. And because Decay wasn’t gone. Decay was in the room, in the smile, in the quiet even voice he’d used to take her apart. Recovery didn’t mean the monster was dead. It meant you chose not to feed it, and sometimes you fed it anyway, and then you stood in a kitchen and felt the weight of it.

Will poured his coffee. It was warm. He’d made it right. The kitchen was quiet and the evening was coming in through the windows and somewhere in the city they were preparing to bury a hero and Will was drinking coffee in the house he’d nearly destroyed.

He washed the mug and put it in the rack and went downstairs.

The basement room was the same. Cot, nightlight, concrete walls, the quilt Jess had put there when she’d built this room for him. The room where he’d used Cinder and opened portals and felt like a god and almost lost everything. The room where he’d come back from all of it.

He sat on the cot. The springs creaked. The nightlight made the concrete walls look almost warm.

Not a cage. Not freedom. Just a room. His room. The one he’d chosen to come back to.


CHAPTER 30

A month felt like a year.

The press conference had been first. Will back in his Lockpick costume, sitting at a table in the CA media center, three microphones pointed at his face and a room full of reporters who looked at him the way you look at a car wreck you’ve been waiting to see up close.

The questions were predictable. The hostility was predictable. The woman in the second row who asked if he felt responsible for every crime committed by someone he’d inspired during his years as Decay. That was predictable too.

He’d sat through it. Answered everything. Let them drag him through the public record of his worst years, the crime spree with Halberd, the prison sentence, the escape, the fugitive status, the Edgecraft connection they were allowed to know about, and he’d looked at each questioner and given them the truth without decoration and without defense.

A tarring and feathering. That’s what it was. The CA’s way of reminding the public that mercy came with a receipt.

He didn’t mind so much.

The interview came after. A sit-down with a reporter who’d covered the original Halberd case, a woman with sharp eyes and sharper questions who wanted to know why anyone should believe that Lockpick had changed.

Will told her the truth. Not the whole truth, because the whole truth involved a basement room and a Cinder addiction and a family structure that the reporter’s audience wasn’t ready for. But enough. Enough to be honest. Enough to feel like paying a debt he actually owed.

Then the month happened, paperwork and meetings. Psych evaluations that Will passed because he was good at psych evaluations and because the evaluator was looking for instability and what Will had wasn’t instability.

It was the opposite. The flat, steady calm of a man who’d been to the bottom and had decided, specifically and without drama, not to go back.

And then Jess handed him his first patrol.

***

Lancaster City looked different from rooftop level when you weren’t running from anyone.

Will crouched on the edge of a six-story office building on Maple Avenue, the October air sharp against his face, the city spread below him in the grid of lights and traffic and human noise that he’d memorized from a different angle in a different life. His pocket knife was in his hand. The fault lines in the rooftop ledge, the fire escape bolts, the structural seams of the building under him. All quiet.

Jess landed beside him. The Cloak of Damascus settled around her shoulders as the flight slowed, the fabric going from wind-taut to draped in the space of a second. The Circlet of Ra sat on her forehead. The copper spiral armband glowed faintly on her wrist, the blue energy dimmed to standby. She was Relic tonight. Full gear. The version of Jess that the city saw.

“Sector clear,” she said, field voice, professional.

“Yeah.”

“Two calls on the scanner. One domestic on Pearl Street, patrol unit responding. One break-in at a convenience store on Fourth, cleared before we got the ping.”

“Slow night.”

“They’re all slow nights until they’re not.” She straightened and looked out over the city, the circlet catching the streetlight and throwing a line of amber across her cheekbone. “You were steady tonight. For the most part.”

“Thanks, boss.”

She looked at him. The field mask cracked by a millimeter. “Don’t call me boss.”

“Supervisor? Handler? The woman with the clipboard?”

“I will push you off this building.”

“That feels like a supervisory violation.”

The crack widened. Not a smile. The ghost of one, haunting the edges of her mouth. She looked away, back at the city, and the ghost retreated behind Relic’s jawline.

This was the arrangement. Relic and whatever they were calling him, the designation still pending in some CA administrative queue, running paired patrols through Lancaster City’s quieter sectors.

Avery had offered him a spot on the Scarlet Squadron. He’d turned it down. Partly because of Liz. Partly because the squad was an all-women operation and it worked, and adding a man with a folding knife and a criminal record would change the chemistry in ways nobody needed. Partly because the commutation mandated Jess anyway.

So it was the two of them. The odd couple of Lancaster City hero work. Her artifacts, his knife. He flight, his rooftops. Her authority, his probation. She gave the orders. He followed them. The dynamic was clean and professional and underneath it was everything they were to each other, humming like a current through a wire.

“Ready to head back?” said Jess.

“Yeah.”

She extended the cloak. He stepped into the space beside her, her arm wrapping the fabric around them both, and the city dropped away.

***

Rue and Avery were out. Rue was at a friend’s. Avery was on a late patrol with the squad. The house had the hollow quality of a building with too many rooms and not enough people, the silence pressing against the walls.

They came in through the back door, the way they always came in after patrol, boots off in the mudroom, gear stowed. Jess unclasped the Cloak of Damascus and hung it on the hook she’d installed behind the door.

“Your positioning was sloppy on the Fourth Street approach,” she said.

Field voice. Debriefing while she peeled her gloves off, finger by finger, the way she always debriefed, like the mission wasn’t over until she said it was.

“My positioning was fine.”

“You were six feet too far east. If that scanner call had been real, you’d have been visible from the street.”

“I was behind the ledge.”

“You were beside the ledge,” she said. “Behind is different from beside. Six feet is the difference between cover and a clear line of sight.”

She tugged the zipper of her tactical suit down to her sternum, rolling her shoulders, working the stiffness out. The movement pulled the suit open over the plain black sports bra underneath, the pale skin of her chest flushed from the October air and the exertion, the swell of her breasts visible in the gap. She wasn’t thinking about what she looked like. She was thinking about his positioning.

“Nitpick much?” he said.

Jess stopped. Her hands were at her waist, the suit half-peeled, her arms out of the sleeves, the fabric bunched around her hips. The sports bra was dark with sweat, the straps cutting into the muscle of her shoulders, and her blonde hair was damp and pulling loose from the tie she’d put it in for patrol. She looked at him the way she looked at him when he questioned her calls. The look that said I’ve been doing this for twenty years and you’ve been doing it for a month.

“You don’t get to freestyle the details, LP,” she said. “That’s the arrangement.”

“The arrangement is supervision. Not micromanagement.”

“The arrangement is whatever I say it is, because I’m the one who signed the commutation papers and I’m the one the Board holds responsible when you’re six feet east of where you should be.”

Will pulled his own shirt over his head. The tactical undershirt, the one Avery had lent him that was slightly too tight across the chest, damp with sweat, the October patrol warmer than the October air suggested when you spent it crouching and moving and running rooftop approaches. He dropped it on the mudroom floor.

“You’re angry about six feet,” he said.

“I’m not angry.”

“You’re debriefing about six feet. On a slow night. Where nothing happened.”

“The debrief is the debrief regardless of whether anything happened. That’s how discipline works.”

She pushed the suit down past her hips and stepped out of it. Black underwear. The copper armband. Her legs were long, the quadriceps defined, the calves shaped by decades of field work.

She stood in the mudroom in her bra and underwear and her authority didn’t diminish by a single degree. If anything it concentrated, all of Relic’s command presence compressed into a woman in her underwear telling him his positioning was sloppy.

Will watched her. He’d been watching her all month. On rooftops, in briefings, across the kitchen table. The way she moved, the set of her shoulders, the curve of her waist into her hips, the full weight of her breasts when she leaned forward over a tactical map.

A month of watching and not touching. A month of professional distance and paired patrols and the constant low, inappropriate hum of wanting her that he’d carried for years.

And Jess had been holding back too. He knew it the way he knew her tactical patterns, by studying her long enough to read the things she didn’t say. The way her hand lingered on his shoulder when she corrected his stance on the rooftop. The way her eyes stayed on him a beat too long across the kitchen table before she looked at her plate.

The tension between them had been building for a month, low and steady and impossible to ignore, a pulse that lived underneath every debriefing and every rooftop approach and every carefully professional distance she put between his body and hers.

She could feel it too. He was sure of that. The heat that sat in the space they kept between them, thickening every day, waiting for one of them to stop pretending it wasn’t there.

She noticed him looking. Of course she noticed.

“What?” she said.

“Nothing.”

“Don’t say nothing with that look on your face.”

“What look?”

“That look.” She pointed a finger at his face. “The look that means you’re about to say something I don’t want to hear.”

The mudroom was small. It had always been small.

“Your positioning was sloppy too.”

The finger dropped. Her eyes narrowed. “Excuse me?”

“On the flyover. You dropped altitude before clearing the roofline. If there’d been a shooter on the east building, you’d have been in the sight line for two full seconds.”

“I had the barrier up.”

“No you didn’t. Not at the end.”

She opened her mouth. Closed it. Her fingers curled against the doorframe. The particular expression of Jess being confronted with a correct tactical observation she hadn’t expected from the man she was debriefing. The flush on her chest deepened by a shade.

“That’s...” she started.

“Accurate?”

“That’s a different situation.”

“It’s the same situation. Six feet of bad positioning. Yours just happened to be vertical.”

The mudroom was quiet, the house ticking around them, the old furnace and the settling floorboards. Jess was standing two feet from him in a sports bra and underwear and the copper armband and the expression on her face was the one where she was deciding whether to pull rank or concede the point.

Will had seen that expression on rooftops and in board meetings and in bedrooms and it never failed to do what it was doing to him right now, which was making it very difficult to think about anything except closing the distance between them.

Jess stepped closer, toward him, and the mudroom shrank by half. She was in his space now, the way she got in his space on rooftops when she was correcting his positioning, except on rooftops she was in full gear and right now she was in a sports bra and underwear and the proximity was a different thing entirely.

“You don’t get to critique my flying,” she said. “You’ve been back on patrol for a month. I’ve been doing this since before you could hold a knife.”

Her chin tilted up to meet his eyes because even at her height she had to look up slightly, and the angle put her face six inches from his, close enough that he could see the sweat on her upper lip, the pulse in her throat, the way her chest rose and fell with each breath.

“And you dropped altitude before clearing the roofline.”

“Because I was watching you.” The words came out sharp and then she heard them and something flickered across her face, the brief crack in the wall, the admission she hadn’t meant to make. She didn’t back away from it. She stepped closer. “Because you were six feet east of where you should have been and I was watching to make sure you didn’t get yourself killed. Again.”

“So your bad positioning is my fault.”

“Everything is your fault. That’s the arrangement. You make the mess. I clean it up. You break formation. I adjust. You almost die in a warehouse and I sign commutation papers and rearrange my entire life to keep you alive because apparently that’s what I do. That’s what I’ve always done.”

Her finger came up and pressed against his sternum. One finger. The point of contact burned through his skin. She pushed, not hard enough to move him, just enough to make the touch deliberate.

She wasn’t yelling. The kind of rising that happened when Jess got too close to something true and couldn’t stop the momentum of it. Her finger was still on his chest. Her face was still six inches from his.

He could smell her, the clean sweat from patrol, the faintly ancient traces that Relic always carried after using the artifacts. His body recognized her smell the way it recognized gravity.

“You done?” said Will.

“No.” She pressed harder. “I’m not done. I’ve been not done for a month.”

“That’s not about my positioning.”

“That’s not for you to decide.”

Her mouth opened. Closed. The finger on his chest curled, the nail dragging lightly against his skin, and he didn’t think she knew she was doing it.

Her eyes were almost black now, the blue swallowed by something darker. Her breathing had changed, the rhythm of it faster, shallower. The space between them was vibrating with the same tension that had been building for a month, the pulse that lived underneath every debriefing, and it was here now, in the mudroom, six inches of charged air between his chest and hers.

“Jess,” he said.

“Don’t.”

“Don’t what?”

“Don’t say my name like that. Not right now. Not when I’m...”

She didn’t finish. She didn’t have to. He could see it on her face, the fight between the woman and the officer, the want and the discipline, and the want was winning and they both knew it.

Will closed the six inches. His hand found her hip, the bare skin above her underwear, warm and damp from patrol. His other hand came up to the back of her neck, his fingers sliding into her hair, and he pulled her against him and kissed her. Hard.

“Will,” she said.

He kissed her.

Not carefully. Not the way he’d been kissing her for the past month on the rare occasions when the professional distance collapsed and their mouths found each other in hallways and doorways before one of them pulled back.

This was different. This was his hand on her hip and his mouth on hers and the full weight of a month of watching and wanting behind it. He kissed her and felt her stiffen and then felt the stiffness break, felt her mouth open under his, felt the sound she made against his tongue.

He backed her against the wall. The hallway wall, the one with the coatrack and the framed photo of the four of them that Rue always pointed out, and her back hit the plaster and his body pressed against hers, his chest against her breasts, the thin barrier of the sports bra the only thing between his skin and hers.

He could feel her nipples hard through the fabric. He could feel the heat of her body through the cotton, the sweat from patrol mixing between them, and his cock was stiff against her thigh and he didn’t try to hide it or angle it away. He let her feel exactly what she did to him.

“Will,” she said again. “We can’t...”

She spoke the words against his mouth. Her hands were on his chest, the flat of her palms against his pectorals. Not pushing. Not pulling. Holding. The posture of a woman who was trying to decide which direction to move.

“We can,” he countered.

“The girls could come home.”

“Rue’s at a friend’s. Avery’s on patrol.”

“They could come home early.”

“They won’t.”

“You don’t know that.”

“I know Avery. She doesn’t leave patrol early.” His hand slid from her hip to the small of her back, the dip of her spine, the warm skin there, and he pulled her hips against him. “And I know you. You don’t want me to stop.”

Her eyes. The deep blue going darker. The hallway light was behind him, throwing his shadow across her face, and her eyes were almost black in the shadow and they were looking at him with the expression that lived underneath all of her authority, the one she’d carried for twenty years, the one that said I want this and I shouldn’t and I’m going to anyway.

“I’m your mother,” she said.

“Yeah.”

“Doing this again will... complicate your probation arrangement.”

“The arrangement was already complicated. It was complicated the night you signed the papers. You signed them because you love me, and the Board knows it, and everybody knows it, and the only people pretending otherwise are you and me in this hallway.”

Something cracked in her face, not the composure but something deeper. The fiction. The careful performance of professional distance that they’d been staging for a month, the supervision framework they’d built around the thing they actually were, and

Will watched it crack and what came through was Jess. Not Relic. Not the Board President. The woman who’d raised him and loved him and waited for him through prison and watched him destroy himself with Cinder and was standing in this hallway in her underwear with his hand on the small of her back and her body pressed against his and the whole elegant structure of the arrangement trembling.

She kissed him back.

The shift was seismic. Her hands moved from his chest to his hair and pulled him down to her and her mouth opened and she kissed him with the desperate energy of a woman who’d been holding a door closed for a month and had just stopped pushing. Her hips rolled against his.

The friction of it sent a bolt through the base of his spine and his hands slid down, over the curve of her ass, the full shape of it through the cotton, and he gripped and pulled and she moaned into his mouth.

Will’s hands found the waistband of her underwear. He pushed them down. She helped, shifting her hips, and they fell to her ankles and she kicked them away and she was naked except for the sports bra and the armband and Will’s hands were on her bare hips, her bare thighs, the warm slick skin of her.

He dropped to his knees.

Jess made a sound. Surprise, maybe. Or the opposite of surprise. His hands were on her thighs, spreading them, and he pressed his mouth to her stomach, her hip bone, the crease where her thigh met her pelvis, and she sucked in a breath and her hand fisted in his hair.

“Will, we’re in the hallway...”

“I know where we are.”

He kissed lower. The heat of her against his mouth, the scent of her, and he pressed his tongue against her and her head hit the wall behind her and the sound she made was the sound that lived in his memory like a signal flare, the low broken moan that meant every wall was coming down.

He took his time. His mouth on her, his tongue working the specific rhythm he’d learned years ago and never forgotten, his hands gripping her thighs to hold her steady because her legs were starting to shake.

Jess’s hand in his hair tightened and loosened and tightened again, the rhythm of it matching her breathing, and the sounds she made filled the hallway, louder than she’d usually allow, the empty house giving her permission.

“Fuck,” she said.

Jess’s vocabulary when the Board President wasn’t home. Her hips rolled against his mouth, seeking the pressure, and he gave it to her, his tongue flat against her, then circling, then flat again, and she was wet and hot and the taste of her was the taste of every night he’d spent in a basement or a prison cell wanting exactly this.

“Right there,” she said. “Don’t... Will, right there.”

He stayed right there. His hands slid up. One hand on her hip, holding her against the wall. The other hand higher, pushing the sports bra up, and her breast fell free into his palm, the full weight of it, the nipple hard against his hand, and he squeezed gently and she gasped and her thigh clamped against the side of his head.

She was close. He could feel it in the tension of her thighs, the rhythm of her breathing, the way her fingers pulled at his hair. He pressed harder with his tongue, worked two fingers inside her, and her body clenched around them and she came with a sound that was half his name and half something wordless. Her back arched off the wall, her hand pulled his hair hard enough to hurt, and he held her there through it, his mouth gentle now, easing her down while the aftershocks ran through her.

He stood up. His knees ached from the hardwood floor. His mouth was wet. Jess was leaning against the wall with her eyes half-closed and her chest heaving and the sports bra shoved up above one breast and her hair falling loose around her face. She looked wrecked. She looked beautiful. She looked like a woman who’d just had something taken from her that she’d been trying not to give away.

“Bedroom,” she said. Barely a voice. “Now.”

They made it to the bedroom. Barely. His jeans came off in the hallway. She pulled the sports bra over her head on the stairs, and the sight of her climbing the stairs ahead of him, fully naked, the armband the only thing left on her body, her ass and her back and the curve of her spine lit by the hallway light, was a thing Will would carry in his memory for the rest of his life.

This was how he described beauty. Not sunsets. Not landscapes. Jess walking up the stairs naked with the blue glow of an ancient armband on her wrist.

The bedroom door. His hands on her waist from behind, pulling her against him, his cock hard against the small of her back. She made a sound and reached behind her and her fingers wrapped around him and stroked and his vision went white at the edges.

“Get on the bed,” said Will.

She looked at him over her shoulder. The blue eyes bright. The expression caught between authority and surrender, the particular Jess expression that meant the woman and the hero were fighting over who got to respond.

“You’re giving me orders now?”

“Yeah.”

A beat. The look held. Then the corner of her mouth moved by a fraction, not a smile, the shadow of one, and she let go of his cock and walked to the bed and lay down on her back and looked at him and waited.

Will stood in the doorway for a half-second. Taking her in. Jess on the bed, naked, her body spread across the sheets, her blonde hair fanned on the pillow, her breasts full and soft against her ribs, her stomach flat, her legs slightly parted, the copper armband glowing faintly on her wrist in the dark room. Forty-one years old. Decades as a hero. The most powerful woman in the Champion Authority, in his bed, looking at him with eyes that said I dare you.

He crossed the room. Climbed over her. His body above hers, his arms on either side of her head, his cock brushing against her thigh, and she shivered. He kissed her and her arms came around his neck and her legs opened under him and his hips settled between them and she was wet, still wet from the hallway, from his mouth, and when he reached between them and guided himself into her the sound she made was the one she only made the first time, the catching inhale that had been the same since their first night together and would be the same until their last.

He sank into her slowly and her back arched and her nails bit into his shoulders and her mouth fell open and he watched her face while he filled her because her face, in that moment, was the most honest thing in the world.

“God,” she said. “Will.”

He moved. Slow at first. His hips rolling, the rhythm steady, finding the angle that made her breath hitch. Her legs wrapped around his waist. Her heels pressed into the small of his back. The bed was better than the wall, better than the hallway floor, her body spread under him and his weight on top of her and the full slow friction of their bodies together.

And then Jess’s hand came up to his jaw. The grip. The same grip from the mudroom, the same grip from rooftops, the fingers pressing into the muscle, tilting his face to meet hers. Her eyes were bright and fierce and the flush on her chest hadn’t dimmed the authority in them.

“This doesn’t change the arrangement,” she said. Breathless, but firm. Jess reassembling Relic between thrusts. “You still follow my lead. On patrol and... and everywhere else.”

Will thrust harder. She gasped, the sentence fracturing.

“You still... you follow orders, Will. You position where I tell you to, you move when I... oh fuck.”

“When you what?”

“When I say move.” She got the words out but her voice was climbing, the composure cracking at the edges, her hips rising to meet his. “I’m your supervising hero. I’m your... I set the...”

He pulled out of her grip. Kissed her hard enough to swallow the rest of the sentence. Then he pulled back and shifted his weight and grabbed her hip and turned her over.

Jess made a sound of surprise. Her hands caught the sheets, her face against the pillow, and he was behind her now, his hands on her hips, pulling them up, and she let him because her body knew what it wanted even when her mouth was still trying to give orders. He pushed into her from behind and the angle was deeper and the sound she made was not the sound of a supervising officer.

“You were saying?” said Will.

“I was saying... you need to... fuck, Will, right there...”

He watched her. The line of her spine, the muscles of her back shifting with each thrust, the way her shoulder blades pulled together when he hit the right angle.

Her ass was pressed against his hips, the full curve of it, and his hands gripped the flesh there, the softness and the muscle underneath, and he pulled her back against him each time he drove forward and the bed frame protested and Jess’s voice was dissolving into breathy sounds.

“You need to fall in line,” she said... or tried to say. It came out broken, the words scattered between moans, the authority shredding. “You need to... oh god... you need to listen when I...”

Will’s hand came down on her ass. Not hard. Hard enough. The sound cracked through the bedroom and Jess yelped, actually yelped, and her back arched and the clench of her around his cock was so sudden and so tight that his vision went white.

“What was that about falling in line?” he said.

He could feel the tremor running through her body, through her thighs, through the hands gripping the sheets.

“Do that again,” she whispered.

He did it again. Harder. The crack of his palm against her skin and the sound she made was raw and open and the flush on her ass bloomed pink where his hand had landed. He gripped the spot, squeezed, and drove into her and she buried her face in the pillow and the moan was muffled but unmistakable.

He pulled her upright. His arm around her waist, her back against his chest, both of them on their knees on the bed. The angle changed and she gasped and his hands slid up her stomach to her breasts.

The full weight of them in his palms, heavy and warm, her nipples hard between his fingers. He watched over her shoulder as he cupped them, as they moved with each thrust, the flesh shifting in his hands, and the sight of it combined with the heat of her around him was almost too much.

“You feel that?” he said against her ear as he rolled his hips, slow and deep, her body trembling against his. “A month of this. A month of watching you on rooftops and wanting to put my hands exactly here.”

“Will...”

Her head fell back against his shoulder. Her hand reached behind her and gripped the back of his neck. Her mouth was open and her eyes were closed and she was all surrender now, all the authority spent, Relic and the Board President and the supervising officer stripped away and replaced by the woman gasping in his arms.

“Tell me who’s in charge right now,” said Will.

“You’re evil.”

He laughed against her neck. She felt the laugh and her body tightened around him and the tightening made him groan and his hands gripped her breasts harder and she arched against him.

“I know,” he said. “Now tell me.”

“In the field... I am.” Barely a voice. Wrecked. “Always. But here... right now. You are, you little brat, now don’t you dare stop.”

He didn’t stop. He laid her forward again, her hands on the headboard, and fucked her with the steady relentless rhythm that had been building since the mudroom, since the rooftop, since the month started.

Her breasts swayed with each thrust, heavy and beautiful, and her moans were loud now, louder than she’d ever let herself be, the empty house giving her permission, and the sounds she made were raw and open and nothing like the woman who addressed the Board.

He could feel her getting close. The way her body clenched around his cock, the rhythm of her breathing changing, the particular tension in her thighs. He reached around her hip, his fingers finding her, pressing, circling, and the combination of his hand and his cock pushed her over the edge.

She came hard. Her body arched and her arms gave out and her face hit the pillow and the sound she made was his name, the single syllable stretched and broken and repeated, and the clench of her around him was too much, the heat and the tightness and the sound of her. He followed her with his hips stuttering, his forehead dropping to her shoulder, emptying into her while the bed creaked and his arms shook and the world narrowed to her body and his body and the space where they met.

They collapsed. His weight on her, then beside her, both of them breathing like they’d run the rooftop circuit twice. The sheets were a wreck. The pillows were on the floor. The armband’s blue glow pulsed faintly against the tangled bedding.

A long time passed. Minutes. The kind of minutes that don’t have edges, that bleed into each other until the only measurement is the sound of breathing going from ragged to even.

Jess rolled onto her side to face him. The blue eyes soft. The post-sex Jess, the rarest version, the one that only existed in this room. Her face was flushed and her hair was everywhere and the authority was gone, all of it, replaced by something so open and unguarded that it made his chest hurt to look at.

“I missed you,” she said, quiet, not the debrief voice or the field voice but the one under all of them. “I missed you and I was so angry and I missed you.”

“I’m here.”

“Don’t leave again.”

“I’m not leaving.”

“Promise me.”

He looked at her. The woman in his bed who was also the woman on the rooftop who was also the woman who’d signed his commutation who was also the woman who’d taught him how to put his costume on when he was eight years old. The layers of her, all visible at once. The tenderness and the fear and the want.

“I promise,” he said.

Her hand came up and touched his face, her thumb tracing his jawline, and she held him there.

“You’re mine,” she said. “Whatever else we are. Whatever the CA calls it. You’re mine.”

Will’s hand found her hip. Pulled her closer.

“Yeah,” he said. “I know.”

They showered together. The water was too hot, the way Jess always ran it, and Will stood behind her with his arms around her waist and his chin on her shoulder and neither of them said anything for a long time.

***

Later.

The living room. The couch. The specific hour of night when the house stops pretending to be a building and becomes what it actually is, which is a container for the people inside it, warm and creaking and lit by a single lamp that Rue had bought at a thrift store and that threw amber light across everything it touched.

Will was on the couch. Not sitting. Lying. His legs stretched along the cushions, his back against the arm, the position of a man who’d been through a shower and a patrol and a month of rebuilding and had arrived at the physical state where horizontal was the only honest posture.

Rue found him like that. She came down the stairs in an oversized T-shirt and sleep shorts, her hair loose, her face clean, the particular softness of Rue at the end of the day when the sharpness dimmed and the warmth came forward.

She looked at him on the couch and didn’t say anything. She walked over and lifted his arm and fit herself into the space between his body and the couch cushions, her back against his chest, her head tucked under his chin.

Will’s arm came around her. Automatic. The easy physicality of two people who’d earned the right to just be close.

“Good patrol?” she said.

“Slow night.”

“Jess make you stand at attention the whole time?”

“She made me crouch on a rooftop for forty minutes.”

“Hot.”

“Shut up.”

She laughed. The sound vibrated against his chest. Her hand found his and laced their fingers together and the lamp made her skin warm and the house was quiet and the night was doing the thing nights did when you let them, which was slow down until the edges blurred.

“I like this,” said Rue.

“The couch?”

“This. You. Here. No basement. No sneaking. No lies. Just you on the couch.” She tilted her head back to look at him upside down, her eyes catching the amber light. “It’s nice, LP. It’s really nice.”

Will didn’t say anything. He held her. The lamp hummed. The house settled around them, the old bones of the building adjusting to the temperature drop outside, the furnace clicking on.

“I talked to Mom today,” said Rue. “About the supervision thing.”

“Yeah?”

“She said you kept making jokes about her being his boss. She said she wanted to push you off a building.” Rue grinned. “But she sounded happy. She hasn’t sounded happy in a while.”

“She’s still angry.”

“She can be both.” Rue’s thumb traced the back of his hand. “We can all be both.”

The front door opened. Closed. Boots on the hallway floor, the particular rhythm of someone who’d been running, the footsteps clipped and efficient. Avery appeared in the living room doorway, wearing jeans and a jacket, her short red hair damp from sweat, her eyes finding the two of them on the couch with the precision of a woman who always knew where everyone was.

“Disgusting,” she said.

“Hi, Avery,” said Rue.

“You both look entirely too comfortable with one another.”

“Good, since we are,” said Will.

“Everyone is. This house has no boundaries.” Avery unzipped the jacket and threw it over the back of the armchair. She stood in the doorway for another second, her face doing the thing it did when she was pretending to be annoyed about something she actually wanted to be part of.

Then she crossed the room and dropped onto the couch by Will’s feet, lifting his legs and settling them across her lap. She stole the corner of the blanket that Rue had pulled over them.

“Squad’s fine,” said Avery, to no one in particular. “In case anyone was wondering. Liz took point. She’s good. She’s angry, but she’s good.”

“She’ll come around,” said Rue.

“She doesn’t have to come around. She just has to be professional.” Avery’s hand rested on Will’s ankle, over the blanket. “How was your patrol?”

“Slow.”

“Mom give you a good workout?”

“Oh, you have no idea.”

“She does that.” Avery paused. “She’s testing you. Seeing if you’ll follow orders even when they’re boring. Especially when they’re boring.”

“I know.”

“Good.” Avery’s thumb kept moving against his ankle. “You should also know that I told the squad I’d vouch for you. Personally. On the record.”

Will looked at her. She was still looking at the window.

“You didn’t have to do that,” he said.

“I know I didn’t have to. I wanted to.” Now she looked at him with those green eyes, the direct gaze that never flinched from anything it found. “We’re even, remember? You get your fresh start, just like I did.”

Rue made a sound. Small, warm, the sound of a person who was exactly where she wanted to be. She burrowed deeper into Will’s chest. Avery’s hand stayed on his ankle. The lamp threw amber light across all three of them.

Jess appeared in the hallway. She was in a robe, her hair damp, a mug of tea in her hand. She leaned in the doorway and looked at them. The three people on her couch in her living room, overly comfortable with one another.

Her face was unreadable for a moment. Then something settled in it, the way weather settles, the expression of a woman who’d been holding the weight of a building and had just noticed that the building was standing on its own.

“Would it be too much for me to ask my loving family to shuffle around and make a bit more room?” she asked.

“There’s room,” said Rue.

“There is not room.”

“There’s room if Avery moves her big butt.”

“My butt is perfectly proportional to my body,” said Avery.

Jess sipped her tea. She looked at them over the rim. The hard brightness from the porch conversation was still there, somewhere, but tonight it was behind something else. Something that looked, from certain angles and in certain light, like the beginning of something that wasn’t forgiveness but might, eventually, share a fence with it.

“I can just sit in one of the chairs, I suppose,” she said again. Quieter.

“Mom,” said Rue. Just the word. Just the invitation.

Jess stood in the doorway for a long time. The tea steaming in her hand. The robe pulled tight around her. Will watched her face and saw the calculation happening behind her eyes, the cost-benefit analysis that Jess ran on every decision, the weighing of what it meant to cross the room and sit down and be part of the thing on the couch instead of the woman observing it from the hallway.

Avery shifted Will’s legs off her lap without a word. Made space without looking at Jess, didn’t need to.

Jess crossed the room. She sat on the end of the couch, in the space Avery had made, and tucked her legs beneath her and held the tea in both hands and smiled.

Rue reached over and tugged the corner of the blanket across Jess’s knees. Casual. Like it was nothing. Like the Board President of the Champion Authority sitting on a couch with her three kids and a thrift store lamp was the most ordinary thing in the world.

Jess looked down at the blanket on her knees. She looked at Rue. She looked at the mug in her hands. Something moved across her face that Will couldn’t name and didn’t try to. He just watched it happen.

“There’s more tea if anyone wants some,” she said.

“Good to know,” said Avery.

Jess drank the tea. The lamp hummed. Rue’s hair against Will’s chin. Avery’s hand back on his ankle. And Jess, at the end of the couch, her shoulder half an inch from Avery’s, not quite touching, not quite apart. The distance of a woman who was learning how to come back.

They stayed like that. The four of them. The couch. The blanket. The house settling around them like it had been waiting for this particular arrangement of bodies, this specific configuration of the people inside it, and had finally gotten it right.


I hadn't planned on writing Domestic Decay 9, but the series was clearly a fan favorite and precious to my own heart and thoughts. It was wonderful to dip back into this setting and these characters. More soon if you like this?

For earlier access to my future work, consider becoming one of my extremely cool, intelligent, and handsome patrons. It’s the best way to support me and keep my writing process sustainable.

Patron extras include access to more of my uncensored series (Household Inheritance, Household Obsession and The Faremont Shelter), exclusive standalones (The Exhibit, The Lanes), NSFW cover variants (some of which include NSFW animations), exclusive audiobooks, early access to new releases, and work that simply can't be published on Amazon.

As always, if you enjoyed reading this book, I encourage you to leave a review on Amazon. It’s also 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 or click here to sign up for my mailing list.

Thanks for reading,

Anya

For other stories by the same author, check out

Home Cooking

Household Inheritance

Forbidden Grove

Castle Town

Sin and Soil

Natural Hormone Therapy

Stay In Tonight

Lust Magic Fusion

Winter Spire: Sorceress of Lust

Forbidden Magic: The Gift

Magical Inheritance: Book of Sins

cover.jpeg
ANYA MERCHANT





