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    PROLOGUE 
 
      
 
    The streets were empty, but that was no surprise to Lockpick. Most of the cars he passed by had been abandoned in the moment, left to their fates by drivers more concerned with their own safety amidst the chaos and confusion. Nobody ever liked to be stuck in a traffic jam during the first rumblings of an encounter between a powerful supervillain and the Champion Authority. 
 
    In this case, the rumblings were literal. Lockpick could only hope that the rest of the Crimson Five were managing to deal with Stonehand, if not talking him down to a state of surrender.  
 
    He weaved a line through another clump of vehicles, heading for the next apartment building. The ground shook from his left, and a massive hand of rock broke out of the concrete, flipping over the truck nearest to it and sending cracks spiderwebbing outward. 
 
    He slid to a stop in front of the door to the apartments and hurriedly used his power to get it open. The common reaction of the average person during crisis was of course to flee, but a fair number would always choose to hunker down, weathering the storm.  
 
    Although—there was a certain amount of grim calculus behind those decisions. It wasn’t as if photos of what had happened to those out in the open during the Meltdown Abomination Event were hard to come by: corpses scorched beyond recognition, bodies still posed in their position of death all across the cities of what was now the Eastern Exclusion Zone. 
 
    The lower apartment was empty, but Lockpick could hear voices as he thudded up the stairs to the second level. The door on the right was unlocked, not that it would have stopped him. Panicked voices rolled over him with questions even as he tried to raise his voice and explain, to be taken seriously as a teenage apprentice hero with acne showing through the gaps in his mask and a cracking voice. 
 
    A trembling woman wielding a chef’s knife sat rigid on a couch, defensively clutching at a sickly older man covered by a blanket. The old man was smiling and out of it, but the woman understood the danger and must have judged the risk of running higher than staying put and hoping for the best. The building shook underneath them, dishes rattling with that horrible, ominous intensity. 
 
    “Outside!” said Lockpick. “There’s no time!” 
 
    She looked grateful, perhaps just to have the decision out of her hands. Lockpick hurried them to the door and pointed them away from the action. He was about to hurry off to clear out the next building, his regular assignment as a non-combatant, when he smelled bacon. 
 
    The woman and man he’d just saved still had plates made up on the table. Lockpick had missed breakfast that morning. Relic had been just starting it for him and Webcam when the call to handle Stonehand had come in.  
 
    Eggs, too, and those were bagels in the back if he wasn’t mistaken. 
 
    The building was unlikely to still be standing by the end of the day, and even if it happened to be, the occupants wouldn’t be allowed back for half a week. He saw no reason to abandon so much perfectly good food when it was all so easily savable. It was arguably part of his job to avoid such pointless waste. Strong argument, too, with his empty stomach leading the charge. 
 
    He fashioned himself a crude breakfast sandwich and shifted his focus back to saving lives. 
 
    The next building was empty, but Lockpick called inside anyway in between mouthfuls of deliciousness. He heard voices as he continued down the street, but not of the tenor of people fleeing. He slowed, wondering if perhaps Stonehand had picked up some henchman that Relic and Halberd hadn’t been informed of. 
 
    “You got your sketch pad?” asked a gruff, older man. 
 
    “I’m not a fucking idiot, Greg!” barked a younger voice. “You think this is my first time out?” 
 
    Had to be reporters. Sketches were their way of getting around the Superhero Privacy Act. Lockpick crept a bit closer, not trusting his assumption enough to expose himself quite yet. 
 
    “Could have fooled me,” said the older man. “Remember, the law extends to any obvious, uncommon, defining physical characteristics even in sketches. You see a scar, a mole on someone’s face, distinctive chin, dimpled cheeks, whatever. You downplay it or leave it out.” 
 
    “Again, I’m not a fucking idiot.” 
 
    The older reporter let out a grunt of a laugh. “Then give me a rundown on who we came here for.” 
 
    There was a sigh, followed by the flick of a lighter and the smell of cigarette smoke. Lockpick knew he should be hurrying to double check that the area was clear, but the rumbling had stopped for the moment, and he was curious about what the reporters would say. Relic didn’t let him and Webcam watch the news channels, and she discouraged them from searching their hero identities on the net. 
 
    “The amazing Crimson Five,” said the younger reporter. “Hottest upcoming mentor team on this side of what’s left of America. Two adults, three kids, brought together from all across the country. Rumor has it they live together as a family in their mundane identities under assumed names.” 
 
    “I’d hardly call that a rumor, given the info we have on some of the other mentor teams,” said the older reporter. “Let me get more specific. Recognize her? The one upfront?” 
 
    “How could I not?” said the younger one. “That’s Relic. One of, in my opinion, the sexiest superheroes to ever walk the face of the Earth.” 
 
    “Halberd is a lucky man,” grunted the older reporter. 
 
     Lockpick risked a glance at the corner, not at the men, but at the rest of his team. Halberd stood next to Relic amid a crater the size of a city block. Stonehand was across from them, and it seemed as though they were close to defusing the situation without further bloodshed. 
 
    “He’s luckier than I think you realize,” said the younger reporter. “A friend of mine got an interview with Invisibella. It seems she and Halberd are also close, behind the scenes.” 
 
    Lockpick frowned at that, thinking back to all the times Invisibella had been over to their house. Relic had never seemed put off by it, but there were several occasions in which it had just been him and Halberd home when the silver-haired woman had dropped by. 
 
    “No shit,” said the older reporter. “Anyway, you seem to know those two. Tell me about the girl in the air.” 
 
    “That would be Kestrel,” said the younger reporter. “The oldest of the brats. One of my personal favorite supers, in general. Just turned eighteen in case you were wondering.” 
 
    “Why did you say it like that?” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “I have a teenage daughter, jackass.” 
 
    The younger reporter laughed. “Well, there’s your first mistake.” 
 
    “Go fuck yourself.” 
 
    “Lighten up, big guy. It was a joke.” 
 
    There was an annoyed sigh from the older reporter. “Whatever. You got another one of those?” 
 
    “Sure.” The lighter flicked again. “Last two are Webcam, who ironically is camera shy, and, um… what’s his face? Sneakboy or some shit.” 
 
    “Lockpick,” said Lockpick, stepping forward. The two reporters drew back in surprise.  
 
    “Fuck!” said the younger one. “No offense. I mean, granted… that was some sneaky shit.” 
 
    “The two of you need to get out of here.” Lockpick waved a hand in the direction he’d sent the other people he’d rescued. “This isn’t over yet, and you’re well within the range of danger and destruction.” 
 
    “It’s our job, kid,” said the older reporter. “You got yours and we’ve got…” 
 
    There was an angry shout from where Halberd and Relic had been negotiating with Stonehand. The ground rumbled as the villain thrust his own palm down against the gravel, forcing half a dozen larger, stonier types to surge up from various places along the destroyed city block. One nearly struck the younger reporter as it emerged no more than a foot from his shoulder. 
 
    “Right,” said Lockpick. “You were saying?” 
 
    “We…” The older man cleared his throat. “We’ll be on our way. Think there might be time for an interview after?” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Halberd smashed through a towering a hand of rock, wielding his conjured axe like a scythe through wheat. Relic was next to him, channeling the various powers of the artifacts through which only she could draw power. A shaft of sunfire erupted from the ground up, channeled from her connection to the Circlet of Ra she wore atop her head, pulling back her blonde hair like a headband. 
 
    Kestrel was more on distraction duty than in the midst of the fray. She was paying attention to everything but herself as she flew through the battle, her voice clear over the communicators each of them wore. She wasn’t ready. 
 
    Lockpick was already moving when he saw the hand seize her by the chest. Stonehand laughed from where he controlled the appendage, the threat to squeeze the life out of her a sudden, unspoken weight on his side of the balance of battle. 
 
    Lockpick seized one of the fingers, pulling and twisting and even scratching with his eponymous lockpick. The finger broke loose. Kestrel came free, gasping. The hand slapped outward, knocking Lockpick backward into a sprawl across the concrete. 
 
    The moment he’d opened was enough, however. Halberd struck a great blow with his axe, lengthening and curving it to cut into the supervillain’s shoulder. Stonehand lost focus, falling to his knees in a howl of pain as blood gushed from his now useless arm.  
 
    Lockpick was dazed, having knocked his skull more than once on his way across the ground. All part of being a hero. He felt soft hands shifting his body, followed by the softer sensation of his head resting on a pair of costumed thighs. 
 
    “You did good, LP,” whispered Relic. “Kestrel would have died if not for you.” 
 
    “Oh my God, LP!” Kestrel landed next to Lockpick, grabbing his hand. 
 
    “Is he okay?” Webcam came running from her hiding spot nearby, curly brown hair bouncing as she slid to a stop on his other side and indulged her own concern. 
 
    “He’ll be fine.” Relic smoothed her hand across his forehead, still covered by the same identical crimson and black mask which every member of their team wore. “The fight’s over. You can rest now, sweetheart.” 
 
    Halberd had finished subduing Stonehand and walked over to the rest of the team. He took a sip from his flask, grinning and flipping Lockpick a thumbs-up. “Good job, kiddo.” 
 
    The two reporters from earlier slunk in along the outskirts of the destruction. Halberd waved them over, which earned a small frown from Relic. They’d never really seen eye to eye on how much interaction the team should have with the press. 
 
    “It violates Champion Authority policy for us to be giving interviews,” she muttered. “Especially now. We need to get LP home.” 
 
    “We’ll just take a question or two,” muttered Halberd, sniffing his flask. “He deserves the attention after what he pulled off. How the hell did you break that stone, anyway?” 
 
    Lockpick grinned. “Just luck, I guess.” 
 
    The older reporter was already busy asking a question while hurriedly working on a sketch of the team, faces vague and relatively shapeless to preserve their identities in respect of the law. 
 
    “Have you thought about what you’ll move on to next, Kestrel? You’ve been a member of the Crimson Five since you were a toddler, and you’re eighteen now. Think it will be hard to say goodbye?” 
 
    Kestrel looked around at the others, mouth quirked sideways. “It doesn’t really work like that. This is as much my family as it is my mentor team. Even if I did move on, which I don’t plan on doing, it wouldn’t be saying goodbye.” 
 
    The two reporters shared a telling glance. The younger one cleared his throat. 
 
    “So, Lockpick,” he began. “How does it feel to be a hero? You’re not usually upfront in these encounters, given your power. What gave you the courage to take such a risk?” 
 
    “It wasn’t about courage,” he said. “Someone I loved was in danger. It was that simple, really. It’s just how I was raised, and what Halberd and Relic would have done in my place. I want to be a hero worthy of their legacy.” 
 
    Relic grinned down at Lockpick and then up at Halberd, who came close behind her and set his hands on her shoulders, face full of pride. 
 
    “Well, as far as I can tell, you’re well on your way!” said the older reporter. “I get the sense that you’ll go on to do great things with the Crimson Five.” 
 
    “Great things,” agreed his partner. 
 
  

 
   
    PART ONE: HOMECOMING 
 
      
 
   



 

 CHAPTER 1 
 
      
 
    “Step away from the door, prisoner.” 
 
    Will stepped away from it. He knew the drill, so he moved to the back of his cell and set his hands against the wall, resisting the urge to glance over his shoulder, aware of what would happen if he made any sudden movements. 
 
    “William Carroll Sorling,” said the neutral voice of the prison AI, in the comm speaker above. “Twenty years old. Sentenced to four years for aiding and abetting a supervillain, served two years, three months. Scheduled for early release under the conditions of level-one probation.” 
 
    He heard the thrumming of Architect’s energy barrier abruptly cut out, the noise so familiar that he’d started to hear a faint ringing in his ears when it wasn’t there. Footsteps, followed by a gentle hand on his shoulder. Sheila, the deputy guard captain. One of the few he respected within the prison. 
 
    “About time. You’re getting out today, Will. Packed and ready to go?” 
 
    “Been prepping all morning,” he said, smiling.  
 
    His cell was, of course, empty. He wore only his blue prison jumpsuit and a pair of generic, uncomfortable sneakers. He’d arrived with basically nothing, and it still felt as though he was leaving with less than what he’d gone in with, like grinding a dull knife to true flat. 
 
    “You don’t sound all that excited,” she said. 
 
    He shrugged. “I am excited, it’s just… a lot at once. I never really expected to get through to the other side.” 
 
    He let her put the knockout cuffs on him, nerve shockers that could turn off his brain with a flick of the switch. Even less than that if the prison’s AI was in a frisky mood. The Chief Warden, Cryptkeeper, also lingered outside Will’s cell, the ominous super standing back a few feet in his strange, mouthless costume. 
 
    They stepped out into the hallway and began walking through Mastodon Supermax Penitentiary in the direction of the front entrance, a path Will had only walked once before in reverse, when he’d first been brought in. 
 
    “Prison has a way of making the world seem small, even for us guards,” said Sheila. “I can only hope that once you’re outside, you’ll—" 
 
    She jumped back a step as a bottle full of faintly yellow-green liquid hit the floor in front of them. Several shouts filtered down from the upper levels, overlapping and echoing in that familiar cadence. It was like being in a stadium, an arena, with exponentially more violence and no exit. 
 
    “A piss bottle,” said Sheila, nudging the bottle with a toe. “I suppose it’s better than projected blasts of energy or kinetic shrapnel. A lot of your fellow inmates still hold a grudge, I take it?” 
 
    “They do, but that’s not a piss bottle,” he said. “That’s an escape attempt.” 
 
    Sheila furrowed her brow. “…What?” 
 
    “Algae Double up in cell 305.” 
 
    “Seriously?” 
 
    “He’s tried it before. I thought you knew?” 
 
    Sheila nodded to Cryptkeeper, who seized the bottle and began to drain the life from it using his strange, decrepit power. 
 
    “Well,” began Sheila. “Like I was saying…” 
 
    Another bottle crashed down, this one losing its cap and splashing open partially onto Will’s shoes. Second time was apparently the charm, and the smell left no doubt. 
 
    “That one was a piss bottle,” he muttered. 
 
    Sheila made a face, hopped over the puddle, and continued leading him out. She’d always been kind to him in a tired sort of way, and he appreciated talking to her. There weren’t many other people, inmates or guards, willing to act friendly after all the shit he’d pulled. 
 
    They passed by Fishman’s cell. The bald supervillain slammed into Architect’s barrier with his grotesque forehead, shouting wordlessly in rage. He opened his mouth and vomited a barrage of tiny piranhas in Will’s direction, which pattered against the projected energy plane and slapped to the ground. 
 
    “You bastard!” screamed Fishman. “Fucking traitor.” 
 
    Will flipped him off, not breaking stride. Bassbruh had a similar reaction when he saw them pass by, as did Inkfuck. He’d always found it hard to take those two seriously. Supers having the agency to name themselves was more of a curse than a blessing when it came to the idiots of the world. 
 
    Everyone within the prison was unmasked while incarcerated. They knew who Will had been in the outside world just as he knew more than he wanted to about them. He’d thought that his past as a superhero might breed a certain amount of animosity. He’d been so naïve about the true dangers that lay within the prison. 
 
    They passed by Despot’s cell, and this time, Will had to look. He saw the leader of the Power Realists meeting his gaze, fury and hatred written deep into his expression. He didn’t attack the barrier or throw his piss. He just lifted a hand and pointed a single finger. 
 
    “You’re marked,” shouted Despot. “You can’t just walk away, Pick. Not after everything you’ve done. You’ll be at the top of the list, and you won’t even see it coming.” 
 
    “That’s cute, coming from you.” Will drew closer to the barrier, near enough to feel the hum of energy vibrating against his face. “All talk, all bluster. It really is too bad that they’ll never let you out of here, Jacob. I would love to encounter you on the outside, without Cryptkeeper breathing down our necks.” 
 
    He threw his hand forward, letting it slam into the wall next to the cell, triggering the other man into flinching backward. Despot would never have admitted it, but he was terrified of him, just like so many of the others within that pit of supervillainy and corruption. 
 
    “I bet you wish it were just me and you, Pick!” screeched Despot. “You and I both know it’ll be more than that! So much more. You were one of us, and you fucking betrayed us!” 
 
    One of us. The universal rallying cry of the super supremacists. A phrase he’d even tried out himself for a time, worn like armor for protection against the chaos of the pen. Despot wasn’t wrong. He was marked, but he’d be damned if he’d let anyone tell him that he couldn’t walk away. 
 
    The tattoos across his back and chest suddenly itched all over, and his entire body felt hot. The reality of everything he’d done was like a bad dream, except there he was, awake and sorting through the aftermath. 
 
    “Don’t listen to him,” said Sheila. “You did what you had to. You kept your head down and served your time. That’s coming from me. Honestly, I don’t think you deserved to be in here at all, not like most of these guys. You were just trying to be a loyal son. It’s not your fault that your father happened to be Halberd.” 
 
    There was some truth in that, but only some. Halberd, former superhero and leader of the Crimson Five, had arguably become the most infamous supervillain of all time after leaving the team. He was Will’s father, by role if not by blood, and Will had been loyal to the man. But Sheila didn’t understand, not really. He wondered if she’d still show him such kindness if she did. 
 
    “It’s not that simple,” he said. “I did belong in prison.” 
 
    She didn’t contradict him. The truth of Will’s crimes extended so far beyond just aiding and abetting. Robbery. Extortion. Bribery. Murder, even, from a certain perspective. Shade, Mismatch, Willowbark, all dead by his hand. 
 
    He still couldn’t think about that or let himself see any of their faces, even if he’d had his reasons. And that was all before he’d even arrived at Mastodon and fallen in with Despot and the Realists, before he’d willingly betrayed men he’d once called brothers, before his time in solitary. 
 
    “Well, according to the judge, you now belong back in the world,” said Sheila. “Looks like you’ll have someone helping you take that first step, too.” 
 
    She held her arm out, ushering him into the prison’s main entrance. A barrier partition with heavily reinforced glass windows let him see the lobby, where an all-too-familiar face was waiting, wringing her hands with worry. 
 
    Jess looked good. Better than good.  
 
    It had been five years since Will had last seen her, which would make her… 38? No, 39.  
 
    Her blonde hair hung loose across her shoulders, framing her face, her deep blue eyes like pools into eternity. She wore a thin cardigan sweater, open in the front to reveal the drooping neckline of her white blouse, along with a thigh-hugging pair of jeans and black sandals. 
 
    She was as astounding out of costume as she was in it. She was tall, though not as tall as he was now, Will could already see. She had the sort of body which stirred the enmity of women and the urges of men, curves in all the places that mattered and thin, sinewy muscle underneath. She was a goddess, basically—beautiful and strong, but none of that held any weight compared to the power her eyes held over him. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” he said, shaking his head. She couldn’t hear him on the other side of the glass, on the other side of the civilized world, but he felt he needed a practice run of saying the words. 
 
    It was a long walk to the security checkpoint, and he gave up on trying to hold her gaze after a few seconds. He’d never been so ashamed in his entire life, standing before the woman who’d raised him, who’d loved him, who’d taught him everything that mattered… in a prison jumpsuit, shoes stinking of piss from the hateful parting gift. 
 
    More guards patted him down as he reached the security checkpoint. One forced his legs wider with the baton before searching his groin with uncomfortably close pats. He clenched his teeth, humiliated and frustrated, but beyond anything else, just so relieved that Jess was there. 
 
    “Would you like to hear the full terms of your release agreement?” chirped the prison’s AI. 
 
    “No, I’ve read it,” he said. “I agree.” 
 
    “Please speak your full name and prisoner number to begin.” 
 
    He winced and spoke quickly, just wanting it over with. “I, William Sorling, prison number one seven nine, agree to the full terms of the release agreement.” 
 
    Jess was still watching him with those intensely concerned eyes. He felt as though he needed to contemplate what he was going to say again. He needed her to hear his apology. He needed her to understand, to accept it. How could she not hate him after everything? He couldn’t bear her hating him. 
 
    “Please pay the storage fee for holding your confiscated possessions or waive your right to file suit against Mastodon Supermax for any and all personal damages which may have occurred during your incarceration,” said the prison AI. 
 
    “I absolve the prison of any and all personal damages,” he muttered.  
 
    Not much choice, really. He didn’t have money to pay what they’d demand from him. Sheila gave him a clumsy smile as she undid the cuffs. Will rubbed his wrists, heart pounding as he stepped toward the final checkpoint. 
 
    The scanner ran over him, beeping and showing a green light. A guard on the other side of the partition passed a bundle of his personal artifacts into his hands. An old set of slightly blood splattered clothing. The key to a long-since totaled car. His penknife, a gift from Halberd. 
 
    They didn’t say anything else to announce his release. He heard Sheila yell a goodbye from beyond the glass, and the other guards just sort of shuffled off, leaving him and Jess alone in the lobby. He looked at her again and was hit by how much of a disparity there was between her and his memory of her. 
 
    She looked like so much more than the motherly, doting woman who’d looked after him and Avery and Rue. She looked… well, a lot more like the illustrations and computer-generated images of the capital R Relic that so many of the other inmates had put up in their cells.  
 
    Pin-up images, no less. They’d worshiped her, despite being on the opposite side of the law. They’d probably also done more than just worship her, judging by the tenor of many of the comments he’d overheard. 
 
    Jess was walking toward him, and he felt his breath catch in his throat, infinitely vulnerable in that endless moment. She blinked, a smile coming onto her face, but it was paired with a deeper uncertainty that it pained him to see. 
 
    “LP,” she said. 
 
    “Jess.” 
 
    She flinched at that. He’d always called her Mom back before he’d left, but referring to her as such when Halberd had been drinking often resulted in the older hero having an emotional meltdown. So he’d fallen out of the habit, and as much as Jess had stumbled upon hearing him call her by name, he was relieved to see her already moving past it. 
 
    “Oh, LP!” She wrapped him in a tight hug, and Will squeezed back, completely overcome by the intensity of their reunion. “I’ve missed you so much.” 
 
    “So have I,” he said. He ran a hand over her hair, finding it hard to speak past his surging relief. She still loved him, despite everything. 
 
    “I’m so glad you’re alright,” she whispered. “You’re all grown up.” 
 
    That much was true, perhaps more than she even understood. Her body felt so soft against his, so much smaller than he remembered. Being taller than her was one thing. Being able to envelop her in his arms, feel the feminine crush of her breasts against his chest, breath against his neck, was, well… 
 
    It was going to take some getting used to. 
 
    She pulled back, holding him by the shoulders and looking him up and down as though checking for hidden injuries. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “I’m fine,” he said. “I’ve managed well enough. I’m not a kid anymore.” 
 
    “Barely,” she said, grinning. “I’m going to dote over you anyway, mister twenty years, eleven months, and… seventeen days old?” 
 
    “Eighteen.” 
 
    “You cut your hair.” She reached a hand out, touching his head. 
 
    “They cut my hair,” he said. “I would have kept it long if…” 
 
    “I can even it out,” she said quickly. “It’s not a bad look for you, sweetie.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    She held his hand, threading her fingers through his, staring at him with that serious expression, as though she was waiting for something to go wrong. He couldn’t blame her, not after what he’d put her through. 
 
    “Did you drive up in the minivan?” he asked. 
 
    She shook her head. “I traded it in for a Prius a few years ago. Didn’t need the extra space with… you and Hal gone.” 
 
    He sucked in a breath. It was now or never. “Jess… I’m so sorry.” 
 
    She nodded slowly, but he wasn’t sure she’d really heard, or perhaps internalized, the apology. Too soon for it? Maybe. Probably. As much as he wanted to get it over with, he knew it would take a heavier conversation. More explaining on his part. More forgiveness on hers. 
 
    “You call me Jess now,” she said. “You really are all grown up.” 
 
    He shrugged. “I… could still call you Mom if you wanted. That’s what you are to me.” 
 
    He squeezed her hand. It was true, despite the nature of the mentor team. None were related, but like all supers, their real mothers had died in childbirth. Beyond that, Will had never known his real father. He’d been with Jess and David, Relic and Halberd, from his very earliest memories. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter what you call me,” said Jess. “I think we know that better than most people. All that matters is how we feel.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” he said. “Mom.” 
 
    “Sweetheart.” 
 
    “Jess.” 
 
    “William.” 
 
    He chuckled. “Why did you use that tone?” 
 
    “What tone?” 
 
    He pulled her sideways and off balance as they headed for the doors. “You know what I mean. As if I’m in the hot seat.” 
 
    “You are, or at least, freshly out of it.” Jess gave him a stern look and then purposefully eyed the prison’s heavily defensible entrance, automated turrets and watchtowers and patrolling guards. 
 
    “…Fair enough.” 
 
  

 
   
    CHAPTER 2 
 
      
 
     Jess, in her infinite foresight, had brought a change of clothing for him. It took Will longer than it should have—after pulling the loose t-shirt and baggy sweatpants on in the prison’s public bathroom—to realize that they had obviously once belonged to Halberd. Remnants of a happier time. Strange to think that she hadn’t thrown them out. 
 
    He followed Jess out into the parking lot, taking in the world like a waking dream. The sun was out, bright and brimming with power, hot on his face. The area surrounding Mastodon Supermax was rural, a deliberate choice, from what he understood, to make escape less appealing. He could hear the birds, the insects, feel the breeze, smell the grass. 
 
    “You’re gawking.” Jess leaned against the hood of her Prius, smiling fondly at him. “This must be a lot to take in at once.” 
 
    “Yeah,” he said. “It’s just so much more than I remembered. I was a little worried I’d have agoraphobia after so long indoors, but being out here now just makes me want to go camping.” 
 
    Jess furrowed her brow. “You must have had at least some time out in the yard, right?” 
 
    “That privilege was reserved for prisoners with powers that implied a lower escape risk. I wasn’t allowed outside, just like I wasn’t allowed visitors.” 
 
    He smiled, but it wasn’t funny to him, not in the slightest. The worst part of it was that the Risk Assessment Board and Architect and Cryptkeeper had been wise to take him so seriously. His power, his true power, the one he’d never talked about to anyone but Halberd, had made him the most dangerous individual within the prison. 
 
    “Oh, LP.” Jess pushed forward off the car’s hood, blonde hair streaming in the wind. “That must have been so hard.” 
 
    She pulled him into another hug. It felt incredible, too good, and he knew that it was at least in part due to how long he’d been away from the world. Away from women. But Jess was Jess, and he only let himself linger in the embrace for long enough to inhale her smell, long enough to feel the squeeze of her body against his, before pulling back. 
 
    “I’m fine,” he said. “Really. This is one of the best days of my life.” 
 
    She reached out, hesitating before tentatively pressing her hand to his cheek, the way she’d used to when he was little. “You and me both.” 
 
    She rose on her tiptoes to kiss him on the cheek, and then wiped the spot with her thumb where he assumed a bit of lipstick or something had stuck. The sun highlighted her profile as she walked around to the driver’s side of the car, leaning forward with her butt jutting outward as she hurried to clear the passenger seat. 
 
    The first few minutes of the drive were dead silent. It felt like a contradiction, a reversal of how quickly they’d fallen back into their old rhythm. Like a physical blockade, an object that belonged specifically to him, that he either needed to move out of the way or smooth out for the both of them. 
 
    He forced himself to ask the question that had so often been on his mind across the past two years. The past five years, in truth. 
 
    “Are you mad at me?” 
 
    Jess took a minute to answer, and it was by far one of the most stressful singular moments of Will’s life. She glanced at him when she was finally ready, smiling but not smiling, and then her eyes were back on the road. 
 
    “Of course not,” she said. “At least… not anymore. I felt a lot of strong emotions while you were gone. When the two of you were in the news, it was hard not to. But you were only fifteen when you left. I blame Hal for what happened, not you. You were just along for the ride.” 
 
    He wanted to tell her everything, the full, complete truth. But that would have been as hard for him to voice as for her to hear. He would, in time, over time, maybe bit by bit. But for now, he needed to at least tell her this. 
 
    “I chose to go with him,” he said. “He didn’t kidnap me. I went willingly and… I could have come home if I’d really wanted to.” 
 
    Jess bit her lower lip. She flicked the car’s blinker, slowing to pull into a rest stop along the highway ahead of them. Putting the Prius into park, she dropped her arms and sagged her shoulders. One of her hands sought out his, and Will threaded his fingers alongside hers, holding tight enough to feel her pulse. 
 
    “I don’t care,” she said. “All that matters is that you’re back, Will. You’re back, and you aren’t going to leave again.” 
 
    It was a question disguised as a statement, but one that meant so much to hear from her. He could see the fragility in her expression, so rare for Jess, for Relic.  
 
    He squeezed her hand. “I’m not going anywhere. I don’t think you realize how long I’ve been looking forward to this day. To be back home, back with my family again.” 
 
    Her face lit up, and she put her other hand atop the pile, holding tight as though she really might just hold him in place if he decided otherwise. She could, in truth. She almost never took off the Cord of Achilles, the artifact which gave her superstrength. 
 
    “Thank you, LP,” she whispered, blinking fast. 
 
    He laughed and put an arm around her shoulders, hugging her to him. “Want me to take over driving for a while so you can indulge your motherly emotions and ball your eyes out?” 
 
    She gave him a mock glare, still smiling. “Watch yourself, mister.” 
 
    “Or what?” 
 
    She held his gaze long enough for the car’s interior to feel strange. Stuffy, a few degrees hotter, out of sorts from how they’d been five years before. Jess cleared her throat. 
 
    “I think I should stay behind the wheel, for the time being,” she said. “But thank you for offering. Very gentlemanly of you.” 
 
    “I’ve been called many things before. Rarely a gentleman.” 
 
    Jess smirked at him and made a show of looking him up and down. “You’re just out of practice. A few days back in the real world and you’ll be a humble heartthrob by anyone’s standards.” 
 
    “Right,” he said, leaning back in his seat. “A former supervillain on probation is exactly what the girls my age are pining for.” 
 
    Jess leaned her head to the side, propping it against her hand on the steering wheel, still watching him. “I think you might be surprised about what the girls your age are into these days.” 
 
    They got back on the highway. Jess talked a lot, not so much to fill the air as simply in response to how much she had to say, how much he’d missed. She gave him a rundown of what she liked about her new car.  
 
    She brought up a few aspects about how Lancaster City, their hometown, had developed and evolved. She explained her new role as a solo hero within the Champion Authority, along with her work at a local community center under her mundane identity. 
 
    “How are Rue and Avery?” he asked when he got the chance. 
 
    “They’re doing well.” Jess flashed a quick sidelong smile. “As far as I can tell, at least. They’re both at that age where independence comes naturally and it’s hard for them to slow down. Avery’s moved past it a bit, but it’s still a challenge to get her to come over for dinner or meet me for lunch.” 
 
    “Avery doesn’t live at home anymore?” 
 
    “Right. I should have mentioned that first. She went to the Academy, got herself a degree, a steady job, an apartment. I’m honestly beyond proud… but it is a bit lonelier with just Rue and me, and I know she’s next.” 
 
    “Looks like I came back at just the right time, then,” he said. 
 
    “Looks like it.” Jess patted his knee affectionately, and Will tried to ignore the tremor that having a woman touch his leg sent through him. It was Jess, of all people. He took a breath. 
 
    “So,” he said. “Rue.” 
 
    “Rue.” Jess sighed. “She’s… been struggling a bit more. Her grades weren’t spectacular in her last two years of high school, so she’s doing her Super Academy work through the online program. The rest of her classes are at the local college.” 
 
    “Ah.” Will knew how much pride and prestige came with officially getting onto the Academy’s campus. “That sucks.” 
 
    The Seattle Super Academy was basically an Ivy League school for supers, except even more consequential in terms of career development. The online program had begun as a way of expanding the lessons to a wider base of supers, but not being physically at the Academy meant not having the experience of rubbing shoulders with other teenagers from unique backgrounds with interesting powers. 
 
    “She’s nineteen,” said Jess. “She’s justifiably upset over it, on top of the normal teenage moodiness. I’ve been doing my best to just give her space, encourage her when I see an opening. It’s less about finding some perfect solution and more about, well… getting over the hump.” 
 
    “Cammie’s nineteen,” muttered Will. “That’s insane.” 
 
    “She grew up so fast,” said Jess. “I sometimes find myself wishing that she’d slow down. I feel like the proud mother bird who isn’t ready for her nest to be empty just yet.” 
 
    “You’ll have to get rid of me first,” said Will, grinning. 
 
    “What if I don’t want to?” She smiled back at him and touched his knee again.  
 
    God, her hand felt good there. He patted her knuckles and gently slid her fingers away, trying to uncross whatever wires had gotten tangled in his head to make Jess’s touch feel like that. 
 
  

 
   
    CHAPTER 3 
 
      
 
    The drive home was only an hour or so, but Will was out of practice riding in the car. He dozed off for a good portion of the trip, coming awake only as Jess navigated the car across the beautiful, hilly Vermont terrain. 
 
    The house that the Sorlings, the Crimson Five, had once all lived in was nestled within the inoffensive suburban sprawl surrounding Lancaster City. Will felt strange as Jess turned onto their street. 
 
    The house had never seemed anything special to him as a kid. Five bedrooms, two baths, a spacious double-doored garage. In the time since he’d left, he’d lived out of motel rooms, penthouses, a school bus filled with stolen money, and of course, a prison cell. None of them had stirred this kind of emotion with him, this unpredictable feeling that left him suddenly unsure of who he was. 
 
    He’d dreamed of coming home so often during his time in self-enforced exile, but it had never been like this. As Jess brought the car to a stop in the driveway and turned off the engine, Will felt such a powerful sense of anxiety that he had to close his eyes for a second. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” asked Jess. 
 
    “I just…” He sighed and shook his head. “It’s as if I’m only just now realizing how badly I fucked up, and how I have less than nothing to show for it.” 
 
    “You still have people who love you,” said Jess. “If that’s not enough… there might also be some leftover pie in the fridge.” 
 
    He laughed, and she squeezed his shoulder, and he found the courage to climb out of the car and make the long walk down the paved walkway leading to the front door. It was still his home. He could confirm that much with his heart as he set his hand on the doorknob and stepped into the familiar entranceway. 
 
    It was quiet inside. Will took his shoes off and set them in the neat row alongside Jess and Rue’s extensive collection of footwear. He slowly walked into the living room, feeling a strange impulse to touch everything, to run around, to see where things were different, in which ways the space had left him behind. 
 
    “Um…” Jess kicked off her boots as she came up behind him, sounding similarly unsure of how to welcome him in. “It’s pretty late in the afternoon. I could start dinner early if you’re hungry?” 
 
    “Sure,” he said. “I missed lunch because of the release procedures.” 
 
    “Right. Your room is still, well, your room. We didn’t change anything if you want to head up and relax.” 
 
    “Maybe after,” he said. “I’ll keep you company in the kitchen.” 
 
    “I’d love that.” 
 
    He took a seat at the counter, still feeling an overwhelming sense of surrealness in the current moment. There was an aspect of freedom, true freedom, which he still had to adjust himself to. In prison, he’d never had a choice about what to do, what he should be doing. Back home, he was almost paralyzed by the range of his options. 
 
    “I bought some steak,” said Jess. “I thought I’d do stir fry with rice?” 
 
    “That sounds fine.” 
 
    “I might still have that seasoning you used to love.” Jess rose on her tiptoes to investigate her spice cabinet, sliding various jars and shakers from side to side. “Drat. Never mind, I’ll have to pick more up. I—” 
 
    Will heard the front door open and then slam shut a second later. Fast footsteps headed for the stairs and then doubled back. He turned around on his stool and saw a beautiful young woman come through the doorway into the dining room. 
 
    Rue. He almost didn’t recognize her. She was young and confident and, well, bouncy. She’d filled out, her once boyish build now full, some might say thick, with flesh and feminine curves in a modern hourglass figure. Her hair was dark brown, curly to the point of verging on poofy, like an aura around her face. 
 
    She’d been an orphan, a true orphan with no paper trail, just like him. Her heritage was likely some combination of African and Asian, from her mid-toned skin and almond-shaped eyes, but she’d never bothered to get a DNA test… just like him. 
 
    He saw the confusion in her expression as she stared at him. She even went so far as to zip up her sweatshirt, which she’d been in the middle of pulling off as she’d first entered the room. Will realized that she didn’t recognize him, or if she did, she wasn’t comfortable. 
 
    “Cammie,” he said. “Hey.” 
 
    She blinked a few times fast. “Nobody calls me that anymore.” 
 
    “Except me, apparently.” He smiled, trying to draw one out of her, without success. 
 
    “You cut your hair,” she said. 
 
    “The prison cut my hair,” he said, gesturing to his head. 
 
    “It looks awful.” 
 
    “Rue!” snapped Jess. 
 
    “What?” Rue made her way into the kitchen, shouldering loose her bag onto the counter. “It does. Don’t be mad at me for being honest. How long until dinner?” 
 
    She pulled a soda out of the fridge and popped the tab. 
 
    “It’ll be a few minutes,” said Jess. 
 
    “Call me when it’s ready.” Rue turned and started back toward the stairs. Will got up, moving to catch up with her before she could disappear. 
 
    “Hey,” he said. “Can we talk?” 
 
    “No,” she said, glaring at him. “I don’t think we can. What would you even have to say to me at this point, LP?” 
 
    He shook his head, feeling so drained. He was ready to give her an apology, but couldn’t find the words to do it justice. It all felt so unfair, like he’d stepped out of a world moving in slow motion into one that flew by at hyper-speed. Rue was already stomping her way upstairs, and he heard her door slam shut an instant later. 
 
    “That was my fault,” muttered Jess. “I told her you’d be coming back this month, but not the specific day. I thought… maybe the surprise would help jar her out of her teenage headspace. I wasn’t thinking.” 
 
    “It’s not your fault,” he said. “Trust me when I say I deserved that. I… made Rue a promise before I left. Made it and broke it on the same day.” 
 
    Jess slid the contents of her cutting board into the pan and nodded slowly. “I know. Rue and I talked a lot about that in the first few months after you left. She really thought you were coming back. She refused to give up on you, at least at first.” 
 
    Will winced and took a seat at the counter again. “For what it’s worth, I thought I was coming back, too. At least at first.” 
 
    “All that matters is that you did,” said Jess. “Eventually.”  
 
    She left the stove to come up behind him, setting her hands on his shoulders and kissing the top of his head. Will sighed, so relieved to be home and out of the pen. To not have to worry about what Despot and his lackeys might try to pull, or how he was going to make it through the grinding boredom of another faceless day. 
 
    “Is Avery coming for dinner?” he asked. 
 
    “She’s on assignment tonight, but she said she’d be by in the morning,” said Jess. 
 
    “Assignment?” He furrowed his brow. “What kind of job does she have, anyway?” 
 
    Jess flashed him a coy smile. “Better for me to let her explain it.” 
 
    “Fair enough.” He pushed his stool back. “I think I’ll head up to my room for a minute. Settle in.” 
 
    “I’ll call you down when the food’s ready,” said Jess. “I love you, Will.” 
 
    “I love you, too.” 
 
    He made his way upstairs slowly, dragging his fingers along the polished banister, feet taking in the texture of the carpet. His room was at the end of the hall, right across from Rue’s. True to what Jess had said, it was almost exactly as he’d left it. 
 
    Almost. She’d apparently hung his old costume up on the wall, like someone might if they were constructing a shrine to a departed loved one. Black mask, crimson spandex tights, black, fingerless gloves. As though it mattered whether or not the gloves were fingerless for him to use his power. 
 
    Lockpick had always been a misnomer, so much further from the truth than anyone aside from Halberd would ever know. Will had never picked a single lock in his life. His power was a scalpel, in a literal sense. He could cut through anything. 
 
    He needed a knife to do it, of course. Thin lockpicks were close enough, perfectly suited for opening doors by cutting just right. The skillset had pigeonholed him into that role within his team early in his short career as a super, given how useful it had still been even when he’d been a child. He’d never showcased the full extent of his ability to anyone other than Halberd, after they’d left home. It was his secret, one he wasn’t even sure why he’d first started keeping. 
 
    He could cut through brick with a butter knife, or steel with a shaving razor. Titanium, diamond, whatever. It didn’t matter how hard his cutting edge was, how sharp it was, how much strength he put into his movement. Will’s power was simple, elegant, and as he’d learned during his time with Halberd, incredibly dangerous. 
 
    And just like a scalpel, it could mend as effectively as cut. Will didn’t even need a knife to do it, though unlike cutting, it was limited to his own body.  
 
    Minor wounds, bruises, cuts, sprains, they all rubbed out with the pass of a hand. Major wounds, serious stabs, broken bones, severed appendages, they took more time, but could be mended just as easily.  
 
    He assumed he could still die from blood loss, too much too fast, or a serious enough injury that overwhelmed his ability or killed him before he could use it, but obviously it wasn’t a limit he’d tested. Mending was the second half to his secret, a talent he owed as much of his success to as cutting. 
 
    He found it funny that he thought about the past few years that way. But the fact that he was still alive was undeniably a success, though it was like the bitter relief at the end of a crucible. 
 
    He took the costume down from the wall and set it across his bed. He could hear music playing from Rue’s room across the hall.  
 
    Things could have been so different. 
 
  

 
   
    CHAPTER 4 
 
      
 
    FIVE YEARS EARLIER 
 
      
 
    “Hey!” cried Cammie. “You cheated!” 
 
    “No, I didn’t,” said Lockpick. “It’s a combo. If you’d blocked the first hit, you would have been fine.” 
 
    “I don’t even know what button block is.” She set her controller down on the carpet, crossing her arms and pouting. “Can we go back to playing Minecraft, now?” 
 
    Lockpick chuckled and nodded his head. He brought the game back to the menu, the background music cutting off to reveal what they’d been trying to distract themselves from in the first place. Relic and Halberd were arguing again. 
 
    “Stop it,” said Relic. “Please, Hal.” 
 
    “They’re sanctioning me again!” shouted Halberd. “Fuck, am I not allowed to be upset?” 
 
    “You can get upset,” said Relic. “Hell, you can even drink if you want to. I don’t care about that. It’s the… other stuff.” 
 
    “Hey, I’ll go if you want me to.” 
 
    “I didn’t say I wanted you to go.” 
 
    “I can’t believe they fucking sanctioned me,” muttered Halberd. “I didn’t even mean to cut that statue’s head off.” 
 
    “There was… more than one.” 
 
    “The first one, I mean. I thought just, you know… made sense for them all to match.” 
 
    “Those were priceless historical relics!” 
 
    “Which is why I stopped to consider the importance of symmetry, woman!” 
 
    Relic gave a heavy sigh and hurried upstairs. She stopped by Kestrel’s room, sharing a few quick words with her, and then continued down the hallway. Lockpick knew what Relic was about to say before she spoke, and so did Cammie, from the way she rose to her feet. 
 
    “Your father… needs some time to blow off some steam,” said Relic. “I thought the rest of us could go out and get some ice cream? Maybe see a movie?” 
 
    There was a crash from downstairs, the sound of a plate or bowl breaking, Halberd muttering a muffled fuck in response. 
 
    “I… should probably stay here,” said Lockpick. “Make sure he gets to bed without breaking too much stuff. Remember the window incident?” 
 
    “LP…” Relic set a hand on his shoulder. “You don’t have to do that.” 
 
    “I don’t want him to leave,” said Lockpick. “He might this time.” 
 
    “If he leaves, he leaves,” said Relic.  “He’s a grown man. At this point… I just can’t deal with it anymore.” 
 
    “You’re not going to leave with him, LP, are you?” asked Cammie. 
 
    “Of course not.” 
 
    “Promise?” 
 
    He hugged her tight. “I promise.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Would you stop already?” 
 
    Lockpick was downstairs, trying to watch TV and keep Halberd from doing too much damage simultaneously. The older superhero had begun banging his head against the house’s front door over and over again in protest of what he took to be a violation of his inalienable rights. 
 
    “Come on, LP,” he muttered. “Give me my keys.” 
 
    “You’re too drunk to drive,” said Lockpick. 
 
    “I don’t even have any beer left.” 
 
    “Too high, then. Too… whatever it is you’ve taken this time.” 
 
    “Come on, LP,” said Halberd. “I’ll buy you a milkshake.” 
 
    “I’m fifteen years old,” said Lockpick. “You’re not going to bribe me with a fucking milkshake.” 
 
    “Alright, alright…” Halberd snapped his fingers. “I’ll buy, ah… a videogame?” 
 
    “Tempting, but no.”  
 
    “At least we’re getting somewhere now,” said Halberd. “The new Xbox console just came out.” 
 
    “You can’t find it in the stores.” 
 
    “But what if we can?” 
 
    “You couldn’t afford it, with how you spend your money,” said Lockpick. 
 
    “But what if…” Halberd made a gesture with his hands, flipped them both open, revealing a bunch of nickels and dimes. “…I have a hidden stash of cash saved for just such a purpose?” 
 
    Lockpick sighed and tried not to smile. It was so hard to stay mad at this man, who he alternated between looking up to and looking after. Halberd was genuinely funny, mostly good-natured… and very much lost in the grip of his addiction. It was hard not to look at him and imagine the man he’d be if he could just get his shit together, and keep it together, for a little while. 
 
    “I’m not giving you your keys,” he said. “If you really have to go to the store, I’ll drive you there.” 
 
    “You’re fifteen,” said Halberd. 
 
    “I have my permit.” 
 
    “Touché.” Halberd slapped him on the back as he stood. “Thanks, LP. We’ll roll the windows down, put on some music. It’ll be fun, I promise.” 
 
    They walked out to the car together, Halberd stumbling, leaning on the younger man’s shoulder. It was the last time Lockpick would see his home for years. 
 
  

 
   
    CHAPTER 5 
 
      
 
    Will sighed, running his hands across the fabric of his mask. Lockpick’s mask, more accurately. He’d never wear it again, though even if he’d been so inclined, it was far too small for him as an adult. 
 
    There was a knock at his door which he’d left open. Jess poked her head into the room, the smile on her face fading into something more subdued as she saw him with his old costume. 
 
    “Did I stumble upon your reminiscing, or mourning?” she asked. 
 
    “A bit of column A, a bit of column B.”  
 
    He tossed the mask down into the heap and leaned back on his hands. Jess took a seat on the carpet next to him, letting her shoulder rub against his. 
 
    “We retired all of the other costumes, too, if it helps at all,” she said. “I still use Relic as my hero name, obviously, but I have a completely new aesthetic now.” 
 
    “I’ve seen it.” He turned, meeting her gaze, her face so near to his. “Sketches of it, I mean.” 
 
    “A couple of your fellow prisoners had artistic talent?” 
 
    “Something like that.” 
 
    He coughed and glanced away. There’d been every sort of sketch of Relic imaginable, in various poses, states of undress, and… other situations. He’d learned early on that it was best to just look the other way, rather than starting fights over it. Crude sketches had been the least of his worries during his time in Mastodon.  
 
    “Do you miss it?” asked Jess. “Being a hero?” 
 
    Will shrugged. “Does it matter? My CA license is permanently suspended, so that’s that.” 
 
    “Sorry. I shouldn’t have asked it like that. I just meant… we were in it together. The Crimson Five. We were dedicated to helping people, and then…” 
 
    And then Halberd became a notorious supervillain. That unfortunate bit of history that would always be impossible to forget, too jagged to polish smooth, too vivid to white out. In the end, Halberd got himself killed after chasing away everyone who might have mourned him, his greatest crime of all, in Will’s opinion. 
 
    “I miss my family,” he said. “You and Rue and Avery. I miss being home. I’d be greedy to ask for anything more from my current position.” 
 
    “It means so much to hear you say that.” Jess grinned and ran her hand along his shoulder, along his arm, and briefly across one of his pecs. “We should head downstairs. Dinner’s basically ready. I was just waiting on the rice.” 
 
    “Sounds good. I should probably talk to Cammie first, though.” 
 
    “Rue, you mean,” said Jess. “I don’t know, sweetie. You being back is a lot for her to take in. She might just need some time to come around.” 
 
    “You’re probably right, but I’ve wasted enough time over the past five years thinking about what I should say instead of just saying it.” 
 
    Jess sighed as she stood up, but she was smiling. He followed her out into the hallway, stopping in front of Rue’s door instead of continuing downstairs. He took a breath, made a fist, and knocked as politely as he could. 
 
    “Rue?” 
 
    She made an annoyed noise from inside her room. “What do you want, LP?” 
 
    “To apologize to you,” he said firmly. “I broke my promise. I fucked up, and I hurt you without thinking. I’m sorry.” 
 
    She didn’t reply right away, but Will didn’t give up. He slumped down, sitting on the floor with his back against the door. The angle let him hear her better through the crack beneath it, or at least how quiet she was being, a definitive, brooding silence. 
 
    “Do you really think I still care about that?” she eventually said, voice bratty. “Or you, for that matter?” 
 
    “I still care about you.” 
 
    “Shut up. Don’t treat me like a child.” 
 
    “Oh, I get it.” He snapped a finger, letting his head settle back on the door. “You’re still pissed that I kicked your ass in Smash Bros on the day that I left. I’d offer you a rematch, but I think we both know how that would go.” 
 
    “Shut the fuck up,” she said, with the slightest edge of muffled laughter. “God. Only you would say something like that. You’re so lame.” 
 
    “Forgive me?” 
 
    More silence. It was weightier this time. Will had to squeeze his eyes shut. He wasn’t always good at being this vulnerable. Prison was a hell of a thing. A humbling thing. 
 
    “Why should I?” asked Rue. 
 
    “Because you’re Cammie, you’re Rue, and you’re extremely awesome.” He shrugged, though he knew she couldn’t see him. “I missed you enough to get sappy. Don’t rub it in.” 
 
    “You never called. Not once.” 
 
    “I couldn’t in prison. They thought I was too dangerous. Before then, I suppose it was just because Halberd was touchy about that stuff. He thought we were in danger, and that I was going to abandon him if I got back in touch with you guys.” 
 
    Like I abandoned all of you, he thought. 
 
    Rue could still weaponize her silences when she chose to. Will waited, dreading her reply, for as long as he could bare. 
 
    “Cammie?” he whispered. 
 
    The door opened without warning, inward, swinging fast. He fell backward with it, suddenly staring up at Rue’s shapely figure from the viewpoint of the floor. She was smiling, though trying not to, as she walked out into the hall, stepping onto him rather than over him. 
 
    “Ow!” he said. “That hurts.” 
 
    “No it doesn’t,” she said. “I don’t weigh that much.” 
 
    “More than you used to.” 
 
    “Jerk.” She reached a hand down to help him up, glancing away as soon as he was on his feet. “You’re only half forgiven, by the way.” 
 
    “That’s not a thing.” 
 
    “Of course, it is.” She crossed one arm over her body, bringing her other hand to thoughtfully stroke her cute chin. “I’ve received your apology and recognize that it has a certain amount of feeling behind it. I plan on judging your behavior over the next few days… no, weeks… to determine whether I will officially accept it.” 
 
    He tried to suppress his grin. It was a start. More than just a start. 
 
    “I suppose that’s not entirely unreasonable,” he said. “Is there anything I can do to expediate getting the second half of your forgiveness?” 
 
    “Possibly. Let me give it some more thought.” 
 
    She started to turn toward the stairs. He swept her into his arms, hugging her against him, noticing how quickly she hugged back. Noticing how big her boobs had gotten. Massive, and impossibly soft. Christ, they were like… 
 
    Shut up, brain. Shut right the fuck up, right the fuck now. 
 
  

 
   
    CHAPTER 6 
 
      
 
    “We never eat at the table anymore,” said Rue. 
 
    Will sat next to her, across from Jess, busy reacquainting himself with the concept of a knife with an actual point and edge. The smell of Jess’s cooking had brought about a profound sense of nostalgia. The taste of it, teriyaki beef and broccoli garnished with tiny little diced scallions, was nearly enough to make him cry. 
 
    “We would eat at the table if you’d come out of your room more often,” said Jess. “Besides, tonight is special.” 
 
    She slid her hand across the table and touched Will’s. He was starving, but let his fingers lace with hers for the moment anyway, attacking his plate one-handed. 
 
    “You’re fawning over him,” said Rue. 
 
    “I am not fawning over him!” said Jess. 
 
    “You’re literally fawning over him.” 
 
    Will laughed and flicked a bit of rice in Rue’s direction. Jess sighed, briefly stroking Will’s wrist before finally returning her attention to her own food. 
 
    “So,” he said. “What’s new around here? In the city, or the world, even. Recent events?” 
 
    “The city has been rather quiet,” said Jess. “With Avery working her job and, well, the rest of the Crimson Five having… moved on, it’s just been me. It’s not as though I inherited the work of five, however. There have been fewer aspiring supervillains to worry about, fewer abominations stumbling out of nowhere.” 
 
    “Out of nowhere,” said Rue mockingly. “Is that what we call the space between a promiscuous super’s legs, now?” 
 
    “Rue!” said Jess sternly. 
 
    “What?” She shrugged, glancing toward Will for help. “I’m just saying… it’s not like they come from nowhere. Two supers need to have hot, sweaty, baby-making sex to produce a monster. Just facts.” 
 
    “I don’t think a discussion of the particulars of the Super Paternity Law are proper dinner table conversation,” said Jess. 
 
    Will cleared his throat. “So, it’s just you in Lancaster City now?” 
 
    “Yes and no.” Jess set her fork down, growing serious. “The Second Advent opened a new church on the other side of town.” 
 
    “Religious zealots,” muttered Rue. 
 
    “They’re good people if a little… earnest,” said Jess. “They have five templars, I think, that patrol the city. Father Darkeye is their priest.” 
 
    “Five?” said Will. “That seems like a lot, comparatively. Strange that the Second Advent would take an interest in such a tiny city.” 
 
    “They take an interest in everywhere and basically everything these days,” said Rue. “When’s the last time you turned on a news stream?” 
 
    “Honestly…” He shrugged. “Bit over two years ago?” 
 
    “I just meant, um, never mind.” 
 
    “It’s cool, no offense taken,” he said. “Really, it was more like a… meditation getaway than a prison sentence. I worked out. I picked up new skills. Check this out.” 
 
    He closed his hands together, forming a closed hollow and blew into his thumbs to produce a flute-like effect. 
 
    “You’re so weird,” muttered Rue. 
 
    “You’re eating vegetarian teriyaki tofu, and I’m the weird one?” 
 
    “It’s vegan, and yes.” 
 
    Will gave her shin a gentle kick underneath the table. Rue retaliated by sending a chunk of tofu catapulting off her fork and toward his chest. He sliced it in two with his knife on reflex, glad that it was tofu and not something that would properly demonstrate his precision with his power. 
 
    “It’s so good to have conversation back around the table,” said Jess, with a sigh. “Does anyone want seconds?”  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Will insisted on doing the dishes after the meal. Jess wasn’t easily convinced, but he’d learned how to be properly stubborn in prison, and refused to take no for an answer.  
 
    He took a shower afterward, feeling spoiled by having control over the hot water, the freedom to stay in for as long as he wanted. He was still lacking clothes that fit his current self, rather than him at fifteen, so he borrowed a pair of track pants and a t-shirt from Halberd’s old wardrobe. It was all stuffed into the attic, but the clothes were still cleanish, if a bit wrinkled. 
 
    He sat down on his bed and booted up his Xbox. It was last gen’s console, but he hadn’t exactly been spoiled by a wealth of time to play anything newer over the past few years. He left his door open a crack, wondering if he might tempt Rue into joining him. 
 
    His door opened after a few minutes, but it was Jess who stepped through, not Rue. She’d also taken a shower, and her hair was still damp and scraggly, darker blonde than normal. She was barefoot and only wearing a thin, white nightgown. 
 
    “Hey,” she said. “Can we talk?” 
 
    Will paused the game. “Of course. What’s up?” 
 
    He patted the spot next to him on his bed. It was strange seeing Jess like this. Even though she was without makeup, she seemed so young, so… girlish, almost. He wondered if that was just him, the effect of prison aging him up too much, too fast. 
 
    “I’m proud of you,” she said, plopping down on the bed. 
 
    He grinned, warm with the praise. “Why? What did I do?” 
 
    “Nothing.” She smiled back it him. “Do I really need a specific reason? Can’t I just be proud of you?” 
 
    She was teasing him, but he couldn’t help but take the question seriously. “Maybe. Jess… I wasn’t the best person in prison. Or before. I—” 
 
    “It’s alright.” She set her hand on his chest, drawing closer. “LP. Will. You don’t have to explain.” She slid sideways and then prodded one of his chest muscles. “Jesus, how much time did you spend working out in there?” 
 
    “It was basically the only thing worth doing,” he said. “You should have seen how sweaty I got.” 
 
    She worked her thumb into his pectoral muscle, sighing with appreciation. “I can picture it.” 
 
    He felt that stirring again, more pleasant than unpleasant, but more wrong than right. Jess was watching him, waiting, almost. It was nothing. It was dangerous. It was absolutely uncalled for, inappropriate, unexpected. He cleared his throat and stared up at his ceiling as though a bat had flown into the room. 
 
    “Well,” he said. “If there’s still workout equipment down in the basement, I suppose I’ll keep it up.” 
 
    “Maybe I’ll come down and join you, sometime.” 
 
    “As though Relic needs to work out.” 
 
    “Needing to and wanting to are two different things,” she said. “Right?” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    They stared at each other again, and it was even worse this time around. He couldn’t think, which was probably a blessing. He didn’t want to know what was going on in his own head right then and there. 
 
    “I just came to say goodnight,” said Jess. “If you need anything, don’t hesitate to let me know.” 
 
    “I’ve got more than everything I need.” He took a breath, calming down. “I love you.” 
 
    “I love you, too. Sleep tight.” 
 
    She kissed him on the cheek and left his room. Will stayed sitting on the bed, not daring to even get up and close the door until he was sure that it wouldn’t force him to notice and reckon with how tight his pants had become. 
 
    It was a prison thing. He was all backed up, at the mercy of his urges. It wasn’t his fault for being horny, and it probably wasn’t the last thing he’d find confusing about his newfound freedom. He repeated the words in his head like a mantra against evil. 
 
    As he sat back down on his bed, he acknowledged that his current problem had an obvious solution. Which was to say, he had his own room, with a laptop wirelessly connected to the internet, and it had been a very long time since that had last been the case. 
 
  

 
   
    CHAPTER 7 
 
      
 
    Will double and triple checked that the door to his room was securely locked before even daring to open his web browser. His laptop was slower than he remembered, or perhaps the internet had just gotten more resource intensive since he’d last used it. Still, it was serviceable, and he was soon staring into the screen, considering his options. 
 
    It was bizarre how illicit it felt to him to be on the verge of looking at porn in his old childhood home, with Rue and Jess in their rooms just across the hall, probably still awake given how early it was into the night. 
 
    It felt more like committing a crime than many of the actual crimes he’d committed.  
 
    He found his old box of tissues still hidden in the back of his sock drawer, and let himself give in to temptation. Two things became immediately clear. One, many of the websites he’d once frequented for this sort of thing were gone, dead links or redirects to other, seedier porn sites. Two, his adblocker was shit. 
 
    Will finally settled for simply googling search terms with his browser in stealth mode. He felt like a preteen trying to get his first glimpse of naked flesh as he typed in phrases that sounded juvenile even to him in his lust-drunk haste to get going. 
 
    Sexy naked women 
 
    Models undressing 
 
    Porn site with no ads 
 
    He eventually just settled on clicking the first result, which, ironically, probably had that position due to its massive advertising budget. It was a camgirl site, filled with pretty young women desperate for money and attention. Probably more money than attention. It would do just fine. 
 
    He scanned the top categories and moved his mouse to click on one that suited him. It was then, after clicking, while his molasses-slow laptop was preparing to load the next page, that he noticed the section labeled “Just Started Streaming.” 
 
    One of the thumbnails was of a woman, a girl, who looked like Rue. She could have been her twin. Will blinked, and the next page abruptly loaded. He clicked the back button, but the camgirl thumbnails were all of new faces, and he was left sporting an extremely confused boner. 
 
    It couldn’t have been her. It didn’t fit. Rue was objectively too pretty to be on one of these websites, and arguably too prissy. He felt gross for even making the connection between her and some random lookalike, probably in another state, if not another country. 
 
    Besides, Jess would kill her if she ever discovered her doing something like that. In her own room, just across the hall from Will’s, no less. He looked at the door, still stroking his erection absent mindedly. There was no way… she was probably asleep, or texting on her phone. Not doing that. 
 
    He clicked on a different model’s profile and tried to shift his mood back in a lustful direction. A noise came from elsewhere in the house. Was that a… giggle? He stood up, making himself decent, and headed for his door. 
 
    He hesitated, thinking it through. There was no way. He was being ridiculous, but… still. He pictured that thumbnail again, simultaneously wishing he’d simply clicked it to dispel his suspicion and never seen it in the first place. 
 
    Will sighed, headed into the hallway, and knocked on Rue’s door. 
 
    “Hey,” he said. “Are you still up?” 
 
    There was a beat of silence. Suspicious silence?  
 
    “What?” she called. “Sorry. Listening to music.” 
 
    He heard footsteps, and then the door swung open. Rue wore an oversized t-shirt with the Super Academy’s logo on the front, which raised a few questions in itself. 
 
    “I just, uh, wanted to say goodnight,” he said. 
 
    “Goodnight. Why are you looking at me like that, LP?” 
 
    He scratched his head, fumbling for an excuse. “The t-shirt.” 
 
    “I’m wearing panties underneath, you perv.” 
 
    “No, I mean, where did you get it?” 
 
    “I did a tour of the campus with Jess when I first applied,” she said. “They were giving out free t-shirts. I never would have worn something so lame and basic in my actual size.” 
 
    “Right.” He leaned forward, glancing around her room. Her computer wasn’t even on, as far as he could tell. 
 
    “Um, okay, officer,” she said. “Are you detaining me, or am I free to go?” 
 
    “Shut up,” he said. 
 
    “Good night, Will.” She smirked at him for a second and then surprised him with a hug. “It is sort of cool that you’re back.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    Such incredible, big, plump boobs. If she really were a camgirl, she’d— 
 
    “Goodnight!”  
 
    Will hurried out, more confused than ever. He headed back to his room, sat down in front of his laptop, and made it through two and a half minutes of a curvy redhead’s camshow before needing an impressive number of tissues. 
 
  

 
   
    CHAPTER 8 
 
      
 
    Will had forgotten where he was the next morning when he woke up. It took him a few minutes to adjust to being in his soft, childhood bed, rather than a hard prison bunk. He felt the surrealness of being on the outside anew, but it was a sensation blunted by a rather more familiar problem. 
 
    A certain hard, manly part of him was clearly still thinking about the previous night. He turned from his side to lie on his back, amusing himself at the size of the tent his erection had raised in the sheets. This wasn’t really a problem he could leave be if he wanted to interact with Rue in a passably normal manner over breakfast. 
 
    He found his worn shirt from the day before to use for damage control and got to work. It was to keep his imagination from straying into weird places, but he wasn’t quite so far gone as to need to reach for his laptop and boot up a video. He pictured Liz Laser, the first girl he’d hooked up with while on the run with Halberd, remembered the cool little trick she could do with her— 
 
    “Will?” Jess pushed her way into his room. “Are you up? I was…”  
 
    She trailed off, and Will had a perfect view of her shocked expression, eyes blinking, mouth agape. He cringed and bunched his sheets over his crotch, which really only drew more of her attention to what he’d been doing. 
 
    “Knocking is a thing!” he said. “Knocking on doors.” 
 
    “Sorry.” She brought a hand to her mouth, but she wasn’t laughing. She started to speak again but then hesitated, leaving the moment open for a strange vibe to run rampant. “I was… in a rush. Your probation officer is going to be here in fifteen minutes. I thought you might need a… change of clothes.” 
 
    She bent forward to pick up the pile of clothing she’d dropped in surprise, her blouse billowing downward to reveal a hint of her generous cleavage, along with the top edge of her white and blue bra. She smiled awkwardly at him and then strode over to sit down on his bed. 
 
    “It’s perfectly natural,” she said. “You’re a grown man. William.” 
 
    “Can we not talk about it?” 
 
    “If you don’t want to, we don’t have to.” 
 
    “Why would I want to talk about that with, well… you?” 
 
    “I mean, I hope you’d be comfortable enough to talk about anything with me, but I take your point,” said Jess. “Look, I’m sorry. I’ll just pretend that I never saw anything. No big deal.” 
 
    She patted him on the knee and stood up, heading for the door. Will leaned his head back on the pillow. It felt as though they’d all be pretending in a silly little circle. He hadn’t seen anything on his laptop last night. Jess hadn’t seen him doing anything this morning. 
 
    “This is torture,” he muttered. 
 
    He was too out of sorts and too pressed for time to get back in the mood for self-love, so he simply waited until his lower half was mostly calm and pulled on the clothes Jess had brought for him. A pair of jeans with a nice white dress shirt. The fit was a little loose, but in a fashionable way. It wasn’t wrinkled, and he realized, dumbly, that Jess had ironed it for him. 
 
    He felt a little nervous as he made his way downstairs. The truth of his current existence was that he was very much still a super-felon, out on parole.  
 
    His probation officer could bring it all crashing down. Being home with Jess and Rue felt like a dream come true, and waiting at the dining room table for his PO to arrive and introduce himself was like dreading the beep of his alarm clock. 
 
    “Here,” said Jess. “Eat something.” 
 
    She set a plate of pancakes in front of him and slid a bottle of maple syrup his way. 
 
    “Not really hungry,” he said. He found it a little hard to look at her after how she’d walked in on him in action, so to speak. Jess seemed like her normal self, setting her hands on his back, and giving him a quick shoulder massage. 
 
    “Relax,” she said. “I wouldn’t worry, if I were you.” 
 
    The front door burst open. Will flinched, spinning around in his seat. He blinked, seeing an all too familiar face. 
 
    Avery, or Kestrel, as she’d been known on the Crimson Five, looked different. The change wasn’t as pronounced as how Rue had grown into her body, but was still striking. Her red hair was cut short, hanging just past her ears, almost like his hair had once been. 
 
    Avery was a petite woman with compact curves that punched above their weight. She wore a leather jacket, and one of her ears was heavy with metal studs and rings. Her pale face made her deep green eyes that much more vibrant, but she didn’t even look his way as she flung open the fridge and started poking around inside it. 
 
    “I made pancakes,” called Jess. 
 
    “Not all that hungry,” said Avery. “I need electrolytes, or vitamin C, at the minimum. What happened to that orange juice you bought?” 
 
    “I think Rue drank it.” Jess still stood behind Will and set her hands back on his shoulders. “Avery.” 
 
    “Yeah?” She finally looked up, face going from casually bored to completely stupefied across the span of a second. “He’s back? You said he wasn’t getting in until this afternoon!” 
 
    “That seemed to be the case a few days ago, but his release was moved up, and, well, I thought it might make for a fun surprise.” 
 
    “Good to see you, Avery.” Will grinned as he rose to his feet. “How have you—” 
 
    He grunted as she leapt onto him, hugging him and forcing him to catch her all at once. 
 
    “LP!” She made a squawking, laughing noise and ruffled his hair. “You’re back! You’re… tall, all the sudden.” 
 
    “Yeah,” he said. “Literally just happened overnight.” 
 
    She hopped down, still grinning and eyeing him up and down. “Still sarcastic as ever.” 
 
    “I learned it from you.” 
 
    “I bet you did. You got buff, apparently, too. Do I have to pay for a ticket to this gun show, or is it open to the public? I’m going to have my hands full with you, that’s for sure.” 
 
    She grabbed a cup and poured herself water from the pitcher on the table. 
 
    “Hands full with…” Will blinked, finally connecting the dots. “No fucking way.” 
 
    “Yes fucking way,” said Avery. “You’re staring at your assigned probation officer for the indefinite future.” 
 
    “You can’t be serious!” Will gaped at her and then looked at Jess, who wasn’t smiling, but had amusement written across her eyes. “You’re… a probation officer?” 
 
    “Been one for a little over a year now,” said Avery. 
 
    “They let you, of all people, become a probation officer?” 
 
    Avery narrowed her eyes into a glare. Jess stepped in between them, holding up her hands for peace. 
 
    “She was recruited for the position, if you can believe it,” said Jess. “Her power and insight into the mind of supers, heroes and villains, make her a perfect fit. She’s good at her job, LP. Be respectful.” 
 
    “Yeah, LP,” said Avery. “Be respectful.” 
 
    She grabbed a pancake and stuffed it into her mouth, washing it down with a sip of water. Will ran a hand through his hair, suddenly smitten with that surreal feeling of being in a waking dream again. 
 
    “I’ll be taking him for his first power abstinence treatment,” said Avery. “After that, I suppose I’ll have him shadow me while I check up on one of my other clients. Back by tonight, at the latest.” 
 
    “Drive safe,” Jess said to Avery. She looked at Will. “Listen to your sister.” 
 
    “Right,” he said. “I guess I’ll see you tonight?” 
 
    “I’ll wait up for you.” 
 
    “Wish Cammie a good morning for me,” he added. 
 
    “Come on, Will,” said Avery. “You’re acting like you’re saying your goodbyes before going back to prison.” 
 
    He shrugged. “You never know.” 
 
    He felt raw as he considered the truth within that statement. It wasn’t as though they’d even charged him for half the crimes he’d committed with Halberd. He was, in a sense, living on borrowed time. 
 
    With that said, despite his earlier protestations, he was glad that Avery was the one with her finger on the button. 
 
  

 
   
    CHAPTER 9 
 
      
 
    Avery grabbed Will’s shoulder as they stepped out onto the porch. She squeezed with her fingers, putting a surprising amount of strength into the gesture for such a small woman. 
 
    “I bet you’re thinking that you lucked out getting me as a probation officer,” she said. “I bet you’re thinking that I’ll take it easy on you, let things slide, and give you special treatment, right?” 
 
    Will thought about denying it but decided on the truth instead. “More or less, yeah.” 
 
    Avery sighed and flashed him a devious smile. “Oh, LP. I’m going to ride you like a horse on the way to the glue factory.” 
 
    “Phrasing.” 
 
    Avery’s car was parked in the driveway outside. It was an old Dodge Neon, with chipped paint, small rust spots around the wheel wells, and a spoiler on the back that looked like something out of a teenage tweaker’s wet dream. Will couldn’t suppress a slight smile. 
 
    “What?” snapped Avery. “You’re judging my ride, aren’t you?” 
 
    “Absolutely.” He ran his hand over a spot that had obviously been patched on the front bumper. “Jess made it out to seem like you’d gotten your shit together. An adult job, your own apartment… but still the same old junky car.” 
 
    “Why would I spend my hard-earned money on a new car?” Avery took a step upward, rising to float in the air, red hair dancing like grass in the wind. “Please explain to me, in your wisdom and brilliance, how it makes sense for a woman who can fly to invest in a far less convenient form of travel?” 
 
    She showed off, doing a slow backflip that briefly exposed her taut stomach and pale navel. 
 
    “Get down from there, you airhead,” said Will, laughing. “The neighbors are going to see.” 
 
    He leapt up to grab her and began pulling her back down. One of his hands briefly brushed her petite chest, but if she noticed, she didn’t say anything. 
 
    “If I were you, I would be extremely mindful about how you address your probation officer,” said Avery. She tried to lift up again with him still holding her and they fell sideways, banging into the car, bodies pressed together. 
 
    “You’re still as crazy as ever, apparently,” said Will. 
 
    “You just got out of prison for going on a crime spree with a supervillain, and I’m the crazy one?” 
 
    Oof. Punch to the gut.  
 
    Will opened his mouth and shut it, with no retort and no wind in his sails. 
 
    “Sorry,” said Avery quickly. “I just meant…” 
 
    “I know what you meant,” he said. “And you aren’t wrong. I apologized to Jess and Rue, but I should also apologize to you.” 
 
    She nodded slowly, clasping her hands together, making a show of waiting. Will shouldered past her and climbed into the car. 
 
    “I said I should, not that I’m going to.” 
 
    “You little ass!” laughed Avery. “I am going to ride you hard. Just wait.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Seeing more of the area reinforced just how much it had changed across Will’s time away. The community center had been torn down and rebuilt in a different part of the city. An old, empty parking lot now held a five-story condominium. Baker’s Grocery was, well, still Baker’s Grocery, but they’d painted it blue instead of its former uneven beige. Blue! The insanity of it galled him. 
 
    “So,” said Avery. “You actually did luck out a bit more than you realize. The parole board has been flexible about the terms of your release, given the, um, focus of your power.” 
 
    She’d been teasing him about how useless lockpicking was since they’d been kids. It had been kind of funny, the secret of the truth, and he’d enjoyed the bickering more than he should have. 
 
    “Shut up, pigeon girl,” he said. 
 
    “Hey, we all know it’s not the size of the power that counts, but how you use it.” She poked him in the ribs. Will pretended to snap his teeth at her finger.  
 
    “Anyway,” she continued, “you won’t have to undergo the usual Normexital battery of injections and pills. You’ve been approved for a therapy and meditation-based superpower abstinence treatment.” 
 
    “That’s sounds good to me,” he said. “A little new-agey, but good.” 
 
    Avery snorted. “Extremely new-agey. But it has been effective enough for some of my other clients.” 
 
    She parked in a pothole-ridden lot next to the old movie theater. The building’s sign read Faithful Remedies, and Will could smell an abundance of incense even before they’d opened the front door. A curtain of beads divided the coat room from the waiting room, and a dark-haired woman with thick glasses sat behind the counter. 
 
    “Hey,” said the woman, grinning. “Look what the cat dragged in.” 
 
    “Gracie. It’s beyond good to see you.” 
 
    The two women shared a long hug. 
 
    “This is my brother, William,” said Avery. 
 
    “It’s nice to meet you, Will.” Gracie flashed a dimpled smile and reached out to shake his hand. 
 
    “Likewise,” he said. 
 
    “He’s also one of my clients.” Avery frowned a bit and tapped her fingers on the counter. “Any chance you have an opening for the abstinence treatment this morning?” 
 
    “I’m free right now, if it works,” said Gracie. 
 
    “Perfect. Put it on the usual tab.” 
 
    Gracie stood up. She was slightly chubby, but not unattractive in the slightest. She wore a long white coat resembling a doctor’s, though the crop top underneath and the mood rings on her fingers somewhat counterbalanced the effect. 
 
    “Right this way, Will,” said Gracie, leading him by the hand. “Take your shoes off at the door.” 
 
    “Sure,” he said. “What does this entail, exactly?” 
 
    “Oh, you’ll see.” 
 
    “Don’t tease the boy too much, Gracie,” called Avery. 
 
    She led him into a room with a massage table in the center and began bustling around the edges, lighting candles and incense. Will was sufficiently skeptical, but with Normexitral being the alternative, he was still fairly optimistic. Besides, it didn’t really matter all that much to him whether the treatment was effective or not. 
 
    “Full disclosure,” said Gracie. “I know about you.” 
 
    Will sighed, picking up on the coy edge to her smile. She crossed her arms and waited, and he knew he’d already damned himself with his silence. 
 
    “It’s not exactly common information, but it’s not like it’s much of a secret at this point either,” he said. “I’m sure you manage to deduce the identities of a fair number of your clients.” 
 
    “Well, in your case it’s through Avery, but I do like to get to know people,” she said. “Though, not all of them have very interesting stories to tell. Do you mind taking your shirt off?” 
 
    “For…?” 
 
    “The massage,” said Gracie. “I’m going to release some of the tension in your chakra points. It will allow your inner energies to flow more freely through you and dampen the effect of your power.” 
 
    “Of course, of course,” he said, a touch sarcastically. He started to unbutton his shirt and then froze, remembering his tattoos. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” asked Gracie. 
 
    He didn’t answer right away. Truth be told, Will was possessed mainly by an urge to head for the door. To leave instead of revealing this particular truth so soon after getting out of prison, especially to someone Avery obviously knew. 
 
    “I collected a decent amount of ink during my incarceration,” he said, after a while. “I’m not proud of some of it. Most of it, really.” 
 
    “I’m not going to judge you,” said Gracie. “I am the anti-judge.” 
 
    “I appreciate that. Could you keep this between the two of us? I haven’t exactly opened up about this to many people yet. Avery included.” 
 
    Gracie blinked. “Yeah, no prob. Client confidentiality.” 
 
    If anything, her eyes locked onto him even more intensely after his disclaimer. She grinned and started helping him with his dress shirt’s buttons, running her hands across his chest as soon as it was accessible. 
 
    Will’s tattoos were easy enough to hide with a t-shirt or even an undershirt if he tried. He’d been careful to keep Jess and Rue from catching a glimpse of them, not really wanting to have that particular conversation just yet. Not ever, if it could be helped. 
 
    “Do you mind if I use oil?” asked Gracie. 
 
    “Will that help lubricate my chakras, or whatever?” 
 
    “You’re almost as much of a smartass as your sister,” said Gracie. “She and I go way back, so I’ve had time to get used to it. Lie down. Also, pants off, too.” 
 
    “If I didn’t know any better, I’d say you were trying to—” 
 
    “But you do know better,” she said, interrupting. “This is my show, kiddo.” 
 
    He laughed and slowly unzipped his jeans. “Boxers, too?” 
 
    “If you’re comfortable with it,” she said. “Makes it easier to reach everywhere.” 
 
    “Sure.” Despite his previous insulation, Will felt a little awkward as he climbed onto the massage table naked. He lay on his front, face pressed into the little cushioned circular hole that supported his forehead and neck. 
 
    “This might be a little cold,” said Gracie. He heard the sound of her oiling her hands, a vaguely lewd churning, and then felt soft fingers on his shoulders and back. Will couldn’t help the sigh her touch drew out of him. 
 
    “Mmm,” he said. “I think I’m warming to this treatment.” 
 
    “Glad to hear it.” She slowly began massaging his back, stopping to press her fingers deeper into the muscles at various points along the way, presumably his chakras, or whatever. “So. From your perspective… What was he like?” 
 
    He knew who she was asking about, but saw no reason to put out so easily. “What was who like?” 
 
    Her hands massaged deeper, caressing and stroking. It felt good, really good, especially after so long without that kind of tender touch, behind bars.  
 
    “I think you know who.” She waited and pushed further when he wasn’t forthcoming. “Halberd.” 
 
    “You’re welcome to look him up online. There’s plenty of info out there about his nefarious legacy.” 
 
    “I could, but you knew him,” said Gracie. “You were basically his son, if not his best friend.” 
 
    “Ask Avery, then,” he said. “She was as much his daughter as I was his son.” 
 
    “She’s not the one who was with him during his time as one of the most famous supervillains on this side of the Atlantic.” 
 
    Will chuckled. “If I didn’t know any better, I’d say you have a bit of a supervillain fetish.” 
 
    “Could you really blame me, given my line of work? Halberd was larger than life. He was chaos incarnate, sure, but he had a certain… charm to him, I suppose you could say.” 
 
    “He was human,” said Will. “More human than I think you realize.” 
 
    “Time to flip,” said Gracie. “Do you want a cloth for your… oh!” 
 
    He’d turned onto his back without thinking, without pausing to consider the effect of Gracie’s soft touch and feminine presence. He had a full-blown erection, and unlike with Jess that morning, there was nothing suitable to grab to cover it with. 
 
    “I was going to ask if you wanted me to cover, well… this.” She held a finger just over his cock, nearly touching it. “I guess you’re one of the bold ones.” 
 
    “Yeah. Chaos incarnate part two.” 
 
    He gave her a slightly cocky half smile, and she held his gaze in an interesting way. She let her fingers tap against his leg as though considering how to continue with the therapy. 
 
    “There are two chakra points on the inside of your thighs,” she said slowly. “I don’t have to get them if you’re not comfortable with it. I’ll have to… touch you if that’s alright.” 
 
    Her hands were still slick with oil, and her fingers left little smears across his leg as she slid them further up. It was as though she had an adjustable switch to make his cock harder and was slowly turning it up to the max. 
 
    “Touch away,” he said. “I want the full treatment.” 
 
    She laughed, bringing one hand up to pantomime fanning her face. “You are definitely Halberd’s son. Avery’s brother, too, for that matter.” 
 
    He wasn’t sure what to expect, how she’d be touching him, whether she was actually as flirtatious as she seemed. He soon realized that it hardly mattered as she pressed her palm against his hard-on and gently shifted it out of the way. The pleasure hit him like a lightning strike.  
 
    Prison had him really, really backed up. He’d known already, but not the full extent of it. 
 
    “Let me just get in there a little more,” said Gracie. Her fingers tugged as she pulled his member further out of the way, still pressing with her thumb, the oil warm and slimy and wonderful. 
 
    “Oh,” he said. “You should, uh…” 
 
    “Harder?” 
 
    He nodded, though that wasn’t what he’d been trying to say. Gracie pulled his tool to the other side, touching it freely. Her oil-slick thumb grazed the tip, and that was it for him. 
 
    Will came with the force of more than two years of late teenage abstinence. Gracie made a tiny, surprised noise, and then immediately grabbed a cloth to cup over his actively spasming cock. Will was too blissed out to be embarrassed, but he saw the look on her face. She knew exactly what she’d been doing, coy as she acted. 
 
    “Well,” she said. “At least I got this big guy out of the way.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t be so sure about that,” he said. “I mean… It’s been a while. It may continue to pose a problem for you.” 
 
    “Well, you’ll have to regale me with more stories to make up for it, then!” she said, still wiping him off. “You do that, and I promise, William. You will always be one of my favorite clients.” 
 
  

 
   
    CHAPTER 10 
 
      
 
    Avery had a knowing smile on her face as Will finally came back into the front of the shop. Gracie had taken her time cleaning him up, and more time after that to diligently return to the act of adjusting his chakras. 
 
    “He’s all set,” said Gracie. “I doubt he’d be able to use his power if he tried.” 
 
    He had tried, while she’d left him alone to put his clothes back on, with a tiny antique nail file she’d had out on one table. It had worked just fine, but the accidental handjob had been pretty cool. 
 
    “I’m so glad,” said Avery, still with that smirk. “Well, he’ll be back in a few days for the second treatment and then regularly after that for follow ups, as needed.” 
 
    “I’ll be looking forward to it,” said Gracie. 
 
    “So will I.” He tried not to grin too much as he nodded to her. “Gracie.” 
 
    “William.” 
 
    Avery gave him an odd look as they walked out into the parking lot. 
 
    “She’s… very good at what she does,” he said, a touch defensively. 
 
    “Advice from me. Don’t fuck her. Or if you have already, don’t go for round two.” 
 
    Hearing Avery speak so bluntly wasn’t surprising, exactly, but it felt a bit pushy on her part to give such candid advice about a love life that had been dead and buried for the past two years. 
 
    “I’m not admitting to anything, but I’ll bite,” said Will. “Why not? Are you worried I’d fall in love and have my heart broken?” 
 
    “Not really,” said Avery. “I suppose it’s possible, but my issue with her is… look, I don’t want to get into it. Just trust me when I say it wouldn’t go well, regardless of how innocent she may seem.” 
 
    “I noticed that,” said Will. “I’ll be careful.” 
 
    “I’m not telling you to be careful, I’m telling you not to be anything.” 
 
    “Just got out of prison in case you forgot. No promises.” 
 
    Avery gave him another look and punched him in the shoulder. She started the car but checked her cellphone before pulling onto the street. 
 
    “Ah,” she muttered. “One of my clients has been missing his check-ins with the Second Advent. I need to go find him and make sure he’s not up to anything.” 
 
    “Another super?” asked Will. 
 
    Avery nodded. “He’s from outside the area, though. I doubt you know him. Trevor Atkins, formerly known as Barnburner. He was held at one of the Second Advent’s prison churches in upstate New York.” 
 
    “Never heard of him. Some type of pyro, or…?” 
 
    “You’d think so from the name, but no,” said Avery. “He’s a strongman. Bulks up in front of crowds when there’s tension and excitement in the air.” 
 
    “Interesting,” said Will. 
 
    Avery put on music and pulled onto the highway. She tapped her fingers to the song, looking pensive, watching him out of the corner of her eye. 
 
    “How well, exactly, did Gracie’s treatment work on you?” she asked. 
 
    “Am I disclosing this information to Avery, or my probation officer?” 
 
    “I’m not going to bust you if it isn’t working right away,” she said. “You’ve only had one treatment, after all.” 
 
    “I’m not sure yet,” he said, still cautious. 
 
    “Good. Think you could still get a door open for me, Lockpick?” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    FIVE YEARS EARLIER 
 
      
 
    “Here in my car,” sang Halberd. “I feel safest of all. I can lock all my doors. So please please start… in cars.” 
 
    Lockpick watched as Halberd leaned forward and began kissing the steering wheel, still turning the key, the ignition sputtering hopelessly. Snow fell outside, and enough had collected on the car’s front windshield to occlude their view, despite the fact they’d swept it clean when they’d first gotten in. 
 
    “It’s not going to start,” said Lockpick. “You didn’t put gas in it. Do you not remember last night?” 
 
    “Just needs a little love,” muttered Halberd. “A little… a lotta… love.” 
 
    “Look,” said Lockpick, pointing to the next parking lot over. “There’s a motel. Let’s stay there for tonight and figure this out in the morning.” 
 
    “With what money?” Halberd groaned and banged his head on the steering wheel. “Wait, do you have money?” 
 
    “No, I just thought…” Lockpick winced as he saw Halberd’s disappointment.  
 
    The older man buried his face in his hands and started crying with exaggerated noises. 
 
    “I’m done,” he cried, a touch overdramatically. “Finished! It’s you now, LP. You have to be the big man… wear the big boots… field the big, swinging cod piece.” 
 
    “Uh…” 
 
    “Say it.” 
 
    “Look, maybe we should just—” 
 
    “Say it!” Halberd began slamming his fist into the car’s horn, honking madly into the night. 
 
    “Whatever, sure!” Lockpick grabbed his arm, holding it back. “I’m the big man with the big, um, swinging cod piece.” 
 
    Halberd reached over, tussling his hair. “I’m so proud of you.” 
 
    “You’re so drunk. You shouldn’t be driving, anyway.” 
 
    Lockpick looked back at the motel, the neon sign flickering behind the falling snow. True, they had no money, but this was a shitty motel they were talking about. He would have been surprised if whoever was behind the desk was awake, let alone keeping an eye on the empty rooms. 
 
    “Come on,” he said. “Let’s go.” 
 
    He got out of the car and carefully pulled Halberd out of the driver’s seat, supporting the stumbling with one shoulder. Together, they crossed a dimly lit road that was far from intended for pedestrians, hurrying in between cars speeding through the night. 
 
    Lockpick chose the room farthest to the left, listening at the door to make sure it was empty while Halberd sat his ass down in the snow, still mumbling about cod pieces. He took out his actual lockpick and had the door open in less than a second. 
 
    “Look,” he said, helping Halberd up. “I got us a room.” 
 
    “Dijyou… find money?” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    “How much?” 
 
    Lockpick sighed and set Halberd down onto the dingy motel bed. “Why don’t you get some sleep?” 
 
  

 
   
    CHAPTER 11 
 
      
 
    “Will,” said Avery. “Earth to Will. Please tell me you’re not fantasizing about Gracie right now?” 
 
    “Why? You jealous?” 
 
    “Excuse me?” Avery sighed in annoyance and shook her head. “You know what, forget it. Do you think you can open an apartment door or not?” 
 
    “Of course, I can,” he said. “This is legal, technically speaking, right? I mean, you’re a probation officer, so this is like an excusable part of your job?” 
 
    “Let me put it this way. It’s more in line with the spirit of the law than the letter.” 
 
    They drove for half an hour before pulling off the highway and navigating a few rundown streets to their destination, a five-story apartment building with an ongoing domestic dispute outside. She pulled out a notebook as they climbed out of the car, flipping through the pages. 
 
    She looked serious and businesslike despite the leather jacket and wild earrings. She’d always seemed mature to Will, from his perspective looking up to her, but now there was an aspect of identity to Avery that impressed him even more. She knew who she was and what she was doing. 
 
    Her jeans also fit her incredibly well, hugging her butt so tightly that he started to imagine the wiggling she must have done to put them on. For such a petite woman, she certainly still had the right kinds of curves. 
 
    “Ready?” she asked. 
 
    Will brought his eyes back to her face. “What?” 
 
    “Were you just… never mind. We’re heading up to apartment 317. Let me do the talking.” 
 
    “I’m going to need something to do the actual lockpicking with,” said Will. “I don’t carry my old tools on me anymore, for obvious reasons.” 
 
    Avery looked thoughtful for a moment before reaching into her jacket and pulling out a thin, metal hairpin. “Will this work?” 
 
    He pretended to give it some thought and test it out. It had a point, and that was more than enough. “I think so.” 
 
    “Good,” she said. “Let’s go.” 
 
    She took a few steps, pulling in front of him and then stopped and looked over her shoulder. Will glanced upward, feeling the depths of his shame as he realized that she’d caught him looking at her butt again. Except… she didn’t say anything, didn’t even glare at him. He could have sworn she was smiling as she started walking again, hips swaying perhaps a bit more intentionally with each step. 
 
    There was no elevator, but three flights of stairs were hardly a challenge for them. Avery set a hand on his chest, slowing him down as they neared the door to Barnburner’s apartment. 
 
    “Now, I’m only here to confirm the conditions of his parole and figure out why he’s been out of touch,” said Avery. “We’re not here to arrest him or treat him like a threat, if it can be helped, and if he’s willing to talk.” 
 
    “What were the conditions of his parole?” asked Will. 
 
    “No drugs, no drinking, no using his power,” said Avery. 
 
    “Sounds fair enough.” 
 
    “If he does get belligerent, though, we need to take him down quick,” said Avery. “Especially if he tries to run. He could do serious damage if he finds his way into a crowd.” 
 
    “He’s not on Normexitral?” 
 
    “No. The Church has its own abstinence treatment.” 
 
    “If he’s out through Second Advent, why aren’t they sending their people to look in on him?” asked Will. 
 
    “No idea,” said Avery. “They offered the Champion Authority the contract, the CA reached out to me, and I like money.” 
 
    She gestured to the door. Will crept forward, spinning the hairpin between his fingers. It took only an instant for him to slide it into the lock and the deadbolt and cut them in a way that would give them entry.  
 
    Avery flung the door wide, revealing a studio apartment out of a hoarder’s wet dream. Beer bottles, pizza boxes, and plastic bags littered the floor. An overweight man with greasy black hair lay on the couch, bottle of whiskey partway to his mouth, eyes wide with surprise. 
 
    “Ah,” he said. “Ms. Sorling. I, um… aren’t you supposed to call first?” 
 
    “You act as though I haven’t been trying,” said Avery. “Care to explain what you’ve been up to the past few days, Trevor, or would you like me to take a guess?” 
 
     “Sorry…” muttered Trevor. “Let me just, ah, take a piss, and I’ll… explain.” 
 
    He stood up, set the liquor down, and took a step through the trash covering the floor. Avery relaxed and shot Will a smile. In that same moment, Barnburner was moving, sprinting toward the open window of his third-story apartment at a speed inadvisable for such a small indoor space, and flung himself out of it. 
 
    “Dammit!” snapped Avery. 
 
    They both hurried over, kicking aside piles of trash in time to see Trevor Atkins sprinting toward the parking lot at a fantastic speed. Will assumed he was seeing the man in action, using his power. He was rather spry even just from the attention of two extra sets of eyes. 
 
    “Get the car!” said Avery. “I’ll follow by air.” 
 
    She dove out the window without waiting for Will’s response. Her leather jacket opened to flutter behind her like a bird’s wings as she took flight, closing the distance to Trevor with speed, but not enough of it. 
 
    “Fuck,” said Will. 
 
    He hurried back outside. Avery had left the key in her beater car, which seemed reasonable given how unlikely it was to be a target for thieves. He attempted to floor the engine as soon as he was on the road, and it replied with a series of disappointing, sputtering noises. Probably for the best it could only go so fast, given that he technically didn’t have a valid license. 
 
    He could see Trevor Atkins’s car speeding off in the distance and settled for following in the same general direction. A few minutes went by, with Will eventually losing sight of his quarry. There was a knock at the window as he approached a mostly empty intersection. Avery, this time on her feet, was at the passenger side door. 
 
    “He’s at a movie theater,” she said, climbing in. “Take this next right.” 
 
    “A movie theater?” asked Will. “Should we be concerned?” 
 
    “He’ll have a crowd, but he’d still need to draw attention to himself to take advantage of it.” Avery pointed to a building ahead. “Just up here.” 
 
    “Do you have a plan?” 
 
    “Sort of.” She gave him an uncertain smile. “I might need you to make use of those prison muscles.” 
 
  

 
   
    CHAPTER 12 
 
      
 
    “How do we know which actual theater he’s in, though?” asked Will. 
 
    “You’re smart, Will, but you need more guile,” said Avery. “Leave it to me.” 
 
    There was no line as all of the scheduled movies were currently in progress. Avery strode up to the counter, affecting a deeply annoyed expression. 
 
    “Hi,” she said. “My boyfriend just bought a ticket. We were arguing about what movie to see, and my phone died. Just give me one for whatever movie he picked.” 
 
    “That guy was your boyfriend?” asked the employee. “Sunken eyes, big gut?” 
 
    “It’s true love, what can I say.” Avery batted her eyelashes, and the employee shrugged and took her card. 
 
    Will followed after, purchasing a ticket for Fumes of Love with what little was left on his ancient debit card. He drew close to Avery again as they headed down the hall toward their movie. 
 
    “Everyone is going to be watching it,” said Avery. “They won’t notice me if I use my power to rise up to the ceiling. Hell, I doubt they’ll even be able to see me in the dark.” 
 
    “Right,” said Will. “From up there, your client should stick out a bit. He’s probably going to be sitting alone.” 
 
    “Exactly. I’ll find him and then come back to you. We’ll just wait for the movie to end, follow him out, and confront him when it’s safe.” 
 
    “Is this everyday stuff for you as a probation officer?” 
 
    “Only on the fun ones.” She grinned and patted him on the shoulder. “Thanks for helping out, Will.” 
 
    His part in the plan was deceptively simple. Will found a seat in the back of the theater that gave him a decent view of the crowd, if not the movie. Fumes of Love was a cheesy romance flick about two drag racers who fell in love after running up debts with a gambling ring. 
 
    “I don’t just drive fast,” said Diego. “I live fast.” 
 
    “How fast?” gasped Sophie. 
 
    “Really, really fast.” 
 
    Will closed his eyes, unable to withstand any more. Prison suddenly seemed a lot less boring compared to the alternative. He dozed for a while and awoke to the mild, post-movie lighting and Avery shaking his shoulder. 
 
    “I found him,” she said. “Come on.” 
 
    She pulled him up, started to step into the aisle, and then quickly spun around. 
 
    “He’s coming by us!” she hissed. “He’ll see me!” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Quick,” she said. “Kiss me. He won’t look closely if he thinks we’re a couple mid-PDA.” 
 
    Will blinked, seeing from her expression that she was serious. He pulled her to him, hesitating for only one second—as awkward as it was interesting—before pressing his lips against hers. 
 
    She kissed him back with intensity, playing up the moment. It was Will’s first kiss since before he’d first been locked up, and it sent a jolt of excitement through him that was just wrong in every way. Avery was basically his sister, and in essence, this was a stage kiss. 
 
    Those facts seemed to fall to the wayside, not out of view, but certainly out of focus. The theater’s crowd was only slowly dispersing through the exit doors, which meant one kiss became two, and Avery pressed herself closer, her small body soft and touchable against him. 
 
    He stroked her hair, kissing her again. Their eyes met. She was blushing so hard that her cheeks matched her hair, but her eyes begged him to keep going, push the ruse further, if only for another few seconds. He let his thumb run across her lips, and she kissed the tip, almost sucking it for a second. Christ, the idea of Avery sucking anything at all at that moment drove him crazy. 
 
    “He’s by us,” said Avery. She turned around, still against him, her butt sliding to mash into his crotch. 
 
    “Alright,” said Will. “Let’s go after him.” 
 
    She lingered for an instant longer, leaning her head back onto his shoulder. There was a weird second where she still hadn’t started walking after Barnburner, and then she cleared her throat and was Avery again, mature and professional, and bossy. 
 
    “Come on!” she said, as though he was the one dallying behind. 
 
    Trevor Atkins sipped a half-empty soda in the parking lot outside. He groaned and tensed up when he saw them, looking caught in the midst of his fight-or-flight instincts. Avery held her hands out, approaching him slowly. 
 
    “Come on, Trevor,” she said. “It wasn’t very cool of you to run off like that, but if you can just relax and be reasonable, I can let it slide.” 
 
    “Fuck, Ms. Sorling,” he muttered. “My phone died. And I wasn’t… drinking before. That was, uh…” 
 
    “Non-alcoholic whiskey?” provided Will. 
 
    “No, it, uh…” said Trevor. “I mean… fuck.” 
 
    “Look,” said Avery. “I can let that slide. I can let a lot slide, but you have to start getting your shit together. This is your last warning. I don’t like the idea of having to rat you out to the Second Advent. They’re not as understanding as I am, Trevor. You know that as much as I do.” 
 
    “I know,” muttered Trevor. “I’m sorry. I’m just… a fuckup.” 
 
    Will set his hand on the man’s shoulder. “Everyone’s a fuckup, until they’re not. And vice versa.” 
 
    “Who are you?” 
 
    “My brother,” said Avery. “He’s speaking from experience.” 
 
    “You’re too kind,” said Will. 
 
    They took Trevor back to his apartment, given Avery’s reluctance to let him do any more drunk driving. Will drove the parolee’s car for him, fighting off nostalgia for back when he used to take care of Halberd in the same way that he neither wanted nor needed. 
 
    He joined Avery back in her Dodge Neon once they were finished. She paused, not pulling the car out of the parking lot right away. A song played quietly over the stereo, cheesy K-Pop. 
 
    “Thanks,” she said. “You were… helpful today.” 
 
    She gave him a look that instantly brought him back to the movie theater’s aisle, lips locked together in that spontaneous, forbidden make-out. 
 
    “To be honest, it was fun,” he said. Almost instantly, he began picking apart his own word choice. It had been fun… a bit too much fun. 
 
    Avery cleared her throat. “You’re a good actor.” 
 
    “My co-star brought out the best in me,” he said. “Plus, I mean, I just got out of prison.” 
 
    She blinked, perhaps considering what he meant by that. What had he meant by that? That it wasn’t an accident that he’d been staring at her ass all day? That he’d missed her a little too much in his time away? 
 
    “Well, um…” She let out an odd giggle and set her hands back on the steering wheel. “We should get going. Nothing left to do here.” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Mom called me earlier,” said Avery. “I didn’t pick up, and she didn’t leave a message, but I wouldn’t be surprised if it had to do with checking in on you.” 
 
    “Maybe.” 
 
    “I bet she’s mad at me for stealing you for most of the day right after you got back.” She started the car and rolled it forward. “Anyway, I just have to stop by the Church, and then we’ll head home.” 
 
    “Works for me.” 
 
  

 
   
    CHAPTER 13 
 
      
 
    Lancaster City’s chapter of the Second Advent was housed within a white and gold church that was arguably the grandest building in the county. There weren’t many cars in the parking lot given it was a Wednesday afternoon, and Avery found a spot right next to the entrance. 
 
    Will felt strange walking down the aisle, past rows and rows of pews. The Second Advent was open to anyone, but their tenants decreed that only supers could become ordained priests or templars. It was God’s choice, not theirs. 
 
    To Will, that edged a bit too close to some of the super supremacist rhetoric that his former prison inmates had espoused, toxic nonsense he’d unfortunately bought into once. The idea that supers were above normal people, that they deserved preferential treatment or had the blood of Christ running through them, chafed him far more than it once had. 
 
    People were just people, weak or strong, good or evil. He knew enough about himself to know that whatever differences lay between supers and mundane humanity were more a matter of scales of power. Nothing new, nothing even really all that special. Supers, excepting Algae, Double, and a few others, all still went to the bathroom.  
 
    The Second Advent was a minor league cult, by Will’s estimation… but also a militarized charitable organization. Its templars had, in some ways, become the frontline of the struggle against abominations and the monsters that spewed forth from the Exclusion Zone, a partner to the Champion Authority itself.  
 
    Will accepted that the situation was more complicated than his intuition might want him to believe, but he still couldn’t shake his feeling of unease as he approached the Church’s winged cross. 
 
    Two men stood in front of it, speaking in quiet voices. One was dressed in the black cassock of an ordained Second Advent minister, tall, with short grey hair, pale skin, and intense eyes. The other was a bald man in jeans and a t-shirt with a neck tattoo spiraling up from it. Will recognized him immediately. 
 
    Chauffeur. 
 
    “Father Darkeye,” said Avery, nodding in respect. “I come bearing good tidings.” 
 
    “Ah, Avery Sorling.” Father Darkeye had a surprisingly deep, grandfatherly voice. “I am ever so glad to hear it. Who is this? Have you finally taken my advice and hired an assistant?” 
 
    “Not just yet. This is my brother, William.” 
 
    “William.” The priest smiled at him. “A pleasure to make your acquaintance. Your sister is one of the foremost of the desposyni within Lancaster City.” 
 
    Will still eyed Chauffeur, but he frowned at that. “The… desposyni?” 
 
    “Those who are touched by the essence of the second coming,” said Father Darkeye. “Supers, as we’re more commonly known. Regardless of the path we each choose to walk, the beliefs we each espouse, all of us bear a responsibility to serve the Lord.” 
 
    He smiled, glancing meaningfully at the bald convict next to him. Chauffer was still staring at Will. The tension between them was as brittle and violent as ever. Will shifted one of his hands, seeing the way the other man tracked even that tiny movement. 
 
    Chauffer was still afraid of him, and rightfully so. Will had earned his reputation back in Mastodon fight by fight, cut by cut. With his powers, he’d been one of the most dangerous supers there, a duelist in a place where violence was a way of life. 
 
    He remembered slitting ankle tendons, dropping other supers to their knees in front of him. Blocking punches with a razor between thumb and forefinger, and severing half his opponent’s fingers with a wave of the hand. Mending stab wounds on reflex, one quick, reflexive slap, before the blood could even begin to bud. 
 
    Chauffer had never moved against him on the inside. He’d been smart enough to guess how it would go, given that his power was essentially useless behind walls of concrete and Architect’s barriers. Still, Will knew how much this man hated him, along with how much it would count toward the Realists if he could pull off a hit on him now. 
 
    “Do you know each other?” asked Father Darkeye. 
 
    The priest had been continuing his conversation with Avery, their voices quiet as they got down to business, but the mood around Will and Chauffeur was clearly too hard to ignore. 
 
    “Old friends,” muttered Chauffeur, in a gravelly voice. 
 
    “Yeah,” said Will. “We go way back. We’ll have to get together again.” 
 
    “Real soon. Best believe it.” 
 
    “That’s a splendid idea,” said Father Darkeye. “Brother Chauffeur is still new to the city. He’s only recently taken his wings and become a member of the Church. I think it would do him good to become more active in the community.” 
 
    “Right,” said Avery, frowning at them both. “Anyway, about the contract…” 
 
    “Of course. I’ll have Sister Ivy forward the payment to your account.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Are you going to tell me who that guy really was?” asked Avery as they climbed back into her car. 
 
    “That depends,” said Will. “Do you really feel like you want to know?” 
 
    There was more bitterness in his voice than he’d intended, and he saw the concern in her expression. 
 
    “Hey.” She set a hand on his shoulder. “Talk to me.” 
 
    He wanted to, but at the same time, he didn’t. It was hard to think about some of the things he’d done while serving his time, let alone discuss them out loud. But he cared for Avery, for Jess, for Rue. He had to talk about this, for their sake as much as his own. 
 
    “Prison wasn’t summer camp,” he said. “It was a dumpster fire filled with some of the worst people imaginable. He’s one of them.” 
 
    And so was I. 
 
    “Was he violent, or…” 
 
    “He was locked up for using his power to crash a woman’s car and then raping her,” said Will. “It wasn’t the first time he’d done it, just the only time he got caught. They never would have found that woman if she hadn’t managed to slip away while he was trying to find his cigarettes.” 
 
    Avery chewed her lip, glancing out her window at the church. 
 
    “The two of you have some lingering animosity, then,” she said. 
 
    “Last I checked, he was one of the Realists,” said Will. “A super supremacist gang. I… was not on good terms with him or them before I got out. He was transferred to one of the Second Advent’s prisons a few months ago. That was the last I heard of him. I can’t believe that they would ever release him in the first place, let alone put him in a position like this.” 
 
    “Fuck,” muttered Avery. “That’s messed up. I’ll see what I can do, maybe ask Father Darkeye how much he actually knows about the guy. Not really a situation I feel comfortable leaving alone.” 
 
    “Yeah, me neither,” said Will under his breath. 
 
  

 
   
    CHAPTER 14 
 
      
 
    Avery parked her car next to Jess’s when they arrived back home, and the two of them headed for the door. Seeing Chauffeur out and about had been unsettling for Will, but he wasn’t about to let it ruin his own newly regained experience of freedom. 
 
    “Staying for dinner?” he asked Avery. 
 
    “Of course,” she said. “It’s the first time we’ve all eaten together since… well, it’s been a while.” 
 
    He nodded. “Too long.” 
 
    Jess was coming up from the basement as they entered the living room, clad in a workout bra and leggings, blonde hair pulled back into a ponytail. She smiled when she saw Will and made a beeline for him with wide arms. 
 
    “You’re back,” she said, pulling him into a hug. “How was your day?” 
 
    “Pretty normal.” He chuckled, squeezing her back. “With the way you’re greeting me, I feel like I’ve been gone another five years.” 
 
    It was an understatement if anything. He wondered if Jess had any idea of the effect she had on him, still sweaty and musky from her workout in that not unpleasant way that comes naturally for beautiful women. He could feel her breasts against his chest, and his hands touched the bare skin of her back, which radiated warmth like a fire. 
 
    “It almost feels like it,” said Jess. “I missed you. I should have vetoed Avery’s request to steal you for the day.” 
 
    “It’s no big deal,” he said. He cleared his throat, trying to slip away as the hug continued. She just felt like any other woman against him, any other gorgeous woman, and his body reacted regardless of whether it was appropriate. 
 
    “He’s a grown man,” said Avery. “Pretty sure he gets the final say on how and where to spend his time.” 
 
    Jess finally pulled back, still smirking as though he was a prize that she’d just won at the carnival. “Of course. I suppose I should be grateful you at least brought him back in time for dinner.” 
 
    “You should be, and on that note, we’re both starving,” said Avery. 
 
    She and Jess headed into the kitchen together to survey the landscape of potential dinners. Will headed for the couch. Rue was stretched out across it, wearing a white t-shirt and a pair of blue shorts that he was fairly sure were from his old wardrobe. 
 
    “Move your feet,” he said. 
 
    She barely glanced up from her phone, sliding her feet back a few inches at most. Will grabbed them and forced them farther back. 
 
    “Quit crowding me,” said Rue. “Sit in the chair, instead.” 
 
    “You sit in the chair instead.” 
 
    She shot him an overblown glare and settled for resting her feet in his lap. Her toenails were painted cotton candy pink, insanely cute against her light brown skin, and he had to resist the urge to start plucking at them like he might have when she was little. 
 
    “What’d you do today?” 
 
    “Homework,” she muttered. “Research stuff. You?” 
 
    “I helped Avery track down one of her clients and saw a movie. The Fumes of Love.” 
 
    She snorted. “Please tell me it wasn’t by choice.” 
 
    “It was pretty bad, and not in a ‘so bad that it’s good’ sort of way.” 
 
    He took the remote and started searching for a channel with something decent on. 
 
    “Hey,” said Rue. “I was watching that.” 
 
    “You’re on your phone.” 
 
    “It’s called multitasking.” 
 
    She kicked her leg, making a halfhearted attempt at jarring the remote loose from his hand. Will set it down on the armrest and seized her by the ankle, holding her leg in place to tickle her foot. 
 
    “Stop!” she said, laughing. “That’s a war crime!” 
 
    “White phosphorus is a war crime,” said Will. “This is a proportional response.” 
 
    She kicked again, her foot cuffing him in the shoulder. Will pushed her leg back and began tickling behind the crease of her knee. Rue kicked him again, still laughing, and rolled onto her stomach, setting her feet back down in his lap. 
 
    He stared in disbelief at the awesome mound that was her butt, straining against the fabric of those tiny blue borrowed shorts. It seemed to just… rise up, thick and bold, and significant. He was glad that she was as consumed by the pull of her phone, because for a good minute, Will found it impossible to drag his eyes away from that godly hump of perfection. 
 
    Prison, he reminded himself. Still readjusting to the fact that attractive women exist. Not that big of a deal. 
 
    He moved her feet off his lap and stood up, still aware of Rue’s posture as though she was radiating erotic pheromones. He headed toward the kitchen where Avery chatted with Jess as she prepared dinner. 
 
    “Smells good,” he said. 
 
    “That’s just the garlic,” said Jess. 
 
    “Garlic is a foreign word to me after so much prison food.” 
 
    “Jess was in the middle of trying to convince me to buy a new car,” said Avery. “What do you think, LP?” 
 
    “I think you should buy a new car,” said Will. 
 
    Jess grinned and leaned over to kiss him on the cheek. 
 
    “I barely even drive,” said Avery with a sigh. “Cars are wasted on a super with the power of flight.” 
 
    “Think of your passengers, though,” said Jess. “If you’re going to be giving Rue and Will rides, I’d be a lot more comfortable if it were in a more reliable vehicle.” 
 
    “I’d be a lot more interested in humoring your case if you agreed to help me fund this theoretical purchase,” said Avery. 
 
    “I’ll consider it if you will,” said Jess. 
 
    “Deal. Do we have any booze?” 
 
    “Just wine,” said Jess. 
 
    Avery found the bottle in the cupboard and set about removing the cork. Will held out his own glass as she poured for herself. Jess frowned over her shoulder, still in the process of preparing dinner. 
 
    “I’m not sure if it’s such a good idea for you to be drinking.” 
 
    “Let me run it by my probation officer,” he said. 
 
    “I approve,” said Avery. “As long as it’s a reasonable amount imbibed in a supervised environment, so on and so forth.” 
 
    “One glass,” said Jess. “That’s it.” 
 
    “One glass during dinner, and one to relax after,” he said. 
 
    Jess made an attempt at a stern, disapproving frown, the edge of her mouth betraying her with a hint of a smile. “Two glasses, and that’s it. I’ll have my eye on you, mister.” 
 
    “Is the food almost ready?” called Rue. 
 
    “It’ll be another minute for every time you ask that,” said Jess. 
 
    A haughty, heavily exaggerated sigh came from the living room. Avery sauntered off, shrugging out of her leather jacket to hang it from the coat rack as she sipped at her wine.  
 
    “So,” said Jess. “Tell me about your first full day back home.” 
 
    Will shrugged. “It was interesting. More eventful than I’d been expecting.” 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    He felt a bit trapped as he considered how to answer that. From the accidental discharge during his chakra release massage, to breaking and entering with Avery, and even his brush with a former prison nemesis, it was hard to know what he could tell her without pricking her concerns. 
 
    As it happened, he was saved by an all too familiar noise, an alarm sounding on Jess’s phone, and she let out an annoyed breath as she pulled it from her apron’s pocket. 
 
    “Shoot,” she muttered. “Something just came up. A low-level supervillain broke into a factory on the outskirts of town.” 
 
    Will stood up, almost rushing upstairs on reflex before remembering who he was now, how much had changed. “Nothing major though, right?” 
 
    “I doubt I’ll even have to fight,” said Jess. “Do you mind watching dinner? All you have to do is stir for another ten minutes and heat up the naan.” 
 
    “Yeah,” he said. “No prob.” 
 
    He took her spot at the stove, watching her sprint upstairs. Avery and Rue barely looked up from where they sat on the couch, no doubt far more accustomed to Jess in the solo hero role than he was. 
 
    It was hard for him to put a name to the emotion he felt. He wanted to be there with her, with Relic, to do his best to help as he so often had during their days as the Crimson Five. It wasn’t out of any major concern for her safety, given that Relic was easily the most powerful of any of them with her artifacts.  
 
    He just wanted that experience, perhaps even more now than when he’d been a kid. To be a moral adult, a career superhero, Relic’s partner. To stand alongside her and face any foe as an equal, kind of like Halberd once had. He blinked, realized the curry was about to burn, and started stirring again. 
 
    “I might be back late,” called Jess as she hurried downstairs.  
 
    She was only half dressed, and Will couldn’t stop himself from gawping at her new costume. He’d seen it before in illustrations, but never up close. Jess pulled the front of it up over her bra, breasts squeezing inward as she tightened the crisscrossing strings of what looked almost like a black corset, replete with a tiny cleavage window that seemed both glorious and totally unnecessary. 
 
    A red skirt of the same color crimson as their old costumes clung tight to her curves underneath. She wore the Cloak of Damascus over her back and shoulders, along with tight black gloves, knee-high black boots, and of course, the Circlet of Ra, which neatly held back her blonde locks. 
 
    “You haven’t seen me in this costume yet, have you, LP?” said Jess. She grinned at him, one leg still lifted as she hurried to pull her second boot on. “What do you think? It’s, um, a little tight in a few places, but serviceable.” 
 
    She spun in a circle, cape fluttering outward, a subtle back and forth jiggle running across her chest as she came to a stop. Will gaped at her. He would have applauded had he not still been tending to the cooking. He already knew that the image of her spinning like that would be forever burned into his mind, whether he wanted it there or not. 
 
    “You look incredible,” he said. “Kick some butt.” 
 
    “With any luck, I won’t have to,” she said. “I’ll see you three later tonight or early tomorrow.” 
 
    She gave him a kiss on the cheek. Will couldn’t resist putting an arm around her to draw her in for a quick side hug. He watched her hurry outside, taking flight with the power of her cape as soon as the door was shut behind her, and felt so incredibly proud of her. 
 
    “You must really like her new costume,” said Avery. 
 
    “Shut up,” he muttered. 
 
    “Gross, Avery,” said Rue. 
 
  

 
   
    CHAPTER 15 
 
      
 
    “The food is ready,” called Will. “Come and get it.” 
 
    He brought the naan over, setting it down next to the rest of the food on the table. He’d even taken the time to set out plates and forks, more just because he could than because it was necessary.  
 
    “Thanks,” said Avery. “You’re going to be a hunk of a house husband for some lucky woman, one day.” 
 
    “I don’t see myself ever getting married, but I appreciate the sentiment,” he said, grinning. 
 
    “At least you’re realistic,” said Rue, in a teasing voice. 
 
    Will kicked out under the table, nipping her in the shin. She flicked a wad of rice at him, but he blocked it with one hand. 
 
    “Remind me how old you both are?” said Avery.  
 
    “She’s a shameless instigator,” said Will. “That much certainly hasn’t changed since I left.” 
 
    He glanced toward the front door. He wasn’t worried about Jess, exactly, but the knowledge that she was out there alone sat wrong with him, somehow. 
 
    “We should have curry more often,” said Avery.  
 
    “We have it almost every week,” said Rue. “You’re just not here for dinner enough anymore.” 
 
    She took a bite of chicken and rice, poking her fork at the various items left on her plate. 
 
    “I thought you didn’t eat meat, Rue?” said Will. 
 
    “This is chicken,” she replied. “It’s red meat that I try to avoid. I’m still omnivorous, just mindful of what’s sustainable for the world.” 
 
    “Right,” he said, smiling a little. “On that note, how has the city been lately? You know. Villain wise. Chaos wise.” 
 
    Avery and Rue looked at him and then shared a glance with each other. 
 
    “It’s been a lot calmer than it used to be,” said Rue. “I wouldn’t worry.” 
 
    “Why did you stop taking combat contracts, Avery?” asked Will. “You could still be out there with her if you wanted to, as Kestrel.” 
 
    “That’s kind of a rude question,” said Avery. 
 
    “He sort of has a point,” said Rue, shrugging. 
 
    “You aren’t out there either,” said Avery. 
 
    “I can see through cameras,” said Rue. “I don’t need to fight to be useful.” 
 
    “Now that is actually rude.” Avery swirled her wine glass and made a face. “I had my reasons.” 
 
    “Let me guess,” said Will. “Jess was worried for your safety.” 
 
    “No. It was my choice. If anything, I think it disappointed her a little, even though she was always clear that she respected my decision. I just… didn’t want to live that kind of life anymore. Smart enough to know that I didn’t have to.” 
 
    She turned a hand over and examined her neatly manicured fingernails. 
 
    “Do you miss it?” asked Will. 
 
    Avery smiled, holding his gaze in a manner that made him think of their kiss in the theater. “Do you?” 
 
    “Fuck!” said Rue. “I lost track of time. I forgot that I was, um, supposed to call a friend of mine tonight. She’s been going through some hard times.” 
 
    “You have friends?” said Will. 
 
    “Screw you.” She glared at him as she hurried upstairs.  
 
    Will turned back to the table to catch Avery pouring herself another glass of wine. He nodded his head toward the stairs as they both listened to Rue’s door slamming shut in the distance. 
 
    “What’s with her?” he asked. 
 
    “Puberty?” 
 
    “She’s nineteen.” 
 
    “Probably drugs, then,” she said sagely. 
 
    Will laughed and finished the last bite of his naan. “You’re lucky I appreciate your sense of humor more than Jess does.” 
 
    “So lucky,” she said. “Well how about that. Looks like it’s just us tonight.” 
 
    There was a hint of something in her words, or perhaps a lack of something. As though she was trying to tiptoe around the odd tension that still lingered between them from that kiss, with mixed success. 
 
    “Looks like it,” he replied. “Want to watch a movie?” 
 
    “Yeah. Let’s do it.” 
 
    They settled down on the couch together after clearing the table, sitting with a respectable gap in between them. They could have sat closer, he reminded himself. It was not as though it mattered. This was Avery he was with, the faint smell of Avery’s perfume he could detect, the way her breathing seemed obvious and worth his attention whenever the room went silent. 
 
    “Here.” Avery pulled out a flask and passed it to him. 
 
    “Jess said—” 
 
    “Two glasses of wine, yes, I heard,” said Avery. “She said nothing about gin. Now either take a sip or be a nerd and pass it back.” 
 
    “You really haven’t changed a bit,” he said. “23 going on 16.” 
 
    He took a sip from the flask, regardless. 
 
    “Oh, please,” she said. “You’re one to talk, mister returned and reformed. You’ve been a total horndog since you got back.” 
 
    “I have not.” He tried not to smile as he pushed her playfully in the shoulder. 
 
    “You should have seen your face when Jess came out in her costume,” said Avery. “I realize that she does look really good in black leather, but still… a bit oedipal.” 
 
    “Shut up!” He pushed her again, face going hot. “I just got out of prison. It’s not what you’re thinking.” 
 
    “And with Gracie this morning,” said Avery. She narrowed her eyes. “I know something happened there, by the way.”  
 
    “Nothing happened. Basically nothing. I don’t think you understand the extent of my plight. A warm breeze basically turns me on at this point.” 
 
    She laughed and leaned in closer, forming a tiny o with her lips and blowing in his face. “Like this?” 
 
    “You’re drunk,” said Will. “Let’s watch the movie.” 
 
    “What about this?” She switched targets, but not tactics, leaning her head down to blow against his crotch instead. He could feel her breath, hot and humid, through his pants, but it was really the closeness of her presence and the nature of the situation that stirred him. 
 
    He tried to push her away, but she grabbed his thigh, which gave her a front row seat to his growing erection. It was a bizarre moment, thick with tension and a strange, uncontrollable momentum. 
 
    “LP,” she said. “Are you seriously getting hard from that?” 
 
    “I warned you,” he said. 
 
    “I barely even did anything.” She set her hand down, touching him with her fingers through his pants, testing how hard he was as though she honestly couldn’t believe it. 
 
    “It was enough,” he said. “Apparently.” 
 
    “I felt it before, too,” she said. Her fingers were still caressing him, tracing the outline of his cock. “When we kissed in the theater. Are you going to blame your time in prison for that, too?” 
 
    “Christ, Avery,” he said. “We’ve both been drinking. Let’s just watch the movie.” 
 
    “Are you even going to be able to, at this point?” she asked, giggling. 
 
    “Are you?” 
 
    He stared at her and decided it was time to hit back. He slowly, blatantly, reached a hand out and cupped one of her breasts. 
 
    “What are you doing?” she whispered. 
 
    “What are you doing?” 
 
    “Trying to watch a movie, but you’re—” 
 
    He kissed her on the lips, a quick little nip, just to see what she’d do. Avery looked stunned for a moment. She stopped touching his cock but left her hand where it was and slid closer to him, her shoulder rubbing against his. 
 
    “Hit play,” she said. 
 
    He wasn’t even sure what they were watching, the sequel to some random action movie. Avery got up briefly, and he thought that it was perhaps time for both of them to calm down. She came back with a blanket, smiling mischievously, and spread it across both their laps. 
 
    “I was cold,” she said. 
 
    “It is a bit nippy in here.” 
 
    “You’re so funny,” she said. “Have you ever considered—” 
 
    He reached out, making a teasing pinch at one of her nipples; it missed but still made her squeal. She muttered something and tried to pull the blanket away from him. Will tugged back, and they drew together, laughing and playfully cursing each other out.  
 
    They fell sideways, blanket still between them, but almost an afterthought in the face of the press of their bodies. Will felt Avery’s legs wrap against his waist, trapping his crotch against hers, his hard cock grinding into soft flesh. 
 
    He kissed her the way he had in the theater, their lips meeting with that growing, inevitable need. Will had never been so horny in his life. He cupped one of her breasts, a perfect, petite handful. Avery let out a soft moan and rocked her hips upward. He started to unzip her jeans, remembered the blanket, reached for it to cover them, and had a moment of unwanted clarity. 
 
    “What are we doing?” he muttered. 
 
    “Nothing.” Avery cleared her throat. “Watching a movie. Getting drunk.” 
 
    She stilled her upper body, smiling innocently, still flexing her hips against his in that lustful way. As if she was begging for it. As if she needed it. 
 
    “Avery,” he said gruffly. “If you keep doing nothing…” 
 
    “What?” she said, jutting her chin. 
 
    It took serious effort to keep from picking up right where he’d left off, yanking her jeans down, and… ruining everything. Will forced himself to take a breath, to think, to turn away from disaster. Avery seemed to realize it right then, too. 
 
    “Where’d that blanket go?” She wriggled out from underneath him, sitting upright and fixing her clothes.  
 
    “On the floor,” said Will. 
 
    “It’s one of the clean ones,” said Avery. “Mom would probably be pissed if she found it there.” 
 
    “Just put it back,” he said. “She’ll never know.” 
 
    “She’s like a hawk.” Avery frowned, blinking and looking at him, as if only then understanding the full extent of the moment. The full danger. She slowly stood up. 
 
    “You’re leaving?” asked Will. 
 
    “I think so.” Avery ran a hand through her hair. “You’re right. I’m too drunk to be around people right now. I get stupid and horny.” 
 
    “…You and me both,” said Will. 
 
    He got to his feet, but didn’t look at her—and she didn’t look at him. Stupid and horny was spot on. If Jess had caught them, the damage would have been the equivalent of setting off a hand grenade in the living room. Hell, it might have been just as bad if Rue had walked in, given how fragile his relationship with her still was after breaking his promise. 
 
    One thing was for sure—this was a step beyond just being sexually pent up from prison. 
 
    “Can I have another sip of that gin?” he asked. 
 
    “Think I need one, too,” said Avery. “What the hell is wrong with us?” 
 
    “You started it,” he said. 
 
    “You tried to take my pants off,” she muttered. “You were acting like you were going to…” 
 
    “Going to what?” 
 
    “You know what.” 
 
    She stared at him, reaching out to pass him the flask from a reasonable distance. His finger tingled as hers brushed his. He took a sip, trying to ignore the way she was biting her lower lip, short red hair still messy from their tussle on the couch. 
 
    She all but snatched the flask back from him, rushing to take a big sip. “Whoa. Okay, I should really go now.” 
 
    “You’re too drunk to drive.” 
 
    She surprised him, pulling her keys out and tossing them onto the table. “But not too drunk to fly.” 
 
    He followed her to the door, stewing in the strange tension as she watched him watching her. She took to the air with surprising grace for a petite woman who’d spent the lion’s share of the night downing gin and wine. 
 
    Her red hair fluttered upward, getting ahead of her body, dancing like a halo of flames in the dark. She hovered for a moment, flashing him a smile, then leaning back into a smooth somersault before surging skyward and disappearing into the night. 
 
    “Goodnight, Avery,” he whispered. 
 
  

 
   
    CHAPTER 16 
 
      
 
    The house was quiet as Will made his way upstairs. Deceptively so. Rue had been in her room for just about the entire night since dinner, which while not directly suspicious, did make him wonder. 
 
    He tiptoed down the hall, stopping to press his ear against the wall. He couldn’t hear anything, making him think that she might be sleeping given the time of night. The idea of simply knocking and seeing what she was up to or possibly just throwing the door wide was tempting, but a bit too blunt for his taste. 
 
    She deserved her privacy, still adjusting to having him back. And he had no interest in testing their relationship while it was still in recovery. Will continued to his room and, taking the path of least resistance, brought up the website. 
 
    Rue, or her thumbnail doppelganger, didn’t appear to be streaming at a glance. Though with upward of several hundred models currently online and undressing, it was hard to completely dismiss the possibility. Especially when so many faces and sets of breasts and buttocks seemed to steal his attention as he made an attempt at mounting a search. 
 
    He glanced toward his door, taking a second to make sure it was locked. This was the privilege of being back home, of not having to worry about a prison guard glancing through the energy barrier of his cell every sixty minutes on patrol. 
 
    The privilege, and the curse. Being home meant being around Rue, Avery, and Jess again, and he hadn’t really thought ahead of time of just what that meant, how it would play out. He wasn’t fifteen anymore… and neither were they. Every interaction felt so full of potential, of pitfalls… potential pitfalls. So full of a hidden context that was just wrong in every sense of the word. 
 
    He wasn’t even looking at the screen anymore, just thinking about Avery, about what would have happened if he’d yanked a little harder downward on those tight-fitting jeans. Would she be by tomorrow? It wasn’t as though they wouldn’t be alone again soon enough. He could almost perfectly picture how they’d be looking at each other through a haze of lust and secrets. 
 
    A loud, sudden bang came from somewhere downstairs. Will jumped, quickly making himself decent. He listened for a moment and then headed out into the hallway. 
 
    “LP?” called Rue, from her room. “What was that?” 
 
    “I’ll go see,” he said. 
 
    It was too soon. He’d hoped he would have had at least a few days, maybe a week. Time to learn more about Chauffeur’s situation and plan things out. But he’d been there before, if not with this meth-head car freak, then with other supers. He knew what to do. 
 
    He crept downstairs, staying low against the railing underneath the bannister. He could see a silhouette, a figure working to stay silent, just as he was. He waited in the shadows, judging his moment, waiting until he could spring from an off angle, and then… 
 
    Jess gasped as he wrapped his forearm around her throat. She grabbed his wrist, thumb prodding inward, threatening to lever his arm in a way that would force a breaking point for someone of her enhanced strength. Though really, any point was a breaking point for her at her power level.  
 
     “Jess…” he said. 
 
    “William.” 
 
    He noticed something in that moment. She’d taken her costume off and it was on the floor; presumably, she’d dropped it when he’d attacked. He still had an arm around her throat and loosened it, though it slid downward instead of completely pulling back. He set it on her hip, as though steadying her after bumping into her… except they were still bumped. 
 
    “I heard something and just assumed,” he said. “Sorry. Still tense from prison.” 
 
    “Anything I can do to help?” 
 
    He noticed something else. He was still… mostly hard, Jess still against him, butt to crotch, breathing heavy, as she always was after a flight. Her open-ended question hadn’t exactly soothed his arousal. There was plenty a woman like her could do to help, had she been anyone but Jess. 
 
    “Not tonight.” 
 
    He forced himself to pull back from her, but couldn’t quite summon the will to look away. She glanced to the side, aware of how nearly naked she was. Her sports bra was the same one she’d had on earlier that day. Her panties didn’t match, white and black, and of opposing styles. Neither covered all that much, and that was so disgustingly meaningful when it came to someone with as much to show as her. 
 
    “Did you manage to spend some quality time with Avery and Rue?” Jess folded her arms, smiling. 
 
    “Rue hung out in her room for most of the night, but Avery and I… watched a movie.” He made himself turn sideways for both their sakes. “Find any action?” 
 
    “A bit. A super took revenge on an ex. He could throw energy projectiles, worked a bit like conjuring boomerangs. He gave up after two hits.” 
 
    “Impressive. You sound almost bored by it.” 
 
    Jess laughed. “Bored isn’t the right word, but it was pretty straightforward. You know… I actually found myself thinking about you while I was fighting the guy.” 
 
    It stung to hear her say that. He knew she didn’t mean it as a jibe or insult, but his mind went to that place as he considered what they probably had in common. 
 
    “It would have been so wonderful to have you there with me, LP,” said Jess. “God… It still feels like a dream to have you back. I just want to grab you and hold on tight.” 
 
    “I’m right here.” He turned to face her again, and she was there as soon as his arms were open, hugging him fiercely. 
 
    Very fiercely. Will was acutely aware of her body against his. He took a breath and could swear he felt her exhale in time. One of her legs shifted, hinting at opening or sliding upward, or… 
 
    Fuck. 
 
    He didn’t feel himself getting hard so much as suddenly realize that he just was. The couch… his bed… which was closer? Should they do this? Irrelevant. Could he make this happen? He slid his hand up, caressing her head, hair tight in that bobbling blonde ponytail. He started sliding it toward her cheek. 
 
    She pulled back and looked down. 
 
    “Did you think I wouldn’t notice?” she asked. 
 
    Will stared at her, hopes sinking. “I… was just…” 
 
    Jess knelt down in front of him, scooping up the nice blanket from where it had fallen onto the floor, tossed aside earlier, from him and Avery on the couch. “You just left it on the ground! You didn’t fold it. You didn’t put it back. Seriously?” 
 
    “You caught me. What can I say?” 
 
  

 
   
    PART TWO: SETTLING IN 
 
      
 
   



 

 CHAPTER 17 
 
      
 
    Two of them. They were set up on either side of the shower, the narrow passageway the guards led inmates down, one by one. Will knew what that meant. One would feint, the other, most likely the one in back, would go for the stab. 
 
    His heart pounded hard enough to make his vision go red, hot enough to make the steaming water feel cold. It never got any easier. He could beat them, but he had to be smart, fast. Better. He had to hurt them to make sure they understood how things were. 
 
    Slow steps. The one in front was pretending he was out of it, as if he didn’t even see him. Will relaxed his arms, two lines of muscle and survival instinct, ready to do what had to be done. Slow steps. Need to time this perfectly. Wait for it… 
 
    He thrashed and came awake all at once. His sheets were wet with sweat, but he realized where he was. Back at home. Safe. Still, it took too long for the adrenaline to wear off. It was morning, but he still wished he had at least the option of going back to sleep. After that kind of dream, he didn’t like the odds of what his mind might decide to show him for an encore. 
 
    He threw on a shirt but couldn’t find a pair of clean pants. Scratch that. He didn’t own a pair of clean pants, at least not ones that fit him. He hoped the sight of him in t-shirt and boxers wouldn’t offend Jess and Rue too much.  
 
    Jess was in the kitchen, at the stove. She grinned when she heard him coming down the stairs, but did a double take when she saw him, brushing a few strands of blonde hair back behind her ear. 
 
    “Morning, LP,” she said. 
 
    “Morning Jess.” He came in close, kissing her on the cheek and pulling her into a quick side hug. She had on her apron over a nightgown, and while certainly more covered than he was, the thinness of the clothing between them was a spell over the moment. 
 
    “Hungry?” she asked. “I’m making home fries and scrambled eggs.” 
 
    “Starving.” 
 
    She had her laptop out on the counter, streaming the local morning news. One of the anchors was describing a car accident, but it wasn’t until he’d taken a seat at the table that the details registered for him. Single woman, young, car crashed in the middle of the night, missing and unaccounted for. 
 
    Chauffeur was off to an early start. Will sagged in his seat, wondering if he might have saved someone’s life by being a little more savage and preemptive the day earlier. 
 
    “Do you want your potatoes more on the crispy side, or soft, or…?” 
 
    “Crispy,” he said. 
 
    Rue pounded downstairs and into the kitchen, seeming to have psychically picked up on the low clothing theme of the morning. Baggy t-shirt, panties, wild hair. No bra, which was a bigger deal for her. A massive, plump deal, one might say. 
 
    “Morning,” said Will. 
 
    “Morning,” said Rue. “What happened with you and Avery last night?” 
 
    “What?” He shook his head. “Nothing. Why?” 
 
    Had Avery said something? He couldn’t imagine that she would have. How would that conversation even have gone? 
 
    “She didn’t sleep over,” said Rue. “I thought you might have done something weird or argued with her to scare her off.” 
 
    “That’s not fair, Rue,” said Jess. “Avery doesn’t always sleep here. Her place is barely three minutes away for her, by flight.” 
 
    “We just watched a movie,” said Will. “You’d know that if you’d bothered to poke your head out of your room to say hi.” 
 
    Rue glared at him, but it was more of a playful thing than serious. Jess brought the food over, serving them each up with a full plate of breakfast goodness. 
 
    “Will,” said Jess. “I’m going to give you some money to go to the mall today and pick up some new clothes for yourself. Shirts, shoes… pants, whatever you feel you need.” 
 
    She set her hand on his shoulders, looking down at him pointedly from where she stood behind his chair. There was an obvious imprint of his cock through his boxers. A bit too blatant, after all. 
 
    “I don’t really need much,” he said. “Maybe just a single new…” 
 
    He trailed off, wondering if it even made sense to protest. He did need new clothes, and if there was enough extra coinage left over… a new costume. Something he could wear to go after Chauffeur with impunity. 
 
    “Nonsense,” said Jess. “You need clothes. I have the money. I still like to think that I bear at least some responsibility in looking after you.” 
 
    “When you put it that way, how can I refuse?” He stood up, which felt a bit like a mistake as he realized how it felt to face her directly in just boxers. “Thanks.” 
 
    He hugged her. It felt like the right thing to do. His crotch identified that it was the wrong thing to do, at least if he wanted to preserve his modesty, reputation, and not get an incredibly obvious boner in front of Jess and Rue. 
 
    “Let me get this straight,” said Rue slowly. “You’re giving LP money to go shopping?” 
 
    “Mmmhmm.” Jess was still in Will’s arms, and she nestled her face into his shoulder. “He needs it.” 
 
    She set a hand on his chest, looking dreamy and incredibly satisfied when she eventually pulled back. 
 
    “How is that fair?” snapped Rue. “He doesn’t even do any chores around here.” 
 
    “I’m more than willing to do chores,” said Will. “I cooked dinner last night, in case you forgot. Also, I don’t think you understand. For men, shopping for clothes is a chore.” 
 
    “How about this?” said Jess. “I have to handle some paperwork this morning. If you go with Will and make sure he picks out at least one or two flattering shirts, stuff that’s up to date with the current trends, I’ll give you a bit of spending money.” 
 
    “How much is a bit?” asked Rue. 
 
    Will kicked her leg under the table. She glared and retaliated, still debating her fee with Jess. He ate breakfast, went upstairs to throw on yesterday’s jeans, and eventually met up with Rue at the door. 
 
    “Here,” said Jess. She counted out three hundred dollars into Will’s hand. 
 
    “Jess…” he said. “I can’t possibly take all this.” 
 
    “I want you to feel confident in your wardrobe,” she said. “And I would prefer if you had a pair of sweatpants or two so you don’t have to strut around in your boxers every morning.” 
 
    He smiled, pulling her in for a quick peck on the cheek. “You should know that I prefer to do that anyway.” 
 
    He saw her trying to suppress a grin. “Watch it, mister.” 
 
    “Are you ready yet?” asked Rue. She leaned forward to grab her shoes, showing off the incredible fit of her denim cutoffs. She wore a tight crop top that said “MADNESS” across the front and managed to show off both ample cleavage and cute navel. Madness, indeed. 
 
    “I’ve been ready,” he said. “Are we walking, or?” 
 
    “I can drop you both off, but you’ll have to take the bus or a taxi back,” said Jess. “Or see if Avery will come and pick you up.” 
 
  

 
   
    CHAPTER 18 
 
      
 
    It was a relatively quick drive. Will had been in jail for just long enough to forget how the mall was on the weekend. People crowded about the main entrance, and it felt a bit like sensory overload, so much activity, so many other young people.  
 
    “I’m not going to hold your hand,” said Rue. 
 
    “Excuse me?” 
 
    “You have to pick out your own stuff,” said Rue. “I’m not going to lead you along.” 
 
    “Didn’t Jess give you money based on that exact condition?” 
 
    “If you have a question about something, just come find me and I’ll give my opinion,” said Rue. “Do you really want me looking over your shoulder while you’re shopping?” 
 
    “That’s… actually a super good point.” 
 
    “Cool.” 
 
    She split almost as soon as they were inside and in the part of the mall with all the clothing stores. Will felt strangely protective as he watched her walk away, as though he was absconding from his duty as an older brother by letting her walk around on her own, dressed as she was. There would be no shortage of men eyeing her, if not trying to work up the courage to hit on her. 
 
    She made her way into the safety of a relatively girly clothing store, however, and that would have to be enough. He headed his own way, wondering if it made more sense to shop for actual clothes first or his costume. 
 
    The terrain of the mall decided it for him. He picked a mask out from a ski store, a nylon thing with an adjustable tie in the back, a bit like the strings of a bandana. It would cover him from the nose up, but his face and chin would still be exposed. He figured he’d wear a hood, too, which would be enough in combination. 
 
    The rest of the costume was made easy by the nature of what was currently popular in men’s clothing. He found a black and grey hooded sweatshirt, half spandex, half cotton, tight around the chest with a short cape hanging from the back. An actual cape. He couldn’t imagine wearing the thing as a normal clothing article, but it was beyond perfect for his needs. 
 
    He bought a black pair of parkour sweatpants from another store, this time, tight around the waist but loose and baggy everywhere else. They served a practical purpose, enlarging his general profile in costume and making him a more elusive target for attacks, particularly gunfire.  
 
    He’d been shot once before, through the shoulder, back when he was on the run with Halberd. His mending had been enough to seal the entry and exit wounds, but it had been far from a fun experience. Bullet wounds bled fast, and for him, bleeding fast was a quick way to end up dead. 
 
    The last thing Will bought was a nice pair of black military boots. So nice, in fact, that he found himself wishing he could wear them separately from the other pieces of his costume. It would all need to be hidden, reserved for the purpose of going out again as a hero. 
 
    Black mask, black boots, criminal record. A hero. Right.  
 
    He almost rolled his eyes, but it wasn’t as though he could have pulled off a brighter color scheme. Will, or rather, Lockpick, had a permanent suspension from the Champion Authority. At best, he would be seen as an unregistered upstart by the CA and the Second Advent. At worst, an active, unknown threat. 
 
    He didn’t have much money left for regular clothing once he’d assembled his costume. He found himself deciding between two dress shirts, noticing the anti-theft clips on each one, thinking of all the times he’d simply cut them off for easy shoplifting back with Halberd. 
 
    That wasn’t who he was anymore. Will needed that to be true, if not for himself, then for Jess, Rue, and Avery. They didn’t deserve to watch him go down that path a second time just because he wanted a shirt he couldn’t afford. 
 
    He made sure to hide the bag with his costume within one of the others, but knew he’d still have to be careful with Rue. He spotted her through a store window as he wandered toward where they’d split up. She was apparently shopping for lingerie.  
 
     He couldn’t resist. He went into the store and crept up behind her with silent footsteps. 
 
    “Who’s the lucky guy?” 
 
    She gasped and spun around, clutching a black lace bra with sheer fabric. “Jesus, LP! Don’t scare me like that.” 
 
    “So?” He took the bra from her and nodded appreciatively. “When do we meet him? The two of you must be serious if you’re bringing out the weaponized nightwear.” 
 
    It was tough to keep himself from picturing how insanely erotic the top he was holding would look on Rue. He almost couldn’t imagine it, almost felt as though he needed to see it on her to truly understand, which was a thought that led to a weird and dangerous place. 
 
    “There is no lucky guy,” snapped Rue. “It’s just for me. Obviously. Mom is old-school when it comes to me and Avery. She’d freak out if she knew that we were dating without discussing it with her first.” 
 
    “Can you blame her?” he asked. 
 
    “I blame reality,” said Rue, with a sigh. 
 
    He felt that. He’d always thought it was a raw deal what female supers had to go through. Sex was never just sex when the risks of a super pregnancy were so high. Sex between supers was even more dangerous, given how much more commonly abominations were born to superpowered couples. 
 
    It made him think of the previous night again, him and Avery, drunk on the couch. She had been absolutely right to head back to her apartment. Will wasn’t even sure he could have found a condom in the house if he’d tried. Not that he would have let it go that far with Avery, of all people, but still… they’d been playing with fire. 
 
    “God, you’re such a pervert, LP.” Rue had snuck behind him, taking revenge from before. “Are you just going to eyefuck that mannequin, or are you going to ask it out to dinner?” 
 
    “Shut up.” He playfully knocked his shoulder back into her. “Hurry up and buy your slutty lingerie, already.” 
 
    She quirked her mouth sideways, looking at him curiously. “Are you planning on… you know… telling Jess that I spent her money on this?” 
 
    “Christ, Cammie, I can keep a secret,” he said. “It’s not that big of a deal. I’m sure you’d do the same for me.” 
 
    “…Thanks.” 
 
    “You would do the same for me, right?” asked Will. 
 
    She tapped a finger on her lips. “Well… it’s debatable.” 
 
    Will shot her a mock glare and knocked his shoulder into her again. “Does that one even fit you?” 
 
    She’d picked out a black one piece, not outright trashy, but incredibly skimpy. It was basically just two pieces of fabric that came together at the crotch and fanned outward to barely cover the woman’s breasts, with a patch of sheer fabric in between. 
 
    “I don’t know,” she said. “I was going to try it on before you started badgering me with questions.” 
 
    “Well, don’t mind me.” Will held his hands up. 
 
    Rue gave him an odd look as she headed into one of the dressing rooms. Eager to get home and hide his costume, he took a seat at one of the chairs set up for the boyfriends or husbands of eager shoppers to wait in shopping purgatory,  
 
    “LP,” called Rue, cracking open the dressing room door. “Second opinion?” 
 
    Second opinion… on her lingerie. He was about to tease her for asking, but his legs were already moving, casting their own vote. He glanced toward the cashier, making sure she was distracted with other customers, and then slipped into the dressing room. 
 
    It was tiny. Tiny and hot. Rue had her arms crossed over her chest at first, but she drew them out to the side, awkwardly displaying her nearly naked body for his eyes to feast on. The lingerie onesie fit her, that was for sure, clinging so tightly to her bulging breasts and the curves of her ass that it may as well have been painted on. 
 
    Rue was sexy and thick in all the right ways. He wanted to give her more than just his opinion, but even as he had the thought, he felt ashamed of them both. Why had she thought it was a good idea to display herself for him like this in the first place? 
 
    “Well?” she asked, a touch shyly. 
 
    “You look… good,” he said. 
 
    “You’re staring.” 
 
    “Isn’t that what you asked me to do?” 
 
    “I guess.” She shrugged. “Should I buy it?” 
 
    He nodded his head, staring at what he swore was the edge of one of her brown nipples poking out from the edge of the fabric. “It looks soft.” 
 
    “It is.” She rubbed her hand along the edge of it. 
 
    Will touched her without thinking, feeling her suck in a gasp as he ran his hand along the side of her lingerie-clad hip. It was almost as though she was buying it for him, at least in the vibe of the moment. He found himself hoping that she was, but then… he remembered the website, the thumbnail, the lookalike. 
 
    “I should change back into my clothes now,” she said. “Thanks, LP.” 
 
    “Anytime.” 
 
    They stared at each other, the moment overstaying its welcome within that hot, tiny dressing room. Will desperately needed a cold shower as he came back out into the store. 
 
  

 
   
    CHAPTER 19 
 
      
 
    They took the bus home. Rue had suggested calling Avery, but Will had made an excuse about her having said she was busy. In truth, he wasn’t sure how to face her after how they had fooled around on the couch. Would she even remember, given how much she’d been drinking? He remembered. 
 
    Jess was down in her office in the basement, sparing Will and Rue the questions that would have ensued otherwise. As soon as Will was upstairs, he took out the pieces of his costume and hid them throughout his room. 
 
    He made sure to keep everything separate. Sweatshirt hidden within one of the wall panels. Pants pressed between his mattress and the bedframe. One piece of a costume, discovered on its own, was simply a black piece of clothing. He had to maintain that aspect of deniability to the end. 
 
    He spent most of the rest of the day working out in the basement. Jess’s office was its own room next to the home gym, and she was in and out on her trips upstairs. She always took a moment to watch him on her way by, he noticed. 
 
    Dinner was a brief affair, with Jess still working at her laptop and Rue on her phone. Will was basically counting the minutes to the earliest hour he could sneak out to go after Chauffeur. Tonight would just be the start, a quick foray into the Church of the Second Advent to uncover more info. 
 
    He had just begun his preparations when the door to his room opened. Will flinched, dropping his penknife onto the bed and silently cursing his own oversight in not locking the door. 
 
    “Is knocking not a thing in this household?” he said, a bit annoyed. 
 
    “Sorry, sweetie,” said Jess. “I just wanted to check in with you. I thought… what’s with the knife?” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    FIVE YEARS EARLIER 
 
      
 
    “A knife?” muttered Lockpick. 
 
    “A knife,” said Halberd. “It’s just a little one, but I want you to hold onto this. You’re coming with me tonight, and you at least need to have something. Just in case.” 
 
    Halberd gently closed Lockpick’s fingers over the closed penknife. 
 
    “Just in case… what?” asked Lockpick. He wasn’t sure what concerned him more. The knife, or the fact that Halberd was sober in both body and attitude. Sober for the first time since they’d left home a little over a week ago. 
 
    “I owe some money to some people.” Halberd shrugged. “Some supers. A sort of… group, or collection, or… um, gang of them. But it’s going to be fine. You’re pretty tall now, LP, and useful. Between the two of us, we can figure this out.” 
 
    “Why does it have to just be us?” asked Lockpick. “We could just go home! Mom would be able to help, and if she couldn’t, the Champion Authority could.” 
 
    Halberd winced, the way he often did when Lockpick brought the others up. “Jess is part of the reason why I had to leave, LP. Why I need you with me, too. She and the girls… they’re all in danger if I stick around. They’d be targets, too.” 
 
    “But not me?” 
 
    “You’re a man now, LP,” said Halberd. “You wear the big boots, the big swinging—” 
 
    “Can we not do this again?” 
 
    “Right.” Halberd slapped his hand down on Lockpick’s shoulder. “My point is, you have good instincts, and you’re tough. You also have a power that might help us here. I’m going to see if they’ll let me repay my debt by pulling a job.” 
 
    “A… job?” 
 
    “Just a little thing. Maybe they need something. Maybe we can go get it for them. One hand washes the other. Probably they’ll go for it. But if they don’t…” He patted the knife in Lockpick’s hand. “Just in case.” 
 
     Lockpick was still new to shady dealings with gangs of supers, but an abandoned warehouse in the bad section of town seemed a little cliched as far as places to discuss illicit business went. Halberd stayed close as they made their way inside. A collapsed section of roof let in enough of the late evening sunlight for them to see three figures standing in wait. 
 
    “The tall one in the center is Shade,” he whispered. 
 
    “Shade?” Lockpick shook his head. “That’s his name?” 
 
    “His name and his power. Take him seriously, LP.” 
 
    He saw what Halberd meant as they came to stand in front of the criminal supers. Shade was no more than a vague figure against the shadow, his entire body wreathed in darkness, like a suspiciously-shaped oil stain in three dimensions. 
 
    “You’re late,” hissed Shade in a low, gravelly voice. 
 
    “Car trouble,” said Halberd. 
 
    “Well?” Shade held out a hand, palm up. “Where is it? Marauder says you’re overdue on your next payment.” 
 
    “I don’t have it.” 
 
    The other two men, both tattooed, bald and muscular, made to step forward. 
 
    “Hold on!” said Halberd quickly. “I don’t have it… yet.” 
 
    “That’s not acceptable,” said Shade. 
 
    “I know that,” said Halberd. “I came here knowing that. Which is why I brought my boy. Lockpick. I thought together, all of us could maybe find a way to help each other out.” 
 
    Lockpick felt a chill as he tried to gauge Shade’s mood. He had no face to read, no eyes to look into, nothing resembling emotive posture. 
 
    “Lockpick,” said Shade, as though testing the word out. “Mmm. He could be useful. More useful than you, undoubtedly. Good.” 
 
    “Good!” Halberd chuckled and slapped Lockpick on the back. “You have my number. Just let us know when—” 
 
    “The boy stays,” said Shade. “He’ll work directly with us. You can go.” 
 
    Halberd glanced back and forth between Shade and Lockpick. “I can’t just leave him.” 
 
    Lockpick was overtaken by a sinking feeling as he realized the situation, realized that he wasn’t going home, or even back to their shitty motel room. 
 
    “It’s not up to you,” said Shade. 
 
    The shadowed super stepped forward, his two-henchman moving to get between him and Halberd. Lockpick drew back, fingers clenching the penknife in his pocket. 
 
    “Don’t try to run,” said Shade. “I’m faster than you.” 
 
    “Don’t fucking touch me,” said Lockpick. 
 
    “The pup has a bark,” said Shade. “Yeah, I think he’ll do just—” 
 
    Lockpick swung the penknife, slashing through where he assumed the man’s chest to be. It passed through Shade’s body as though made from smoke. The super laughed, looking sideways at Halberd who’d started fighting the two men. He made a motion with one arm, flinging a glob of shadow onto Halberd’s face and seemingly blinding him. 
 
    “You think I would have come with just these two if I were that easy to take down?” asked Shade. “Try again.” 
 
    “Sure.” This time, Lockpick used his power as he slashed, focusing on the knife, on the points, the creases he could sense within all things. Cutting was all about finding where to set the blade, all about the angle, the point of initiation. 
 
    He went for Shade’s face. He didn’t feel any pressure as the penknife bit in. It was still as though he was cutting through smoke, but the effect couldn’t have been more different.  
 
    Shade made a hissing noise and clutched at his head, falling to his knees. The shadow lingering on Halberd disappeared, and he conjured his axe from the minerals in the concrete as he leapt back to his feet, cutting both thugs down with blurring strikes. 
 
    “Go, go, go!” shouted Halberd. 
 
    They sprinted outside, not stopping until they were in the car, not speaking until they were well onto the highway. 
 
    “How did you do that?” asked Halberd. “Shade is supposed to be intangible. You… cut him?” 
 
    “It’s my power,” muttered Lockpick. 
 
    “Your power is—” 
 
    “Cutting,” said Lockpick. “I don’t pick locks. I’ve never picked locks. I cut them.” 
 
    “You’re just telling me this now?” snapped Halberd. 
 
    “You never asked.” Lockpick looked down at his trembling hands. “Did I… kill him?” 
 
    “No, but he’ll probably need some stitches,” said Halberd. “So hold on… You can cut through anything?” 
 
    “As far as I know, yeah.” 
 
    Halberd chuckled, tapping a hand on the steering wheel as though applauding. “Possibilities, LP. I see new possibilities.” 
 
  

 
   
    CHAPTER 20 
 
      
 
    “Will?” said Jess. “The knife?” 
 
    “Ah.” He shook his head, coming back to the moment. “Taking all the tags off my new clothes.” 
 
    “I can’t wait to see you in some of them,” she said. “I have to head out right now, though. A friend of mine is in town, and she and I are going to grab some drinks.” 
 
    “Right,” said Will. “Have fun.” 
 
    “If you get a chance, would you call Avery?” asked Jess. “I haven’t heard from her since she stopped by to grab her car earlier today.” 
 
    Will furrowed his brow. “Is that unusual for her?” 
 
    “Not overly so, but you know how I am,” said Jess. “Sometimes, I can’t help but worry.” 
 
    She kissed him on the cheek and headed for the door. She wore casual clothing, a loose green blouse that showed off her neckline and shoulders with tight tan khakis. She grinned, noticing his attention, and flipped some of her hair back for his benefit. 
 
    “You look incredible,” he said. 
 
    “Aw, that’s sweet,” she said. “Thank you, Will. You can have a little bit of the leftover wine if you want. Don’t want you to be too bored here while I’m gone.” 
 
    “Oh, I’m sure I’ll find something to do.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    If he’d been set on investigating Chauffeur before, hearing from Jess that Avery might be missing all but cemented his decision. He waited for half an hour after Jess left before putting on his new costume and testing the full fit. 
 
    It covered him perfectly, which was a relief. It would have been a pain to have to draw attention to himself by returning pieces of it and having to buy alternatives. He had pockets in the pants, front and back, along with a central pocket in the sweatshirt that he doubted he’d use much. 
 
    Will eyed his reflection in the mirror, testing the different angles of visibility for his face. He would need to keep the hood up as much as possible, but it wasn’t a major concern. He doubted anyone would recognize him at a glance from any significant distance away, and with the Super Privacy Act, he didn’t have to worry about photos and videos giving away his identity. 
 
    He took a few minutes to listen to the house, making sure Rue was in her room and unlikely to confront him as he left. He took his costume off, packed it into a shoulder bag, put on some of his new, normal clothing, and headed out through the front door. 
 
    Like all aspiring super vigilantes, Will took a taxi to the general region of his destination. He paid the driver in cash, some of the change from the money Jess had given him earlier that day. The Second Advent’s elegant church was visible against Lancaster City’s modest skyline, no more than a few blocks away. 
 
    He walked slowly, taking in as many relevant details about the surrounding area as he could. He wanted to know where every alley, fire escape, and abandoned building was. He also made note of the sightlines from both the street and nearby apartment buildings. 
 
    There was only so much scouting he could do before having to commit. Will found a discrete alleyway and waited for a minute before changing into his costume. He stowed his bag behind a dumpster. He hadn’t bothered to bring his wallet or phone, and there was nothing that could tie it to him beyond some stray hairs if it did happen to be discovered. 
 
    His hood was up. His mask was on. He was ready. It felt familiar, though not in the way he’d assumed it would while picking out the costume in the store. Will wasn’t flashing back to his time with the Crimson Five, but rather, his misadventures with Halberd. The robberies, the scrapes with hostile gangs, the chaos and the trouble. 
 
    He waited at the edge of the alleyway for traffic to clear before sneaking across the street in the shadows. Other than a few cars parked over by the section he’d marked as the clergy’s quarters, the Second Advent church’s parking lot was empty. 
 
    There was a chance that Chauffeur currently lived among the other supers at the church, bunking with the priests and the templars. If that were the case, Will would need to find a time to confront him when he was alone, or risk a fight that he would very likely lose against too many uninvolved people.  
 
    He wasn’t at that point yet. His focus for the night was simply to investigate, turn up any documents or relevant information that might shed light on Chauffeur’s role within the church, or find a schedule that would tell him where Chauffeur would be and when. If the entire Lancaster branch of the Second Advent was corrupt, as it might well be, he would have to decide if it made sense to expand his plan of action. 
 
    Will had the entire night to work with. He took his time, first sneaking to a bush against the wall of a building, and then waiting, watching the chapel’s interior through a nearby window. His spied and listened, but the only disturbance was the gentle stirring of the grass at the behest of the early spring breeze. 
 
    He found a window to go in through. Not one of the elegant, expensive stained-glass ones — he wasn’t a monster. He cut an uneven half circle against the bottom of the window frame, wiggling the glass until it slid outward through a tiny groove he made in the wood below. He’d slide it right back into place on his way out, and the odd shape would make whoever discovered it assume that it was a natural break, rather than intentional. 
 
    It took a bit of wriggling, but otherwise minimal effort to slip into the chapel. It was quiet inside, fairly dusty, though the air didn’t taste stale. He kept low as he crept through the pews, not necessarily expecting danger, but feeling obvious and exposed. 
 
    There was a door in the back of the church that immediately caught his attention. He headed straight for it and tried the handle. Locked, though that was neither a surprise nor an obstacle. He opened it and slipped inside. 
 
    He found an office on the other side, with a desk, a table with numerous chairs, lots of stacked papers and thick folders. There was a large washboard calendar on one wall, covered in various initials with times written next to them. Exactly what he was looking for. 
 
    He found a spare sheet of paper and a pen and started scribbling down the details. There was one unexpected issue that he would have to account for. The initials on the calendar seemed to be color-coded. There was an FD — presumably Father Darkeye, and an SI, Sister Ivy, the woman Avery had gone to see about the money. 
 
    But there appeared to be two BCs, a blue and a red, and Will was fairly certain that only one of them was Chauffeur. He chewed his lip, scanning the desk for anything obvious that might clue him in to an answer to the discrepancy, but he didn’t have time for a thorough search. 
 
    Confusing information was better than no information. Will finished copying, slid his cheat sheet into his pocket, and crept back out into the chapel. He was about to head for the window when he heard something. Footsteps, faint, coming toward him from down an adjoining hallway. 
 
    There was no time to escape. He dropped flat, sliding into the small gap underneath one of the pews. It was a tight enough fit to partially restrict his breathing, but unless someone was down on their knees, they probably wouldn’t see him. He hoped whoever was interrupting hadn’t come for a late-night prayer. 
 
    A door on the far wall opened. Someone entered the chapel, walking slowly, which seemed bad. They had a flashlight, worse still. Will took slow breaths, forcing himself to stay calm as he also acknowledged the fact that his hiding spot would be infinitely more difficult to escape from quickly than if he’d simply retreated back into the office. 
 
    The footsteps came directly toward him… and then passed by. His judgment was reaffirmed as the late-night investigator made a beeline for the office, heading inside to have a full look around, before walking back down the aisle between the pews and disappearing through the door from which he or she had entered. 
 
    Will waited another minute or two before slipping out from his hiding spot, sneaking over to the window, and slipping back out through it. The glass he’d cut away fit back into place so neatly that the crack would only ever be visible under certain lighting conditions. He’d accomplished what he set out to do. 
 
    Still, there was no point in getting sloppy on the way to the finish line. He was careful as he sneaked back across the street and toward where he’d left his bag. His caution proved prudent — a shout came from just down an empty street full of rundown buildings and abandoned trash. A shout, and then laughter. 
 
    A woman was walking fast and looking distinctly uncomfortable, arms wrapped tight around her chest, purse strap clutched in a white-knuckled fist. Two men were following behind her, one of them grinning, the other drunkenly mumbling compliments. They weren’t small men either, and their persistence seemed more dangerous than awkward. 
 
    It was none of Will’s business. He’d be taking a risk by getting involved. The church, Chauffeur, had been his objective, not taking on the ills of the city as an unregistered super on probation. 
 
    One of the men grabbed the woman’s arm. There was a gleam of metal in the moonlight. Two as Will snapped the blade of his penknife open. 
 
    “Help!” screamed the woman. “Please!” 
 
    He slammed his shoulder into the first one, knocking him back, though not quite down. The man holding the woman made to use her as a human shield. Will slashed, cutting several tendons in the arm he had around her neck and rendering it useless for much more than decoration. 
 
    The woman took off at a dead sprint. The injured man stumbled backward, but his friend still had violence in mind. 
 
    “You dumb fucker,” he snarled. “Quit playing at being a super. If you had a power, you would have used it already.” 
 
    “Very true.” The penknife was pretty dull and always had been. Will was nearly always calling on his power when he was using it as a weapon. 
 
    The man threw a punch. Will ducked, then countered with a quick jab and an elbow to the man’s face. He went for the knee as the man stumbled, cutting him in a way that would leave him hobbling until a surgeon could repair it. 
 
    That was enough for the pair. The one with the bad arm lent his good shoulder to the one with the bad leg. They hurried off down an alleyway, and Will found a spot in the shadows to breathe and collect his thoughts.  
 
    He’d helped someone, which was always good, but it wasn’t part of his plan. He hadn’t considered how he’d react to these sorts of situations in costume, passing by emergencies that required intervention. 
 
    His old superhero instincts were deep in his bones, a part of him that he couldn’t just turn off. He’d have to learn to. Unregistered supers who made a habit of casual heroism were always discovered by the Champion Authority or Second Advent eventually, especially if they didn’t have a power related to stealth or flying or speed. 
 
    Will was still a fair distance away from where he’d left his change of clothes. He waited until he was sure the street was empty before starting his jog to the next alleyway.  
 
    There was a rush of air as something flew by him, fluttering his costume, followed by the sound of that same something touching down. He spun around, penknife out, and then stopped. 
 
    He’d been discovered alright, and far more quickly than he’d expected. By a super he knew all too well. 
 
    Relic. 
 
  

 
   
    CHAPTER 21 
 
      
 
    “This was supposed to be my night off,” called Relic. “I suppose if I deal with you quickly enough, it still can be.” 
 
    Will stared at her, realizing that he was king of the idiots, truly the first among them. How had he not thought to account for Jess, for Relic? Relic with a capital fucking R. One of two or three female superheroes in the running to be the most famous and idolized. 
 
    He understood his thinking, the gestation of such a massive oversight. Relic was Jess, and he loved Jess, and she loved him. He supposed he’d been careful enough to pick a night when she’d been busy to avoid alerting her to his nighttime activities, but not this situation, not the question of what to do if they actually came face to face. Mask to mask. Fuck. 
 
    What was he supposed to do? Run? No, he’d never escape her on foot, not with the Cloak of Damascus and its gift of flight.  
 
    Fight? This was Jess he was talking about… no, just no. Tell her the truth? Also no, given how he was on probation and the mess it would make. Try to bluff her? No chance she’d take his word if he kept his mask on, and probably even less if he took it off. 
 
    “What’s the matter?” called Relic. “Cat got your tongue?” 
 
    Probably more accurate to say the woman he used to call Mom had his tongue. He was, in fact, afraid to say anything. She might recognize his voice if he wasn’t careful to disguise each and every word. Plus, the longer he went without committing to an approach, the more time he had to think. 
 
    It didn’t help that she looked really good in her new costume. So much black leather, tight and suggestive and bouncy in places when she moved. The boob window in the front of her chest piece was practically a hypnosis power in its own right given the way it demanded his attention. 
 
    He started silently retreating backward, away from her. There was an alleyway behind him. Maybe he could make it work somehow. Relic matched each step, keeping the distance between them even, striding as though she was taking a slow stroll down a catwalk. 
 
    “A disturbance was reported in this area,” said Relic. “A man, possibly two men, harassing women. I wasn’t expecting it to be an unregistered hero, but I’ve certainly encountered stranger things before.” 
 
    Will shook his head to the best of his ability within his baggy hood. Relic wasn’t smiling. She snapped her arm out to the side, the Sacred Scepter blossoming into existence within her grip. 
 
    “Here’s what’s going to happen,” she said. “You’re going to take your mask off. You’re going to come with me. You’re going to explain yourself, and we’ll figure out a fair, appropriate punishment, one that may even leave room for you to register with the Champion Authority later down the line.” 
 
    He was actually a little annoyed that she’d use that tone with him, or with who she thought he was. He wasn’t a child, er, his costumed vigilante self wasn’t. She was used to getting what she wanted, dictating and enforcing, and it wasn’t fun to be on the receiving end. 
 
    He had to try something, so he tried something.  
 
    Spinning his penknife back into grip, Will slashed at the metal struts of a nearby fire escape. The stairs jerked a few inches downward, catching on the supports higher above, until those groaned and snapped half a second later. 
 
    The entire fire escape fell sideways in an avalanche of metal that would have been dangerous, if not deadly, for a normal person to be under. Relic had the Cord of Achilles around her waist, however. Will used to joke with her about how it was basically a belt of superstrength, and that wasn’t far from the truth. 
 
    More than anything, the wreckage blocked her way for a critical few seconds. She could fly over it, but she wouldn’t, not right away. Flying with the Cloak of Damascus wasn’t as comfortable for her as Kestrel’s flying, more like using a paraglider with some extra oomph. 
 
     Will cut into the wall of the abandoned building next to him, making a hole. He knocked his way through shoulder first, stumbling into an empty warehouse space. He ran until he could see a door, unlocked it, and pulled himself through the doorframe and back up to speed.  
 
    He’d put enough distance between them to stand a shot at losing her through the maze of dirty, litter-strewn alleyways. He took turns at random, cursing as he recognized that he was moving away from where he’d hidden his bag. Unfortunate, but unavoidable. 
 
    He glimpsed a ladder to his left and flung himself up it without a second thought, taking the rungs mainly with his arms to keep the sound from giving him away. He took a second to catch his breath once on the roof.  
 
    He only got that one second. A flutter of air rushed past him, nearly pulling his hood back. Will hurried to his feet, turning to face Relic, who looked decidedly less patient than she had before. 
 
    “That was not a smart move,” she said. “I wasn’t planning on hurting you before if it could be helped. I’m still not, but you are making the prospect appeal to me more and more as you drag this out.” 
 
    He felt rebellious in his silence this time around. She assumed that she was just so much stronger than him, that even without knowing his power, she could easily win in a fight. It was a fair assumption coming from her, but Will had never let people talk to him like that in prison. 
 
    He stood a shot at winning against her. That wasn’t the issue, not really. His concern was on finding a way to defeat her without hurting her too badly, possibly inflicting permanent injuries, or worse. He would need to be precise to the point of millimeters to pull off what he was considering. 
 
    Hopefully, she was being honest about holding back. The Cord of Achilles gave her the kind of strength that would demolish him with a punch, the ability to inflict the kinds of injuries from which he doubted his mending would let him heal. This was going to be one of those twitchy fights, all reflexes, over and done with in the span of a blink. 
 
    He held his penknife in a grip so tight that his fingers felt cast in steel. Bringing his other hand up, he gestured to her with a come here motion, cocky enough to bait her in while hopefully not pissing her off enough to crush him like a bug. 
 
    She was fast. Not superspeed fast, but the strength she derived from her artifacts was a full body thing, legs capable of propelling her forward faster than any mundane human. Will reacted more than planning his counter, dodging her punch and slashing at where he knew the Cord of Achilles was tightly strapped around her waist. 
 
    The margin of error was tiny, but Will was just that good. Relic’s artifacts were more or less unbreakable while she was using them, but his cutting didn’t adhere to that same physical logic. He felt the penknife’s blade cut neatly through the belt. She could repair it as long as it wasn’t in use, so it was just a temporary setback. 
 
    But the belt wasn’t the only thing he cut. His slash had been from the bottom up, and the penknife’s blade continued along that narrow angle, opening a massive tear in a number of the horizontal ties of her costume.  
 
    He heard her gasp as she slid to a stop just past him. He spun around in the same moment that she did and discovered… that she wasn’t wearing a bra underneath, this time around. Relic’s breasts, Jess’s breasts, plump and pale and slightly pointy in the cold night air, hung on full display. He saw her blink in complete shock, cheeks rapidly reddening, and watched her clutch an arm across her chest. 
 
    His first impulse was to apologize, because that’s what he would have done for Jess. That was how he actually felt, like he’d done something mean to her by accident and should try to make it right with words.  
 
    But there was simply no way. He couldn’t be Will right then and there, couldn’t let her even suspect that whoever was under the hood and mask might be Will. What would a normal superhero… or supervillain… say in a moment like this? 
 
    He smirked as it came to him, and spoke in a gruff, slightly accented voice. “What’s the matter? Cat got your tongue?” 
 
    “You bastard!” hissed Relic. She took a step forward. Will brandished the penknife. She must have sensed the danger of his power to her, in her now partially powerless state. It wasn’t enough to simply have the Cord of Achilles on her person. It needed to be worn as a belt to work. 
 
    She glared at him with such hatred that, despite having given himself an opening to escape, he still felt he’d made an unfortunate blunder. Relic’s intensity didn’t ebb as he hurried to the ladder and slid down it. He was careful as he looped around through the alleyways, watching to make sure she wasn’t following and making his path as confusing as possible. 
 
    He got to his bag, checked to make sure he was still alone, and changed as quickly as humanly possible. He still needed to beat Jess back to the house. If he wasn’t there when she got home, she might grow suspicious—if not right away, then later on, when other details came into view. 
 
    He took a taxi, paying with just about the last of his money. Jess’s car wasn’t in the driveway or the garage when he arrived back, and only after seeing that did he let himself breathe. 
 
  

 
   
    CHAPTER 22 
 
      
 
    Will went inside, turning on the light and surveying the empty living room. He was starving and grabbed a granola bar from the kitchen and some beef jerky to wolf down as he made his way upstairs. 
 
    The light was on in Rue’s room but it wasn’t that late, not quite midnight. He headed into his own room, shutting the door and locking it. Hiding his costume came first, and he made a mental note to consider whether it made sense to keep it somewhere other than the house for the time being. A storage locker? Though he’d need a regular source of income for that. 
 
    There was one small bit of investigating he still wanted to do before passing out. He had the schedule of the Lancaster City Second Advent church, but he still needed to sort out the issue of the two BCs. He wondered if there might be a list of the clergy on their website, or other information that might help him discern his stolen schedule data. 
 
    He still had browser tabs open from the previous night. Porn tabs, as it happened. He sighed and shook his head as he went to close them. One was still on the camgirl website’s homepage. He stopped, blinking and staring at the thumbnails under the “newly online” section, which apparently updated automatically. 
 
    There she was again, just as she had been. Like a favorite lost sock that turns up in the sock drawer after previously searching everywhere else. Will’s heart skipped and pounded simultaneously as he gaped at the caramel-skinned teenager sitting on a familiar bed, in a familiar room. Too similar to be a doppelganger. Too much matched up. 
 
    Her username was MissMasquerade19, and true to what it would suggest, she was in fact a nineteen-year-old wearing a mask. He gritted his teeth, suddenly realizing it was her old mask from her days on the Crimson Five. Un-fucking-believable. 
 
    He stood up, headed for his door, stopped before setting his hand on the handle, still actively struggling with the newfound truth. He must have seen the thumbnail wrong, jumped to a bizarre conclusion. He went back to his laptop and stared at the image again. The page would update again soon, and she’d be off the front. He had to know for sure. 
 
    Will sat down at his desk and clicked on the thumbnail, palms sweaty, breath held. The stream took a second to load. When it finally did, there she was. 
 
    “I’m going to wait until a few more get on before starting,” said Rue.  
 
    Several responses instantly appeared in her chat. Girthy420 said it was fine, that he was excited. OldYeller said he wanted a preview. 
 
    “You want a preview, OldYeller,” said Rue, in a teasing voice. “How bad?” 
 
    OldYeller tipped five camcoins. Rue was wearing one of her bath robes, and she flashed an impish smile as she slowly pulled the front open, revealing a hint of the sheer black fabric of the lingerie Will had gone with her to buy that same day.  
 
    He was in a state of shock. All these men, watching Rue on stream, throwing money at her to do… what? He felt himself getting hard as he considered what. How could she be doing this? It made no sense. 
 
    Rue stiffened and looked right at the camera, blinking slowly as though someone had prodded her with a stick. It was only then, at that long overdue moment, that Will considered how someone with a power like hers, like Webcam’s, might use it while stripping for men on stream. 
 
    She could see them. She could see him. 
 
    He stood up, feeling disgusted with himself, angry at her… confused by his erection. He shifted to be somewhat presentable and hurried out into the hallway. Rue’s door was locked, but he still had his penknife in his pocket and got it open in under a second.  
 
    “Jesus, LP!” cried Rue. “I’m… I’m changing.” 
 
    She’d closed her stream in a panic, and nothing untoward was visible on the monitor. Otherwise, everything perfectly matched what he’d just been watching. She was still in her robe, cheeks flushed, curly hair in loose brown curls about her shoulders. Her legs were bare, and she’d shaved them. Just them? More? 
 
    “Cammie…” he muttered. “I have to tell Jess.” 
 
    “What are you even talking about?” She swallowed nervously and shot him a glare that was obviously forced. “You can’t just come in my room like this. You didn’t even knock, and I know I locked the door.” 
 
    “I saw what you were doing, Cammie!” he shouted. “You were… on that site. I saw it a few days ago but didn’t click. It was you. Username MissMasquerade19.” 
 
    “I have no idea what you’re talking about,” said Rue. “Quit being a psycho, and—” 
 
    He lost it, getting angrier than he knew he should have. He seized her robe and yanked it open. She shouted something at him and pushed him back, but he was so much bigger that it sent her backward instead. She fell on her bed, lingerie exposed, big breasts bouncing as the mattress absorbed her fall. 
 
    “Why?” muttered Will, forcing himself to calm down, to think. “You’re a super. You have an incredibly useful power. You’re enrolled in the Super Academy. Sure, maybe you’re not on campus, but still… You could potentially have an incredible career as a hero!” 
 
    “I don’t know what you’re…” Her mumbling died off, and she closed her eyes, clearly acknowledging that her denial had gone sour. “You want to know why? You just said why!” 
 
    “Because… what? You didn’t get into the college you wanted? Are you really that immature?” 
 
    “Fuck you.” She glared at him with real anger this time. “What do you want to hear me say? That I hate being stuck here? That I wanted to go to the Super Academy and have a normal college life… That I wanted it so bad that I just… LP, it was the only thing I ever wanted out of this.” 
 
    “You could still have that!” said Will. “Two years online, two years in person, or six if you go for your post grad.” 
 
    “Unlikely. Tons of other supers in the online course will reapply to get on campus, just like me.” 
 
    “So what?” said Will. “In that case, who cares? It’s just college. You’ll still have your power. You can still work with the Champion Authority after, join a team, or start a new one, even.” 
 
    Rue pulled her robe tighter closed. “I knew you wouldn’t get it. I hoped that you, of all people, might. My power isn’t that fun normally, Will. It’s like… staring at a screen full of tiny webcams and being able to go into them. The Champion Authority will have me playing Where’s Waldo with unregistered supers, and that will be… the rest of my life.” 
 
    “How is this the alternative?” 
 
    “I can make a lot of money doing this if I’m smart,” said Rue. “Which I am.” 
 
    “A lot of money.” He shook his head and gave her the side eye. “Right. That’s why you had to beg Jess for a few bucks to buy that… thing you have on?” 
 
    “I only just started last week,” said Rue. “You have to clear a thousand dollars before they send the first payment.” 
 
    “Do you not see how exploitative that is?” he snapped back. “It’s a trick to get girls who don’t know what they’re doing, girls like you to commit to a bunch of streaming they don’t want to do just to avoid sacrificing money they’ve already earned.” 
 
    “I know that you jackass!” screeched Rue. “I knew it when I signed up. We’re just going in circles. Will you get out of my room already, LP?” 
 
    She tried pushing him again, but put less effort into it. Will wasn’t angry anymore, just sad, and a little disappointed. He held her forearms gently, trying to think of how to approach the real crux of the issue. 
 
    “I have to tell Jess,” he said. 
 
    “No, you don’t.” 
 
    “She deserves to know.” 
 
    “No, she doesn’t!” 
 
    “Cammie…” 
 
    “My name is Rue!” she shouted. “And you can’t tell her. How would that conversation even go? Um, Mom? I was looking up porn and beating my meat, and I saw a camgirl who I think might maybe be Rue.” 
 
    He recognized her point, but he was no stranger to the methods of anonymity. “No. I’ll just email her a screenshot from a burner account. She’ll never even know it was me.” 
 
    Rue’s eyes widened with real fear. She shook her head slowly, and Will thought she might just be on the verge of tears. Real tears, though? He’d seen her fake cry before a few times back when they’d been kids. 
 
    “Look…” she said. “Just let me earn enough to get my payout, and then I’ll stop. Please don’t tell Mom, Will. Please.” 
 
    “Rue…” 
 
    “You just got back after leaving!” she hissed. “After running off with our supervillain father and ending up in prison. And I forgave you!” 
 
    He held up a finger. “I believe you half forgave me.” 
 
    “You want the other half or not?” 
 
    He tried to keep from smiling at that. “…You’re done after that first payout.” 
 
    “I’ll stop completely.” 
 
    “And I get a hundred bucks from it.” 
 
    “What?” She set her hands on her hips. “How is that fair?” 
 
    “It’s a finder’s fee.” 
 
    “Hilarious,” said Rue, rolling her eyes. “Fine. Whatever.” 
 
    She gave him another push, this one more playful than serious, and Will headed out into the hallway. He felt he should say something else, bestow a few more words of wisdom upon her, but couldn’t get the image of her on her bed, bouncing in lingerie, out of his mind. 
 
    “I don’t want you to do anything too extreme for those guys,” he finally said. 
 
    “I’m not that easy, LP.” 
 
    He sighed, closed her door, and went back to his room. He still had her page open, though the stream had been cut off. He was moving his cursor to close the tab when it suddenly refreshed and started up again. Rue was back on screen, robed up and ready to go. 
 
    Turn it off, he told himself. You already confronted her. You don’t need to see this. 
 
    “Sorry about that, guys,” she said, smiling broadly. “Unexpected interruption. I’ll make it up to you. Promise.” 
 
    This was Rue. He knew he shouldn’t be watching, that it was wrong in every sense of the word. Beyond that, she could literally see him through his webcam. He could cover it but she’d still know. 
 
    Maybe there was an upside to that. She’d be accountable if she knew he was watching. She couldn’t slip in anything too crazy for the pervs watching if she knew he was keeping a close eye on her, too. Nothing that her brother wouldn’t approve of. Why did thinking about it that way stir him up so much? 
 
    “Mmm…” moaned Rue. “It’s too hot in here for this robe. Should I take it off?” 
 
    The camcoins came in a flurry, twenty-five in just a couple of seconds.  
 
    “Chat has spoken.” She grinned, tossed her hair over her shoulders, and slowly undid the robe’s belt. She seemed totally comfortable, which made him wonder if she was using her power or not, if she knew he was watching. 
 
    He slouched in his chair as Rue pulled her robe open, revealing the lingerie-like stage curtains at the start of a show. Will’s hand settled in his lap, thumb gently brushing against his cock, which was hard enough to make his pants feel tight. 
 
    “What do you think?” asked Rue. “Do you guys like my new bodysuit?” 
 
    She turned around, giving her exposed buttocks a small, jiggling shake. Facing front again, she lifted her big breasts and let them drop, fabric straining to hold their plumpness. Responses from chat came in rapid fire, too tight, take it off, so hot. 
 
    “Too tight?” She let out a giggle. “I have it on good authority that it fits me perfectly.” 
 
    She looked right into the camera as she spoke, all but holding his gaze through the screen. More responses came in the chat, but Will couldn’t take his eyes off Rue. 
 
    “I suppose you guys might persuade me to take it off,” she said. “The top half, at least. I have to play by the rules tonight.” 
 
    Another twenty camcoins came in. Rue sat down on her bed, lips full and pouty, cheeks flushed. 
 
    “The fabric is so thin,” she whispered. “That’s what I love most about it.” 
 
    She stretched out on the bed, opening her legs. The bodysuit was opaque enough to hide her crotch, but she let out a low moan as she started to rub down there with her fingers. 
 
    “I’m getting distracted,” she muttered. “Why am I so turned on right now? This is… dirty.” 
 
    Will didn’t care anymore. It wasn’t a matter of right and wrong. His arousal was like snow mid-avalanche — it would simply go where it went. 
 
    He took out his cock, briefly eyeing his webcam, making sure it only displayed his upper body. Rue was breathing heavily, and she reached up to pull the arm straps of her bodysuit sideways. A single shrug of her shoulders, and her tits would be on full display. 
 
    “Well?” said Rue. “What do you want me to do next?” 
 
    Responses came in faster than Will could read. He reached out to type his own before remembering that he still hadn’t made an account. It was irrelevant. Rue wasn’t watching the screen, anyway. Her fingers began stroking her crotch, drawing small circles, a tiny wet spot growing bigger as her breathing got fast. 
 
    “Oh, fuck,” she muttered. “This was what you wanted to see, isn’t it? This is why you clicked.” 
 
    Will put the video in full screen. He stroked himself off with reckless movements, too in the moment to slow down, too turned on to think. 
 
    “Oh!” cried Rue. She shifted one of her shoulders, letting the tight fabric of her bodysuit fall open and expose her right breast. It hung sideways at an odd, sexy angle. She brought her free hand up, cupping it and then gently tweaking her nipple. “Oh, fuck! I… I…” 
 
    “Cammie!” groaned Will. 
 
    Her back arched as she came, legs shooting out wide, toes curling, the wetness becoming even more visible between her legs. Will blew his load an instant later, making a mess of the underside of his desk. He was too blissed out to care, eyes still locked on Rue’s stream as she mewled and struggled to regain her composure. 
 
    “Short stream tonight, guys.” She cleared her throat and walked back to her computer on shaky legs. “See you soon.” 
 
    The stream cut off. Will exhaled, ran his hands through his hair, and shook his head. 
 
  

 
   
    CHAPTER 23 
 
      
 
    Will awoke to the sound of someone rifling through his closet. He blinked, still hazy from sleep, and took longer than he should have to realize what that meant. Jess was searching his room. She knew. She was trying to find the evidence, his costume. 
 
    “Hold on!” he said. “I can explain!” 
 
    He hurried to his feet. Jess slowed down for a second, glancing back at him over one shoulder with a frown. 
 
    “I mean, your room is kind of a mess, but that doesn’t warrant an explanation,” said Jess. “You’re a teenager. Or recently were one. This is a minor disaster zone compared to what Rue can still manage.” 
 
    “Uh, right,” he said. “What are you doing?” 
 
    “Looking for your old swimsuit. Today is a beach day.” 
 
    It was only then that Will noticed the relevant details. Jess was wearing a white bikini with a matching skirt wrap that might have been considered modest on most other women, but was borderline mind-blowing on her. She bent over again, skirt straining against posterior as she continued her search. 
 
    She might still find his costume, he realized, regardless of her intent. 
 
    “I can just wear one of Halberd’s,” he said, hopping out of bed. 
 
    “Halberd didn’t swim much.” 
 
    “A pair of his shorts, then.” He kissed her on the cheek as she rose to examine another pair of way too small swimming trunks and put his arm around her. 
 
    “They’d slide around too much once you get in the water,” said Jess. 
 
    “Swimsuits are supposed to slide around a bit.” He tugged the back of hers up and down, side to side. If he couldn’t dissuade her, raising her ire to the point of distraction was the next best thing. 
 
    “Watch it, mister!” She spun around, gently slapping his hand away. “I just want to make sure you can have fun today.” 
 
    “I appreciate it, but I’ll be fine,” he said. “Really. I don’t plan on going into the water much, anyway.” 
 
    Jess furrowed her brow. “Why not?” 
 
    “Just not my thing. But I’ll still come and hang out on the beach with you and Rue… and Avery?” 
 
    “And Avery,” said Jess. “All of us.” 
 
    She grinned and pulled him into a loving hug. She smelled clean and familiar, and he felt so content in her arms. So different from the way that Relic had attacked him last night. They were both the same person. He could never let himself forget that. 
 
    “Come on,” she said. “I made fruit smoothies for breakfast.” 
 
    “The pineapple and banana ones?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “I’ll be right down.” 
 
    He found a suitable pair of black gym shorts in Halberd’s room which he wore with a blue t-shirt. Jess and Rue were in the midst of an active discussion when he came into the kitchen, and he could guess the nature of it from their tones even before he was near enough to hear their words. 
 
    “I just… have stuff to do,” said Rue. “I’m busy.” 
 
    “Busy with what? It’s the weekend, and you haven’t graced us with any foreknowledge of conflicting plans.” 
 
    “I have… college stuff to do,” she said. “Term paper research.” 
 
    “For what class?” asked Will. 
 
    She spun to look at him, holding his gaze for a surprised second that felt somewhat guilty. He thought of last night, her stream, the insane hotness and madness of it. Guilty, indeed. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter what class,” she muttered. “And it’s none of your business, LP.” 
 
    “I think it is,” he said. “I just got back. Come on, let’s have a fun, family beach day.” 
 
    He gave her a knowing smile and grabbed his smoothie from the counter. He could guess what she’d do if they left her at home. That one-thousand-dollar payout target wasn’t going to reach itself. 
 
    “Please, honey?” said Jess. “You love swimming. You’ll have fun. Didn’t I just buy you a new swimsuit?” 
 
    “It’s not always about… having fun,” muttered Rue. 
 
    “Rue Alisa Sorling, you’re coming to the beach today, and that’s final,” said Jess. 
 
    Will saw Rue scowl, but she made no further objection. Jess had brought some towels and a beach umbrella out for them to take along, and he hefted them to carry out to the car. 
 
    “Is that everything?” Jess asked, a few minutes later. 
 
    “Should be, unless you want to bring a cooler.” 
 
    “Probably won’t need one. We’ll just drink from our water bottles.” 
 
    “Is Avery on her way?” Will looked both ways along the street and then up into the sky. 
 
    “She’s meeting us there,” said Jess. “It makes sense given where her apartment is.” 
 
    “Oh. Right. I haven’t been to her new place yet.” 
 
    He frowned and leaned against the car as Jess made one last trip back inside. Rue was watching him, clad in a black one-piece with a plunging neckline and slits along the sides. It reminded him so much of her lingerie that he felt caught between staring and looking away. 
 
    “You got weird when you asked about Avery,” she said. 
 
    “No, I didn’t.” 
 
    “Yes, you did.” 
 
    She leaned against the car next to him. She was, of course, right. He hadn’t seen Avery the day before, or at all, since their drunken make out. It felt a bit like she might be avoiding him, and as far as reasons go, she had a pretty good one. 
 
    “She’s my probation officer,” he said lamely. “Just trying to keep tabs on her.” 
 
    “Isn’t it a little weird having someone you’re so close to as your probation officer?” 
 
    “We’re supers,” he said. “The rules are a little different for us.” 
 
    Rue snorted and rolled her eyes. “You sound like one of those super supremacists.” 
 
    Her words hit him like a punch to the gut. He’d sworn off everything the Realists espoused, from the evolution argument to their supposed responsibility as Earth’s chosen shepherds. He’d learned his own truth in Mastodon, but for a time, he had thought like that, like them. 
 
    “Hey.” Rue set a hand on his shoulder. “It was just a joke.” 
 
    “A hilarious one, at that,” he said. “Nice swimsuit, by the way.” 
 
    “Are you being sarcastic?” 
 
    “If I say no, will you let me see what it looks like from the back?” 
 
    She elbowed him in the shoulder. “Perv.” 
 
  

 
   
    CHAPTER 24 
 
      
 
    Jess came back outside, and the three of them piled into her car. The drive out to the lake was a bit over an hour. Apparently, it was still the crowded summer hotspot that Will remembered, and he saw a line of cars parked on the road’s shoulder even before they’d reached the official parking area. 
 
    “Ugh.” Rue crossed her arms over her chest. “It’s going to be packed. I’m already starting to regret this.” 
 
    “Who cares?” said Will. “We’ll find a spot.” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s probably next to a bunch of beach creepers,” she muttered. “I’m so not in the mood to get ogled and hit on today.” 
 
    He wanted to point that it was exactly what she would have been doing had she stayed home, but Jess was right there, and he wasn’t about to be so flippant with Rue’s secrets. Though, he supposed there was a slight difference between faceless usernames in a chatroom and pushy men in public. 
 
    “Avery found us a spot using her power,” said Jess. “It’ll take a bit of hiking to get to, but according to her, it’s totally private.” 
 
    “Oh, thank God,” said Rue. 
 
    They slowly made their way along the road that ran by the main beach area, stopping for cars unloading and half-dressed pedestrians. Will was awestruck by the number of attractive women on display. Rue might have preferred the private beach, but he would have been just fine among this scantily attired crowd. 
 
    They kept driving for a good ten minutes, half of it down a sketchy dirt road barely a lane and a half wide, and then pulled off onto an unassuming dirt driveway overgrown with weeds. Jess parked in front of a house that—from its broken windows, peeling paint, and knee-high lawn—was clearly abandoned. 
 
    “It’s abandoned,” said Jess. 
 
    “Really?” he said, bringing his fist to his chin in mock consideration. “How can you tell?” 
 
    “Oh, shut it.” 
 
    They unloaded the car. Will carried the umbrella and lunch bag as they made their way down a disused trail, eventually exiting onto a beautiful private beach. Avery had arrived ahead of them, as Jess had said, and she lay stretched on her stomach, already tanning. 
 
    Topless. Her black bikini lay next to her on the sand, along with a pair of denim cutoffs, though the angle meant that Will couldn’t see anything. Avery did him the favor of yawning and rolling over as she heard them coming. 
 
    “Hey!” she called. “About time.” 
 
    She made no immediate attempt to cover her chest. Her breasts were small but not tiny, outlined by obvious tan lines which she was presumably trying to even out. Her nipples looked like sexy little candies, pulling each tit forward into a defined point. 
 
    Jess cleared her throat and glancing toward Will. “Your top, Avery.” 
 
    “Oh.” She looked down at her chest, bored by her own nudity. “Right.” 
 
    She pulled her bikini top on and tied it with dexterous fingers. It didn’t cover all that much more than she’d already revealed, though admittedly, Will preferred it off. Avery stretched as she rose to her feet and skipped over to pull them each into a hug. 
 
    “Hey,” she said to him as he wrapped her in his arms. “I missed you yesterday.” 
 
    “Likewise. Though it’s nice to see I’m already earning my probation officer’s trust.” 
 
    Her breath smelled of gin, and Will could see her flask poking up from the sand next to her towel. 
 
    “So far, you’re the easiest client I’ve ever had,” she said. 
 
    “Good to know.” 
 
    He spread out his towel next to the others and had a sudden idea that strode the line between genius and obvious. He found the suntan lotion in the beach bag and held it up. 
 
    “Does anyone need me to do their back?” he asked. 
 
    He looked toward Rue first, feeling a bit ashamed of how appealing the idea of rubbing his hands on her was after the previous night. 
 
    “I don’t burn, I tan,” she said. “I did put some on my face before we left, though. Anyway, I’m going to swim to the buoy and back.” 
 
    “Fair enough.” He turned to Jess.  
 
    “Sure.” She grinned and spread out on her towel, crossing her arms to make a pillow under her head. “Just the back though, sweetie.” 
 
    “Just the back of the back, or the back of the legs, too.” 
 
    “I can reach my legs, thank you very much.” 
 
    There was a coyness in Jess’s voice that told him she knew he hadn’t offered by accident. It made what he was doing feel a bit worse, somehow, as though even she understood how worked up prison had gotten him and was obliging his overflowing horniness.  
 
    He settled down behind her, straddling her, though it wasn’t really necessary. The suntan lotion came out into his hand with a slight purr from the bottle. He undid her bikini with his free hand, figuring it was better to do it and apologize if it made her uncomfortable than ask and hoist the decision onto her. 
 
    “Ready?” he asked. 
 
    She made a tiny, amused noise. “Go ahead.” 
 
    He set his hands down on her shoulders. Jess arched her back and sucked in a breath. 
 
    “That stuff is cold,” she said.  
 
    “Should have warmed it up in my hands first,” he said. “I’ll have to warm it up on you, instead.”  
 
    “Whatever works,” said Jess. 
 
    She let out a satisfied little moan as he started rubbing the lotion into her shoulders. He worked slowly, taking his time for himself as much as her. It felt good to touch her body—soft skin, but with a fair amount of muscle underneath. He was putting sunscreen on Jess, on Relic. 
 
    And he was… getting an erection while doing it. The fact that he wasn’t exactly surprised did nothing to reduce the awkwardness of it. He tried to shimmy backward along her body, but only ended up aligning his hardening cock into the obvious groove between her bikini-clad buttocks. 
 
    “What is it?” asked Jess. “You stopped.” 
 
    “Just getting a bit more comfortable.” 
 
    He set his hands back on her, doing the central area of her back. He could feel her breathing, each relaxed inhale and exhale. Her body felt warm underneath him, and so much closer, so exposed and open.  
 
    There was no real clear line denoting the edges of her back. His hands roamed a bit, running up her sides, briefly gripping her waist, right above her hips. The spot he might grab if he needed, well, thrusting leverage. He pictured Relic, the night before, costume ties torn open, breasts open to the cool night air. 
 
    He slid his hands higher, and without really meaning to, without committing to the risk, he lubed up the side edges of both her breasts. He felt Jess suck in a faster breath, followed by her clearing her throat. 
 
    “Thank you, William,” she said. “I think that’s good. Very thorough.” 
 
    “Always,” he said. “Let me know if you need a touch up after going in the water.” 
 
    “I just might.” 
 
    “I need a touch up,” called Avery. “If you would be so willing.” 
 
    “More than willing.” He adjusted himself to keep his erection from being quite so obvious as he stood up. It hardly mattered. Rue was in the water, and Jess and Avery were both face down on their towels. 
 
    Avery undid her top before she’d even stretched back out, and from the way she smiled, he knew it was an intentional flash. Will spared a glance in Jess and Rue’s direction, the former resting with her eyes closed, the latter deep in her swim. 
 
    “Where do you need touched up?” he asked. 
 
    “Everywhere you can reach,” whispered Avery. “Want some gin?” 
 
    “I would love some.” 
 
    He took a moderately sized sip from her flask, grinning as he settled onto her. He didn’t try to be polite with his erection, like he had with Jess. Avery’s ass was a bit smaller, proportional to her petite build, but his cock still felt glorious nestled against it. 
 
    “Is that a lockpick in your pocket, or are you just happy to see me?” whispered Jess. 
 
    “Hilarious. Do you really want me to answer that?” 
 
    “I want you to rub lotion all over me, LP.” 
 
    He didn’t know if she was playing a dangerous game, or the best game. Will eyed Jess again, making sure her attention was sufficiently averted, and then began touching Avery in earnest. 
 
    He went faster than he had before, running his hands over her shoulders and arms, getting the boring stuff out of the way. He couldn’t resist rocking a bit — not quite humping her or going too far over the line, but letting his lockpick jiggle around against the tumbler.  
 
    “You’re good with your hands,” whispered Avery. 
 
    “Comes with the territory.” 
 
    He went lower, sliding his hands over the sides of her breasts. When she didn’t say anything, he pushed it even further, easing his fingertips inward, between her body and the towel. He kept expecting her to stop him, but she just… didn’t. 
 
    His fingers brushed past her nipple. Avery tensed, arching slightly, or perhaps intentionally lifting and giving him more than enough room to openly grope her. He could feel the soft flesh of her smallish breasts, a bit more than a handful each, and the way her nipples pressed into his palms. She was perfect, she was gorgeous, a tight little bundle of sarcasm, booze, and seduction. 
 
    She was also Avery, and this was pretty messed up. 
 
    “You’re really going for it,” she whispered. 
 
    “We can’t have you getting burned, now can we?” 
 
    “It’s one of several things that we can’t have, little brother.” She lifted her leg at the knee, neatly kicking him in the side of the butt with her heel. Not hard, more playful than violent. 
 
    “Right,” he said. “I should do your legs, too.” 
 
    “Go ahead,” she purred. “Do my legs.” 
 
    He stifled a groan, pressing his erection into her one last, glorious time before pulling back, sliding down to kneel on the edge of the towel. Jess coughed, and he froze, paranoid and with good reason. She was still resting on her towel. Looked like they still had time. 
 
    He put more suntan lotion into his palm, rubbing his hands together to warm it up. The noise of it sounded so much lewder than it ever had before. One of Avery’s hands was splayed wide against the towel, as though she was anticipating having to dig her fingers in. 
 
    Will hesitated, feeling it hard to get around how wrong this was, especially how bad it would be if they got caught. Avery could decide at any moment that he was a pervert, a sudden mood shift that would kneecap his new life before it ever got off the ground. But somehow, he knew she wouldn’t, knew that she was just as weirdly turned on as he was. 
 
    He’d gotten women off before. He understood the power of anticipation. He started with her feet, coating them completely in suntan lotion, even the soles, aiming more for what was sensual than what was practical. 
 
    Slowly, ever so slowly, he let his hands glide up to her calves, coating them front to back. He kneaded with his thumbs, letting his fingers press in a flowing pattern that mimicked a more erotic, fluttering sensation. Avery was breathing with intention, inhale, exhale, calm but tense. 
 
    He went a few inches higher, and then dropped an inch back. Forward and back. His hands moved across her thighs, and he could almost feel what she expected through the way her muscles tensed, legs shifting open with subtle, but telling movements. 
 
    He did her butt with the utmost respect of a family member applying lotion… and then left his hands on her. With his thumbs on the inside of her thighs, fingers on the outside, he shifted back down, finally touching her… almost. 
 
    Avery’s breathing got weird, and he saw one of her splayed fingers twitch. Will kept going, letting his hands rub back and forth, thumbs pressed close enough to the tight bikini fabric across her crotch to charge the air with sex. 
 
    He pushed his thumb forward, finally rubbing her. He shifted one of his hands, letting the other rub her crotch directly, doing far too good of a job of putting on that sticky lotion. The other hand gripped her thigh, pulling her leg open, gentle, but dominant. 
 
    Avery’s hand, still splayed across the towel, finally dug into the sand. She was breathing heavy, almost loud enough to alert Jess. Will kept petting, smiling as he saw the way she pushed her butt up and out to give him an even better angle. 
 
    The paranoia struck him again and he looked toward Jess and Rue, but they were both still as they’d been on last inspection. Avery reached a hand back as he attempted to slip a finger into the crotch of her bikini bottoms, stopping him, but also redirecting his aim.  
 
    Message received. He could touch her, as long as it was in this particular spot, through the outside of her bikini. He almost laughed as he considered the gift she’d just placed in his lap. 
 
    For the next minute, Will touched everywhere but that one little, tempting spot. Avery kept shifting until she was positioned like a cat in heat. That wasn’t even doing it justice. He’d never seen a cat want it this bad. 
 
    “You’re welcome,” he whispered. 
 
    “Huh? For—” 
 
    He touched the spot, pressed the button, gave her what she wanted. Avery sucked in a breath, body tensing, but not quite thrashing against the towel. Will shifted himself over her, planting a chaste kiss on her hair. 
 
    “Avery?” said Jess. 
 
    She finally glanced over as Will was standing up, body turned strategically away from Jess’s gaze. 
 
    Avery was all but melting into the towel, one handing resting on her flask of gin. “I fell asleep while LP was working his magic.” 
 
    “He’s good, isn’t he?” 
 
    “So fucking good.” 
 
  

 
   
    CHAPTER 25 
 
      
 
    “Hey!” called Rue. “Are you guys coming?” 
 
    She’d made her way back into the shallows, body dripping wet and beautifully dark in the sun. Her hair lost some of its curliness in the water, seeming to fall much longer across her shoulders. 
 
    “Absolutely,” called Jess. She grinned at Avery, who was already getting up, and then looked at Will. 
 
    “I’m not really much of a swimmer anymore,” he said. “I’ll hang back.” 
 
    “What?” Avery frowned at him. “Come on, LP. We could do chicken fights. You and me versus Rue and Jess.” 
 
    “Tempting, but it’s not happening today.” 
 
    Not happening ever. He felt his tattoos again, burning this time instead of itching. Which ones would Jess and Avery and Rue find most offensive?  
 
    The one that read POWER REALISTS across his chest was damning, but not openly offensive like FUCK THE WEAK across his shoulders, or the one with a faceless super sitting on a pile of skulls. Even the more innocuous quotes, SINK OR SWIM, EVOLVE OR DIE, all of it blended together to form a concise picture of the hateful, bigoted person he’d once been. 
 
    There had been an aspect of brinkmanship in it back inside Mastodon. Becoming a member of the Realists was supposedly for life. This was a feature of the tattoos, not a bug.  
 
    The fact that Will had only wanted tattoos on his chest and back, upper shoulders, places he could theoretically cover, had given the designated body artists a smaller canvas to work with. But their goal had been the same. Mark him for life. Make it undeniable for life. 
 
    Fuck them. Despot, and Chauffeur, and all the rest of them. He was done with their games, but not done with them. Oh, no. 
 
    “What are you going to do, then?” asked Jess, her voice soft, bordering on concerned. 
 
    “I brought a book,” said Will. “I’ll be fine, really. I have a fine view of three beautiful women swimming from my spot here on a pristine private beach. Go have fun.” 
 
    Jess and Avery exchanged a look, but they didn’t push him. He wondered about the way he was with them, so free with his hands, always touching, always teasing, pushing the limit. Was it just a form of distraction to keep them from seeing worse things? 
 
    Like a controlled burn ahead of a major wildfire. A preview of just how messed up he was before the main event. But there was no deep calculus to it. He was scared, more than anything, that these moments with the three of them were a time-limited thing. He had to express all of his affection, deeper feelings, even, while he still had the chance. 
 
    He distracted himself with his book for a while. A shadow moved across him, and he looked up to see Jess, dripping wet in her white bikini, water droplets catching like crystals in the sun as they fell from her pale skin. 
 
    “Hey.” She moved her towel closer to his and sat down. “What are you reading?” 
 
    “Biography of President Astroman,” he said. “Riveting stuff.” 
 
    “I know you’re being sarcastic, but I actually would find that pretty interesting.” 
 
    She didn’t say anything else, didn’t try to draw the conversation out. She just sat on her towel, looking at Avery and Rue in the midst of a splash fight, occasionally looking at him. She looked so happy. 
 
    He had to tell her. He needed to tell her everything, not just about his time with Halberd, or the tattoos, or prison. About last night, too. 
 
    “Jess?” He cleared his throat, searching for the words. 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “…Uh, do you have any water left?” 
 
    “Yup.” She scampered over to the beach bag and pulled out her bottle. 
 
    Was he doing her a favor by keeping the truth hidden? She needed this, too. If by hiding the truth, he could stretch this happiness out just a little bit longer, for her, for him, for Rue and Avery… wasn’t it worth doing? 
 
    They would find out about some of it eventually. Maybe it was better for it to be in the future, when he’d been back for longer, and the trust between them was closer to what it had once been. 
 
    Maybe. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    They spent most of the day at the beach. Jess had slipped a frisbee into her beach bag, and Will, Rue, and Avery played an intense game of keep away. It was a game that worked decidedly differently when the person in the middle had the power of flight. 
 
     The sun was setting when they finally packed up their towels and began the journey home. Avery came with them, opting to ride in the car rather than fly. 
 
    “It’s not starting,” said Jess. 
 
    “It’s not?” asked Avery. “Are you sure?” 
 
    Jess turned the key a few times. “Yeah. Positive.” 
 
    Rue groaned from the backseat. “Super annoying. I have stuff to do tonight.” 
 
    “I suppose I could fly to the nearest auto shop and pay for a tow,” said Avery. “Probably not a good idea to leave your car here overnight.” 
 
    “Hold on.” Will set a hand on Jess’s shoulder. “Pop the hood. Let me take a look.” 
 
    “What are you going to do?” asked Rue. “You don’t have any tools.” 
 
    “Let me just take a look.” 
 
    Jess shrugged and popped the hood. Will was fairly certain he already knew what the problem was. The engine wasn’t even turning over, and the interior light that normally came on when the doors were open hadn’t this time. 
 
    “Did you get a new battery recently?” he asked Jess. 
 
    “Yeah, I did. Um, the auto store installed it for me.” 
 
    Will immediately saw that one of the terminals was a bit loose. He could only tighten so much with just his fingers, but it would probably do until they got home. 
 
    “Try it now,” he said. 
 
    Jess turned the key, and the car started. Cheers came from within. Will took his place in the passenger seat. Avery reached forward to squeeze his shoulders from the back, and Jess leaned over to kiss him on the cheek. 
 
    “Nice going, LP,” said Rue. “Should have guessed that you were a car guy.” 
 
    “I would not describe myself as a car guy,” he said, chuckling. “Just a problem solver.” 
 
    “One of the hundred thousand reasons why it makes me so happy to have you back,” said Jess. “Let’s go home. Thoughts on dinner? I can pick up whatever you’re in the mood for on the way.” 
 
  

 
   
    CHAPTER 26 
 
      
 
    Will woke up late the next morning. Jess had left him breakfast and a note on the kitchen counter, off running errands. Rue didn’t seem to be home, probably at one of the classes she took physically at the local college. It was his first time really being alone in the house during the day, and it felt novel in its own right. 
 
    He ate slowly and then went downstairs for a workout. The house had a fairly nice home gym, with a heavy bag, a bench press, rowing machine, various other fitness odds and ends. He risked taking off his shirt as he worked up a sweat. 
 
    Which was a mistake. He heard the basement door open and had to dive for his discarded t-shirt, yanking it on so fast that he heard it tear somewhere. 
 
    “You down here, LP?” called Avery. 
 
    “Yeah,” he said. “Just working out.” 
 
    She grinned. “As though you need to. You should show off those muscles more often.” 
 
    “What can I say?” he said. “I’m the king of modesty.” 
 
    “Right. Anyway, I could use your help with a new client of mine, if you’re up for it.” 
 
    “Sure. Do I have time to take a shower first?” 
 
    “If you’re quick.” 
 
    He met Avery downstairs after showering and getting dressed. There was such an odd tension between them that it felt as though they were both carefully stepping around. He’d gotten her off at the beach, or come close to proving that he could. The massage had given his groping a small amount of plausible deniability, but they’d both been there. They both knew. 
 
    “We’re heading back to your old high school,” said Avery. 
 
    “You’re serious?” He furrowed his brow, immediately wishing he hadn’t agreed so quickly. “What for?” 
 
    “My newest contract is more… social work oriented. There’s a teenager at this school with powers. She’s had some disciplinary issues, and her guidance counselor is afraid that she’ll end up in a bad place if she doesn’t chill out.” 
 
    “Ah,” said Will. “That’s the kind of help you want. I’m coming along to scare this girl straight with my wealth of experience on the matter of being a teenage supervillain.” 
 
    “You don’t have to come if you don’t want to.” Avery slowed as they approached her car. “I just thought… I mean, hell. They tried you as an adult. They treated you so much more harshly than they would have if you’d been powerless, and it’s not like you were shooting death lasers from your eyes or anything. No offence.” 
 
    “None taken. I’ll talk to her. What’s her power, anyway?” 
 
    “Don’t know yet. We’ll be talking to her guidance counselor first.” 
 
    The drive to the school took Will along a painfully familiar route. He felt strange as they passed by unchanged buildings, took all the expected turns, almost as though he’d gone back in time. It was like his periodic dreams of being back in high school, but with more clothes on and less confusion about remembering his locker’s combination. 
 
    They parked outside the generic, red-brick building, and climbed out of the car. The school wasn’t huge, around a thousand students or so, and if anything, it seemed far smaller to him now than it had at fifteen. 
 
    “How does it feel?” asked Avery. 
 
    “You went here, too.” 
 
    “Yeah, but I’ve been back a bunch in the time since.” She grinned at him and bumped into him playfully at the hips. “Come on. Lay all your nostalgia on me. Shed some tears if necessary.” 
 
    “I was here for a year,” he said. “I never really had the high school experience.” 
 
    “Feel like you missed out on the craziness?” 
 
    He didn’t know what to say to that. What he’d been up to with Halberd in the meantime was several steps past mere craziness. 
 
    They headed inside through the front entrance. The school had no security guard, but they did have to check in at the front office and receive visitor tags. Avery seemed to know where she was headed as they passed through the empty hallways. There was only a single lunch period which was currently underway, and the cafeteria was separate from the main building. 
 
    Avery knocked on an office door with a placard that read “Mrs. Handy,” a name Will didn’t recognize from his own limited time at Lancaster High. She invited them in and smiled as they came through the door. An older woman, Mrs. Handy wore her hair in a tight, partially grey bun and had a serious appearance. 
 
    “Avery,” said Mrs. Handy. “Please. Have a seat.” 
 
    “Thanks Tina. This is my assistant, William. I thought he might be able to provide some additional insight.” 
 
    “I’ll take whatever insight I can get,” said Mrs. Handy. She let out a sigh and spread her hands flat on her desk. “Where to even begin? The girl I called you here about is named Helga Dulcey. She’s seventeen, smart, quiet, a bit of a loner. She doesn’t exactly… fit in with the cliques or do many extracurricular activities. You know how high school can be.” 
 
    She set a photo down of a teenage girl with features better described as handsome than beautiful. She was built, strong shoulders, powerful jawline, not at all traditionally feminine but not bad looking, either. 
 
    “That I do,” said Avery. “What’s her power?” 
 
    “She generates temporary muscle when she gets angry or stressed,” said Mrs. Handy. “It’s a visible power when it’s in use, and… not exactly flattering. She had dreams of going to the Super Academy when she was a freshman. Used to talk my ear off about it when she was in here, the most I ever managed to get out of her, really. They have grown far more restrictive with who they admit, and she was rejected.” 
 
    “Familiar enough story,” said Avery. 
 
    “Let me find her file so I can give a bit more specific info.” Mrs. Handy turned and began rifling through a cabinet against the wall of her office. “It’s in here somewhere…” 
 
    “Why don’t you go wander around a bit, Will?” suggested Avery. “If we’re getting into her personal records, grades, medical history, that sort of thing, you won’t be able to be a part of the discussion, anyway. Legally speaking.” 
 
    “Sure,” he said.  
 
    He went back out into the hallway and started walking. The sensation of being back in his old high school was surreal, and he wandered a bit aimlessly through the hall. It was still lunchtime and the place was empty, which made Will feel a bit as though he was sneaking around. 
 
    He heard laughter as he passed by the library and saw a familiar face. Helga looked just like her photo, right down to a similar t-shirt and the same mom jeans. She had a lunchbox in her hand and sat at a table, taking discrete bites of a sandwich. Eating had been against the rules in the library in Will’s day, but the librarian was nowhere to be seen. 
 
    There was a group of girls giggling at another table, with Helga seeming to be the source of their amusement. She frowned, looking away, and got up, all but fleeing deeper into the library. The girls gave pursuit, shushing each other and making a halfhearted attempt at stealth. 
 
    Will had a sense of what was going on, but he had to see it, even if he couldn’t stop it. He entered the library and watched from an off angle. Helga sat in a chair with lunch on her lap in an out-of-the-way aisle, books on either side. The girls entered the next row. 
 
    He heard one of them say something mocking, though he couldn’t make out the words. There was a crash as a book was tossed over the top of the shelf, followed by several more, hardcovers raining down like a literary hailstorm.  
 
    Helga didn’t shout or run, or even try to fight back. She covered her head with her bag and closed her eyes, enduring the abuse with a stoic expression. Will saw the shift as her power began to come into play, shoulders thickening with muscle, arms bulging against the fabric of her shirt.  
 
    He was about to step in and stop it, given that there was clearly a danger of one of the bullies getting hurt. They seemed to come to the same realization, laughing and running off. Helga was still struggling with her anger as her tormentors left the library. Will walked over to her. 
 
    “Hey,” he said. “You’re Helga, right? I’m—” 
 
    “Leave me alone!”  
 
    She moved so much faster than he’d been expecting. She seized him by the arm and, with almost no hesitation, snapped it at the elbow.  
 
  

 
   
    CHAPTER 27 
 
      
 
    The pain was sudden and red, like the striking of some horrible bell, and Will fell to his knees. He hissed through gritted teeth, grabbing at his arm, which was dangling in a way that felt as terrible as it looked. 
 
    “I’m sorry!” cried Helga. “Oh, no… no, no, no!” 
 
    “Shhh…” whispered Will. “We’re… in the library.” 
 
    Broken bones varied in difficulty to heal with his mending ability. It always took more effort than a simple cut or shallow stab, but some were easier to set into place than others. Arms were painful, but fairly easy, without too many small bits and bobs to slide back together. 
 
    He took the lower half of his ruined arm, almost losing sight from the way the pain of it manifested as a black press against the edge of his vision. Slowly, with measured, meditative breathing, Will felt the wound out.  
 
    Two broken bones, the radius and the ulna. He’d done this enough times to know them both rather well, how they fit together, how long he needed to use his power for. 
 
    It took perhaps two minutes, during which Helga silently sobbed next to him in a heap on the floor. A significant amount of the pain stuck around even after Will flexed his hand and tested his finished work. It would diminish only slowly over the next day or so, as much due to the trauma to his mind as to his body. 
 
    “There we go,” he said. “Can we talk now?” 
 
    “You… healed yourself?” whispered Helga. 
 
    “I call it mending,” said Will. “It’s one of my powers. I’m a super, like you.” 
 
    “…You are?” She sniffled and wiped tears from her cheeks. “Why are you here?” 
 
    “I’m working with your, um, guidance counselor.” He blinked, feeling so strange saying that, a sentence he never would have dreamed speaking even just a week ago. “I’m here to talk to you about what’s going to happen if you don’t get your power under control. Right on time, as it would seem.” 
 
    “It was an accident,” she said. “I wasn’t thinking. I just got so angry… those girls have been bullying me for years. You don’t understand.” 
 
    “I’m actually one of the few people in the world who does, in fact, understand,” he said. “I just got out of prison.” 
 
    Helga’s eyes went wide, and Will nodded a few times. 
 
    “That’s exactly the face you should be making. Prison for supers is really fucked up. Imagine a place a lot like high school, but with bullies who all have superpowers. That’s what Mastodon Supermax is like.” 
 
    “Are you going to turn me in for what I did?” 
 
    “No, I’m not,” he said. “I just met you, but you don’t seem like an evil person. I should know. I just want you to find a better way to deal with what you’re going through than sitting around and enduring your abuse until you’re so angry that you start breaking people’s arms.” 
 
    “What else am I supposed to do?” 
 
    “Be smarter,” he said. “The first rule of bullying, harassment, the only rule, really — don’t get mad, get even. Fight fire with fire.” 
 
    “But you just said—” 
 
    “It’s not about violence or hurting anybody,” said Will. “You have to start thinking like a bully to win here. Look… do you know where these girl’s lockers are?” 
 
    Helga nodded slowly. 
 
    “Good. How many minutes do we have until lunch is over?” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Will caught up with Avery just as she was leaving Mrs. Handy’s office. She was frowning and serious, and he couldn’t help but grin a bit as he rejoined her. 
 
    “I have all the info on Helga’s case,” said Avery. “We might not be able to see her today, after all, given how busy her schedule is.” 
 
    “I already spoke with her,” said Will. 
 
    Avery’s brows went up. “And?” 
 
    He motioned her down the hallway, toward the locker of the girl Helga had identified as the leader of the bullies. Helga herself was back in the library, establishing an alibi. 
 
    “Oh, I think she’ll find controlling her power to be a fair bit easier now,” said Will. “I helped her discover a better outlet.” 
 
    Avery blinked, mouth falling open in horror. “She’s seventeen, Will! Please tell me you and she didn’t…” 
 
    “Are you being serious right now?” He elbowed her gently in the ribs. “You really have that low of an opinion of me?” 
 
    “It’s not about my opinion, more just an assumption based, well…” She cleared her throat. “Proven recent behavior.” 
 
    He smiled, liking the way she was looking at him more than he probably should have. The bell rang, and students began flooding into the hallway from lunch. Will tried not to look too obvious as he watched Helga’s chief tormentor make her way over to her locker. 
 
    She opened it quickly, which was good as the smell would have been obvious otherwise. Garbage showered out into her face. They’d raided a few different trash cans, including one in the girls’ bathroom that the janitors hardly ever cleaned, on Helga’s suggestion. A surprising number of used tampons were in the mix. 
 
    The girl started crying. Will caught sight of Helga slowly moving down the hallway, smiling coldly as she innocently headed for her own locker. 
 
    “I’m not sure if I approve of this or not,” said Avery. 
 
    “You had nothing to do with it,” said Will. “Neither did I if anyone asks.” 
 
  

 
   
    CHAPTER 28 
 
      
 
    Will tagged along with Avery as she made the rounds on a few other clients, but he didn’t need to do anything quite as dramatic as how he’d assisted with Helga. They climbed back into her car as the evening rolled around. 
 
    “Thanks, LP,” she said. “You were a big help today.” 
 
    “I feel as though I should be getting paid for this,” he said. 
 
    “They’d never let me officially hire you while you’re still on probation. I hope sisterly appreciation dollars will be enough for now?” 
 
    “I suppose they’ll have to do.” 
 
    She started the car and pulled onto the street. “So… I’ll drop you off at home?” 
 
    “I still haven’t seen your new apartment,” he pointed out. 
 
    Avery was silent for a few seconds. “No, I guess you haven’t. I’ll talk to Jess about cooking dinner for everyone at my place. Maybe this weekend.” 
 
    “Are you hiding dead bodies in your living room or something?” 
 
    “It is pretty messy, but no corpses last time I checked.” 
 
    Will rubbed his hand along the edge of his chin. “It kind of sounds like you don’t want me to come over, Avery.” 
 
    “That’s not it,” she said. “My life is full of complicated emotions right now. I’m not a good host. More than likely I’d end up getting drunk and letting you run wild.” 
 
    Another telling silence. Was there a hidden implication underneath that, or was he just hoping for one? He wasn’t sure it mattered either way, or at least if it was fair to press her on this, whatever this was. 
 
    “Besides,” she said, a little too quickly. “You’d probably talk me into letting you drink more than Mom would want you to, for which she would ream me a new asshole, and…” She cleared her throat. “That would be messy.” 
 
    “Yeah,” he said. “I get that.” 
 
    She looked away from him. Will felt a little guilty, especially for how far he’d pushed it on the beach. There was a back and forth to it, and it wasn’t as if Avery hadn’t issued an invitation of sorts, but still. So much about this was wrong, and they both knew it. 
 
    “It’s complicated, LP,” she whispered. “I’m glad that you’re back. You’re so much more now, I don’t even know how to deal with it. So tall and strong and awesome. I guess I just don’t want to lose you again by doing anything… stupid.” 
 
    “Hey, it’s okay.” He set his hand on hers. “Just drop me off at home. We’re good.” 
 
    “I love you, Will,” she whispered. “Maybe… A little more than I should.” 
 
    “Good. I love you, too.” 
 
    She let out a slightly nervous laugh, and they sat in a fairly comfortable silence for the rest of the drive. The more Will considered it, the more what she was saying made sense. Besides, he had his own business to attend to that night, assuming he could sneak out of the house without attracting Rue or Jess’s attention. 
 
    “Have a good night,” she said as she dropped him off. 
 
    “You, too.” 
 
    He looked at her for a few seconds, seeing the affection in her expression, and then climbed out of the car. She turned around in the driveway, and that was that. Will made his way inside and was immediately surprised by Jess. 
 
    “Oh!” she said. “LP!” 
 
    She was sitting on the couch, clad in leggings and a loose t-shirt. She grinned when she saw him, all but bouncing across the floor as she hurried over to wrap in him in a hug. 
 
    “Hey,” he said, sinking into the embrace. “I see I’ve been missed.” 
 
    She gave him a quick peck on the lips. He could smell wine on her breath. 
 
    “Of course,” said Jess. “I thought it was just going to be me here tonight. Rue went over to her friend Becca’s house, and I’d assumed you and Avery would be working late, or whatever she has you up to. I just ordered Chinese instead of cooking.” 
 
    She gave a guilty shrug, smiling like it was mischief. 
 
    “Chinese is fine by me,” he said. “Want to sit on the couch while we eat? Watch a movie?” 
 
    “You are a certified mind reader.” 
 
    Will went upstairs to change into more comfortable clothing, a plain t-shirt and sweatpants. Jess already had a cozy blanket set out, though not the forbidden good one. He sighed as he settled in next to her, grabbing an egg roll to munch on and feeling blissfully at home. 
 
    “So.” Jess grinned and tapped her hand on his knee. “Tell me about your day. I’m insanely curious about what Avery has got you up to.” 
 
    “For starters…” He smiled, scooping up a carton of fried rice. “I went back to my old school.” 
 
    Jess pursed her lips, blue eyes searching into him. “How was it?” 
 
    “It was… weird. Not in a bad way, really. I helped a girl, a super, who was getting bullied.” 
 
    “Was she cute?” asked Jess. 
 
    “She was seventeen!” 
 
    “I was just asking. Anyway, do you know what number comes after seventeen?” 
 
    “You’re nearly as bad as Avery,” he muttered. 
 
    Jess laughed. “Where do you think she gets it from?” 
 
    They ate for a minute or so, both luxuriating in the greasy pleasures of take out. 
 
    “Have you ever thought about, you know…” Jess stared at her chopsticks, looping noodles around the wood. “…Going back to school?” 
 
    He chuckled at that. “In passing, I suppose. I don’t think it would be a good fit for me.” 
 
    “You wouldn’t have to leave home,” said Jess. “I don’t think I’d really want you to leave home… so soon. But if you ever wanted to get a job like Avery’s, it might be worth considering.” 
 
    “Yeah.” He set the food down, just about finished. “Maybe.” 
 
    “I don’t mean to push you, sweetie. I’m sorry if it came off like that.” 
 
    “No, not at all. You’re right in the sense that I probably do need to start looking at the bigger picture of my life, now that I have all this newfound freedom.” 
 
    She tapped his knee again. “If you need advice, or just a sounding board, I’m here.” 
 
    “I know.” He smiled, leaning into the moment, leaning toward her. She rubbed his knee, giving him a cheeky, familiar smile.  
 
    “It feels so nice to have a night off,” said Jess. 
 
    “I bet. How’s the nightlife been recently? Any interesting new villains out there?” 
 
    He hadn’t intended to ask, but it was a question which seemed reasonable, something that he should be interested in, as Will, as Lockpick. 
 
    “Oh, nobody special.” She shifted, bringing her legs underneath her and pulling the blanket up. “The guy I told you about the other night with the energy boomerangs was Backstrike. He had the worst aim. Such insanely bad aim. It wasn’t a long fight.” 
 
    Will laughed. “I don’t know if I’ve ever seen someone use a boomerang effectively.” 
 
    “He certainly tried it. Points for effort, at least. There was another villain last week, before you got home. A speedster named Trackie accused of petty theft. She could run as fast as she wanted, but get this — she could only accelerate at the rate of a normal human.” 
 
    Will blinked as he thought about it. “So she’s just, what? Taking a full minute to get up to speed?” 
 
    “Longer. I basically didn’t even fight her, just scared her straight.” 
 
    “That’s a pretty massive weakness,” said Will. “So nobody has given you any trouble recently?” 
 
    He asked the question as innocuously as possible and still wished he could take it back as soon as it was out of his mouth. Jess had finished eating, and she brought the leftovers back into the kitchen, returning with a bottle of wine and two glasses.  
 
    “Not to brag, but you know how good I am,” she said. “I’m not Astroman or Galaxy Maiden, but I certainly handle my business.” 
 
    Will just smiled at her. She poured two glasses and matched his look with one of her own, eventually laughing and attempting to tickle him. 
 
    “Fine!” she said. “There was one punk who gave me some trouble. This… massive creep in black who was wearing, dead serious, parkour pants. That’s what I’ve decided to call him since he didn’t give me a name and I’m still not even sure what his power was.” 
 
    That’s excellent, thought Will. Let’s hope to keep it that way. 
 
    “Parkour pants?” He furrowed his brow, smiling for a couple of different reasons. “If you don’t even know what this guy’s power was, how did he get the better of you?” 
 
    “He didn’t get the better of me. He just… got away.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter.” 
 
    Will chuckled and took her hand into his. “Come on! Tell me. I’m just going to keep asking if you don’t.” 
 
    “Brat.” Jess cleared her throat. “I had a… wardrobe malfunction.” 
 
    “A wardrobe malfunction?” He opened his eyes wide with mocking surprise. “Like, your costume got caught on something, or…?” 
 
    “Again, it doesn’t really matter.” 
 
    “Did he pull on your cape or…?” He started tugging on her top around where the cape would have been. 
 
    “I’m not reenacting it for your benefit,” said Jess, laughing. She gave him a playful push, and they spent a minute grinning and having the better part of a tickle fight. 
 
    He let the matter rest as they calmed down. Jess stretched out on the couch as much as she could with him in the edge seat. The sun had set, and the only remaining light came from the TV. 
 
    “You can get comfy, if you want,” she said. 
 
    He hesitated for only a second then stretched out, lying down behind her. It was such a comfortable position, so easy and natural… but risky. Jess’s body felt good against him. Too good.  
 
    “This is nice,” whispered Jess. “We used to cuddle like this all the time.” 
 
    “Years and years ago,” he said. Jess wriggled slightly. His crotch was right against her butt, and he could already feel himself getting hard. Her leggings were thin enough to be painted on, and his sweatpants were just a single layer of cloth. The warmth and softness of her flesh practically oozed through. 
 
    “You used to be the little spoon,” whispered Jess. “I think you’re a bit too big for that now, mister.” 
 
    “This works.” He put an arm along the side of her body. 
 
    “This is perfect.” She shifted again, leaning back into him.  
 
    He was terrified that she was going to feel his growing erection, but if it happened, it happened. He wanted to be there, with her, on that couch, more than he cared about offending her. He was drowning in the love and familiarity of the moment, a tender high in its own right. 
 
    Will felt safe with Jess. Even with his tattoos, even with his vigilante alter ego, all of the secrets he had to keep, he still felt safe. Like she would love him no matter what. She’d been the first one to truly forgive him after he’d gotten out, on first glance, even though he’d been wearing a blue jumpsuit with the contents of a piss bottle on his shoes. 
 
    He wrapped his arm around her, hugging her tight. Jess put her hand over his. His face was right next to the nape of her neck, and he was drunk on her smell, breathing her in. As exciting as it was to have her against him like this, beyond that, it was just so incredibly cozy and comfortable and warm.  
 
    His eyelids felt heavy, and slowly, he let them close. 
 
  

 
   
    CHAPTER 29 
 
      
 
    “I know your weakness, Relic!” shouted Will. “Despite all of your reputation and your extensive powers, a simple wardrobe malfunction is enough to take you down!” 
 
    He rushed forward across the rooftop, swinging wildly with his penknife. Relic dodged the first few slashes, her breasts jiggling madly in her skintight costume, but eventually he hit his target. The tie cords in front cried like broken harp strings as his blade severed each and every one. 
 
    “I’ll destroy you,” shouted Relic. “You’re nothing but evil! The essence of decay!” 
 
    Her costume fell off in tatters, revealing her naked body like an unwrapped present. She brought a hand to her mask, channeling the power of Ra and unleashing the power of the sun. 
 
    Will grunted as the flame strike came down on him from above. Strange, though… It only seemed to hit his clothing, turning every part of his costume but the mask to ash in a blinding instant. 
 
    “You’re just as weak to wardrobe malfunctions as I am!” shouted Relic, laughing grandly. 
 
    “We’ll see who’s weak when I’m finished!” boomed Will. 
 
    He tossed his penknife aside and leapt at her, seizing her nude body by the shoulders. Relic twisted within his grasp, shifting closer to him. She tripped, but he held on, bringing him along for the ride. 
 
    He pawed at her body for any advantage he could find, aware of how dangerous she was. Dangerous and powerful… and sweaty and naked. She twisted. He pushed forward, stabbing at her with his manhood as vigorously as he might have with his penknife mere moments before. 
 
    “I know your weak spot!” he shouted, plunging deep. 
 
    “Oh!” cried Relic. “Oh, God! Mmm… I… have no weak spot.” 
 
    He pumped into her harder, taking her roughly from behind, listening to her tiny, pleasured moans. This was Relic he was dealing with, a dangerous superhero. He couldn’t let his guard down, not even for a second. He groped her breasts, still thrusting with as much strength as he could muster. 
 
    “I’m going to… bring you in after this,” she whispered. “You… evil doer.” 
 
    Will slapped her ass. Relic bucked, and suddenly they were wrestling, and then kissing, his hands all over her, tugging at the blanket. 
 
    Tugging at the blanket. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Will?” whispered Jess. 
 
    He blinked, coming back to the darkness of the living room. He was on the couch with Jess, and his entire body tingled with heat. He realized, somewhat dumbly, that one of his hands was cupping one of her breasts. 
 
    How much of his dream had he just acted out? Some, at least, judging from how hard his cock currently was. 
 
    “Fuck,” he muttered. “Sorry, Jess.” 
 
    He slid his hand down, not taking it off her completely, but letting it rest in a comparatively safer spot on her stomach. 
 
    “It’s alright,” she whispered. “I was asleep, too, or just about.” 
 
    He rocked his hips forward, trying to find a better angle for his crotch but only really managing to work his cock into an even more compromising position. Why did it have to feel so ridiculously good? 
 
    “I was dreaming,” he said. “It was, well… you know. I just got out of prison, and—” 
 
    “You don’t have to explain,” she said. “And you shouldn’t be embarrassed. At your age, it’s perfectly natural to be a bit… excitable. You were asleep, and your body just made a mistake.” 
 
    “A big mistake.” He chuckled and flexed his hips forward, prodding into her a bit.  
 
    “Watch it, mister.” 
 
    “Sorry.” He pulled himself up, kissing her on the cheek. “Hard to resist.” 
 
    She didn’t reply, and without thinking, he started touching her again. His hand slid up, finding her breast, drawn as though by magnetic force. 
 
    “Will,” Jess whispered. “Sweetie. I want to help you, and I know how confusing this must all be, at your age, coming back. But you really shouldn’t be touching me like that.” 
 
    It was such a mild reprimand, even for her, but it still struck him like an arrow to the chest. Was that from her words, or simply his own guilt finally catching up with him? He pulled his hand back and started to rise from the couch. 
 
    “You’re right,” he said. “I’m going to head up to my room, I think.” 
 
    “Well, hold on.” Jess pulled the blanket back, turning sideways to make room for him again. “We can at least finish the movie. Right?” 
 
    She looked so beautiful in that moment. Not motherly beautiful, either. Her blonde her was a bit messy, bunched a bit against the couch’s arm. Her shirt had ridden up, pale, taut stomach and tight navel on full display. He stared, aware that he was facing her with a full hard on, impossible to hide. Aware that she could see it and had still invited him to slide right back in. 
 
    “It does seem like a shame not to watch to the end,” he said. 
 
    “I’d feel bad if I had to finish it by myself,” she replied, voice quiet and oddly thin. 
 
    His entire body was tense and pulsing with anticipation as he climbed back into position behind her, like all of him was erect and not just his manhood. He set a hand on her hip, holding her almost, as he stretched out against her. 
 
    His cock, hard to the point of almost being painful, nestled into that wonderful gap between her thighs and just below her butt. Arguably the most exciting place outside of a hole. He groaned as the thought struck him, and Jess reached a hand back to rub his leg as though that might calm him down. 
 
    “Comfy?” she whispered. 
 
    “Beyond comfy,” he said, almost growling the words. She let out a small, amused chuckle. 
 
    He had no real idea what, if anything, she’d let him get away with. She’d warned him about overstepping with how he touched her, but also called him back when he’d tried to leave. As she’d said, he was a young man, easily excitable. She had to know that she was behind his excitement, understand the urges that came with it. 
 
    Will went slow, rubbing a hand along the side of her body with mostly innocuous movements, gently rocking into her with a motion that mimicked the slowest sex could ever be. Jess let out a small, relaxed sigh and said nothing. He let his face nuzzle the nape of her neck. She turned slightly, letting him kiss her on the cheek. 
 
    She had such wonderfully soft thighs, and a perfect cushion of an ass. It felt incredible, less than what he wanted, maybe, but far more than what he assumed she’d allow. 
 
    What’s the end game, though? he wondered. Am I really just going to dry hump her until the movie ends? 
 
    He got more aggressive, speeding up a little, sliding his hand toward her breast, hearing her suck in a pleasured breath. 
 
    I am absolutely going to dry hump her until the movie ends. This is awesome. 
 
    It felt so unbelievably good. It wasn’t sex, but the fact that it was Jess shot the intensity through the roof. There was this indescribable vibe coming from her, too. As though she was flattered by how turned on he was by her. As though it was starting to make her share in those confusing feelings, even if the attention was wrong and forbidden. 
 
    There was far more of the movie left than he’d realized. Will spent long minutes softly rocking into Jess, edging himself to the limit. His hands rubbed her body, not groping her breasts or diving into her pants, but still finding places to caress.  
 
    She made soft noises, occasionally moved his hands when they veered too near a danger zone. He could swear he felt her pushing her butt back into him as the movie accelerated toward its finale. He sped up, feeling himself losing control, almost mimicking true sex. Dry humping, grinding, over and over. Jess made a soft, gasping noise and threaded her fingers through his, and that was enough to fling him over his limit. 
 
    “Jess!” he growled.  
 
    He pulled her tight against him, thrusting his hips forward as he came. The pleasure was unbelievable, enough to make him momentarily at peace with the horrible mess of it. It was like coming back to reality after an intense fever, except stickier, and a fair bit more embarrassing. 
 
    “Credits!” announced Jess. She hopped off the couch, smiling, but not looking at him. “You should get some sleep.” 
 
    “…Yeah,” he said. 
 
    “I think I might go out on patrol for a quick lap around,” she said. “Feel like I have some energy to burn off.” 
 
    She started toward her room and then stopped, coming back to kiss him. Her lips found his, pressing onto his mouth with surprising passion. She blinked as it ended and quickly kissed him on either cheek as though that would undo the slip. 
 
    “Goodnight, Will,” she said. “I love you.” 
 
    “I love you, too.” 
 
  

 
   
    PART THREE: OLD HABITS 
 
      
 
   



 

 CHAPTER 30 
 
      
 
    Will made his way downstairs slowly the next morning, steps weighed down by the events of the previous night. He listened as he approached the corner before turning into the kitchen, half hoping that Rue had come home early and might be eating at the table. 
 
    It was just Jess, as he’d feared, pouring herself coffee and still wearing the same clothes she’d worn on the couch the night before. Will had changed, of course, and remembering why he’d needed to stirred the memory of that dirty moment, which had basically been on repeat in his head for most of the night. 
 
    “Morning,” he said. 
 
    Jess smiled at him, cheeks slightly red, but otherwise normal. “Good morning.” She cleared her throat. “Sleep well?” 
 
    “Yeah,” he lied. 
 
    “Do you want some coffee?” she asked. “I could make you something for breakfast, too. I was just nibbling on a bagel.” 
 
    “A bagel works.” 
 
    “How do you want it?” 
 
    “Toasted,” he said. “Slathered in butter.” 
 
    “A man of culture,” she said, in a teasing voice. 
 
    Will took a seat at the counter, feeling relieved, though there was still a certain amount of undeniable tension lingering in the air. He watched as Jess leaned forward, pulling the milk out of the fridge. She glanced over at him, and they both looked away. 
 
    “Plans for today?” she asked. 
 
    “I think Avery had something in mind,” he said. “I should be back later this afternoon. You?” 
 
    “Shopping, cleaning, and all that,” she said.  
 
    “I can lend a hand,” he offered. 
 
    “Oh, no, you don’t have to.” 
 
    “I want to.” He stood, coming closer, standing behind while she sliced the bagel. “Whatever you need. If I’m going to be here, I should pull my weight.” 
 
    “If you insist, I won’t refuse.” She slid the bagel into the toaster, smiling as she turned around. “Really, though. It’s enough just to have you back.” 
 
    She reached out, taking his hands, bringing them up to gently kiss his knuckles. It was such an affectionate gesture that it left him wondering if she really had interpreted what had happened last night as just… watching a movie. Cuddling on the couch. 
 
    “Anything for you, Jess,” he said. 
 
    “My knight in shining armor.” She smiled and turned back to the counter. 
 
    He came closer, setting a hand on her waist and gently kissing her on the cheek. He saw the way it split her focus, hands stopping in the middle of stirring milk into his coffee. She was waiting, seeing what he would do next, probably conflicted by what he might do next. 
 
    The tension was nearing a bursting point, and both of them jumped as the front door flew open. Jess stepped away, and Will moved back to sit at the counter. Avery thumped into the kitchen, dressed in tight jeans and a white, sleeveless top. 
 
    “You ready to go?” she asked. 
 
    “Go where, exactly?” 
 
    “Your next appointment with Gracie,” she said. “Do I smell bagels?” 
 
    Will hurried upstairs to get dressed. He downed coffee in a few massive, somewhat scorching sips, and took his breakfast to go. 
 
    “See you later today,” he said to Jess. 
 
    “Try to behave while you’re with your probation officer,” said Jess. “Avery. No day drinking.” 
 
    “That was just a phase,” said Avery. “Barely ever even tempted anymore.” 
 
    Jess frowned and shot a questioning glance Will’s way. He just shrugged, having long since learned the dangers of snitching from his time in the pen. 
 
    “Shall we?” asked Will, gesturing to the door. “Wouldn’t want to keep Gracie waiting.” 
 
    “No,” said Avery, with a bit of a frown. “I suppose you wouldn’t, would you?” 
 
    “Anything I should know?” asked Jess. She was still smiling, but there was a clear edge to it that had Will considering his next words very carefully. 
 
    “She guessed my old identity,” he said. “I think she’s just fascinated by the drama of, well, you know…” 
 
    “You don’t have to explain anything to me, Will,” said Jess. “Have a good day.” 
 
    She kissed him on the cheek and he followed Avery out the door.  
 
    “I’m in a rush today, so you’ll have to go to the appointment alone,” she said as they climbed into the car. “Are you comfortable with that?” 
 
    “Most definitely,” said Will. 
 
    “No funny business,” said Avery. 
 
    “Come on. Who do you take me for?” 
 
    “A man in deep need of guidance.” She grinned and accelerated as the stop light ahead of them turned green. 
 
    She dropped him off at the door to Faithful Remedies. Will found the lights off as he made his way inside. He rang the bell in the waiting room and took a seat. A minute or two passed before Gracie came to greet him. 
 
    “Look what the cat dragged in,” she said, with a broad smile. “Mr. Sorling. Please, come on back.” 
 
    She wore a girlish grey dress and sandals, and her hair was dark and glossy and bouncy.  
 
    “It’s good to see you again, Gracie,” he said. “Avery dropped me off.” 
 
    “I see. I suppose that means we’ll be unsupervised for today’s treatment?” 
 
    Her smile gained an edge of mischief. Will felt a laugh being drawn out of him. He hadn’t spent much time dating in high school, considering his life path, but this must be like what it felt to get the invite to the girl’s house while her parents were away. 
 
    Gracie brought him into her massage chamber, and Will started stripping. She looked away politely, pulling various oils and incenses out of a cabinet.  
 
    “So,” she said. “How’s your first week back in the world been?” 
 
    “More eventful than I’d been expecting. I’m free to do anything, including getting myself into complicated situations.” 
 
    He took his pants off, hesitating with his thumbs in his boxers. Gracie was watching him, in fact. There was a small mirror on the inside door of the cabinet she was peering into angled right at him. Will made eyes with her reflection for a dangerous instant. 
 
    “Is that really anything new for you, Lockpick?” she asked. “It was one incident after another for you and Halberd.” 
 
    He chuckled, offended and amused by the question in perfect balance. “It’s funny. I think you might be the only person who has asked about my time with Halberd directly since I’ve gotten out.” 
 
    He pulled his boxers down, seeing the way her eyes locked onto him in the mirror. Taking his socks off, he climbed onto the massage table. Gracie was there a moment later to set a towel down, covering his lower back and ass. 
 
    “Is that bad?” asked Gracie. 
 
    “No. I don’t mind talking about him. I just… I think Avery and Jess and Rue… It’s not because they’re being polite. I think they’re scared of what I’ll say.” 
 
    “Hey…” she said soothingly. “You can say whatever you want to me, or nothing at all. I was just teasing you with that question. Supervillains have always been intriguing to me.” 
 
    “Then go ahead,” he said. “Ask me anything.” 
 
    He heard her putting oil on her hands, felt soft fingers against his back an instant later. She took her time, thinking of a good question, which he respected. 
 
    “How did it begin?” she asked. “I mean, I’ve seen articles about how you left with him, disappeared from the world of the Champion Authority. But… was there an actual turning point?” 
 
  

 
   
    CHAPTER 31 
 
      
 
    FIVE YEARS EARLIER 
 
      
 
    Halberd slapped a hand down on the map, extending a finger to circle the bank. “We can do this, LP. With your power, your real power, it’ll be simple. We just cut our way in.” 
 
    Lockpick frowned and massaged at his temples. It was late, and he’d barely slept the previous night. Halberd had cut back on his drinking, but started taking pills, his medication, as he called it. Whatever it was had significantly altered his sleep schedule, and Lockpick’s along with it. 
 
    “Nobody is going to miss this money,” said Halberd, gesturing madly with his hands. “We need it more than they do if we want to get Marauder and his gang off our back. These bankers, these corporate scumbags, they’re like dragons, hoarding gold. And we can go in and take some of it from their lair. Is it illegal? Sure. But is it wrong?” 
 
    Lockpick shook his head, trying to find the right words. He took a breath. 
 
    “Your plan is ass,” he finally said. “Just because I could rob a bank doesn’t mean I should.” 
 
    “Well, I mean…” 
 
    “It’s not even a plan, really.” Lockpick spun the map around to face his way. “You just keep saying that we’ll cut our way in. Cut our way in, where? Do you know where the vault is, other than somewhere in the back? How long would it take us to find it? How quickly would police respond? Just… stop and think, for a fucking second.” 
 
    “Watch your mouth.” Halberd grinned and pulled the pill bottle out of his coat, popping one into his mouth like candy. “But I like where your head is at. You got a better idea, mister mastermind?” 
 
    “We don’t aim for the bank, itself. We aim for one of their transport vehicles. If we’re patient enough, we can figure out their schedule, stop one, scare the people out of it, and cut it open. This would be a piece of cake if we could get Cammie to watch cameras and let us know when—” 
 
    “No!” snapped Halberd. “Cammie, Relic, Kestrel… They’re out of our lives now. That’s just how it has to be. Any contact with them would be dangerous. Marauder would go after them. You understand, LP?” 
 
    “I know, I just—” 
 
    “Do you understand?” asked Halberd. “After we pull this off, it’s even more important that you never contact them. Never.” 
 
    “…Yeah, I got it.” 
 
    Halberd sighed, seeming at least partially satisfied. “Good. Now let’s go over this again…” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Face paint was itchy. Lockpick’s forehead tingled to a degree above and beyond any discomfort he’d endured while wearing his real mask. The binoculars, combined with the wait, made it worse. 
 
    He and Halberd had traveled for hours to reach the spot he’d picked. A rural stretch of the borderlands running along the Eastern Exclusion Zone, the type of place regular people didn’t drive through, let alone live in. 
 
    The bank had outfitted its transport vehicle with half a dozen armed security contractors, perhaps useful against mundane bank robbers, but a total nonfactor when it came to anything superpowered. More importantly, when it came to abominations whose existence was what made the borderlands so dangerous to begin with. 
 
    Which was a fact that Lockpick knew they could take advantage of. 
 
    “Wait for them to reach this bend up here,” he whispered to Halberd. 
 
    “What if they try to go around the barricade?” 
 
    “It’s not like that transport truck is made for off roading. They won’t risk it. They’ll try to turn around, and given how terrible the turning radius is on that thing, it’ll probably take them a minute or two.” 
 
    “You really thought this through, LP.” Halberd slapped a hand down on his shoulder. “I’m proud of you.” 
 
    Why did those words still feel so right, after everything? Halberd wore his actual costume, the black 5 on the front pulled taut across his broad, muscular chest. He’d already conjured a weapon, a fearsome-looking halberd of some heavy element. Hopefully, he wouldn’t have to use it. 
 
    “Alright, I’m going to get ready,” muttered Lockpick. “Do you have the lights?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    Halberd passed him two small but extremely bright battery powered, stick-on LEDS. He pressed them into the spots on his face he’d left clear of green paint, hoping they’d stay in place for at least the next few minutes. 
 
    The rest of his body was painted, too, an unnerving pattern of green and black he’d copied from one of the few photos of Meltdown in existence. His hair was oiled to add to the monstrous look, and he was naked, except for a pair of ragged shorts. 
 
    “Damn,” said Halberd. “You look the part, that’s for sure. Ready for the claws?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    Halberd slipped several custom-made finger claws onto Lockpick’s hands. He’d played around with them a bit a few days earlier. They were fairly sharp and would certainly lend believability to the show they were about to put on. 
 
    “Remember,” said Halberd. “Don’t come out until I shout and point in your direction. I need to make sure these boys think that shooting you will get them nuked.” 
 
    “Just make sure they get out of the truck first. We can’t have them thinking that the best move for their survival is trying to drive off.” 
 
    Halberd nodded. “If you see an opening, use those claws of yours to wreck one of the wheels.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Lockpick watched Halberd run out into the open, arms stretched wide, as the truck slid to a stop in front of the barrier of trees and rocks they’d set up. He could only hear a hint of what Halberd was saying as he hurriedly explained the situation to the men. They all recognized him, all trusted him, and that was what the plan hinged on. 
 
    He felt his hands getting sweaty as he eyed the various pistols and rifles the men carried, practically enough firepower to stage a coup. One of the men raised his hand as though asking a question in school, and Halberd gave him a pre-rehearsed answer that visibly unnerved the group. 
 
    “There!” cried Halberd. “Get back! And for the love of God, don’t fucking shoot it!” 
 
    Lockpick came rushing through the trees, cutting anything that got into his way and flinging it into the air for the sake of intimidation and style. His face would be hard to look at directly, obscured by the green light of the LEDs, and the rest of him looked decidedly inhuman. He’d been confident his plan could work, but seeing the terror in the men’s faces told him that it was working, present tense. 
 
    “Run!” shouted Halberd. “Don’t just stand there! Get moving! Do you have any idea what this thing could do?” 
 
    One of the men ran toward the truck. Lockpick hissed and rushed forward, pulling back a hand to destroy one of the wheels and lock their prize into place. He stopped, staring into the trees in the direction of the exclusion zone, blinking in disbelief. 
 
    Something the approximate height and size of a young teenager was stumbling out of the trees. It looked as though a thirteen-year-old had been sculpted from diamond — not carved from diamond, but assembled piece by piece, glittering gems in the sunlight like prismatic insect eyes. 
 
    It moved with a smoothness that contrasted against its appearance. It didn’t have a face, or a mouth, or even hands, its arms ending in two lumpy clubs. Lockpick stared at it, pulled out of character in dumbfounded horror by the very thing he’d been pretending to be. 
 
    “Uh,” muttered Halberd. “Friend of yours, by any chance? Please tell me that’s another costume.” 
 
    The security contractors were out of earshot, but it hardly mattered at that point. Lockpick gave a small shake of his head. 
 
    “Okay then,” muttered Halberd. “Change of plans.” 
 
    He started shouting, waving the men back into the truck, saving their lives in a very real sense. An abomination of this age would be so dangerous that Lockpick’s first impulse was to try to climb into the truck with them, though of course, that would never work. 
 
    Judging from its size, it was about two weeks old, just into what the Champion Authority called “the terrible teens”—the point at which abominations became potential city killers, verging on the cusp of both adulthood and disaster. 
 
    “Stay back, LP,” said Halberd. “I’ve got this.” 
 
    The truck was already driving off, and they were past the point of needing to keep up their original pretense. Lockpick wanted to tell Halberd that he would be right there, fighting beside him, but it was all he could do to keep from turning and sprinting down the road in terror. 
 
    They were both going to die, and it was all because of his stupid plan. 
 
    “Will,” called Halberd. “We’ve got this.” 
 
    There was a smile on his face that brought back so many old memories of when they’d been in the Crimson Five, fighting together as a family. It was confident, relaxed, intrigued, as though he was solving an interesting puzzle and had just worked out the solution. 
 
     Halberd rushed forward, swinging his axe at the abomination’s head. It seemed to blur out of the way, appearing in a new, safe position. It lifted an arm, launching diamonds from its own body like a swarm of glittering hornets. 
 
    Halberd didn’t hesitate or slow down. He spun, conjuring another axe in his free hand from materials in the road, broad-headed and fearsome. He swept the diamonds away and carried the momentum forward, spinning into another slash. 
 
    The attack connected, but it did more damage to Halberd’s weapon than the abomination, itself. Prismatic light pulsed from the point of impact. The monster let out a shrill hiss, sending another shrapnel blast of diamonds outward. Halberd roared in pain as several bit into his chest and shoulder. 
 
    Lockpick finally found his legs, rushing forward to attack the abomination from behind. He pulled back his costume claws, readying a slash. The diamond monster’s arm flailed outward, hitting him in the chest with enough force to send him flying backward into the woods. 
 
    He smashed against a tree trunk and sank to the ground, winded and dazed from the pain. The abomination followed after him, raising one of its fist clubs, preparing to finish what it had started. 
 
    “No!” screamed Halberd. “Get away from him!” 
 
    There was a horrible scraping noise, like the sound of a dentist’s pick working loose plaque. The diamonds began crunching loose from the abomination’s body, one by one, each snapping off and pulling toward Halberd. It was like watching a strong wind blow down a sandcastle, but so much more impressive. 
 
    He was using his power on the abomination’s body, turning it into one of his conjured weapons. Blood dripped from Halberd’s nose, and from the corner of his mouth, a common side effect of overusing one’s power. Lockpick stared in awe as the core of the abomination’s body disintegrated and reformed into a dazzling diamond poleaxe clutched within his father’s hand. The monster’s now useless limbs fell harmlessly to the ground. 
 
    “LP,” said Halberd. “Oh God. LP!” 
 
    Lockpick spat a mouthful of blood. “I’m… fine.” 
 
    Halberd let out a breath, then began to laugh, the sound becoming a cough as it overstayed its welcome. He pulled open the front of his costume, revealing the horrible gashes where the diamonds had entered his body like bullets. 
 
    He pulled them out, adding them to the ones he’d taken from the monster’s body, doubling the damage to himself. Lockpick could see a few bloody diamonds mixed in with the rest amidst the conjured axe. Halberd pulled his pills from his pocket and downed a concerning number, still hissing from the pain. 
 
    “We did it,” muttered Lockpick. 
 
    “What?” Halberd groaned and shook his head. “The plan, LP. It all went to shit.” 
 
    “Fuck the plan.” He nudged the diamond axe with his foot. “How much do you think that’s worth?” 
 
    “Watch your mouth,” muttered Halberd, a slow grin spreading onto his face. “Probably a whole fucking lot.” 
 
  

 
   
    CHAPTER 32 
 
      
 
    “You don’t believe me,” said Will. 
 
    He’d caught a few glimpses of Gracie’s face as he told his story. Her curiosity had shifted to wonder, and then outright skepticism as he’d told his tale. She worked her fingers into Will’s shoulders and upper arms, soft fingers caressing and massaging. 
 
    “I… feel as though you might have been exaggerating in a few places,” she said. “You took down an abomination? The two of you, alone, without calling in the Champion Authority or the Church?” 
 
    “It was mostly Halberd,” said Will. “I didn’t even get a hit in on it.” 
 
    “What happened to the diamonds afterward?”  
 
    Will was silent for a few seconds. He’d left that part out for a reason. “We were concerned about the incident getting public if we tried to sell them through normal channels, so Halberd… traded them.” 
 
    For laundered money and prescription drugs. 
 
    “Uh-huh,” said Gracie. “Well, it was a good story, regardless.” 
 
    “You don’t believe me!” He rolled halfway over, shooting her a mock glare. 
 
    “It’s not my fault,” she said, with a shrug. “You’re Avery’s brother, and she also has a tendency to exaggerate. If I take your word for it, will you promise to tell me more about your adventures the next time you come in?” 
 
    “Maybe,” he said. “What’s in it for me?” 
 
    Gracie cleared her throat. “Oh, you’ll see. I think it’s time for me to do your front. Don’t you?” 
 
    She gently shifted him onto his back and made no move to cover his crotch with a towel. That alone was enough to set Will on the fast track to a full-blown erection. She put more oil on her hands and started rubbing his chest, slowly working her way down, down, down… 
 
    He thought of putting suntan lotion on Jess and Avery at the beach, and it became even harder to keep himself from saying or doing something that would overstep the boundary. Doubly hard, given how eager Gracie seemed to take things in that same dangerous direction. 
 
    She leaned forward as she massaged the chakra points in his abdomen, face mere inches from the tip of his now fully erect cock. He could have tapped it against her mouth with a flex of his hips. He got the sense that she was waiting for him to, eager and willing to suck him off. 
 
    “I’m back!” called Avery from the waiting room. “Sorry. Had some business to take care of.” 
 
    Will moved faster than the masseuse did, falling off the massage table and scrambling for his clothes. He didn’t care if Avery saw his cock. It was his tattoos that would require explaining. He hurriedly pulled his shirt on, glancing toward Gracie, who was blushing. 
 
    “Um,” said Gracie. “I suppose that’s a decent stopping point.” 
 
    “You look flustered,” said Avery as she intruded into the back room. “Did you fuck my brother?” 
 
    “What? No!” Gracie punched Avery a touch harder than playfully in the shoulder. “I’m a professional. Bitch.” 
 
    “Slut.” 
 
    Avery leaned forward and kissed Gracie full on the lips. They shared a look that left Will feeling suddenly suspicious of how well they knew each other. It wasn’t an entirely friendly look, either, borderline accusatory on Avery’s part.  
 
    The moment passed, and they said their goodbyes. Will caught up with Avery as she strode out to the car on fast feet. 
 
    “Did I not warn you?” she asked. 
 
    “You did,” he said. “And I promise I didn’t.” 
 
    “Really?” she asked. 
 
    “Really.” 
 
    “Would you, if the chance arose and you thought you could get away with it?” asked Avery. 
 
    “You had better believe it,” he said. “I mean, I’m not going to, but Christ. In a heartbeat.” 
 
    “Asshole.” She punched his shoulder. 
 
    “You could have just told me that she was your girlfriend, you know,” said Will. 
 
    “Ex-girlfriend. And I didn’t think it was relevant.” 
 
    Will climbed into the car, now at the mercy of his curiosity. Some questions needed to be phrased carefully, gently, however. 
 
    “So,” he said. “You’re a lesbian.” 
 
    “You have no tact whatsoever, William,” said Avery. “If you must know, I’m bi. I’ve always had a certain amount of attraction to both sexes, and given how strict Mom was about letting me hang with guys alone, it sort of just… came to be.” 
 
    “So you…?” 
 
    “Like to have sex with women, on occasion,” said Avery. “Yes. Looks like we have that much in common. Now, would you please pick your jaw up off the floor and promise me you’ll keep this to yourself?” 
 
    “Jess doesn’t know?” 
 
    “Never really came up.” Avery exhaled, tapping her fingers on the steering wheel. “Rue does, I think, but we’ve never talked about it.” 
 
    “If you want me to keep it secret, I’ll keep it secret,” he said. “Are you seeing anybody right now?” 
 
    “No. I haven’t been for a while.” 
 
    She looked at him, and it was hard to keep from thinking about that night on the couch, or that afternoon on the beach. Having Avery trust him, come out to him, no less, felt like progress.  
 
    “Thanks,” he said. 
 
    “For what?” 
 
    “Being you,” he said. 
 
    She grinned and ruffled his hair. “Come on. I have to do some paperwork at my office. I’ll drop you off at the house.” 
 
      
 
  

 
   
    CHAPTER 33 
 
      
 
    Will spent most of the rest of the day meandering around the house. He did a couple of chores for Jess who was presumably out shopping. The dishes, the vacuuming, small stuff, whatever he saw that he could help with. 
 
    After that, he went through the motions of a workout. He didn’t push himself, knowing that tonight would potentially be his chance to finally go after Chauffeur with the information from the calendar. He stretched and did a few mild warmups, getting back in touch with his body, making sure it didn’t have any surprises in store for him. 
 
    Rue arrived home late in the afternoon. She had a shopping bag in one hand which she shifted behind her as Will came up from the basement. 
 
    “Hey,” he said. 
 
    “Hey.” Rue glanced toward the stairs. “Where’s Mom?” 
 
    “Running errands. What’s in the bag?” 
 
    “None of your business.” 
 
    “Something embarrassing, then,” he guessed. 
 
    “Nothing embarrassing! God. You’re so annoying.” 
 
    “Just curious. You don’t have to be such a brat about it.” 
 
    “Whatever.” 
 
    She stomped upstairs. Will made himself a protein shake and headed up to his own room. He hadn’t really cared about whatever it was that Rue had bought, but her evasiveness had stirred his intrigue. 
 
    He sat down at his desk and spent a minute or two trying to come up with reasons not to check and see if she was streaming. Foremost was that fact that she could technically see him with her power if he did. There was also the risk that Jess or Avery stopped by and walked in on him in a compromising state. 
 
    The temptation was too much for him to resist, but as it happened, Rue wasn’t online with her fans. He watched a movie instead, double-checking that his costume was still where he’d left it.  
 
    He wasn’t sure if it would make sense to wear it tonight if he did head out. Chauffeur knew him, after all, and it might do more to compromise his identity than conceal it. 
 
    Jess got home just after dark. Will helped her bring in groceries from the car, and she set a pizza down on the counter. 
 
    “I had a shift at the community center and hung around for the retirement party of one of the other managers,” she said. “There was food. I nibbled. Figured I’d just grab a pizza for you and Rue since I wasn’t hungry. I hope you don’t mind takeout again?” 
 
    “You never have to apologize for pizza,” he said. “Thanks, Jess. You’re the best.” 
 
    “No, you, are in fact, the best.” She grinned and kissed him on the cheek. “Are you good on your own tonight if I sneak off to take a bath? It was a long day.” 
 
    “Not at all,” he said. “Hey, I thought I might catch up with an old friend from high school who I just got back in touch with. I might be back late, possibly tomorrow morning late, depending on how it goes.” 
 
    Jess frowned slightly at that. “Is this a young lady we’re talking about?” 
 
    “No, no,” he said. “One of my old buddies.” 
 
    “Right,” said Jess. “You don’t have to ask my permission, sweetie. If it is a date, just be careful. Follow the guidelines. Use both forms of protection. She needs to be on the pill, and you need to wear a—” 
 
    “I know!” he said, clearing his throat. “As I said, it’s not a date. This is a guy friend.” 
 
    “Sure,” said Jess. “I hope you also know that you can talk to me about this sort of thing.” 
 
    She said it in a way which made it seem more like giving herself permission to interrogate him, but he still could tell her heart was in the right place. 
 
    “I know,” he said. “And if and when I meet someone who I decide to start dating, I promise I will.” 
 
    “Good. Enjoy your night, Will.” 
 
    “Have a good bath.” 
 
    He sat down at the kitchen table, eating a slice of pizza while he listened to her going upstairs. Rue came down to grab a slice, still in a weird mood. She wasn’t his focus, not tonight, at least. 
 
    He checked the schedule he’d copied down from the Church’s calendar. Their website had revealed that the second set of BC initials stood for Brother Cartwheel, who was listed as both a part of the clergy and the church’s organist. 
 
    From that, Will was able to work that some of his slots were during Sunday service, and identify which BC was Brother Chauffeur. He’d be the only one at the church that night, last to leave, and it didn’t seem as though anyone other than Father Darkeye actually lived on the premises. 
 
    Will would have a chance to catch him alone, and that was all he needed. 
 
    He didn’t bother with his costume in the end. He needed to ask Chauffeur questions about both the Second Advent and the Realists. Showing up with a mask on would be pointless, given that the nature of his interrogation would give him away, regardless. 
 
    The only lingering concern he had as he sat in the back of the taxi, waiting for it to drop him off a few blocks away from the church, was Chauffeur’s power. Will knew that it related to being able to control cars at a distance. The extent of it, however, wasn’t something that Chauffeur had divulged during his time behind bars. 
 
    One car at a time? Two? Was there even an upper limit?  
 
    Probably, but he couldn’t just assume. Knowing what it was might save his life, depending on how the encounter played out. Regardless, Will couldn’t let the opportunity pass him by. 
 
    He waited out the last few minutes of the hour in an alleyway across the street from the church. The lights turned off, and Chauffeur came outside. Nobody was around, and Will wasn’t sure that he could have asked for a better opportunity. 
 
    Chauffeur still looked like anything but a man of God. He wore a baggy hooded sweatshirt and dirty jeans, black boots and, for some reason, black gloves. Not hot enough for those to make sense from a casual standpoint.  
 
    His size along with his attire and neck tattoos all combined to make him the kind of person normally far more likely to have the cops called on them, standing outside a church at night, than be welcomed in. 
 
    The Second Advent was different from other denominations of Christianity, however. There was a fair amount of overlap between their tenets and the general vibe of the super supremacist bullshit Will had briefly subscribed to in prison.  
 
    A man like Chauffeur could go far in the Church, assuming the local chapter was willing to overlook his attitude, his murders, his rapes. Basically everything. 
 
    It was corruption in plain sight, the telltale rust marks along the edge of a car that hinted at the undercarriage being rusted out. Tonight, Will was going to poke some rust. 
 
    He didn’t sneak up on Chauffeur. He wasn’t there for an assassination, though he did keep one hand tight on the penknife in his pocket. Chauffeur’s car was coming up the street, drawn to him by his power as though a ghost or AI was at the wheel.  
 
    It came to a stop, and just as he was reaching to open the driver’s side door, Will stepped up on the other side. They were both lit by a flickering streetlight, staring at each other across opposite sides of the car’s hood. 
 
    “Was wondering when you’d show up,” muttered Chauffeur. He reached into the pocket of his sweatshirt, pulled out a pack of cigarettes, lit one, and took a drag. 
 
    “I just got out,” said Will. “Thought I’d settle in for a bit first.” 
 
    Chauffeur exhaled, breathing smoke upward and slightly to the side. “I noticed. Been watching you, Pick, just like you been watching me. Get a good look around the other night? I know it was you.” 
 
    Will didn’t say anything. He watched Chauffeur, getting a read on his eyes, his mood. He listened, too. Chauffeur could send a car at him in the dark, lights off and full throttle, but he’d still at least be able to hear it coming. 
 
    “What’s your game, Chauffeur?” he asked. “This isn’t your city. If you’re trying to run something, I would strongly advise you to reconsider.”  
 
    “Or what? Go ahead. Tell me what you’ll do.” 
 
    He tapped the ash off from the end of his smoke. They stared at each other, still as statues, the wind whistling and making Will second guess whether a car might be coming. 
 
    Chauffeur looked away first, laughing and shaking his head. “Oh, come on now. We can talk, you and me. It’s different on the outside. We’re not animals penned up, bumping shoulders. We’re grown-ass men, free in the world! We can talk out our differences… you know… words and shit.” 
 
    “Let’s talk, then,” said Will. 
 
  

 
   
    CHAPTER 34 
 
      
 
    Chauffeur threw down his cigarette, snuffed it out with his boot, and opened the driver’s side door. “Get in. This isn’t a discussion I’m going to have outside my place of employment.” 
 
    Hard to talk business in front of a church, thought Will. Even harder to kill a man in front of one. 
 
    “Does this thing even run?” asked Will. He climbed into the passenger seat, spreading out into a relaxed posture as he settled in. 
 
    “This is the first car I ever bought,” said Chauffeur. 
 
    The engine started, though no key was in and Chauffeur’s hands were in his lap. They started down the street, the tension of the situation making the drive anything but pleasant. 
 
    There were a few reasons why Will got into the car, placing himself in a position where Chauffeur had most of the power. The first was fairly simple. The car was modern enough to make it reasonably difficult for a crash to kill him, specifically, without also hurting or killing Chauffeur. 
 
    Will could use his mending if it came to that, but he wasn’t aware of any healing ability on the other side. He would have the advantage if Chauffeur decided to make things scrappy. 
 
    The second, more important reason was that he had his penknife open and palmed up his left sleeve. He had his arm raised, elbow resting on the edge of Chauffeur’s seat in that overextended manner that only appealed to douchebags and practiced fighters. As it was, Will had some practice. 
 
    The simple truth was that in the close quarters of a car’s interior, he would always be able to kill Chauffeur first. He just had to bring his hand down, knife clasped in fist, with any degree of energy behind the strike, and it would be enough. 
 
    “I know you still think like us,” said Chauffeur. “Maybe you won’t admit it, but we both know it’s true.” 
 
    “I didn’t think like you even when I was with the Realists,” said Will. “Wasn’t for me. I canceled the free trial before the monthly fee.” 
 
    “You always thought you were so fucking funny.” The car took a left. Chauffeur folded his arms and brought one of his knees up. “Don’t matter what you say. It’s what you know. Deep down, you know that you’ll never be like the mundane masses. You know supers are the ones who really matter in the world.” 
 
    “Same old tired talking points,” said Will. “People are people.” 
 
    “Think that’s how they see it, too? The terrified weaklings, politicians, mundane billionaires, all crooning over the danger of supervillains and abominations. You think it’s an accident that a baby born from two supers has such a high chance of being a monster?” 
 
    “…Yeah, I do.” Will furrowed his brow. This was actually a new argument, new to him, at least. “Why? You think otherwise.” 
 
    “Yeah, I fucking think otherwise,” said Chauffeur. “They did this to us, Pick.” 
 
    “Who is they?” 
 
    Chauffeur looked left and right and then leaned in toward him. “The Jews.” 
 
    Will laughed and had to run his free hand across his mouth to reel it in. “Seriously? Right, of course. Well, at least your disgusting, conspiratorial bullshit is consistent with the old-school stuff.” 
 
    “Go ahead and laugh.” 
 
    “Trust me, I will. You’re a joke, Chauffeur. A walking, talking example of why stupid people are the most dangerous people.” 
 
    There was hatred in Chauffeur’s expression, but he didn’t say anything more. The car rolled to a stop in the middle of an old storage lot, a few rusted work trucks abandoned in line, aisles of decrepit pallets stacked in tall rows.  
 
    “I think this a good place for us to talk,” said Chauffeur. “How about you?” 
 
    “Oh, it’s perfect.” Will climbed out of the car. He walked forward, putting himself just outside of the illumination of the nearest streetlight with the pallets behind him. He didn’t want to get attacked from behind if Chauffeur had help. 
 
    “So, here’s the way I figure it, Pick,” said Chauffeur. “You got two options. Either you come back, make amends, work with us again. All will be forgiven. Well, most. Long memories and all that. Or you keep fucking around, and we treat you like you’re working against us.” 
 
    Will smiled and shook his head, slowly taking out the penknife. “You only get one option from me. Leave Lancaster City. Don’t come back.” 
 
    “That’s not going to happen.” 
 
    “I didn’t think it was,” said Will. 
 
    “We both knew how this was going to end.” 
 
    “Yeah, we did.” 
 
    He knew the fight was imminent, which made getting caught off guard that much more annoying. There was a groan from the pallets as the entire massive row tipped forward onto him. He saw the work trucks he’d dismissed before lurching into motion. A few were electric, nearly silent, and Chauffeur’s power still worked on them. 
 
    He’d rigged up hidden ropes to put together a stupidly simple trap. The simple ones were often the easiest to get caught in. Will threw himself forward, dodging out of the way of the main crush of the pallets, but still taking a hard slab of wood to the shoulder. 
 
    A nail in the wood punched through skin and muscle, tearing downward to ruin his shirt and leave a grisly cut. The main puncture bled faster, but he slapped a hand over it, mending the main portion of the wound shut. His arm still burned and ached when he moved it, and Chauffeur wasn’t done. 
 
    One of the trucks had circled back, still dragging a pallet or two behind it. Will dodged the truck, but the pallet bounced up off uneven ground, slamming into his hand this time. His penknife went flying. 
 
    Chauffeur was on him the instant he saw he was unarmed. He’d been one of the better fighters in prison, certainly someone that those with minor powers were careful about fucking with. Will was on the defense by default, protecting his head, waiting for an opening. 
 
    Which he found.  
 
    He was good in a scrap with a weapon, but still fairly capable without one. He caught Chauffeur with a left jab to the chin that slipped past his guard. Chauffer pushed him, and as Will gave ground, his foot bumped a fallen pallet.  
 
    He dodged lower, barely slipping by a haymaker of a punch with a gratuitous amount of strength behind it. He continued past Chauffeur, circling around. They traded feints and punches, the occasional elbow and knee. It didn’t feel right, and that feeling grew into a certainty as Chauffeur hopped back a few feet, giving Will room to recover his penknife. That smile… 
 
    All at once, cars and trucks were everywhere, coming toward Will at all angles, throttle to the floor. He dodged the first two, impressive given that they’d been coming from opposite directions. 
 
    The third slammed straight into him, knocking him over and up. There was a certain elegance to getting hit by a car, one he’d never appreciated before. It was a rolling impact, bumper connecting with legs, hip slamming into hood, head and shoulders against the windshield, and then up for a flailing flip through the air. 
 
    He landed hard. His arm was broken, the same one Helga had snapped like a twig back in the library. No time to fix it just yet. He switched his penknife to his other hand and desperately rolled out of the way of a truck that would have run him over. 
 
    Will did manage to slash at its tires, but flat tires were irrelevant to the purpose Chauffeur had for his vehicles. The pain of his broken arm hit him all at once, stirring intense nausea that he really didn’t need at that moment. 
 
    More attacks were coming in the darkness. Chauffeur had been smart enough to turn off or remove most of their lights. Will listened carefully, trying to figure out where the sound was building from, which way to dodge, which way to run. 
 
    He didn’t have to run, he realized. He needed to deal with Chauffeur’s annoying fucking power. It was so obvious as he thought about the lights again, how Chauffeur’s power worked. 
 
    Will took off toward the streetlight at a dead sprint. It was across the light, next to the street, hence the name. He heard a car crash behind him, Chauffeur trying to navigate a dozen vehicles changing course at once. 
 
    He found himself thinking of the running of the bulls as the cars bore down on him, the sound of their engines growing louder and louder. Were cars faster than bulls? Yes. Cars were faster than bulls. The throbbing pain in his arm made him feel sluggish in both mind and body. 
 
    His initial plan had been to cut the streetlight down, rendering the lot in darkness and making it impossible for Chauffeur to see him and target his cars. But there was no time. The hoods and bumpers were right behind him, and he’d been run down, regardless. 
 
    Exhausted and with one broken arm, Will scrambled up the streetlamp. It had a wide bottom for his feet to push off from, and he hugged the pole tight with his legs and one good hand, just high enough to avoid the mayhem. A truck slammed face first into the lamp, sending a massive tremor along its lengths and wrapping itself around it. 
 
    Another car slammed into that one, and a truck immediately after that. It was like a pileup on the freeway. The streetlamp groaned and tipped sideways, going dark as it pitched Will into the mess of twisted metal and broken glass. 
 
    He picked up a few more cuts, but the lot was pitch dark. He rolled out of the crash and onto the sidewalk, listening for Chauffeur. If he was still around, he’d slipped into hiding. More likely into another car, taking his leave on the tail end of the mayhem. 
 
    Will made his way into an alleyway too narrow for any cars to follow. He found a clean spot against the wall of a building, sat himself down with his back against the brick, and began to laugh. 
 
    The adrenaline. The rush. The close calls. 
 
    Why did it feel so good to have an enemy again? 
 
  

 
   
    CHAPTER 35 
 
      
 
    Will mended his arm and began the journey home. His shirt was dark enough to make the bloodstains from his cuts not quite as glaringly obvious as they might otherwise have been, but he still planned on throwing it out as soon as he got back. 
 
    He waited outside the house after the taxi had dropped him off, trying to get a sense of who was awake and asleep from where the lights were still on. The living room and kitchen looked clear unless someone was on the couch in the dark. 
 
    It was harder to tell with the upstairs windows, but that was just a risk he’d have to take. Will didn’t sneak inside, but he maintained the respectable quiet that anyone aimed for when arriving late at night. 
 
    He stuffed his shirt away in the very bottom of the trash in the kitchen. There was fresh blood on his fingertips as he ran them over his back. He hadn’t quite sealed the cut from the nail in the pallet completely. Sometimes he needed a mirror to reach certain places on his back, so he headed up to the bathroom to finish the job. 
 
    Nearly as soon as he’d shut the door it pushed open again from the outside. He turned, seeing Rue in a baggy t-shirt and panties, staring at him in surprise. 
 
    “Does nobody in this house know how to knock?” he snapped. 
 
    She was still staring, and it took him far longer than it should have to realize why. His tattoos. The ones he’d been so careful about hiding from everyone, while still not even remembering they were there half the time. There was no point in shooing her out, no point in trying to cover them, and probably no point in trying to explain. 
 
    “Did you get those in prison?” asked Rue. “I didn’t realize you were so, um… Well, I thought you were still kind of a nerd, like before you left.” 
 
    “Shut the door, please.” 
 
    She came into the bathroom and shut the door behind her. Will turned around, quickly mending his cut in the mirror to save himself another secret revealed. 
 
    “Why are you frowning like that?” asked Rue. “It’s no big deal. Tattoos are kind of badass.” 
 
    “Read what they say.” 
 
    She did, blinking, shaking her head. “LP… You don’t believe all this stuff, do you?” 
 
    “No,” he said. “Not anymore, at least. Prison was… pretty fucked up for me, Cammie. I made a lot of mistakes.” 
 
    “You regret them though, right? Shouldn’t that be enough?” 
 
    He shrugged. “Not all mistakes are easy to take back once you’ve made them. Sometimes, you do something, and you can’t just step out of the shadow of it afterward.” 
 
    Rue seemed to think about her words before, somewhat rightfully, narrowing her eyes. “Are we still talking about your time in prison? You shifted into your lecturing tone for that last sentence.” 
 
    “I’m not lecturing. Just hoping you’re smart enough to see my mistakes and learn from them.” 
 
    “I’m not breaking any laws, or getting tattoos, or even showing my face to my streamers,” said Rue. 
 
    “Look, that’s not what I meant,” he said, holding his hands up. “I’m not trying to start an argument with you. My point is that nobody gets a do-over in life. We’re just stuck with our shitty decisions sometimes.” 
 
    Rue was silent for a moment. “Turn around.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “I want to see the rest of them,” she said. “You also need a band-aid on that cut. What the hell did you get up to tonight?” 
 
    He hesitated as he considered how to answer that. “Do you want the truth?” 
 
    “I asked, didn’t I?” 
 
    “I’ll tell you if you tell me what was in that bag earlier,” he said.  
 
    “What? How is that fair?” She took out the disinfectant, putting a bit on the cut Will had just mended. It was cool, with only the faintest sting. 
 
    “A question for a question,” said Will. “It’s perfectly fair.” 
 
    “Fine. But you can’t tell Mom.” 
 
    “Same goes for you.” He sucked in a breath as he felt her putting the bandage on. She kept her hands on his back, tracing a few of the less brutish tattoos with her fingers.  
 
    “You first,” she said. “Where were you tonight, and how’d you get this cut?” 
 
    “I went to see someone I knew in prison. We got into a fight.” 
 
    “LP!” said Rue. “You’re on probation. That was seriously stupid. Again, kind of badass, but… mostly stupid.” 
 
    “I know,” he said.  
 
    “Did you win, at least?” 
 
    He chuckled. “I didn’t lose, but I didn’t win. Stalemate. Your turn. What was in the bag?” 
 
    She didn’t answer right away. Will turned around, smirking at her flustered expression. 
 
    “It was… something to help with my stream,” she muttered. 
 
    “Help with your stream how?” 
 
    “To, you know…” She cleared her throat. “Perform with.” 
 
    “A dildo or a vibrator?” 
 
    “LP!” She hissed and brought a finger to her lips. “Not so loud! Mom could still be up.” 
 
    “Cammie, I mean, wow. That’s pretty spicy.” 
 
    She looked like she was trying not to smile as she shrugged. “My followers suggested it. I know you said not to do anything too extreme, but…” 
 
    “How’d you get the money for it? Did you hit the payout and not tell me?” 
 
    “No!” she said. “I… told Mom I needed a textbook for a class.”  
 
    “Seriously?” 
 
    “It was sort of true. I found a pdf of the textbook on a sketchy website. I would have bought it otherwise.” 
 
    Will nodded, his mind awhirl with images of Rue naked, on her bed, pleasuring herself. He was ninety-nine percent sure that it was just the lingering adrenaline from the fight, but he made an effort not to look too closely at that remaining one percent. 
 
    “Are you streaming tonight?” he asked. 
 
    “Gross!” Rue shot him a pouty glare. “You can’t just ask me that. Especially you, of all people.” 
 
    “Hey, you owe me money from that payout, remember? And plus, it seems like you’re veering into more dangerous territory.” He stepped closer to her. “You promised, Cammie. Nothing too extreme.” 
 
    “A vibrator is far from extreme,” she said quietly. “Besides, I don’t even think I’ll use it tonight. I can’t get it working.” 
 
    She looked away from him, looking so cute and bratty in her t-shirt and panties. He really did love her, despite how much bickering they so often did. 
 
    “What’s wrong with it?” he asked. 
 
    “I just got it. I have no idea.” 
 
    “Want some help?” he offered. 
 
    “You want to… help me get my vibrator working?” she said. “Seriously, LP?” 
 
    “Wasted money otherwise, isn’t it? If you really do need it for the stream, then I’ll help you out. Think of it as tech support.” 
 
    She tapped a finger on her lips and shrugged. “I mean, sure, if you want to. We’ll have to be really quiet. It would be pretty weird if Mom walked in on us.” 
 
    “Why? I’ll just tell her that I’m helping you with your vibrator for your porn stream.” 
 
    Rue rolled her eyes and slapped him in the shoulder. He grabbed her hand and swung it as though they were going on a date. 
 
  

 
   
    CHAPTER 36 
 
      
 
    Rue’s room was messy, but all the mess had been shoveled into the corners out of sight of her webcam, creating the appearance of cleanliness. Will did his best not to get too turned on by the way her butt seemed to be winning a war against her panties as she bent over to rifle through her disorganized closet. 
 
    “This is it,” she said. She passed him a box that read “ANGEL VIBE +” across the front. “I have no idea what’s wrong with it.” 
 
    “That’s why I’m here.” He took it out of the box, turning the pink vibrator over in his hand. “It’s kind of small, isn’t it?” 
 
    “I’m not going to buy the biggest one to start with,” she muttered. “I don’t even know how much room I have down there, or whatever.” 
 
    “It came with a remote control,” said Will. 
 
    “That’s why I bought it. It’s one of the ones that you can wear under your panties. I figured this way I could give my followers a show without necessarily needing to, you know… reveal everything.” 
 
    “So this part goes inside, while this curls upward against your clit.” 
 
    “Gross!”  
 
    “It literally says that on the front of the box, Cammie.” 
 
    She let out a huff and glanced away. “You don’t have to, like, say it out loud, though.” 
 
    Will held the vibrator in his hand. It didn’t actually look all that phallic, though the long tail and comparatively larger head reminded him a bit of the shape of a sperm cell. He tapped the remote’s lowest setting. 
 
    “Is it working?” asked Rue. “I did put batteries in it already.” 
 
    Will tried to feel the vibration in his hand. “I can’t quite tell. Can you, um…?” 
 
    He held it toward her and made a thrusting motion. 
 
    “Oh! Right.” She gave him an embarrassed smirk as she accepted it. “Don’t look this way, okay?” 
 
    “Easier ways to peep on you if I wanted to.” 
 
    “Perv.” 
 
    He looked at the remote instead. There was a sliding compartment on the back. Rue had put batteries in the vibrator itself, but of course, the remote needed one, too. He slipped out to his room to grab a triple AAA and came back. 
 
    “I still don’t feel it unless it’s really gentle,” said Rue. “Maybe it came broken? I wonder if I’ll even be able to—” 
 
    She gasped as Will pressed the button for the mildest setting again. He could only see the faintest outline of the vibrator against the tan fabric of her panties, but he could hear a faint buzz. 
 
    “Can you feel it now, Cammie?” 
 
    “Oh…” She was sitting on her bed, squirming, one arm squeezed across her breasts as though to cover them despite being clothed. “I can… definitely feel it now.” 
 
    “Awesome,” said Will. “I told you I’d get it working.” 
 
    “It’s… definitely working.” She let out a slow sigh, cheeks flushed. 
 
    Will found her reaction to it absurdly hot, and he’d only put it on the lowest setting. He wondered how far Rue would let him push it. Time to find out. 
 
    “Let’s try one of the higher settings,” he said. 
 
    “Um, okay, but…” She squeezed her legs together and lifted her hips up with a subtle motion. “Just go slow.” 
 
    “I’ll go real slow,” he said. “Just relax. Gotta test it out, after all?” 
 
    He brought it up to the next highest setting, hearing the tone of the vibrator shift upward in pitch. Rue gasped, one hand dropping between her legs and then pulling back like she’d touched a hot stove. 
 
    “LP,” she whispered. “That feels…” 
 
    “Back down,” he said, returning to the first setting. “Slow, like I said. Of course, if you want me to go faster, I can.” 
 
    She looked flustered in a very horny sort of way. She nodded, not vocalizing her wish for him to take it further, but clearly wanting it bad. 
 
    He brought it up to the next highest setting again, seeing the change in her expression as much as her posture. Her eyes fluttered. Her breathing became faster. She looked as though she was barely staying upright on her bed. 
 
    “More, Cammie?” 
 
    “Oh…” She nodded, biting her lip. “More.” 
 
    He was about to press the button when an idea came to him that was simply too good to pass up. He turned the vibrator off. Rue made a vaguely disappointed noise. 
 
    “What?” she said. “I thought you were going to, you know… help me test it.” 
 
    “Turn your stream on,” he said.  
 
    She blinked. “You want me to stream… right now?” 
 
    “This is pretty hot, Cammie,” he said. “Trust me. Your followers will love this.” 
 
    She looked mad in that bratty sort of way. “Whatever. I guess that makes sense.” 
 
    She held her hand out for the remote. Will grinned and pulled it out of reach. 
 
    “Tell them that someone in the chat is controlling the vibrator,” said Will. “I’ll make an account and tell them that if they want me to turn it up or down, they have to tip you.” 
 
    “That’s… actually kind of genius.” 
 
    “Right?” He put an arm around her, squeezing her to him. “Plus, it’ll be so hot. They won’t be able to resist.” 
 
    Rue nodded, staring at him. Her eyes flickered down to the remote, and she reached down to adjust her panties. 
 
    “Alright,” she said. “Well, hurry up and get to your computer. I’ll start the stream.” 
 
    “I’m going, sheesh. You should be thanking me for this.” 
 
    “You wish. This is pretty weird, you know.” 
 
    “I know.” He let his hand slide down her body, briefly groping her butt, and kissed her on the cheek. Rue walked back toward her bed on slightly shaky legs. 
 
    The scene was just as Will had left it as he brought her stream up. Rue was on her bed, wearing her mask, explaining the rules to her followers and giving them time to flood in. He made an account, LazerPlayer29, and messaged her to let her know it was him. Will caressed the remote with his thumb, basking in the power he held in the palm of his hand. 
 
    “It’s not up to me,” said Rue, to the camera. “I told you guys already. LazerPlayer29 bought the vibrator for me, so he gets to control it for tonight.” 
 
    That was a nice touch, though he’d need to have a word with Rue about whether it was a good idea for her to volunteer their address to anyone seeking to send another gift. Messages came flooding in, some in LazerPlayer29’s private inbox. 
 
    Start already, you lazy fucker 
 
    Awesome idea Lazer, can’t wait to see her cum 
 
    The corruption has begun! Make sure to edge her until she’s whimpering. 
 
    He couldn’t decide whether to feel smug or offended. They were talking about Rue, after all, but he was proud of himself for getting her into this position. She could be such a brat. That much hadn’t changed in his time away. He was helping her with her stream, but this also felt a bit like revenge. 
 
    “They’re getting impatient, LP,” said Rue. “Did you get cold feet, or—” 
 
    She blinked, mouth moving, but no words coming out. He’d started out at the third setting, right where they’d left off, and she’d been plenty warmed up for it. A few of her followers begged him to tone it down, let her talk so they could at least hear her sexy voice a bit more. Will dropped it down to the lowest setting. 
 
    “Jesus,” she muttered. “What happened to going slow?” 
 
    She shifted into a lewd position on the bed, legs spread wide, and took her t-shirt off. She wore a bra underneath, but Rue’s breasts were so big that they looked better with it still on than most women’s tits did nude. 
 
    “I wasn’t even planning on streaming tonight,” whispered Rue. “LP made me do it.” 
 
    He’s going to make you cum, too, lmao, chimed in someone in the chat.  
 
    Will would have engaged with his own banter, but one hand was on the remote, and his other seemed to be unzipping his jeans. He didn’t care anymore if Rue was watching him or not. He was going to make her come, after all. Why leave himself out? 
 
    He kept the vibrator on the lowest settings at first, going up and down, back and forth, avoiding the highest setting and making Rue squirm with lust. She made little noises that almost matched the pitch of her vibrator. 
 
    Will touched himself at that same speed, speeding up his strokes as he turned the vibrator up, as though he was in her room, doing it to her directly. The thought caught him off guard… he was turned on by these games with Rue, but fucking her? That would be so wrong. 
 
    “Oh, fuck!” moaned Rue. “This is so wrong! Oh, God… LP!” 
 
    She bucked her hips, hands pawing at her crotch. For a second, Will thought she might be trying to take it out, but her hands stayed on the outside of her panties. He realized that she was pressing the tail end of the vibrator closer to her clit. 
 
    He lost it, turning the vibrator up to the highest setting. With quick strokes, he tapped out a message, as much for Rue as for the horny men in her chat. 
 
    Time to make her cum. 
 
    The donations came in so fast that Will honestly couldn’t believe it. He still toyed with the remote, flipping back and forth between the two highest settings. It was hardly necessary. Rue was about to come, and so was he. 
 
    “Fuck!” cried Rue, body twisting and writhing, and then melting against the bed. Her face was sweaty, eyes shut tight, biting her lower lip. “I can’t… It’s too much. LP, please.” 
 
    Will stared into the webcam as he found his own release, pumping a surprising amount of seed out onto the towel he’d had the forethought to set out. He turned the vibrator off, catching his breath and sinking into both the pleasure… and the regret. 
 
    What were they doing? He’d just gotten Rue off on stream. Granted, from the next room over, but still… 
 
    There was no way this ended well. 
 
    The stream had already cut off. He got the sense that the feeling, pleasure and guilt, was mutual. 
 
  

 
   
    CHAPTER 37 
 
      
 
    Breakfast was a solitary affair for Will the next morning. Jess had left a note and a recommendation for cereal or some of the fresh fruit she’d bought. He munched on an apple, enjoying the silence, the ease with which it let him sort through the different faces of the previous night. 
 
    The fight with Chauffeur. Streaming with Rue. On the surface, separate events, but really, two sides of the same coin. He was still impulsive. Prison hadn’t changed that. If anything, the way confinement limited his choices had set him up for this, suddenly being back on the outside, following his whims and temptations. 
 
    The front door flew open and Avery burst through, coming into the kitchen without taking her shoes off. She pursed her lips when she saw that it was just Will at the table. It was the first time Will had seen her wear a dress since he’d gotten out, a flirty white and blue number that made her seem waifish with that short red hair. 
 
    “Hey,” he said. 
 
    “Hey. Is Mom around?” 
 
    Will shook his head. “She left a note. Out running errands.” 
 
    “Rue?” 
 
    “Up in her room, I assume.” 
 
    Avery came over to the table. She took his half-eaten apple from his loose hand and took a bite from the untouched side before handing it back. 
 
    “I’m going to be out of town for a few days,” she said. “Attending a CA conference.” 
 
    “A CA conference?”  
 
    “Boring seminars, team recruiters, and drama,” said Avery. “Career-class Champion Authority supers flouting their capes. It basically means that they’ll be putting me up in an expensive hotel room for a few days while I alternate between drinking on the company tab and pretending like I care about super best-practice protocol.” 
 
    “Can I come?” he asked. 
 
    He was joking, but even as he uttered the words, the idea of spending a few days alone with Avery in a hotel stirred an interesting reaction within him. She smiled but acted as if she hadn’t heard him. 
 
    “You’ll be on your own until I get back,” she said. “I hope you can manage for a few days without the guidance and wisdom of your probation officer.” 
 
    “You’ll be missed,” he said. “You and your flask. I’m starting to warm to the taste of gin.” 
 
    Avery smiled and brushed a few wayward locks of red out of her face. “Hey… Can I ask you something?” 
 
    “Anything.” 
 
    Avery hesitated, eyes gaining a serious edge, and then gave a small shake of her head. “…Never mind.” 
 
    “No, come on. Go ahead.” 
 
    “I think it’s… not something I need to know right now.” 
 
    Will nodded, finding something dimly ominous in that. If it was a question too weighty for the kitchen in the morning, given the state and path of his life, it was probably going to involve him explaining himself. 
 
    “We’ll talk when I get back,” added Avery. 
 
    “Will you finally be inviting me over to this mythical apartment of yours?”  
 
    Avery chuckled. “We’ll see. I think I’d have to run it by your probation officer and the matron of the household, first.” 
 
    He knew she was teasing him, but still wondered a bit at that. Had she been talking to Jess about him, or vice versa? As much as he was part of their family, he’d been away for so long. Compared to Jess, Avery, and Rue, he was the odd man out in a rather literal sense. 
 
    “Well, have fun at your CA conference,” he said. “Save some of the open bar for your fellow straight-laced supers.” 
 
    “Stay out of trouble while I’m gone,” said Avery. “You’ll be missed.” 
 
    They hugged. Her body was so small against his. It was easy for him to forget sometimes, given the years she had on him, their relationship and roles. She smelled nice, like expensive shampoo, with a hint of summer wind. 
 
    She went upstairs to rouse Rue and deliver another goodbye. Will headed downstairs and spent about an hour stretching out his sore, recently mended body.  
 
    It was part of the routine for him, stretching and spending time feeling the quirks of his body from the inside out. Paying attention to what he did when he mended himself in a rush would make it easier to do it better next time, building consistency with his second power. 
 
    “LP?” called Rue. “Are you down here?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    He hurriedly reached for his shirt, which he’d taken off when he’d started sweating, and then stopped. This secret, at least, was already out in the open with Rue. He stayed how he was, despite how conscious it made him of his tattoos. 
 
    Rue’s eyes roved across his chest, but they seemed to be looking as much at his muscles as the ink on top. She wore a top with thin shoulder straps and tight jeans—simple, but incredibly effective at showing off her feminine blessings. 
 
    “Here.” She pulled a small wad of cash out of her tiny jeans’ pocket. “For you.” 
 
    Will furrowed his brow as he took it from her. Three fifties, a twenty, and a five. 
 
    “This is… $175?” he said. 
 
    “Ten percent, like we discussed.” 
 
    “You hit the payment threshold?” 
 
    “Blew it out of the water.” Rue grinned, bobbing up on her tiptoes, all but bouncing with barely subdued excitement. “Just to be clear, that’s ten percent of what I made just last night.” 
 
    “You made… seventeen hundred dollars,” said Will slowly. 
 
    “Yup.” 
 
    “In a single night? Not even a night, like, half an hour.” 
 
    “Well, I did do a casual chatting stream later on after that, but yes.” 
 
    He carefully flattened the bills, sorting by value, and put them in his wallet. “Rue, that’s a lot of money.” 
 
    She nodded slowly, watching him more seriously now. 
 
    “You could, you know…” He shrugged. “Save it for your future.” 
 
    “It would be awesome to build up a nest egg now, while I’m still nineteen,” she said. “If… I could keep going with it.” 
 
    Will chewed his lip. She was right, but in more ways than she realized. Hearing her say nineteen and thinking about how his nineteen-year-old sister was delving into the corruption of camming made it all seem way too real—back alley, behind the strip club real. 
 
    “I don’t know,” he said. 
 
    “What if… you kept helping?” she asked. “I’ll admit that it felt… a little different last night. With you and the, um… the vibrator.” 
 
    The basement seemed a lot smaller than it ever had before, with just the two of them alone, Will still shirtless. He could smell the faint, sweaty aroma from his workout, and if he could smell it, for Rue it must have been nigh overpowering. 
 
    “You want me to do that to you again?” he asked. 
 
    Rue didn’t meet his gaze as she nodded. “My followers loved it. They went crazy, LP. The tips were just… huge. Think about it — this way, you could watch out for me. You said you didn’t want me doing anything too extreme. If you help me, I won’t ever need to.” 
 
    “Twenty-five percent.” 
 
    “What?” Rue scoffed. “No way. That’s…” 
 
    “Fair, and you know it.” 
 
    “In your dreams.” She bumped her shoulder playfully against his as she walked by him. “You were just hitting buttons on a remote.” 
 
    “Still enough to make you come.” 
 
    “Jerk. Fifteen.” 
 
    He stepped in closer behind her, letting the deal hang and the silence build. 
 
    “Twenty-five, and I’ll bring a new toy for next time,” he whispered. 
 
    She turned around slowly, gaze flitting down to his chest, a bit lower from there, and then back up to his eyes. “…Deal.” 
 
    “Might have to wait until tomorrow or the day after, though,” he said. “I have plans tonight.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, I have stuff to do, too,” said Rue. “So, just um, let me know what day works for you, and…” 
 
    “We’ll make some money.” He put his hand up, and she grinned and gave him a high five. 
 
  

 
   
    CHAPTER 38 
 
      
 
    Chauffeur was still on Will’s mind, a fraying loose end, a forgotten price tag on a new shirt. He’d been thinking about what his next move should be all morning, planning and strategizing. It all led back to the fact that he’d gotten ahead of himself in confronting the other man in the way he had. 
 
    Life inside Mastodon had been streamlined to a point where he’d never had more than one or two options for how to deal with an enemy. He could attack or defend, and both at predictable times within the day. It had felt a bit like looking for overlap in his high-school schedule to goof off with a friend, except with more blood. 
 
    The direct approach had only served to tip Chauffeur off to his intentions. Will knew better than to simply try what hadn’t worked again. He checked the hastily scrawled list for the next item he needed as he passed the dairy aisle in the grocery store. 
 
    “Chicken, teriyaki sauce, peanut sauce, carrots, and… celery.” He grabbed a bag and tossed it into his basket.  
 
    He’d gotten the idea to cook dinner for Jess and Rue before even realizing he could connect it back to the problem of his new nemesis. Jess would appreciate a sit-down dinner cooked by him for the thought if nothing else. The food, combined with a few glasses of wine, would put him in her good graces and give him a chance to suggest that maybe Chauffeur should be on Relic’s shitlist. 
 
    He bought onion rings, too, feeling as though the meal needed the extra sprinkling of carbs and grease. After paying for everything with money from Rue’s stream, he headed home to get started. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “I honestly can’t believe this,” muttered Jess. “You’re cooking dinner?” 
 
    “Yup.” Will was putting the last coat on the wings. 
 
    “For everyone? Not just as a snack for yourself?” 
 
    “For everyone.” He set the teriyaki sauce down and wiped his hands on a dish towel. 
 
    Jess laughed and pulled him into a tight hug. She kissed him on each cheek and ruffled his hair. “You know exactly how to push all my buttons, mister.” 
 
    “Have a seat,” he said. “I think Rue went to a movie with Becca. Did you talk to Avery?” 
 
    “She called me,” said Jess. “Said she’d be out of town at a CA conference.” 
 
    “You’re with the Champion Authority, too,” said Will. “More directly than she is, even. You’re not going?” 
 
    “I gave up going to those years and years ago,” she said. “Too much drinking and drama.” 
 
    “Avery mentioned something about that.” 
 
    It only took a few minutes for the wings to finish, and everything else was basically ready. It wasn’t a complex meal, chicken wings with carrot sticks, celery, and onion rings. It was, in fact, an idiot-proof meal to cook, one suited to his prison-atrophied cooking skills. 
 
    “It smells incredible,” said Jess as she dug into her plate. “LP, you are going to spoil some lucky girl when you settle down.” 
 
    He chuckled. “I don’t see that happening anytime soon. A bit out of practice when it comes to the modern dating scene.” 
 
    “Well, if you ever need any help getting up to speed…” She paused, as though hearing how her own words sounded. “I can give you advice, I mean. Help you pick out some nice fitting shirts.” 
 
    “I appreciate that.” He’d opened a bottle of wine and refilled both their glasses. “I’ll take you up on it eventually. Too much on my mind, at the moment.” 
 
    Jess slid her plate to the side and leaned forward. “Talk to me.” 
 
    She had a sleeveless white blouse on with a row of ruffles down the center that managed to alternate between highlighting and distracting from her bust, depending on the viewing angle. More toward the latter, from where Will was currently seated. 
 
    He took a breath and let out a sigh. “A lot happened in prison.” 
 
    Jess reached across the table, taking his hand. “I’m here. You can tell me anything.” 
 
    It was tempting to just blurt it out, to admit that he and Chauffeur had reasons to kill one another, but he couldn’t. He wouldn’t. Jess wasn’t ready for this side of him. Moreover, he didn’t want her to have to know about it, to endure the secondhand weight of his bad decisions and mistakes. 
 
    “A guy I was locked up with got released,” he finally said. “The thing is, he was serving life without parole. Now, he’s a member of the Second Advent.” 
 
    Jess nodded slowly. “They have their own release program. They take into account good behavior and put a lot of emphasis on work done within their religious education programs inside prisons.” 
 
    “This man was a killer,” said Will. “A rapist. A super supremacist. And now he’s part of their clergy, with people calling him Brother?” 
 
    Jess’s hands tightened on his. When she brought her eyes back up, there was an unexpected hardness in her expression. 
 
    “Sweetie,” she said. “I know how difficult it must be for you to see other people you might have had issues with here, on the outside. But you have to let it go. It’s easy to fall back into old patterns if you aren’t careful.” 
 
    “That’s not what this is,” he said, shaking his head. “This man is—” 
 
    “Someone who served their time, just like you,” she said. “I’ll keep an eye out for any new villain activity in the area, I promise. A close eye. But you have to understand… Just imagine if someone in the Champion Authority came to me with these same concerns about you, just because of how complicated your past was. Would that be fair to you?” 
 
    “No, but that’s me,” he said with a laugh. “Completely different situation.” 
 
    “Thank you for the heads up,” she said. Her fingers laced through his, and she stared at him, eyes full of affection. She hadn’t heard a word he’d said, though he couldn’t exactly fault her for her reasons. 
 
    Jess’s phone buzzed. She smiled apologetically as she picked it up, read the message, and set it back down. 
 
    “Emergency?” he asked. 
 
    “Police want a consult on some minor case,” she said. “Nothing that would take priority over spending the night with you after you went through all the effort of cooking such a delicious meal.” 
 
    An idea struck him that was a little too interesting to pass up. “I actually was thinking about meeting up with a friend later tonight, but I could always cancel?” 
 
    “Absolutely not!” Jess grinned at him. “Might this friend be of the fairer sex?” 
 
    He opened his mouth to deny it and found his face heating up a bit. Jess laughed and started clearing their plates. 
 
    “I knew it!” she said. “There is a girl, after all. You be safe tonight, mister.” 
 
    “I always am.” 
 
    “Let me guess — you went into cooking tonight with the thought of sweeping her off her feet with chicken wings and wine.” 
 
    He chuckled. “Something like that.” 
 
    “It’s a brilliant combo, by the way. The Chardonnay really pairs with the teriyaki sauce.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Will tried to get a head start on Relic, but it’s hard to travel faster than someone with a cloak that gives them flight. He packed everything he needed into his bag, left under the guise of meeting up with his friend, and took a taxi to the police station. 
 
    He put on his costume and waited on top of the next building over, a commercial unit that was empty at night. Relic landed on the sidewalk outside, startling a homeless man curled up in a sleeping bag underneath a nearby awning.  
 
    Will saw no reason to approach her right away. He waited, letting her finish her consultation, and made his move as she came back outside. He whistled and then waved, drawing her attention up to where he stood on the rooftop. 
 
    Relic leapt into the air, landing in front of him in a single bound. Will had forgotten how intimidating she could be in person, or perhaps he’d just never been on the receiving end of this particular intensity of glare before. 
 
    “Relic,” he said, voice gruff and disguised. He’d been practicing after realizing how critical having a good voice in costume would end up being. 
 
    “I’ve been looking for you,” said Relic. “We have unfinished business.” 
 
    Will held his hands up, appealing for peace. Jess might not listen to his concerns over Chauffeur, but he was willing to bet that he could concoct a reason for her to go after him as his masked self. He’d have to be careful to keep from saying it in a way that would draw suspicion toward his mundane identity, however. 
 
    “I—” 
 
    A single syllable was all he got before she was rushing toward him. She seized him by the shoulders and yanked him into the air. The actual air — she was using her cloak to fly them upward. Will bit back on the urge to scream as he saw the rooftops and buildings shrinking underneath him. 
 
    “You can either surrender, or fall,” said Relic. “I’m not playing games tonight.” 
 
    He wasn’t a fan of either option, but he especially wasn’t interested in having her double down on the threat by lifting him higher. Desperate times called for desperate measures. 
 
    Sorry, Jess. 
 
    He turned his head sideways and bit down on her hand. Relic yelped and let go on one side. He caught briefly as his cape tugged and slipped out of the hold on her other hand, and then he was plummeting toward the ground. 
 
    He’d been perhaps six, seven stories up. He hit the side of a building from the forward momentum, smashing against a window frame hard enough to send cracks through the reinforced window. From there, he landed atop a dumpster, closed, thankfully, and bounced to the hard cement.  
 
    His wrist was broken, along with one of his legs. Both were relatively easy to mend, though he crawled into a hiding spot between two cars before getting started. Relic landed near where she’d initially dropped him, not having seen his moment of impact. 
 
    “I’ll find you,” she called, from a distance. “This is my city. I’m not letting you drag it deeper into ruin and decay.” 
 
    What a terrifying woman. He grinned even as he felt that first horrible upswing of post-adrenaline pain and got to work on mending his broken bones. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Attempt number three. Jess wouldn’t listen to Will. Relic wouldn’t listen to parkour pants. Would the Champion Authority listen to the media? 
 
    Will chose WLSC News specifically because of an encounter he’d had more than five years ago with a reporter who’d seemed fairly passionate and knowledgeable about the job. Greg Daniels had once told him that he, Lockpick, would go on to do great things. 
 
    Great things, indeed. 
 
    Greg was still at his desk despite the late hour, which was perfect since it meant that Will could tap on the glass from the fire escape. He had to do it a few times even after the man noticed and became distracted by the noise. He moved as far away from the window as he could and held his arms out to the side. 
 
    “Greg Daniels,” said Will gruffly. 
 
    “Look, it was a one-time thing,” said Greg. “I swear! I’m divorced, she told me that she was, too. Why would I question that? It’s not like we were—” 
 
    “It’s not about that,” he said. “Super stuff.” 
 
    “Oh.” Greg squinted at him. “Ah. Right. I didn’t see the cape. Bad eyes in the dark. Let me get my notebook.” 
 
    The reporter had a definite spring in his step as he ran back to his desk, grabbing his notebook and pen, and then hurried back to the window. “Can I ask who I’m speaking with? You’re not one of the local supers, are you?” 
 
    “I’m not super,” said Will. “I’m…” What had Relic said, again? “I’m here to fight against what’s wrong with this city. Ruin. Decay.” 
 
    “Right, right,” said Greg. “So… Go ahead. Hit me with the juice. Thank you, by the way, for choosing my humble window to tap upon this beautiful night.” 
 
  

 
   
    CHAPTER 39 
 
      
 
    Will was sore in half a dozen places and ready for his night to be over as he arrived back at the house, out of costume. He took his phone out of his bag, frowning at three missed calls and a voicemail from Avery. He listened to the voicemail as he slipped into the living room as quietly as he could. 
 
    “I’ve given it a lot of thought,” said an extremely drunk Avery. “A looooooot of thought. I’m not stupid. I thought… maybe I could make myself be alright with it. Understand where you’re coming from. But I just can’t. I know what you’ve been up to, you bastard. You really thought you could sneak it by me?” 
 
    What he’d been up to. How the hell had she found out? He’d only gone out in costume twice, but then again, she was his probation officer. She kept talking, but she was drunker than Will had ever heard before, and the next ten seconds or so of the message was impossible for him to decipher.  
 
    “Why did I even call you? You don’t deserve a chance to explain. I’m… taking a long bath and going to sleep.” 
 
    Will immediately tried to call her the back. She didn’t pick up. He tried again, to no avail, and then tried not to worry, also to no avail. The idea of Avery in the bathtub, boozed up and emotional and probably still drinking, was a recipe for disaster. 
 
    She’d mentioned the name of the hotel in her drunken rambling. He ran up to his room and searched for the Fairington Inn and Spa Services. It was in Fairington, surprise, surprise, about a forty-minute drive. 
 
    Jess was still out for the night, but she was flying around as Relic. Her car was in the driveway. If he could find her keys… 
 
    He hurried back downstairs and tried the likely locations. The pockets of her jacket, kitchen counter, dining room table. No luck. He was cursing to himself when he heard Rue clear her throat behind him. 
 
    “What are you doing?” she asked. 
 
    “I was…” He didn’t want to lie to her, but it was hard to explain the situation without tiptoeing around the secret of his nighttime escapades. Then again, if Avery knew, it wouldn’t be a secret for much longer. 
 
    “You were what?” asked Rue. 
 
    “Avery might be in trouble,” he said. “She’s really drunk and hysterical, and doing stupid stuff at a CA conference.” 
 
    “How drunk?” 
 
    “Babbling and incoherent,” said Will.  “She said something about taking a bath, I just…” 
 
    “Goddammit, Avery,” muttered Rue. 
 
    “I was looking for Jess’s keys to go check up on her.” 
 
    Rue walked over to a hook on the wall that Will had missed, next to the front door. She pulled down a set of keys. “You’re probably right to be worried. You know where she is?” 
 
    “I have the name of the hotel. I figured I’d ask at the front desk.” 
 
    “Good enough for me,” said Rue. She tossed him the keys. “I’m coming with you.” 
 
    “We should probably let Jess know first.” 
 
    “Do you have your license?” asked Rue. 
 
    “I… did, but it’s expired.” 
 
    “Then let’s not tell Jess until after because I don’t have mine, either.” 
 
    Rue hurried out to the car. Her haste, combined with the fact that she was taking his concerns seriously, fed into his own sense of worry. He drove fast, barreling down the highway at excessive speed. Rue spent most of the ride trying to call Avery without ever getting through, cursing her out a little more with each failed attempt. 
 
    The Fairington Inn was a swanky hotel well out of Will’s current affordability. He and Rue hurried into the lobby. Several supers in costume, presumably fresh back from the conference, milled about, some chatting, some flirting, a few signing autographs. 
 
    “Hi,” said Will, to the concierge. “My sister is in a hotel room here. I’m going to need you to tell me what the number is.” 
 
    The concierge, a clean-shaven young man with a painted-on smile, shook his head. “I’m sorry, sir, but we can’t give out the room number of a guest without express permission from the guest in question.” 
 
    “She’s been drinking a lot,” said Will. “She might be in danger. Avery Sorling. Just look it up.” 
 
    He gestured to the computer in the concierge’s desk and gave him a hard look, the kind that would have vacated a cafeteria table back in prison. 
 
    “I am deeply sorry, sir, but I can’t do that,” said the concierge. “It is against company policy.” 
 
    “Against company policy?” Will smiled coldly and leaned forward over the desk. “Let me tell you what’s going to happen right now. You’re—” 
 
    “Come on!” Rue grabbed his arm and yanked him toward the elevator. “We’re good. She just texted it to me. Sorry about my brother, he’s… a little intense.” 
 
    They climbed in the elevator. Will shot Rue a look. 
 
    “I used my power,” she said, smirking. “Each of the rooms has a hidden security camera in the bedroom. Her bag was on her bed. Well, hopefully it’s hers. This will be awkward if someone else has that exact bag.” 
 
    “She wasn’t in the room?” he asked. 
 
    “I think she was in the bathroom,” said Rue, worry coming back into her voice. 
 
    They all but sprinted down the hallway, passing a few more supers in costume on the way. A hero with a blue and gold color scheme and impressive biceps was carrying an older woman with a modern, black and grey costume aesthetic off to do… super things. 
 
    Will took out his penknife and opened Avery’s door in a single, smooth motion. He bolted inside, heading straight to repeat the procedure on the bathroom door. Rue stopped him as he went to open it. 
 
    “At least try knocking here,” she said, banging her fist on the wood. “Avery? It’s me and LP. Are you okay? You’re kind of scaring the shit out of us.” 
 
    Silence of a horrible variety. Abruptly, Will found that he didn’t want to open that door anymore. He was nearly paralyzed by what he might find behind it. 
 
    “I’m in the tub,” mumbled Avery. “Leave me to my despair in peace.” 
 
    Rue sighed and brought a hand to her chest. Will gave her a hug, feeling so grateful that she’d come along to help. 
 
    “I’ll go in and talk to her,” said Rue. “We can relax now, I think.” 
 
  

 
   
    CHAPTER 40 
 
      
 
    Rue slipped into the bathroom, and Will left her and Avery to discuss the situation in private. There were two beds in the room, and he settled down on one and began browsing the free channels provided by the Fairington Inn. 
 
    Truth be told, he needed a distraction. He’d been so relieved that Avery was alive and breathing that he’d overlooked what she’d said to him on the voicemail to begin with. She claimed to know what he’d been hiding from her, and now she was in the bathroom with Rue, no doubt bringing her in on the secret. 
 
    His only hope was to find a way to make them understand. Find a way to keep them from telling Jess. Though either way, his nightly outings were probably over for good. As much as he felt the need to investigate Chauffeur, to root out evil that only he could see and recognize for what it was, he wasn’t about to do it if it meant choosing vigilantism over his family. 
 
    He was midway into an episode of an animated comedy show when the bathroom door finally opened and Rue and Avery came out. Avery was clad in a fluffy bathrobe, presumably provided by the hotel, and she stood united with Rue, who watched him with narrowed eyes. 
 
    “You left important details out when you were explaining this situation to me,” said Rue. 
 
    “We were in a rush.” He winced and shrugged. “I thought getting to her took priority over the nitty gritty.” 
 
    “The nitty gritty?” snapped Avery. She jabbed a finger at his chest, wavering on her feet. “You asshole!” 
 
    “Seriously, LP,” said Rue. “I can’t believe you.” 
 
    He ran his hands through his hair, trying to find the words to explain it to them. They didn’t understand what prison was like. What it had turned him into. He’d barely even felt he had a choice. Chauffeur would have come after him if he hadn’t taken the initiative. 
 
    “I… should have used better judgment,” he said. 
 
    “Better judgment?” shouted Avery. “You fuck my ex-girlfriend, and that’s all you have to say for yourself?” 
 
    Will stared at her blankly. He looked toward Rue, still mean-mugging him. 
 
    “Uh…” He shook his head. “That’s what you’re upset about?” 
 
    Avery roared and tried to leap at him. Rue grabbed her around the waist and pulled back. Avery’s robe slipped open, and Will tried to respectfully de-escalate the situation without enjoying the view of her small, pale breasts. 
 
    “I didn’t have sex with Gracie,” he said. “That’s a fact!” 
 
    Avery kept straining to get to him, Rue still holding her back. 
 
    “I don’t believe you!” shouted Avery. 
 
    “It’s the truth!” he snapped. He looked to Rue, furrowing his brow. “Seriously. I didn’t.” 
 
    Avery calmed down over the course of the next minute, and Rue helped her sit down on the other bed. Will folded his arms, trying to get a sense of what to say, how to handle the situation without reinflaming the drama. 
 
    “The only thing that happened at my last session with Gracie was me telling her a story,” he said. 
 
    “A story?” asked Rue. 
 
    “She’s into supervillains,” he said. “I told her about one of me and Halberd’s misadventures.” 
 
    It was the truth, far more innocent than Avery had in mind, but it still felt strange admitting it to them. He hadn’t spoken much with Rue or Avery or even Jess about what his life with Halberd was actually like. It would have been harder to talk openly with them about it, harder than it was to disclose the details to a near stranger. 
 
    “Hold on,” said Rue, crossing her arms. “If you didn’t fool around with Gracie, then what was it that you thought Avery was upset about? You seemed to think you knew what she was talking about.” 
 
    He made a show of sighing and giving her a meaningful look. “Remember the other night? Not really something I wanted my probation officer to know about.” 
 
    “Oh.” Rue winced. “Well, you could have just said so.” 
 
    “What happened the other night?” mumbled Avery. 
 
    “LP got into a fight with some guy he has a beef with,” provided Rue. 
 
    “William Sorling! You should know better than to…” Avery paused to let out a burp and shake her head. “Hold on. We’re getting off topic. If you didn’t do anything with Gracie, then why was she being so coy about your sessions when I last spoke to her?” 
 
    “There was a… small mishap,” he said. “In my first session. Look, I will be completely honest. Two plus years in prison leaves a guy really sensitive, even when it comes to things like massages.” 
 
    Rue and Avery shared a curious glance. 
 
    “What are you saying, exactly?” asked Rue. 
 
    He leaned back on his elbows, sensing that there was no way around admitting it. “You know how guns sometimes just go off by accident, for no real reason?” 
 
    “Oh,” said Rue. “Wait, do you mean… Oh!” 
 
    “By accident!” cried Avery. “That’s awfully convenient! You really expect me to believe that?” 
 
    “Um…” Rue set a hand on her shoulder. “I mean, sometimes it happens. You can’t always stop yourself when you’re, you know… on the verge.” 
 
    Avery exhaled through her nose but didn’t push the point. She walked over to her overnight bag and pulled out her flask. Rue intercepted her, gently taking the alcohol from Avery’s hands and passing it to Will, who took a small sip for the sake of his own sanity. 
 
    “But it still happened,” said Avery sulkily. 
 
    “You hadn’t even told me that she was your ex at that point,” said Will. “I would have been more careful if I’d known.” 
 
    “It’s not something that you just drop into casual conversation,” said Avery.  
 
    “Well, I am sorry, for what it’s worth.” He shifted to the other bed, sitting down next to Avery. It was strange to see her so jealous and emotional. “You still care about her, don’t you?” 
 
    Avery blinked, looking at him like he was an idiot. Will glanced toward Rue, who sighed and shook her head as if he’d missed the punchline to an obvious joke. 
 
    “I really care about you, stupid,” said Avery. “I love you, LP. But with that said, this is also so not about you. Gracie and I had a toxic breakup. She stole my happiness, my confidence… part of my identity when it ended between us.” 
 
    “I thought you seemed pretty friendly with her,” he said. 
 
    “Sure, we’re ‘friends’ again, but the wounds are still there. It’s this mindfuck on her part… trying to make you available for her emotional needs just because she thinks she can. To prove that she can, to both herself and to me.” 
 
    “Sounds complicated,” he said. 
 
    “You have no idea. Just promise me that I’ll always come first?” 
 
    “I promise.” He put an arm around her. “You, Rue, and Jess will always come first.” 
 
    He held his other arm out, and saw Rue make an attempt at acting as though she was too cool for a group hug before sliding into place next to him. It was nice, the kind of simple, intimate moment that Will had taken for granted before prison and thought he’d never get again after. 
 
    “Is there any gin left?” asked Rue. 
 
    Will chuckled and passed her the flask. They settled into the beds over the next few minutes, Rue and Avery taking one and leaving him with the other. Avery rented a movie for them, insisting that the Champion Authority paid for all hotel room extras up to fifty dollars. 
 
    He got up to go to the bathroom an hour or so later, stepping quietly, thinking he was the only one left awake. When he came back out into the room, Avery stood next to his bed. 
 
    “Rue’s asleep,” she whispered. 
 
    “It’s late,” he said quietly. “She’s probably had a long day.” 
 
    Avery was a small woman, and if it hadn’t been for her mannerisms and personality, the depth of her expressions, he might have forgotten that she was older than him. She wore a shiny pink camisole, bare legs, and just the tiniest hint of white panties poking out underneath.  
 
    He walked over to his bed, which was the same as walking up to her given where she stood. Avery was smiling, but she seemed to have sobered up a fair amount from earlier in the night. Odd that the situation felt no less dangerous, no less volatile. 
 
    “You heading back to bed?” asked Avery. 
 
    “Are you?” 
 
    She flashed one of those interesting smiles of hers and took a seat on his bed, crossing one leg over the other. Her toenails were painted a shade of red that matched her hair. 
 
    “I want to know more about this supposed manly accident of yours,” she said. “I didn’t want to ask too much in front of Rue. She’s still innocent about those sorts of things.” 
 
    It took a massive well of effort on Will’s behalf to keep from outright laughing. “I wouldn’t be so sure about that.” 
 
    “Come.” Avery patted the seat next to her. “Paint the scene for me. You and Gracie, in her massage room. Clothes off, candles lit. That, in itself, would be enough to get most men excited, despite her having put on a few pounds over the past year.” 
 
    “Spoken like a true ex.” He eyed the spot beside Avery, eyes darting to Rue, who hadn’t moved. “Are you sure you want to get into this?” 
 
    “You’re telling me everything, one way or another.” Avery patted the bed again, more forcefully this time around. “Details, little brother. Was it during the massage? Were you on your front or your back?” 
 
    “On my back.” He smiled a little as he eased onto the bed, stretching out as he had in Gracie’s office. 
 
    Your move, Avery. 
 
    “And just where was she massaging?” she asked. 
 
    “All over. It was chakra release, or something. Not just a regular massage. Shoulders, back, chest, thighs…” 
 
    Avery ran a hand up the inside of his leg, and Will felt the memory of Gracie replaying in tandem with her touch. She stopped and made a rolling gesture with her hand. 
 
    “Take your shirt off,” she said. “I’ll give you a massage if you walk me through everything Gracie did.” 
 
    Fuck. Avery still had no idea about his tattoos, and he strongly preferred keeping it that way. He’d set himself up for this, perfectly ensnared by his own trap. 
 
    “This is ridiculous,” he said. “No.” 
 
    “What? You don’t want a massage?” 
 
    “In this frigid hotel room, from an amateur, with no massage oil or incentive to do it properly? No, I suppose I don’t.” 
 
    “Where is this sudden rebelliousness coming from?” asked Avery. She grabbed a pillow and flipped it into his face. Will knocked it sideways, but she’d already moved to straddle him. 
 
    She set her hands on the bottom hem of his t-shirt, preparing to pull it up and over his head, despite his refusal. Will grabbed her wrists. He was strong. If he didn’t want her to take his shirt off, she wouldn’t be taking it off. 
 
    Avery seemed to sense the shift in him, though she couldn’t have understood it. Not really. A wicked smile came across her face, and she slid her index fingers into the waistband of his boxers instead. 
 
    “Are you sure you don’t want to give me the details?” she whispered. 
 
    He felt himself getting hard even before she’d touched anywhere interesting. Avery only made the threat, tugging them and shifting them, but not pulling them all the way down. She wasn’t crazy, and they both knew there were limits. There had to be limits. 
 
    “This is revenge for the beach, I take it?” he said. 
 
    “Maybe. I was offering a massage, after all, and you gave me quite the massage while I was tanning.” 
 
    She pursed her lips and winked at him before leaning in closer and gently blowing air onto the generous bulge he’d developed from her teasing. He could still feel it through the fabric, but the real danger was how it drew his attention to her lips, her mouth, the incredible warmth that lay within. 
 
    He reached down and started to take his boxers off. Avery snorted and rolled her eyes as if it was a joke. Her expression turned to something close to shock as she realized an instant later that he was serious. 
 
    “What are you doing?” she hissed, fighting a smile. 
 
    She grabbed his wrists and attempted to pin them back to the pillow. He let her, feeling like maybe he’d taken this weird game of teasing too far. Avery was stretched out on the bed next to him now, and after taking a second to let the moment die down, she grabbed one of the blankets and pulled it back over him. 
 
    “We should go to bed,” she whispered. 
 
    “Probably,” he said. “Can I have a goodnight hug?” 
 
    She’d already started to get up. Slowly, Avery turned around, lit from behind by the moon’s pale light through the window. She stared at him for the span of three heartbeats, and then climbed back into the bed, sliding toward him. 
 
    Too much teasing had occurred for Will to do anything other than grab her and pull her to him. He kissed her on the lips. She kissed back, open mouthed and greedy. His hands ran over her like he was trying to smooth out the curves, cupping her fun-sized tits, palming her very palmable ass.  
 
    She whispered something he couldn’t make out as he started kissing her neck, overloading her with the sensation. This was revenge for the little air-blowing thing she’d done before, the complete and utter tease of it. 
 
    He got his thumb in and pulled her panties down. They slid down, just like that. So did his boxers. A warning alarm was sounding somewhere in his mind as he shifted on top of her, yanking the blanket along to keep them both covered. 
 
    “Oh…” moaned Avery. Her eyes were distant, fluttering, both in the moment and out of it. 
 
    Will pressed his cock forward. She was completely shaved, and it only took half a second of probing to find the entrance, the angle. He saw Jess’s face instead of Avery’s, for whatever reason, as he started to push in. Jess’s face hollowed by disappointment, Jess’s face dripping with tears. 
 
    “Oh God!” Avery bucked, hips rising to meet the slow easing of his shaft. 
 
    Rue coughed.  
 
    Whatever spell had previously held them broke in that instant. There was always the urge to keep on keeping on when it came to sex and interruptions. This was more like a break-in from an armed militia, terrorists holding them at gunpoint and threatening to upend their lives. They were both silent and still, listening for the breathing of Rue in the next bed over. 
 
    Avery slid back. The warmth that had just been encasing the tip of Will’s erection vanished, but she grabbed it right away, holding gently, but firmly. He got the sense that it was to make sure that she was aware of what he was doing with it. 
 
    Will leaned forward against her, his lust suddenly building again as he kissed her neck and lips. Lips, which he noted, were no longer kissing him back. He felt such a debt of shame that the only thing keeping him from grabbing his clothes and heading out the door was Avery’s hand on his cock, a tight, sensual grip. 
 
    She gave it a small squeeze, the way she used to pat him on the butt after encounters with supervillains. Good job, LP, or you’ll do better next time, I know you will! Her thumb ran over the tip, pulling back and letting the stickiness to pull outward into a small string. 
 
    And that was that. Will let out a very manful grunt as the pleasure domed him in the head. Avery was still underneath him, still in the line of fire. She hissed through her teeth and wiggled a little as he generated a massive, sticky mess on her stomach. 
 
    “Gross,” she whispered. 
 
    “You’re the one who wanted the full details,” he said. “I’d say you just about got them.” 
 
    “I’d say so,” she muttered. “Did you come this much for Gracie?” 
 
    He blinked. “Jesus, Avery.” 
 
    “Didn’t think so.” She grinned and cupped his cheek in her hand. “Thanks.” 
 
    “You’re welcome,” he said. 
 
    “I love you.” 
 
    “I love you, too.” 
 
    She kissed him on the lips, though it was just a peck compared to their earlier efforts. Will rolled sideways as she slid from the bed, pulling off her ruined camisole and tossing it to the floor. Avery turned to look at him one last time, topless and smiling, and then strode to the bathroom and shut the door. 
 
  

 
   
    CHAPTER 41 
 
      
 
    “LP! Get dressed. Like, now!” 
 
    Will groaned and opened his eyes. The hotel bed was surprisingly comfortable, but there was a wet spot he had to avoid… from last night. Rue was already up and dressed, pulling on her shoes and looking annoyed. 
 
    “Now?” he muttered. 
 
    “Now, now!” said Rue. “Mom has been blowing up my phone for the past ten minutes. We are so screwed.” 
 
    Will checked his own phone, only to find that the battery had died sometime during the night. He ran a hand over his face, sparing a glance for Avery, still asleep and snoring quietly, one leg dangling out from underneath the blanket. 
 
    Rue flung his pants at him. He caught them and hurriedly pulled them on, hopping toward the door. He stopped and came back around to make an attempt at saying goodbye to Avery, but her only response was an unintelligible mumble. 
 
    “She’ll be fine,” said Rue. “I talked to her late last night.” 
 
    “You did?” Will frowned at that. Rue had fallen asleep early and presumably been asleep during his and Avery’s dangerous playtime. 
 
    “She admitted that she may have overreacted and promised me she’d be more careful about how much she was drinking.” 
 
    Rue tugged him into the hallway by the hand. He walked fast, almost sprinting toward the elevator, thoughts moving at the speed of molasses. Was that all they’d talked about? Or had a few other recent illicit events risen to the fore?  
 
    “Okay,” said Rue, as they got into the elevator. “Hit me with your best excuse.” 
 
    “How about we tell her the truth and go from there?” 
 
    They climbed into the elevator and pressed the button for the ground floor. 
 
    “Genius,” said Rue. “Except for the fact that Avery asked me not to tell Jess about how much she was drinking last night. You know how she can be.” 
 
    “Is she unjustified? Avery was shitfaced when she called me and talking like she was going to pull a Sylvia Plath in the tub.” 
 
    “Sylvia Plath stuck her head in an oven.” 
 
    “Whatever,” said Will. 
 
    “I promised Avery I wouldn’t mention the drinking,” said Rue. “Now, come on. Use that devious supervillain brain of yours to give us a bulletproof alibi.” 
 
    The elevator doors opened, and they hurried through the lobby. 
 
    “I got one,” he said. “You were with a boy last night. He started getting aggressive. You didn’t feel safe, so you left, but you were—” 
 
    “No good,” said Rue. “She’d be just as angry about me getting a boyfriend without talking to her first as she would be about Avery drinking.” 
 
    “I’m not talking about a boyfriend, just some guy you were hanging out with.” 
 
    “I don’t just hang out with guys like that, LP,” she said. “What kind of girl do you think I am?” 
 
    “That’s one of those loaded questions that I will strategically choose not to answer.” 
 
    She punched him in the shoulder as they reached the car. Will climbed into the driver’s seat, tapping his fingers on the steering wheel. 
 
    “What if we both just stay silent?” suggested Rue. 
 
    “I’ve tried it before. It just left room for her imagination to come up with even worse scenarios than the truth.” 
 
    Most of the drive home continued in a similar fashion, with the last ten minutes a Jeopardy style speed round of ridiculous, implausible scenarios. They eventually settled on an excuse close to the truth, minus Avery’s meltdown, with the addition of their phones both coincidentally dying overnight. Will felt less than optimistic about their odds. 
 
    He expected Jess to be waiting for them in the living room with a glare that could melt steel even without her circlet. Instead, they found her in the kitchen, slowly unloading the dishwasher as she stared at the screen of her laptop. 
 
    “We’re still gathering as many details and individual accounts as possible, but we do have a working profile of Lancaster City’s newest super-threat,” said the caster, an older man with grey sideburns. “According to WLSC’s own Greg Daniels, the villain calls himself Decay and appears to be a male between the ages of eighteen and fifty-five with a dark demeanor and an indeterminate power.” 
 
    There was a sketch up in the corner of the screen. Will had to work to keep his jaw from dropping open. Some of his, or the sketch’s face was visible, though the features were generic and simplified. Aside from the style of the hood and mask, nothing about it was even close to correct. 
 
    The sketch more implied the specifics of the face, rather than confirming them. With that said, Will got the sense of a crooked nose, a rough scar or fold across one cheek, older, leathery features, and a weirdly angular chin. It couldn’t have looked less like him even if the artist had intentionally tried to inverse his appearance. 
 
    “I ran into this bastard,” said Jess. “I’m glad the media’s finally giving him some attention. I actually think he might be stalking me.” 
 
    “Stalking you?” snapped Will. “You seriously think he’s… I mean, why would he be stalking you?” 
 
    Jess grew uncomfortable. “The why doesn’t matter. I encountered him twice in one week, so I suppose it could be bad luck. I just have an odd feeling about him.” 
 
    “What’s his power?” asked Rue. 
 
    Jess shook her head. “I still don’t know. It makes him even more dangerous if anything. I might have to put in a few extra patrols over the next few days.” 
 
    “That sucks,” said Will. He tried to casually set her car keys down on the kitchen table and pivot toward his room.  
 
    Jess wasn’t having it. 
 
    “So,” she said. “Just where were the two of you last night? More importantly, where was my car, and what in the world were you thinking, taking it without asking?” 
 
    “Uh…” Will glanced at Rue, not wanting to be the one to start off. She gave him a pleading look, so he took a breath and continued. “Avery had a hotel room with an expense budget paid for by the Champion Authority.” 
 
    “You drove out to Fairington to hang out in Avery’s hotel room?” said Jess skeptically. “And you didn’t think to ask me first if it was alright to use my car?” 
 
    “I tried calling you,” said Rue. “You didn’t pick up.” 
 
    She’d told Will that she had, in fact, tried calling Jess earlier that evening, for another reason. In his opinion, the more truth they could weave into the lie, the better. 
 
    “That’s no excuse,” said Jess. “I had no idea what’d happened. I was up the wall with worry! I even started thinking that some supervillain might have stolen the car, taken you both hostage.” 
 
    Will chuckled a bit at that, but Jess’s narrowed eyes were enough to silence him. 
 
    “I can’t just let you off with a warning,” said Jess. “Extra chores today, both of you. Will, I want you to clean the kitchen and vacuum the living room. Rue, basement and bathroom. Be sure to use disinfectant on the sink’s drain.” 
 
    “That’s seems like a little bit—” Will cut off as Rue gave him a warning kick in the leg. Jess was already heading back upstairs, and he waited until she was out of earshot before addressing his co-conspirator. “You think this is fair?” 
 
    “Absolutely,” said Rue. 
 
    “I’ll admit that it was rash for us to borrow her car like we did, but come on. We’re adults. There’s only so much she can do to punish us.” 
 
    “She’s Relic,” said Rue seriously. “She could do just about anything to punish us if she really wanted to.” 
 
    “Fair point. Thanks, by the way.” 
 
    Rue furrowed her brow. “For what?” 
 
    “For helping in the first place. I was really worried about her last night.” 
 
    Rue came over and leaned against the kitchen counter. “So was I. Avery’s tough, probably one of the toughest women I know, but it’s all on the outside. When it comes to more emotional stuff… love and relationships… she’s pretty sensitive.” 
 
    “I never really knew that about her before I left,” said Will.  
 
    He felt an urge to ask about what Rue had said, specifically how she didn’t hang out with boys. Part of Will was strangely gladdened by that, like he got a chance to have her all to himself as a sister at a time when he could really use the company. But that same selfish impulse also made him feel a bit guilty, and moreover, it made him feel sorry for her. 
 
    She was nineteen. She should have been hanging out with boys, getting to know what it meant to date, to open up to other people. It was admittedly different for supers, though, even more so for them, having grown up on a mentor team within this artificial but real family environment. 
 
    “Why are you staring at me, LP?” asked Rue. 
 
    “Because you’re awesome,” he said. “Let’s hang out and play video games or something later.” 
 
    “Would ‘or something’ include…” She gave him a shy shrug. “Well, you know.” 
 
    “I don’t have the new update yet, but I’m still down if you are.” 
 
    She grinned. “Good. I need to make sure I, um… keep my account active.” 
 
    She hurried off to her room, walking with what looked like an extra bounce in her step. He surveyed the kitchen, taking stock of how much work cleaning it would truly be. Jess had left her laptop open, and they had the sketch of Decay up on the screen again. It looked nothing like him. Honestly, it looked more like… Chauffeur. Almost. Close enough. 
 
    “Now there’s an idea,” he muttered. 
 
  

 
   
    CHAPTER 42 
 
      
 
    After doing a quick but meticulous job of cleaning the living room and kitchen, Will made the best pineapple banana smoothie within his juicing ability and gently knocked on the door to Jess’s room. 
 
    “What is it?” she called. 
 
    “Peace offering,” he said. “Or to be accurate, part one of my peace offering.” 
 
    He opened the door. Jess lay on her stomach in bed, reading a book, a loose grey summer blouse over tight black leggings. Her blonde hair was pulled back into a ponytail, which she flipped over one shoulder as she rolled onto her side. 
 
    “You don’t need to give me a peace offering,” she said. “We aren’t at war. I wasn’t mad at you before, Will. Just disappointed.” 
 
    Oof. She was being honest, but disappointing her was so much worse. 
 
    “I’m really sorry,” he said. 
 
    Jess turned to sit on the bed, gesturing him to come closer. He set the smoothie down on her nightstand. She took both his hands into hers, squeezing and looking up at him, face serious—and seriously worried. 
 
    “You’re on probation,” she said. “Sure, Avery is your probation officer, but even she can only give you so much leeway. Did you think I didn’t know that Rue doesn’t have her license, and neither do you?” 
 
    He drooped, wishing that real life had an undo button. 
 
    “I don’t want to lose you again, Will,” whispered Jess. “I just got you back! Promise me you’ll be smarter in the future.” 
 
    “I promise.” 
 
    She grabbed the smoothie and took a sip. “Part one is delicious. What’s part two?” 
 
    She was smiling, and seeing that was enough for his spirits to do a 180. “Part two is a lunch date. Me and you. I have a place in mind that I really used to love, and I want to see if it’s still as good as I remember.” 
 
    Jess laughed. “You don’t have to do that. As far as I’m concerned, just having you listen and think about what you did wrong is apology enough.” 
 
    “Please?” He sat down next to her and put an arm around her. “I’ll have to go alone if you say no, and it’s no fun to eat by myself.” 
 
    “You’re serious?” Jess looked as though she was trying to hide her smile. “What happened to that friend of yours you mentioned yesterday?” 
 
    “I’d ask her, but she’s not as pretty as you are.” 
 
    “You sweet talker.” She leaned her shoulder into him. “If you’re sure, I would love to go get lunch with you. Mind if I take a minute to get ready?” 
 
    “Take all the time you need.” 
 
    It was close to half an hour later when she finally met him downstairs. She’d let her hair down, dirty blonde and glossy and beautiful across her shoulders. Her dress was a flirty summer one, black with a white diamond pattern and a neckline that just barely hinted at cleavage. 
 
    It was hard to tell whether or not she’d done her makeup. Jess always looked ten years younger than her age, if not fifteen. She stopped as she reached the bottom step, seeming a bit shy and lifting a foot to wag a sandal at him. 
 
    “Well?” she said. “Too much? Too little? You can still back out if your girlfriend changed her mind.” 
 
    “You’re my girlfriend for the afternoon,” he said. 
 
    “Easy there, mister!” she said, grinning. 
 
    He offered her his arm like the courtly gentleman he was, and with the slightest hesitation, she slid hers through it, patting his bicep with her free hand.  
 
    They took her car. He would have offered to drive, but it seemed a bad idea now that she knew about his license. They drove into the city and found a spot next to a park near the sandwich shop, which he spent much of the ride talking up—almost as though they were on a real date. 
 
    The park was also just two blocks away from the Second Advent’s church. Was it wrong to use Jess like that? Probably. But it was also doing her a favor, getting her to take Chauffeur seriously as the threat he was. He had tried to warn her, after all. 
 
    “That looks good,” said Jess. They’d gotten their sandwiches and were slowly walking through the park. “What’s on it?” 
 
    “Roast beef, bacon, mushrooms, special sauce,” he said. “The works.” 
 
    “Can I have a bite?” 
 
    He grinned and held the sandwich. She tried to take it into her hands, but he held firm. She shot him a playful glare but eventually took a small nibble with him still holding it out. 
 
    “Not bad,” she said.  
 
    “Do you want to sit down? There’s a free bench over there.” 
 
    “I’m down for… whatever,” she said, with a shrug. 
 
    Will laughed. He put his arm around her and started leading her toward the bench. 
 
    “How long has it been since you went on a date?” he asked. 
 
    She scoffed and gently elbowed him in the ribs. “That is a rude question to ask a lady. Besides, this isn’t a…” 
 
    He leaned in and kissed her on the cheek before she could finish. Jess grinned, blushing, but clearly pleased. 
 
    “Not a date,” he said. “Got it. Probably better that way. It means I can get away with more.” 
 
    “I think I let you get away with far too much already,” she said.  
 
    They sat down. They were both mostly finished eating and just sat holding hands and people-watching. That wasn’t unusual, he told himself. They’d always been familiar and affectionate with each other before he’d left.  
 
    It was much easier and far less complicated to look at it through that lens, to ignore the other night of cuddling on the couch, his dream, and finishing the movie. She was right. She let him get away with far too much. 
 
    “Do you want to go for a walk?” he asked. “I don’t really want to head home just yet.” 
 
    “Neither do I,” she said. “Lead on.” 
 
    He did his best to act as if he was simply strolling wherever the urge took him. As if he hadn’t carefully examined the schedule of the church’s employees and timed everything just so. He was having fun with Jess, and it wasn’t hard to smile and enjoy the company of a beautiful woman while guiding her down a certain, predetermined street. 
 
    He didn’t look over at Chauffeur outside, smoking a cigarette next to the church’s entrance. Averting his gaze took an effort of will, doubly so as he considered all the cars around them; how easily it would be for this man to use his power to end his life. He needed to play the moment carefully. 
 
    “Why is that guy over there giving you the evil eye?” asked Jess. She didn’t point as he looked at her quizzically, but gestured with a subtle head movement. 
 
    “Oh, fuck,” muttered Will. “Come on. Let’s just keep walking.” 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    He sighed and shook his head. “That’s the guy I was talking about yesterday. Brother Chauffeur.” 
 
    “Hold on,” said Jess. “Did you… know he was going to be here?” 
 
    “I thought he might be.” Will shrugged. “To be honest, I did take us this way to see if he might be around. Jess… Look at his face.” 
 
    She did, risking a circumspect glance in the bald man’s direction. 
 
    “After seeing that sketch this morning, I just thought…” He squeezed her hand. “It all fits together. The sudden arrival of this new supervillain, right around the same time that Chauffeur gets into town. You have to admit, he looks a lot like the sketch.” 
 
    Chauffeur had snuffed out his cigarette and was heading toward the church’s parking lot, having just finished his shift. Will looked at Jess, being honest at least in the concern he felt toward that man, that criminal, being free and in a position of influence. 
 
    “I hear you,” she said, nodding. “It does seem suspicious. Here… I’ll go get the car. See if you can keep track of him until I come around to pick you up. Let’s see what else this Brother Chauffeur has planned for today.” 
 
    Will grinned and nodded. Jess gave him a kiss on the cheek, fingers briefly sliding through his hair, and then took off at a run. 
 
  

 
   
    CHAPTER 43 
 
      
 
    Will was torn, caught between his original plan and a new idea. Following Chauffeur and building Jess’s suspicions, Relic’s suspicions, was the reasonable option. But if he wanted to, he could simply end it here and now. 
 
    If he were to goad Chauffeur right then and there, with Jess on her way to the car, she would arrive back just as the fight began. She would swoop in, of course. Even without her cloak and circlet, she was still powerful. She rarely, if ever, took off the Cord of Achilles, and she could summon the Sacred Scepter from anywhere. Chauffeur would go down in a single hit, and that was assuming Will didn’t manage to finish him first. 
 
    Except… setting it up that way would just be using Jess even more. He already carried the weight of his deception, of the fact that he was really Decay. It was a burden exponentially larger than the lies composing it, one he had no interest in making any larger. 
 
    So instead, he waited, keeping Chauffeur’s car in view as it started down the street. Jess came to a stop around the corner, and he sprinted, pointing out their target. She sped off while he was still closing the door and buckling his seatbelt. 
 
    “He took a right,” said Will. “He’s one car ahead of us.” 
 
    “Got it. Keep your eyes on him, and I’ll focus on driving normally.” 
 
    The rather forgiving population density of Lancaster City made the task of following Chauffeur easy, but it also turned doing it without arising suspicion into a more creative affair. Will hunched down low in his seat at a red light after the car providing a buffer between them made a turn. 
 
    Chauffeur led them on a slow, meandering chase, leading them into a seedy section of town. It was easy for Will to picture him casing a robbery, or a drug deal, perhaps a smuggling operation for someone back in the prison, or worse. 
 
    Chauffeur pulled into a McDonald’s drive through. 
 
    “Wow,” said Jess. “I know you told me this guy was bad news, but this is true evil we’re dealing with.” 
 
    “Just wait,” said Will. “Anyway, order a large fries. We’ll split it.” 
 
    “I had lunch already, courtesy of my thoughtful date.” 
 
    “Then get me a medium. I have a serious craving for fries that I still need to scratch.” 
 
    He slouched down again, ignoring the confused glances of the employees as they slowly rolled along the drive-through. The nature of ordering fast food gave Chauffeur a minute of head start as Jess paid for and received the order, but his lead was undone by a convenient red light. 
 
    “He just bought fast food,” pointed out Jess. 
 
    “Point being?” said Will, through a mouthful of fries. 
 
    “How many criminals pick up McDonalds before running off to commit a crime?” 
 
    “It’s not as unlikely as you’d think,” said Will. “A life of crime demands a surprising amount of punctuality. He could be on his way somewhere right now.” 
 
    They continued following as Chauffeur led them on a tour of the city. Despite his deep suspicion for the man, Will was somewhat unsure of whether they’d catch him doing something circumspect in the time they had available to tail him. 
 
    Chauffeur pulled into a car dealership out of nowhere. Will reached over and grabbed Jess’s shoulder, on the edge with anticipation. 
 
    “Careful,” he said. “His power is controlling cars at a distance. A car dealership… might as well follow a sharpshooter into a gun shop with a policy of having all the guns loaded at all times.” 
 
    “So you think we should give up?” asked Jess. 
 
    “That’s not what I said. I just…” 
 
    He trailed as Chauffeur took the back exit out of the dealership’s lot and parked at the gas station next to it. Jess found a spot in a grocery store parking lot across the street, giving them a reasonable view of the entrance. Chauffeur came out a few minutes later with a pack of cigarettes in one hand and a six pack. 
 
    “All we’ve managed to do is identify that he’s living a rather unhealthy life,” said Jess. “LP, I think we need to consider suspending the chase for the time being.” 
 
    Chauffeur set his recent purchases on top of his car, shirt riding up to reveal a handgun in the back of his pants. He pulled it out, checked that it was loaded and the safety was off, and then made a phone call. 
 
    “You were saying?” said Will. 
 
    “That is… okay. We’ll keep going.” 
 
    They pulled out behind him as he got back onto the street. They were on the edge of town, where the densely packed buildings gave way to strip malls and commercial sprawl. Chauffeur sped up to catch a yellow light, with Jess pulling near enough to make it, too. 
 
    It all happened at once. They made it through the intersection, but the cars turning from the next cycle of green light accelerated and turned in formation, too uniform to be coincidence. Will shouted a warning to Jess, but only got out the first syllable before a truck crashed into them from the other side. 
 
    It was a crash at high speed with one vehicle accelerating into the carnage. The sound of it was enough to ring the bell of Will’s eardrums. He tried to reach for Jess, but even then, he knew there was nothing he could do other than hold on. 
 
    More cars smashed into them, limited only by the number of crash angles available in the growing pile of twisted metal surrounding them. Will tried to lean away from each impact, not bracing himself, as there would have been no point, but at least positioning his body slightly out of harm’s way. 
 
    He was dazed and bleeding from his forehead and one leg when everything finally calmed down. People were screaming. That made sense. The cars Chauffeur had made into weapons had no doubt contained occupants of their own. 
 
    “Jess!” Will reached over but stopped himself from shaking her shoulder.  
 
    She was unconscious. A trail of blood ran from the corner of her mouth, like smeared lipstick in motion. There was a spot of blood pooling in her hair… How? 
 
    The Cord of Achilles should have prevented this, given her superhuman durability. Not quite invincibility, but near enough to count in most scraps. Her dress was pulled tight from the seatbelt, so tight that Will could see the outline of her taut waist underneath. 
 
    She wasn’t wearing the cord. She almost always wore it unless she was in a bikini or in the shower… or if it had suffered damage and still needed to be repaired. He’d snipped it with his penknife to keep her from getting in his way. He was a fucking idiot. 
 
    The deep treble of the horn of a semitruck sounded. Will took his seatbelt off and rolled out through the Prius’s broken window, ignoring all the scrapes from the broken glass. Chauffeur was inside the cab of a massive eighteen-wheeler, heading straight for the pileup to finish what he’d started. 
 
    There was no time to think, and even if there had been, it would only have confirmed the sole course of action. He had to stop it. He had his penknife. That was it. 
 
    Will sprinted straight toward the speeding truck, ignoring the protest of the cut on his leg. The timing of it was all wrong. Each loping step seemed to let the truck gain too much on him, throwing off his instincts, making him second-guess the moment. Third guess the moment. 
 
    Now! 
 
    He threw himself sideways, barely dodging out of the way of the terrifying behemoth of a vehicle, and stabbed his penknife into one of its massive wheels. He cut a long trench through just about every tire on that side and several hubcaps. The truck wavered, Chauffeur struggled for control even with his power, and then it fell onto its side and slid mostly harmlessly to a stop. 
 
    Will shook from adrenaline as he slowly rose to his feet. And he’d only just begun. Chauffeur was getting out of the truck, shaken up from the crash but still in a far better state physically than Will was. The road was blocked off by the crash on one side and a fast-thinking group of commuters on the other. 
 
    “Isn’t this what you wanted?” shouted Chauffeur. “You going to use your little blade on me now, Pick?” 
 
    He stood with his body half out of the truck’s window, out of Will’s range solely due to the truck’s height even on its side. Will might be able to stab through the truck’s underbelly, but it would be messy and take too long to pull off without giving Chauffeur an opening. 
 
    “Why don’t you come on down and find out?” called Will. 
 
    Chauffeur simply smirked and reached behind him. He was bringing the gun level, no rush, no subtlety, consumed by the intent to kill. The simple fact of the matter was that none of this surprised either of them. This was how it had been inside Mastodon, kill or be killed, consequences always secondary to immediate action. 
 
    As much as Will hated throwing his penknife, his aim with it was damn good. The blade made a little whipping noise as it left his hand, the polished stainless steel catching and glinting in the sun each time it arced through the air.  
 
    Chauffeur hesitated, caught between firing and dodging out of the way. The penknife cut a gash into his thumb and bounced away. The gun fell, disappearing into the side-turned truck’s cab where it would likely remain for the time being. 
 
    It marked the beginning of their fight, not the end. Chauffeur’s expression was possessed by that empty kind of fury, mindless and savage, as he leapt down to the asphalt and charged forward. Will bared his teeth, old instincts coming back as he brought his hands up.  
 
    It was a brawl from the very start, maximum offense in the place of pacing and defense. Will took a jab to the side of the head and countered with a straight left to Chauffeur’s cheek. They both swung again, both missing, and slammed into each other, flinging apart as they spun around from the momentum. 
 
    “One of us!” Chauffeur let out a laugh that turned into a snarling roar. “I knew you still had it in you, Pick.” 
 
    Will sensed the other man was aiming to get a rise out of him, but that didn’t necessarily negate the effect of the words. He wasn’t one of them. He’d all but taken an actual piss on the beliefs of the Power Realists, but their cult-like rhetoric was far from all he’d learned with his time with them. 
 
    Chauffeur faked a stumble and tried to spit blood into his eyes. Will had seen that trick before. He hopped sideways, spinning and kicking, leg swinging at knee level. Chauffeur lifted his guard, taking the blow across his shin instead, but he was off balance. 
 
    Will’s foot crunched on what he first thought was broken glass. The way Chauffeur suddenly stiffened and stared told him otherwise. Quickly, but without taking his gaze from his opponent, he dropped low and scooped his penknife back to hand. 
 
    “It’s over, Chauffeur,” said Will. 
 
    “Coward. If you won’t fight me like a man, then so be it.” 
 
    There was a sudden crash. A car jumping the concrete median, front side demolished, but still accelerating toward the two of them. Chauffeur grabbed the front of Will’s shirt, attempting to twist him into the path of squealing wheels and bouncing metal.  
 
    Will stabbed his arm, wrenching himself free. People were shouting, sirens blaring. Chauffer slammed into him, pushing more than punching, and then immediately darting backward. 
 
    He watched as the other man unceremoniously slid to a stop next to the car he’d possessed, pulled out the older female driver, and took her place. Will gave chase, but knew it was hopeless as he saw the cars ahead, most totaled and barely mobile, limping out of the way like fallen knights clearing a path for their king. 
 
    With fingers shaking from adrenaline, he closed his penknife and hurried back to the Prius and Jess. 
 
  

 
   
    CHAPTER 44 
 
      
 
    The hospital’s hallways were imbued with that off-white, antiseptic quality that always set Will on edge, always made him feel something was wrong or soon would be. The sole ER doctor at the Shieldblaster Memorial Medical Center was used to treating supers and had quickly looked him over, slapped a band-aid on his forehead, and sent him on his way. 
 
    Jess’s situation was more serious. He sat outside her room, unable to hear what was being said by the attending physician and the nurses on the other side of the door. She hadn’t woken up after the accident, despite her injuries seeming so superficial.  
 
    The gap there was what truly concerned him. If she’d been bleeding heavily and passed out from blood loss, at least there would have been something specific and definable he could have latched onto and worried about. 
 
    The door opened. Will made to rush in past the departing doctor, but he smiled in that overly reassuring way and gestured back to the seats along the hallway. 
 
    “Husband?” asked the doctor. 
 
    He shook his head. “Son. Will Sorling.” 
 
    “I’m Doctor Andrew Palmer,” said the doctor. “I’m going to assume from the fact that you’re here that you’re either on a team yourself or signed the confidentiality form on your way in?” 
 
    “I was,” he muttered. “I know her secret identity. Is she going to be alright?” 
 
    “She’s pretty shaken up from the accident,” said Dr. Palmer. “We think her body may have had a stress reaction, a stronger one than that of a normal human.” 
 
    “What does that mean, exactly?” 
 
    “I’ve treated Relic before. I’m familiar with how she derives her powers from her artifacts. In order for her body to continue to operate normally, to feel pain and still have fine motor control even when she has superhuman strength and vitality, it has to send louder signals, so to speak. I understand that she was without some of her artifacts at the time of the crash?” 
 
    Will opened his mouth to answer but couldn’t force words past the lump in his throat. He closed his eyes and nodded. 
 
    “I believe it’s the shock of the accident that made the effect so severe,” said Dr. Palmer. “She isn’t unconscious from a concussion or coma, though we’ll still run her through a CT scan to make completely sure. Her body told her to draw strength from her artifacts, despite the fact that they weren’t there. A bit like trying to drive a car on an empty tank of gas.” 
 
    “Is she… going to be okay?” 
 
    Dr. Palmer clapped him on the shoulder. “I can’t promise anything, but we’ll know more in a few days, if not a few hours. The hospital’s nurses and I will take extremely good care of her.” 
 
    Will nodded again, taking a breath and letting it out with the same shakiness that had been roiling through his body for the last hour. Dr. Palmer lowered his clipboard and gave him a tired, empathetic smile. 
 
    “My advice, Will, is for you to get some rest. You can go into the room now if you’d like. There’s coffee just down the hall to the left, and a vending machine. You need to look after yourself more than she needs you to look after her right now.” 
 
    Will nodded, and Dr. Palmer left, disappearing down the hall at a business-like pace. Will was about to head back into Jess’s room when the sound of pounding footsteps drew his attention toward the medical center’s entrance. 
 
    He’d called both Rue and Avery, talking for just long enough to explain the situation with the former and getting the latter’s voicemail. Rue sprinted toward him at a speed inadvisable for a hospital hallway, eyes red rimmed, makeup smudged. 
 
    She skidded to a stop, banging into Will and hugging him at the same time. He groaned as a few bruises he hadn’t realized he had introduced themselves. 
 
    “LP!” she said. “What happened? Is Mom—” 
 
    “She’s okay,” he said. “The doctor says she just needs to rest. We were in a car crash, and her body overexerted itself, tried to pull power from artifacts she wasn’t wearing.” 
 
    “Is she awake?” 
 
    He started to answer, but Rue had already brushed by him and through the door. A single nurse was still in the room, but she gave them a sympathetic nod and made herself scarce. 
 
    Lying in a hospital bed, hair messy, clothed in a patient gown, Jess looked shockingly human. It shouldn’t have scared the shit out of Will so much, but it did. It was as far from his image of her as anything could be, regardless of whether he imagined her as Relic or Jess. She looked vulnerable. 
 
    “Oh God,” muttered Rue. She pulled a chair up to the bed and sat down, holding Jess’s hand. “How… What happened?” 
 
    She turned to look at him, not glaring, but eyes still intense and full of questions. Will dropped his gaze and shook his head slightly, knowing he couldn’t explain it, but knowing he needed to. 
 
    “I took Jess out for lunch,” he said. “We were in the car. There was—” 
 
    “I heard about the pileup before I even knew the two of you had been hurt!” snapped Rue. “Why didn’t you call me sooner?” 
 
    He didn’t have a good answer for that, nothing that wouldn’t simply feed into her anger and worry. Instead, he pulled another chair over, taking her hand into his and squeezing tight. 
 
    “Avery is still at her conference,” he said. “I couldn’t reach her.” 
 
    “You left a message at least, right?” 
 
    “Of course, I left a message,” he said. “I would assume that if she’d listened to it, she’d be here by now. You know how fast she can fly when she’s in the mood to get somewhere.” 
 
    Rue nodded. She leaned forward, smoothing back a few stray blonde hairs from Jess’s face. They stayed like that for several long minutes, worried and holding hands, the heart rate monitor filling the silence with its regular, reproachful beep. 
 
     A knock sounded from the open doorway. “I hope I’m not interrupting?” 
 
    The leader of Lancaster City’s chapter of the Second Advent, Father Darkeye, gave a demure bow as he waited for permission to enter the room. Will had already given an abridged version of the details of the pileup to the police, specifically Chauffeur’s involvement, though with no mention of how he and Jess had been tailing him. No doubt the church had been called on to answer a few questions. 
 
    “Not at all, Father,” said Rue politely. “Please. Come in.” 
 
    “Thank you,” he said. “William, wasn’t it? We met the other day.” 
 
    “Yes, we did,” said Will stiffly. 
 
    The priest’s presence, if anything, strengthened the somber undertone of the moment. Father Darkeye crouched on one knee on the other side of the bed, next to the beeping heart monitor, and gave Jess a thin, practiced smile. 
 
    “I cannot overstate how shocked and horrified I am at the nature of this incident,” he said. “Ms. Sorling and I have a strong working relationship. My templars often call her for backup when confronting threats beyond their own capabilities, and she never fails to lend aid.” 
 
    “If you and your templars were doing your job, you would have put Chauffeur on a watch list instead of welcoming him into your order,” snapped Will. 
 
    “As it happens, we often do pay close attention to newly rehabilitated desposyni,” said Father Darkeye. “In this case, it seems the nature of our efforts did not amount to a happy ending.” 
 
    “She’s going to be okay,” said Rue. “The doctor said that she probably just needs some time to rest and recover.” 
 
    She shot a glance at Will, as though desperate for confirmation of the doctor’s words. He nodded and squeezed her hand. 
 
    “I came to express my sympathies and reiterate that neither I nor any of the other Brothers and Sisters of the Second Advent were aware of Chauffeur’s violent nature,” said the priest. 
 
    “To cover your ass, in other words,” said Will. 
 
    “I understand how emotional you must be, but I don’t think that’s a fair characterization.” Father Darkeye held his hand out, palm up. “I also wished to extend an offer of hospitality to you and your sister in your time of need. I understand that Jessica was the head of the household. If her stay at the hospital turns into a… more extended period of illness, the church’s doors are always open to you.” 
 
    “I think we’ll manage just fine on our own,” said Will. 
 
    “I’m extending this offer to both of you.” Father Darkeye looked past Will, toward Rue. 
 
    “We both will manage just fine,” she said, a touch irritated. 
 
    “Of course,” said the priest. “Well, I’ll let the two of you grieve in peace.” 
 
    It took all of Will’s effort to keep from physically flinging Father Darkeye from the room at the no doubt intentional phrasing of his parting words. He set a hand on the priest’s shoulder as he escorted him to the door, fingers gripping a bit more tightly than they needed to, and shut him firmly out into the hallway. 
 
    “That slimy, self-serving bastard,” he muttered. “He’s treating this like a recruitment opportunity. As though he was just waiting for Jess to be out of the way for long enough for him to swoop in and invite us over to the cult.” 
 
    “Do you think it’s a coincidence that people like this Chauffeur douchebag are welcomed with open arms?” asked Rue. 
 
    “Probably not.” Will sighed and sat back down. 
 
    “Thanks,” said Rue. She leaned over, kissing him on the cheek. 
 
    “For what?” 
 
    “He would have been twice as pushy with me if you hadn’t been here,” she said. “I’ve run into him a few times in passing. The test for the Super Academy was even hosted at their church. He’s a massive creep, always standing too close and being too touchy-feely.” 
 
    “Does Jess know?” he asked. 
 
    Rue shook her head. “I don’t think—” 
 
    She cut off as Jess stirred and let out a tired sigh. “Hey.” 
 
    Will leaned forward, gently grasping Jess’s free hand, Rue crowded in against his shoulder. 
 
    “Hey, yourself,” he whispered. “How are you feeling?” 
 
    “Like I got run over by a semi-truck.” 
 
    “That’s surprisingly close to the truth,” said Will. 
 
    “Mom…” Rue blinked fast, trying not to cry. She’d always hated crying in front of people, Will remembered. 
 
    “I’m okay,” said Jess, through a yawn. “Just need a few days to rest.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” whispered Will, gently squeezing her hand. “Jess… I’m so sorry.” 
 
    Both Rue and Jess gave him a confused look. She didn’t understand, but he still needed to say the words, and wasn’t even sure that apologizing like this would be enough to keep the guilt from eating him alive. 
 
    As Decay, he’d cut her Cord of Achilles. He’d simply assumed at the time that she’d repair it as she’d done many times previously, a minor inconvenience, at worst. But she hadn’t, not quickly enough to protect herself against another danger which he’d dragged her into under the pretense of taking her on an affectionate lunch date. 
 
    Jess just smiled, that same loving, seemingly all-knowing smile she had in abundance. Would he ever see that face again once she truly did know everything? 
 
    “You don’t have to apologize,” she said. 
 
    “It was my idea,” he said. “My actions that put us in that situation. My fault.” 
 
    “It’s not your fault, LP. How could it be?” 
 
  

 
   
    CHAPTER 45 
 
      
 
    FIVE YEARS EARLIER 
 
      
 
    New boots, new winter jacket, new jeans. Lockpick had a certain saunter in his step as he made his way down the hallway toward his and Halberd’s hotel suite. The building was upscale, the kind with amenities, a bar, a gym, good location. 
 
    His eyes settled on a group of girls around his age, all whispering to one another, all clad in swimwear, one making a joke of lewdly stroking a foam noodle. 
 
    “There’s an indoor pool here?” he asked. 
 
    All three looked at him for a second, unsure and appraising. Two smiled and laughed, and one answered. 
 
    “Yeah,” she said simply.  
 
    He grinned back. One of them waved. They were obviously coming from the pool rather than going, judging from their wet hair. Otherwise, Lockpick would have pulled a U-turn and tracked down some swimming trunks from a store to buy with his ill-gotten gains. 
 
    Halberd managed to get a decent price for the diamonds they’d taken off the abomination’s body. It felt a bit like harvesting loot from some of the videogames he liked to play, but in this case, the money they’d been able to sell the treasure for had completely transformed their circumstances. 
 
    Admittedly, they were going through it fast. Halberd seemed to have an issue with letting money burn a hole in his pocket, though it wasn’t as though Lockpick had many good suggestions as to what to do with it, either.  
 
    The bodies of abominations were technically the property of the Champion Authority, and none of the diamonds they’d recovered had looked quite right. Too uniform, too flawless. A few jewelers had accused them of being synthetic. 
 
    Lockpick swiped his keycard at the door and entered their suite. Halberd had done a number on the living room, with various empty beer and liquor bottles collected on the table, not to mention an empty bottle of painkillers. Will could have sworn he’d cleaned up already before he’d left that morning. 
 
    He knew this was the real drain on their funds, not the hotel, or the clothes, or even the car Halberd had bought on a whim. It was a problem that seemed to lack a solution. Lockpick had tried to bring up cutting back, suggesting that maybe it was a pointless cycle, even bringing up rehab once. He kept bringing it up since it was part of being a good son, and so was the cleanup. 
 
    He’d just started to drop the bottles into the designated recycling bag when Halberd emerged from the door to his room, clad only in boxers and looking unsettled. Lockpick glanced toward the door on reflex. 
 
    “Uh, hey LP,” said Halberd. “I thought you’d be gone until this afternoon.” 
 
    “So did I,” said Lockpick. “The stores were all in a row. The prices were kind of insane, but the convenience was off the charts. Hey, did you know this place has a pool?” 
 
    Halberd looked like he was wincing. Lockpick frowned and looked past him, only then understanding. A woman with silver hair and a generous bust was slowly rousing from sleep in the bed deeper within the room. 
 
    “Invisibella…” muttered Lockpick, shaking his head. “Mom’s best friend? Aunt… Izzie?” 
 
    Invisibella woke up smiling, but it sank from her face when she saw Will. Her cheeks reddened, and she made an attempt at covering herself with a sheet. 
 
    “Unbelievable,” said Lockpick, trembling with anger. “I always wondered. I’d heard the rumors, but…” 
 
    She had stopped by a lot when it had just been Halberd at the house. Hell, even the two reporters at one of their last fights as the Crimson Five had been talking about it. He’d been curious about the truth, but uncovering it now tasted extremely bitter. 
 
    “LP, hold on,” said Halberd. “Let me—” 
 
    Lockpick had one of the empty pill bottles in hand, and he threw it into Halberd’s face without thinking. 
 
    “I should go…” Invisibella disappeared from the bed, fleeing the situation with her power. Several articles of clothing disappeared shortly after, and the door seemed to open and close on its own. 
 
    “Is this why you left… why I had to leave with you?” Lockpick couldn’t stop shaking his head, unable to process the pointless cruelty of the affair. “You just had to go and break our family apart, just to fuck the invisible woman? Or were you already fucking her?” 
 
    “Hold on! It’s not that simple. Sometimes, things just…” 
 
    “I’m out of here.” Lockpick turned and headed for the door. 
 
    Halberd moved with surprising speed, seizing him by the arm and holding him back. “Listen to me, LP. I am far from perfect, on the other side of the world from it. But Marauder’s gang is a real threat, to us and to Relic and the others if we go back. Do you think we’ve been living out of motels and hotels because it’s convenient? Well, I mean, it is, but…” 
 
    Lockpick yanked his arm free. “How can you expect me to believe anything you have to say anymore?” 
 
    “Because in between all the screwing up I do, I am occasionally right about a few things. Please… don’t bring this back home. Don’t get them involved just because you’re mad at me.” 
 
    Lockpick left the suite, slamming the door behind him. His fury wasn’t just about Invisibella, but all of it. Halberd’s drug abuse and drunkenness. Always having to keep a lookout over their shoulder. Never getting a chance to stop, to slow down. 
 
    He left the hotel. It was early winter, and he realized he’d forgotten his new jacket upstairs. Going back for it wasn’t an option, so he just slid his hands up into the sleeves of his sweater and made do. 
 
    So unfair. Halberd was never going to get his shit together, and day by day, it felt as though Lockpick was starting to have his life pulled apart. He missed the girls, his home… the Crimson Five. 
 
    He sat down on a park bench a block or so over from the hotel. It had started snowing, the first of the season, and he could see his breath coming out in bone-white plumes. He took out his cellphone, one of the burners Halberd insisted on them both using, and called the only number other than his own that he’d ever memorized. 
 
    “Hello?” 
 
    Jess’s voice was like a bell, the first note of a familiar song. Lockpick felt his throat catch, the words he wanted to say not finding their way out as Halberd’s warning echoed in his head. 
 
    Don’t get them involved just because you’re mad at me. 
 
    “Who is this?” said Jess. “Hello?” 
 
    A few seconds passed. 
 
    “…LP,” said Jess, quiet and hopeful. “Is that you?” 
 
    He sucked in a breath that she could probably hear. His face was wet, and snowflakes didn’t melt that fast. It was worse than leaving had been in so many ways. When he’d first left, he’d thought he’d probably be back that same night. Now, he wasn’t sure if he’d ever go back, and that hit so much harder. 
 
    “If that is you, Will,” said Jess, “I just want you to know that we’re okay. We’re getting by, and I hope beyond hope that you are, too. I miss you so much… so much. I’m not going anywhere, so if you need to come home, when you decide to, I’ll be right there, waiting back at the house.” 
 
    Just a single sentence, and he could be home. If he just told her where he was, she’d come get him. And then… what? Watch and wait for Halberd’s warning to come true? 
 
    “I love you, Will,” whispered Jess. “I hope you know that none of this is your fault. How could it be?” 
 
  

 
   
    CHAPTER 46 
 
      
 
    Will sat next to Rue, holding her hand, listening to Jess’s heart rate monitor. She was asleep again, and neither had said anything for most of the evening. He gave Rue’s arm a small tug. 
 
    “Come on,” he whispered. “We should head home.” 
 
    Rue frowned. “But…” 
 
    “She needs her rest, and so do we.” He stood up. Rue followed, staying so close to his side that it was as though she was afraid he might disappear or somehow end up in the hospital, too, if she looked away. 
 
    Will tried calling Avery for the tenth time that day. No answer. He’d looked up the schedule of the CA conference on his phone and discovered that it ran from noon until midnight, some kind of weird lecture series event that she must have gone to with her phone on low battery. He’d tried calling the venue, but only gotten an answering machine, and he doubted his message had been delivered. 
 
    They checked in with the nurse, who assured them that Jess’s condition was stable, and she’d be given sedatives and pain meds as needed while she continued to rest. The hospital was close enough to the house for them to walk home, which they did, Rue still close by Will’s side. 
 
    “Is your forehead alright?” asked Rue as they went inside. She reached out and gently touched the bandage covering Will’s cut. “I was so worried about Mom that I don’t think I even asked.” 
 
    “It’s fine,” he said. “She’s going to be fine, too, you know?” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “Good.” He took her by the shoulders and walked her over to the couch. “Now sit down and try to rest. I’ll make dinner.” 
 
    “Thanks, LP.” 
 
    It wasn’t a complicated dinner, as he was too distracted by his thoughts to focus much on cooking. Will threw some frozen chicken strips and French fries in the oven. Neither he nor Rue ended up doing more than nibbling, but staring at their plates was at least something to occupy a few minutes. 
 
    “Are you going to stream tonight?” he asked. 
 
    Rue narrowed her eyes at him. “Why would you ask me something like that right now?” 
 
    Why? Because I want to know how hard it’s going to be for me to sneak out and go after Chauffeur. 
 
    “You could have just said no,” said Will. “Sorry though. I didn’t mean anything by it.” 
 
    “I know, I’m just… God. This brings back memories of what I hated about being in the Crimson Five.” 
 
    Will put an arm around her, and she rested her head on his shoulder. 
 
    “I don’t think I ever fully appreciated the danger we were in,” he said. 
 
    “Mom and Hal always insisted on me staying a safe distance from the action,” whispered Rue. “You would think that would make it less stressful, but I was watching everything on camera. To know that I needed to be the one to give the warning, to explain where the danger was… ugh. I don’t miss that at all.” 
 
    “She’s going to be okay,” he said. 
 
    Rue just sighed. They’d turned the TV on, but never bothered to bring the volume up high enough to even pretend to care what was on. 
 
    “Want to play video games with me?” asked Will. 
 
    “No,” whispered Rue. 
 
    “Want to watch me play video games?” 
 
    He felt her nod, and they went upstairs together. This had been a regular thing during their childhood. Will sat down on the floor, with his back against his bed, while Rue stretched out on the mattress, occasionally commenting or looking up a solution to a puzzle for him. 
 
    She pulled right up to the edge of the bed, near enough so that when he leaned his head back, it was against her thigh. He played an old RPG that he hadn’t touched in more than five years, picking up from his own ancient save file, not really playing for fun. 
 
    Rue’s breathing slowly grew steady and regular. Will waited until he was sure she was asleep before standing up and tucking her into his bed. If she woke up, he hoped she’d just assume he was downstairs on the couch or in the gym working off some stress. 
 
    Enough fooling around. He was going after Chauffeur.  
 
    With that said, he knew he needed to be smarter about it. Compared to a car, a penknife was on the losing side of the rock, paper, scissors equation. His power could still be useful, but he needed something bigger. 
 
    He assembled the pieces of his costume as quietly as he could, moderating his frustration as he tried to remember all of the new hiding places he’d come up with. Rue was still breathing evenly as he slipped downstairs and headed for the mall. 
 
    He had almost no money to spare, but his timing for the bus was perfect, and he made it to his destination at an affordable price. He’d seen a store with various melee weapons in the window when he’d been out shopping for clothes with Rue and traced his steps back there. 
 
    The Blade Barn was a mall ninja’s wet dream. Will smiled as he walked in, eyeing dozens of flashy swords that would be, for most people, totally impractical to use in any form of altercation. A chubby girl with pink and black hair was reading a comic book behind the counter, and she barely looked up as he walked in. 
 
    He had $52 to work with, which massively limited his options. There was a long katana that might have worked for his purposes, but he noted the hundred-dollar price tag as he gave it a test swing. There was a rapier, shorter, but promising for its speed. $30, but it was a pure thrusting weapon, not really designed with an edge in mind. Pass. 
 
    He found a cutlass reminiscent of something a pirate might carry and gave it a test swing. Too wonky, though it did have a certain style about it. There was some kind of dagger attached to a long chain which interested him purely because he wasn’t sure if his power would extend to working on the blade itself, but it seemed he’d be risking an accident swinging it around. 
 
    “Um,” said the girl at the counter. “You do realize those are all for cosplay, right?” 
 
    “Of course,” said Will. “That’s why I’m here. I need something long and powerful.” 
 
    “Check in the back.” 
 
    He did, and immediately saw what she was talking about. There was a massive greatsword, so large that Will suspected its sheath would drag on the ground if he tried to wear it at his side.  
 
    It was stainless steel, double-edged with a curved tip, a simple black cross guard leading into a grip of dark metal made from several spiraling pieces that twisted together like snakes. It was heavy, but not as heavy as he would have thought. The edge was sharp, too, though that made little difference for his power. 
 
    “I think that’s the largest sword we have here,” said the girl at the counter. “It’s Tragic Darkness, John Jackson’s sword.” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “John Jackson? From the Pasteworld Portal Chronicles?” 
 
    “So it’s, like, from a video game, or something?” 
 
    “Seriously?” The girl frowned at him. “Anime, three seasons, highly rated. They’re even doing a live action movie.” 
 
    “Right.” Will winced as he noted the $200 price tag. Though, it was just one of the plain stick-on ones with a price scribbled in ink. He took a step sideways, acting as though he was still testing the weapon’s weight, and hurriedly swapped the tag with the one from the $30 cutlass. He’d come back later and make up the difference, assuming his desperate little trick worked. 
 
    “I’m thinking about this one,” he said. “Tragic Darkness. That’s kind of catchy.” 
 
    “That’s its original name,” said the girl. “In the newest season, it merges with one of John’s companions and gains limited sentience, so technically, it’s now called Tiexica.” 
 
    “Fascinating,” said Will, flashing his most charming smile. “Figures they’d have a pro like you working upfront. Are you going to give me the hard sell on this sword to seal the deal?” 
 
    “Ha, the hard sell.” She smiled and let out a cute little snort. “Well, I don’t know about that, but… I will say that it’s a pretty good deal for what you’re getting.” 
 
    “Yeah?” Will gave her an appraising look, pushing the sword forward, letting his fingers brush hers. “I don’t know. I feel like I should probably watch this show first. Get a sense of the real history behind this weapon, you know?” 
 
    “You can find all of the websites streaming online,” said the girl. “I could send you a link to a website where you could watch them for free.” 
 
    “Sure, why don’t I email you?” said Will. “Maybe we could watch some of them together?”  
 
    She blinked in surprise, fumbling all at once to ring up the mislabeled sword and write down her info. Will hadn’t expected his little trick to work as well as it had and felt a little bad, until he took a closer look at the girl and realized she really wasn’t all that chubby. Maybe, just maybe, he was getting more of a deal than he realized. 
 
    “I wrote my name down, too,” she said. “It’s Amy.” 
 
    “Will.” He grinned, quickly paying for the sword. “I’ll be in touch.” 
 
    She wrapped it in paper for him, explaining that the mall had a weapons policy which the store needed to be delicate about stepping around. Will waved goodbye, turning his focus back toward the task at hand, and hurried out of the mall. 
 
  

 
   
    CHAPTER 47 
 
      
 
    It wasn’t until Will was in a dark alleyway, preparing to change into his costume, that he realized he’d forgotten his mask. In his haste to grab everything quickly without waking up Rue, he’d overlooked his new hiding spot for it. 
 
    An inconvenience, for sure, but his route to the church would take him right by the house. He took the bus again, carefully fitting himself and his new greatsword into one of the narrow seats, and got off at the stop nearest to home. 
 
    The house was still quiet. Will left Tragic Darkness in the coat closet downstairs for the moment, realizing he hadn’t considered where he’d be storing it in between outings. But that was a problem for later.  
 
    He snuck upstairs, tiptoeing as he made his way back into his room. Rue wasn’t in his bed, and he guessed she’d woken up and retired to her own. He hurried to grab his mask from the bottom of his shirt drawer and turned to leave. 
 
    “Going somewhere?” 
 
    Will froze. “Cammie. I thought you were asleep.” 
 
    “Nope,” she said. “I’m awake. Hey, what are you holding?” 
 
    He made an attempt to subtly hide the mask by turning sideways. “Pair of boxers. I, uh, spilt something on myself.” 
 
    “Liar. Let me see it.” 
 
    She stepped forward, reaching for his hands. Will tried to get out of the way, but she was blocking the door and there was no real escape. 
 
    “It’s nothing!” he said. “It’s just…” 
 
    “Show me!” she snapped.  
 
    She jumped onto him, clinging to his shoulders as she tried to grab at the mask he held out of reach. Will hit the edge of his bed and tipped backward. The mattress springs shrieked as they fell onto it in a sprawl of limbs, Rue straddling his crotch and looking triumphant. 
 
    “What the hell?” he snapped. “I told you, it’s just—” 
 
    “Your mask,” she said. She pushed his shoulders down, looking dominant and… actually kind of hot. “I figured it out, LP.” 
 
    Play dumb. Admit nothing. She has no proof. 
 
    “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” he said. 
 
    “Did you forget how my power works?” she asked, flashing a wicked smirk. “I went looking for you when I woke up and realized you weren’t home. I saw you trying out swords at the mall. I even saw you switch the price tags. By the way, were you serious when you asked that double wide for her email?” 
 
    “Hey, she was slightly chubby at worst!” he said. “So you were spying on me. That’s creepy. But what’s it supposed to prove? I like swords. I want to, you know, hang it up on my wall. For ambience.” 
 
    “For ambience.” She was all but grinning now, so smug that Will could only seethe. “Right. But guess what? There was also a security camera across the street from that alley you went into.” 
 
    Will swore under his breath. 
 
    “The footage would have to be deleted by anyone who saw it, of course,” said Rue. “Given the law and how anal the CA is about that sort of thing. Even for you, the nefarious Decay, they’d afford that much legal protection. You really should have covered your tracks better.” 
 
    She had this look on her face that infuriated him. He moved fast, seizing her by the shoulders and flipping her underneath him on the bed, holding her down with his weight, and was satisfied to see her gloating shift to surprise. 
 
    “I’m not the only one with a secret,” he said. “If you tell Jess, or anyone, for that matter, I’m taking you down with me. Everyone will know about your life as a camgirl.” 
 
    “You’d get in more trouble than I would,” said Rue. 
 
    “Do you really want to have to find out?” 
 
    She stared at him, chest and breasts rising and falling in time with each breath. She was still in her night clothes, baggy t-shirt and panties. Will realized he had pinned her arms for some primal reason, and slowly made himself let go, hands sliding down her triceps as they went. 
 
    “I wasn’t going to tell on you, jackass,” she said.  
 
    “You… what?” 
 
    “You’re going after the villain who hurt Mom,” said Rue. “So am I. I’ve been trying to figure out where he might be on and off all night. It would be easier with you helping me, especially when it comes to taking him down once I find him.” 
 
    “Rue…” Will sighed and shook his head. “You can’t get involved with vigilante stuff. You actually have a life ahead of you to think about.” 
 
    “That’s such bullshit. Like you don’t? Look at me, I’m LP. I’m so deep and mysterious and consequence free.” 
 
    “I don’t sound like that.” 
 
    “I don’t sound like—” 
 
    He clamped his hand over her mouth. She bit his finger, not hard, but with enough force to make him reconsider. 
 
    “It’s like you said,” she continued. “I know your secret, and you know mine. There’s a term for this in warfare. Mutually assured destruction.” 
 
    “I’m trying to look out for you!” shouted Will. “I’m trying to keep you from doing something stupid.” 
 
    “Well, I’m trying to make what you’re about to do less stupid,” said Rue. “I’m helping. The sooner you accept it, the sooner we can get this guy. Sound good?” 
 
    Will let out a slow breath. As much as he really did want to keep Rue safe, keep her from making the same kinds of mistakes that came so naturally to him… he was rapidly warming to the idea. She wouldn’t need to be in the fight. She could help him from anywhere. The fact he held leverage over her in the form of her own secret meant that it was incredibly unlikely she’d betray his identity. 
 
    “You know what,” he said. “I changed my mind. If you want to help, so be it.” 
 
    He got off her, holding out a hand to pull her to her feet. She looked surprised, and a little flattered. Her eyes darted to Will’s mask, fallen to the floor amidst their wrestling. 
 
    “So do I call you LP, or Lockpick, or… Decay?” she asked. 
 
    “Doesn’t matter,” he said.  
 
    She gave him an appraising look, frowning a little. “Your power isn’t just lockpicking, is it? You didn’t buy that sword on a whim.” 
 
    “I can cut through stuff,” he said. 
 
    “Stuff?” 
 
    “Anything,” he said. “I’ll explain more after. I need to get my costume on. Can you give me a minute?” 
 
    “Sure. I have to put mine on, too.” 
 
    Will furrowed his brow. “I haven’t actually seen your new costume yet.” 
 
    “I don’t have it. They took my measurements, but I’ve been inactive since the Crimson Five broke up, so I still haven’t been issued a copy.” 
 
    “Then what are you going to wear?” 
 
    “My old one,” said Rue. 
 
    Will was already changing, pulling on his pants and sweatshirt. “Your old one is from when you were fourteen. You really think it’s still going to fit?” 
 
    “It’s all spandex. It’ll stretch.” 
 
  

 
   
    CHAPTER 48 
 
      
 
    A strange curiosity got the better of Will. He headed out into the hallway once he’d finished changing. Rue had left her door open a generous crack and was in the process of pulling on her Crimson Five spandex onesie. It had a hidden zipper in back, and Rue had stepped into it wearing just her underwear. 
 
    “Are you just going to stand there and watch me?” she said, glancing over her shoulder. 
 
    “I suppose I could get a chair.” 
 
    “Ass,” she said, smiling. “Well, I suppose its not the first time you’ve seen me in my underwear.” 
 
    “Or less,” he pointed out. 
 
    She rolled her eyes, struggling to get the tights up her legs. As much as the costume did stretch, Rue had certainly filled out in a bodily sense in the time since she’d last worn it. She was wiggling, almost dancing into it, in what looked like a losing battle. 
 
    “You’re never going to fit,” said Will. 
 
    “Hey! Don’t be mean. I just… dammit. I might need help getting zipped up.” 
 
    “More like help stuffing you into it.” 
 
    She made a frustrated noise. “Whatever, then get over here and help stuff me into it!” 
 
    She stared at him, perhaps realizing how what she’d just said sounded. It was Will’s turn to smirk as he walked over, moved to stand right behind her, and took a tight grip on the spandex. 
 
    “Lift up,” he said. “Higher. Tiptoes.” 
 
    She did, her body tensing under the leading of his instruction. Will pulled upward on the costume, trying to get the arms high enough for her to shrug on. 
 
    “Lean forward,” he said. 
 
    She did. 
 
    “More.” He put a hand on the small of her back. “Try not to stick your butt out so much.” 
 
    “Hey!” she snapped. “Don’t be a jerk about it.” 
 
    “Do you want to get into this costume or not?” 
 
    He tried to pull the back section up and over her butt. Good God, she had a glorious butt. Getting the costume into place meant all but groping it, soft and squishy and wonderful under his palm. 
 
    “You’re enjoying this too much,” she muttered.  
 
    “Slide your arm in,” he directed. 
 
    She did. He started on the front, trying to pull it up and even out the sections that wanted to bunch up unevenly. He had to touch her breasts to make it work, and from the first instant his fingers made contact, the entire vibe shifted. 
 
    Rue stopped breathing for a split second, then let out an interesting sigh. Will pulled in closer, pressed into her side, his breath hitting her neck at an angle. She turned and looked at him, blinking, expectant, open. 
 
    He kissed her, not really knowing why or where it might lead. Rue’s eyes were still closed as he pulled back, but they snapped open in the next instant, coming back to reality. 
 
    “Quit distracting me,” she said. 
 
    “Right. I’ll get straight back to trying to stuff your boobs into a costume made for you back when you were squeegee flat.” 
 
    “Shut up!” she said, laughing.  
 
    She reached out, yanking at the cord of his parkour pants. They immediately drooped, and she knocked his hood back as he reached down to pull them back up. Will grinned and made a grab at her with the hand he wasn’t holding his pants up with, reeling her half-dressed body in by the wrist. 
 
    They kissed again, way more intense this time. Rue’s hand pressed into his bicep, fingers fluttering in a way that he suspected mirrored her emotions. The passion of the moment was hot, volatile, and spiraling forward like a tire bouncing down a steep hill.  
 
    “LP…” whispered Rue, biting her lip, rubbing his chest. 
 
    He realized he was fiddling with her bra clasp. Her costume had fallen down to her waist and was slipping even lower. The bed was right there. Rue’s hand touched his cock through his boxers, his erection sprinting toward hardness. The bed was… right there. 
 
    “Rue? LP?” Avery’s voice sounded from downstairs, loud and unmistakable. “You guys home?” 
 
    Rue let out a terrified squeak and tried to slam her door shut, almost tripping in the process. Will caught her, but there was no time. Avery was on her way upstairs, and she couldn’t see them like this.  
 
    He turned off the light and, lacking any better ideas, pulled Rue into her closet. It was stuffed full of clothing, with barely enough room for one person, let alone two. Rue closed the door, one of those sliding ones, with wooden blinds for airflow. 
 
    They both held their breath as Avery’s search led her down the hallway. She glanced into Rue’s room before moving on to Will’s, and the sound of a door opening suggested she’d gone into Jess’s. 
 
    “Where is it…?” muttered Avery. “Fuck. Where the hell is it?” 
 
    Will sighed and tried to think. They were stuck until Avery left, that much was obvious. It seemed like she was looking for something of Jess’s, maybe work stuff that she’d asked Avery to bring to the hospital. As long as they stayed quiet and still, he and Rue would likely go undetected. 
 
    “We could have just shut the door to my room and come up with an excuse,” whispered Rue. 
 
    “Avery isn’t stupid. She would be suspicious.” 
 
    “Whatever. She’ll probably leave soon.” 
 
    The issue for Will was that soon and now were two very different things. As hot and weird as kissing Rue had been a minute ago, the wrongness of it had finally begun to catch up with him. Her costume was practically off again, and he could feel his excitement stirring in response to the sensation of her ass against his crotch. 
 
    “LP!” hissed Rue. “I can feel it.” 
 
    “Not my fault.” 
 
    “Can you try to, you know… calm it down?” She flexed her butt in an interesting, probably accidental way. “Deep breathing? Thinking about something else?” 
 
    Just don’t think about how thick and fuckable her body is. Especially don’t think about how this would feel if you were thrusting, the cushion, the soft, jiggling pushback. Mmm… No thinking about the noises she would make, either, how she’d shudder and moan. 
 
    He set a hand on her hip and tried to wiggle backward to make more space. It ended up just grinding him into her, his arousal passing the line where he could play it off as anything other than a full-blown erection. 
 
    “Stop moving,” he whispered. 
 
    “I’m trying not to push against the door,” whispered Rue. “It’s on a slide. It’ll fall off if I do, it’s done it before.” 
 
    Will put an arm around her waist and pulled her back into him. “Better?” 
 
    “Oh… Kind of?” 
 
    She brought her thighs closer together, pinning his cock between them. It was hard to tell whether it was intentional or not. Will was wearing a pair of Halberd’s old-style boxers, thin and baggy, with a ridiculous button holding the fly closed that never stayed in the hole.  
 
    Rue shifted, and with a growing sense of horror, Will felt his cock slip out of his boxers and prod into her bare thighs. She still had her underwear on, but rather than clinging to the safety of that fact, all Will could think about was pulling them down and going to town. 
 
    “What did you just do?” hissed Rue. 
 
    “Nothing,” he said. “Hold still already! You’re making this harder than it needs to be.” 
 
    He set his hand flat on her stomach, trying to still the rocking motion of her hips. Did she even know what she was doing, or was her body just swaying with the pleasure, catching it like a sail in the wind? 
 
    His warning might not have been enough to stop her, but Avery’s footsteps in the hall certainly were. Will could see her through the slits in the closet door, but she couldn’t see them. She had a folder in her hand and paused in front of the door to Rue’s room, frowning suspiciously. 
 
    They both froze, a tableau of illicit hormones and unfulfillable urges. Avery rubbed her chin, looked down the hallway, and continued on. 
 
    Rue let out a sigh and relaxed back against him, only seeming to react to his erection after a second of basically perching on it.  
 
    “Why are you so hard?” she hissed. 
 
    “Why did you come when I used the vibrator on you?” 
 
    She let out a gasp, like it was an unfair question. Will was getting a bit annoyed at how she seemed intent on making this out to be his fault, so he decided to take revenge. He slid a fingertip into the front of her panties, just far enough to tease her. 
 
    “Oh!” she squeaked. “That… was different.” 
 
    Was she rising up on her tiptoes, trying to get his hand down lower? It sure seemed like it. 
 
    “It was worse, if anything.” He let his fingers probe lower, discovering that she was completely clean-shaven. “You made this noise, and your face got all scrunched up.” 
 
    “Fuck!” she hissed. “Oh, God… LP!” 
 
    He nudged her panties sideways and realized, somewhat distantly, that this was happening. He was going to ram his cock into Rue and fuck her right there in the closet. Against all logic and reason, against numerous safety concerns related to supers and unprotected sex. This kind of lust was a beast of its own, a pot in the midst of boiling over. He had to do it just as badly as she needed it. 
 
    And then Avery was in Rue’s doorway again, still searching for whatever it was she’d been sent to find. Rue scooched backwards, changing the angle in a dangerous way. For a glorious instant, Will felt the tip of his cock nudging into her hot, wet lane. He thrust forward, horny and aggressive… but too eager. 
 
    His cock slid past, slipping into Rue’s panties, but not into Rue. She reached down and gently pinched it, holding it in place against the damp heat of her womanhood as she pressed backward to keep from rattling the door. They stayed like that, silent and hot and bothered, until Avery moved elsewhere within the house. 
 
    Will started kissing Rue’s neck and whispering in her ear. “Did you ever play that game, Rue? Seven minutes in heaven.” 
 
    “Jerk. We’re hiding, not playing a game.” 
 
    “I’m aware.” He let his hand explore further, caressing sensitive places within her crowded panties. “Besides, you’d never last seven minutes.” 
 
    “Like you would.” 
 
    She started stroking his cock instead of just holding it steady. There was a fair amount of slickness on it already, and her fingers felt good. Really good. 
 
    She leaned back, searching for a kiss that the tight angle didn’t allow. Will pulled her bra down with his free hand, feeling one of her massive breasts fall into his palm. Distantly, he heard Avery walking downstairs, the front door opening and closing. They didn’t stop. 
 
    “Oh, fuck!” moaned Rue. “LP! I’m… going to…” 
 
    She worked her hand on his tool faster, simultaneously squeezing with her thighs and rocking into him. The sensation was above and beyond what he could handle, but she was at that same point. He felt her shudder, the tension in her thighs and body as she came, warmth and wetness flowing down onto Will’s cock.  
 
    He blew his load an instant later, squeezing her tight to him and digging his fingers into her boob. For a few seconds, the two of them just breathed together, foggy and dazed, catching up to the moment and what they’d both just done. 
 
    “You… came in my panties,” muttered Rue.  
 
    “I’ll find a better place next time,” he said, squeezing her thigh. 
 
    She let out a moan that tempted him to go for a second round, but there was still business to take care of.  
 
  

 
   
    CHAPTER 49 
 
      
 
    Will made himself decent, pulling the pants of his costume back up. Rue gave up on trying to squeeze into her old tights and threw on sweatpants and a t-shirt. 
 
    “Um…” She folded her arms, looking uncertain. “That was…” 
 
    “An accident,” said Will. “A fun one, but definitely an accident. Let’s just move on.” 
 
    “Agreed.” Rue cleared her throat. “I’m ready to get started if you are.” 
 
    He nodded, and through force of will, ignored both the lingering tension and the smell of sex wafting out of her closet. 
 
    “Here,” said Rue. “Wireless earbuds. Just put one in and connect it to your phone so you can keep me on the line at all times. I’ll let you know in real time where I’m at with my search.” 
 
    “Clever,” he said. “You ready to do this?” 
 
    “Ready. Go kick some ass out there.” 
 
    Will started toward the hallway, ready to face the night. He stopped at Rue’s door and gave into a spur of the moment urge. He turned, swept her into his arms, and kissed her passionately on the lips. 
 
    Her eyes opened late as their lips parted with this cute, dreamy quality. 
 
    “That was… um.” She looked as though she was trying not to smile. 
 
    “Just in case I don’t come back,” he said, finally heading through the door. 
 
    “Don’t joke about stuff like that.” 
 
    He wasn’t joking. Not really, not knowing Chauffeur, and especially not after facing him earlier and seeing what he could really do when he flexed his power. There’d be no mending himself back together if a truck ran over his skull, or two cars pinned him in a high-speed collision, or… 
 
    He opted to stop there, rather than confront the endless number of ways even a super with a form of regeneration could die against an army of autos. 
 
    It was deep enough into the night to make traveling on foot easy once Will made his way outside. He stuck to the alleyways when he could, and the deepest shadows of the street when he couldn’t.  
 
    Before leaving, he’d strapped Tragic Darkness over his shoulder diagonally, where it could adequately, if not comfortably hang. He was still getting used to moving with it and, truth be told, had no idea if he’d even be able to draw the thing in the heat of the moment. 
 
    It was a lazy weeknight, and the area was unnervingly quiet even as he moved out of the suburbs and into the city proper. Rue was on the line through the earbud, and he decided to put her to work. 
 
    “You still there?” he asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” she said, into his right ear. “Just making another attempt at stretching out my old costume.” 
 
    “I need to know where Chauffeur is,” he said. “How hard would that be for you to track him down?” 
 
    “With nothing else to go on, near impossible. I need you to give me some likely locations. I can pull them up on Google maps and, assuming they have enough cameras, narrow my power in on them.” 
 
    “Given his power, I’d think he’d tend toward hiding out somewhere that suited him,” said Will. “A car dealership, or maybe a truck stop.” 
 
    “I can work with that,” said Rue. “Is there a chance he’s just waiting by a busy street or highway? Wouldn’t it afford him the same flexibility?” 
 
    “I suppose, but I don’t know how you’d narrow that down.” 
 
    “There are so many dash and backup cameras in modern cars that I might just be able to pick up on a disturbance to a road if it’s big enough,” said Rue. “I’ll listen in on the police station to the calls they’re getting. I would assume having your car start driving itself is worthy of a 911 call.” 
 
    “Good thinking.” 
 
    “Stay safe, LP.” 
 
    He decided to begin his own search down the same general line of logic. One of the largest car dealerships in the city wasn’t far from where Will was at that moment. He jogged across the street, breathing a bit heavy from the weight of the sword.  
 
    The dealership was closed, and the banners outside flapped in the wind like the standards of a medieval army. Will tried not to think about how that was what this place would be to Chauffeur if he decided to use it for himself. Cars in the place of chariots. 
 
    “Did they still use chariots during medieval times?” he muttered. 
 
    “Um… what?” asked Rue.  
 
    “That was more of an Ancient Rome thing, right?” 
 
    “You are so unbelievably weird.” 
 
    “Love you, too. Hey, I’m at the Toyota dealership in Janus Avenue. Can you give it a scan?” 
 
    There was a pause. Will thought he could hear a faint sigh of effort, though it might have been his imagination and his own breathing. A sudden rattling noise came from the dealership’s entrance. He whirled around, drawing Tragic Darkness. 
 
    A homeless man went by pushing a cart, and Will relaxed. At least now he knew he could draw the sword quickly in a pinch, though he could already sense that getting it back into the padded nylon sheath was going to be a total pain in the ass. 
 
    “All clear,” said Rue. “I’m still running my own search, though. There are a few cars up on highway 91 that seem like they’re…” 
 
    “Cammie?” 
 
    “It’s him!” she snapped. “Oh, God, LP! There’s a long line of semi-trucks, a dozen at least, and he has all of them! They’re just running people off the highway!” 
 
    “Where’s he headed?” 
 
    “I don’t know. North, I guess?” 
 
    North. The only thing other than trees and small towns to the north of them was… 
 
    “No fucking way,” muttered Will. 
 
    “What? What is it?” 
 
    “He’s going back to the prison. He’s going to try to hit Mastodon.” 
 
    There was no time for him to do anything but figure out how to get there. The temptation to steal a car was overwhelming, but he couldn’t see any within the dealership that were old enough to jumpstart easily through the unsophisticated method he’d learned with his power. 
 
    Instead, and with some considerable hesitation and doubt, Will waved down a taxi. The driver gaped at him, which was fair. He was dressed in all black, hooded and masked, and in the process of pulling a nylon sheath onto a greatsword like a stubborn condom. 
 
    “I have money and I promise I’m not as crazy as I look,” he said. 
 
    The driver, an older black man with more grey in his beard than on his head, gave a shrug and waved him in. “That’s good enough for me. It’s been a pretty fucking slow night.” 
 
    The driver had no qualms at taking him through the city at a decent speed. Will watched the ticker roll up, slow, but faster than he could afford for long. 
 
    “I know I said I have money, but I think I have to get out here,” he admitted. “Cause that’s just about all of it.” 
 
    “You capable of signing an autograph?” asked the driver. 
 
    “Uh, yeah,” said Will. “As long as you’re fine with me signing it… Decay.” 
 
    “That’ll do just fine and probably earn me more in the long run.” 
 
    Will chuckled at that, hoping it didn’t prove true but not wanting to vocalize the thought in fear of ruining the deal. Rue gave him a few updates, but none of the trucks Chauffeur had snagged had cameras in them, and they were headed down the last road before the prison. 
 
    “You can drop me off here,” he said. “Thanks.” 
 
    “No, thank you.” The driver grinned as Will hastily scribbled his pseudonym down on the back of a receipt. 
 
  

 
   
    CHAPTER 50 
 
      
 
    The taxi drove off, and Will sprinted up the last stretch of road leading back to his old home. A fair amount of the tension in his heart had nothing to do with Chauffeur, and everything to do with the two years he’d spent in that horrible place.  
 
    He saw it as he came around the final bend. He saw it… and he couldn’t believe it. The wind was blowing hard, which was the only thing that had muffled the screams, the sound of the fire, crumbling concrete. 
 
    A prison van tore by Will, packed so full of escaped prisoners that two men were clinging flat to the roof. He saw others sprinting into the forest on foot, a few more with flight powers rising into the night sky. 
 
    It had been a two-pronged attack, from both inside and out. The conventional walls had been breached by Chauffeur’s trucks, brute-forced open by tons of metal propelled by diesel engines.  
 
    But that had always been a risk to Mastodon Supermax, an unavoidable fact of its existence. Architect’s energy barriers were where the real force of containment came from. That, and the threat of Cryptkeeper, a super who could drain the life from any living thing he managed to directly touch. 
 
    Will ran to the nearest gap in the wall. The prison’s courtyard was aflame, and the building beyond it was barely recognizable, roof caved in, walls riddled with massive, compromising holes. Dead guards were everywhere, a few prisoners, too, but the ratio was weighted heavily in the expected direction. 
 
    “No…” he muttered, recognizing a familiar, friendly face in the center of the grass. “No!” 
 
    Sheila, the deputy guard captain, lay dying in a pool of her own blood. She was one of the only people who’d been friendly to him without expectation during his time behind bars. Always smiling, always sympathetic. On her back with a gaping gash in her neck. 
 
    “No!” he shouted. 
 
    He fell to his knees next to her, pressing his hand to her neck, wishing beyond all reason that he could mend other people like he could mend himself. She already felt cold. He tried to listen for her breathing, regardless. 
 
    “Wake up,” he said. “Come on! You can’t just die… not like this.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    FIVE YEARS EARLIER 
 
      
 
    “Wake up!” screamed Lockpick. “Breathe! Come on!” 
 
    He punched Halberd’s chest, shook him hard, tried to lift him up from where he lay dying on the carpeted floor of their hotel suite. A sickly white froth coated the edges of the older man’s mouth and lips. Evidence of a pill overdose, not that there’d been any doubt in Lockpick’s mind. 
 
    “How many did you take?” he shouted. “Why? Why did you need to…?” 
 
    He’d tried everything he could think of. He’d poured water on his face. He’d tried to stick a finger down his throat, make him throw up. He’d hit him, more than once. He’d tried everything… except the incredibly obvious move of simply calling emergency services. 
 
    Their hotel room was filled with illegal pills, restricted materials in the form of the remaining abomination diamonds, and no small amount of ill-gotten money. Lockpick could have called a hospital when Halberd had first collapsed, but he hadn’t. 
 
    He wished he could say that it was because he was afraid of the legal consequences that would befall his father, but the impulse had been a selfish one. He’d been worried about getting in trouble, himself, worried about having to face everything he’d done, the fever trip that was their time since leaving home.  
 
    “Stop it!” he screamed. “Quit faking! Just… get up already!” 
 
    He slammed his fists down on Halberd’s chest again. A weird noise came from the older man’s throat, not a breath, not a burp, just the hiss of escaping air. Lockpick fumbled his phone. It was probably too late, but he had to try anyway. Had to do something. 
 
    With trembling fingers, he dialed the number. The ring tone played again and again, mocking him with the slowness of whoever was supposed to answer on the other side. 
 
    “Please…” he whispered. “This isn’t fair. I didn’t come with you to… to just… watch you die.” 
 
    He hit him again, feeling like such a bastard. He was a horrible son. Why hadn’t he just called earlier? This was all his fault, everything, all because of him. 
 
    “You’re Halberd,” he muttered. “You’re supposed to be… invincible.” 
 
    Someone had picked up and was saying something on the other end of the line. Lockpick tried to answer, but he hadn’t heard the question, and all that came out when he tried to ask them to repeat was this terrible, pathetic squeaking noise. Tears streamed down his face, hot, acidic. 
 
    Halberd gasped. 
 
    “Sorry,” he said. 
 
    Lockpick set his phone down and, with the precision of a palsy patient, ended the call. He ran his hands through his long hair and pulled his knees up to his chest, sitting on the floor and hugging himself and feeling so much younger than fifteen and a half. 
 
    “Sorry?” he repeated, watching Halberd as he slowly sat up. “You’re… sorry? What the fuck is wrong with you?” 
 
    Halberd seemed to think about it, even though it wasn’t a question he’d asked in expectation of getting an answer. 
 
    “I should be dead,” said Halberd. “That’s what’s wrong with me. I should be dead, and the people I failed… thousands of people… should still be alive. I made a big mistake, LP. Too big of a mistake. All of this…” He gestured to himself. “…is just a drop in the bucket.” 
 
    Halberd wiped his mouth clean, looked Lockpick square in the eyes, and kept going, words spilling out like water gushing from a burst dam. 
 
    “I was called in to deal with an abomination, years and years ago, before the Crimson Five. I’d been warned that it was dangerous, that I shouldn’t attack it directly. Our goal was to lure it away, capture it or at least get it a safe distance from people. 
 
    “I didn’t listen. That’s just how I was when I was younger, how I still am, in so many ways. I attacked it because I thought I was smarter, that I knew better, but mostly just because I wanted a fight. So I hit it… and it started glowing. It just flew up into the sky, this glowing missile of a monster. It went up, and came down, right in the center of the town I was trying to protect.” 
 
    Halberd took a long breath. He patted his pockets, searching for cigarettes or pills or something, with no luck.  
 
    “I thought it was a dream at first. After I realized it wasn’t, I thought it might be the kind of trauma that numbs with time. It didn’t. I tried to off myself. I still don’t even know if I wanted to die. I mean, I did want to die, but if I wanted to do it, call it quits.” 
 
    Halberd looked at Lockpick and let out a sad, tired chuckle. 
 
    “This can’t possibly make any sense to you. Simpler if you realize that I’m just a fuckup. Real big fuckup, so much more than…” He gestured to himself. “I killed thirteen thousand people… by accident. By not listening. By being sloppy. You can’t even find it online, really. There’s a three-paragraph article describing the incident, top of the second page of search results. That’s it. Doesn’t even mention me by name. 
 
    “I know I’m a lousy father. I just want you to know that if I was a better person… God, I wish I was a better person. Nobody really gets it, LP. Doesn’t matter how powerful you are if you don’t make a commitment to take responsibility for your fair share. To make that commitment and keep it. Do you understand what I’m saying?” 
 
  

 
   
    CHAPTER 51 
 
      
 
    Will hadn’t understood, back then, what Halberd had meant. He pulled his hand back from Sheila’s neck, staring at the blood coating his fingers and palm. He still wasn’t sure if he understood, if he really got it, but the words made a lot more sense.  
 
    The prison break had gone off spectacularly. Few people would be able to appreciate the kinds of monsters that had just been unleashed into the world in the way that Will did. Unleashed into his city, no less.  
 
    “They got out,” he said. “All of them. The prison’s done, Rue.” 
 
    No response. He checked his phone and was unsurprised to find that he’d lost service. He needed to get back in touch with her, fast. She was one of the few supers with the capability to track and keep tabs on this many escaped prisoners.  
 
    He drew his greatsword, not willing to take any chances against stragglers that might be waiting outside. Hurrying back through the destroyed wall, Will came to an immediate stop. 
 
    More cars and trucks had shown up, enough to clog the road and spill onto the grass. Chauffeur sat on the hood of a hummer with a lightbar installed on the front. He grinned when he saw Will, though his expression shifted to puzzlement when he saw the sword and costume. 
 
    “The boss told me to keep an eye out for stragglers,” said Chauffeur. “That, and to block the road and make it hard for the po-pos to get up here. I’d say you look just about like a straggler to me.” 
 
    “He picked the right man for the job,” said Will gruffly. “Just who I’ve been looking for.” 
 
    Chauffeur blinked, the smile returning to his face as fast as it’d left. “That voice… It’s you, isn’t it? Oh, I thought I’d have to go looking for you, Pick. You’re so thoughtful going out of your way to save me the trouble.” 
 
    A few cars and trucks revved their engines and started rolling forward. They didn’t fly toward Will, instead moving to pen him in, like a wolf pack on the prowl. 
 
    “You should have run away with everyone else,” said Will. “Why do you think Despot picked you for this job, anyway? This is shitlist duty.” 
 
    “I volunteered. I like fighting. I’m not a coward like you. Want to know what’s funny? Despot even asked about you. Wanted to know if you’d gotten in touch, fallen back in line. Could be trusted, even. That sword, that costume, especially that tone of voice, all says no to me. A resounding no.” 
 
    Chauffeur had two dozen cars and trucks, at the very least. He must have found a way to raid the prison’s parking lot before the chaos had popped off. As much as Will was interested in seeing what his new sword could do, he was far from optimistic about how a fight, here and now, would actually go. 
 
    “You’ve always been all talk,” said Will. 
 
    “Fuck you. You’ve always been nothing. You think I don’t know about your power, Pick? The real betrayal was you holding back, even when you were on good terms with us. You could have cut your way out at any time, cut me and all the brothers loose with less mess than I made, that’s for damn sure.” 
 
    “You’re no brother of mine,” said Will. 
 
    Chauffeur cackled. He was still moving cars into position, ringing them around Will, leaving no chance of escape. 
 
    “Oh, but I am a brother!” he said. “Brother Chauffeur. It’s got such a nice ring to it. All respectable and shit. Let me tell you, I got along with that Second Advent kool-aid crowd. Just a prettier version of the Realists. Subtract some savagery, sprinkle in some charity and amens, and you got yourself a bona fide church.” 
 
    “I don’t see them killing innocents in cold blood,” pointed out Will. “Something tells me they would have found you out eventually.” 
 
    “You’d like to think that, wouldn’t you? The world ain’t like that anymore, Pick. There are winners, and there are losers. If you’re a super, shit… you’ve already won. What’s wrong with collecting your prize?” 
 
    Chauffeur leaned back, stretching his arms out. In that same moment, the first car came at Will, an old but well-maintained Firebird. One chance, that was all he had. The headlights threatened to blind him, and it was hard to judge the speed, but he kept a white knuckled grip on his greatsword, gritting his teeth in focus. 
 
    A single rising slash was all it took with his power. Tragic Darkness sheared through the metal of the car, the engine, the glass of the windshield, the material of the seats, everything. Will split the car in two, and the sudden asymmetrical force of the tires sent either half turning away from him. He parted the Firebird like an island splitting a river. 
 
    Chauffeur wasn’t an idiot. He sent several cars at him the second time around. Will ran to his right, positioning himself so there would be at least a small interval between potential collisions. He hacked apart a Chevy Uplander and defensively sheered a slice off a Lincoln Town Car. 
 
    A single hit. That’s all Chauffeur needed. If he knocked him down, running him over would be child’s play, given his power and the number of vehicles he had on hand. Will flung himself sideways, almost getting nailed by an F-150, but slicing through one of its wheels in retaliation. 
 
    It was all about speed, fluidity, and timing. He never let himself come to a full stop, always moving, always turning. Cars and trucks began circling, rather than coming straight at him, as though he stood in the center of a roundabout. 
 
    A recent-year Supra squealed its tires as it broke from the line and barreled straight toward Will. It was a really nice car, the kind he would have loved to have for himself. He didn’t hesitate for a second, slashing into it like a birthday pinata. 
 
    Another car, no time to see what, came at him from the right. Will stabbed his greatsword into the ground and let it do the work, sheering the vehicle into two neat halves. A truck on course to hit him skidded sideways to avoid the debris. Will caught it in the engine with a cut resembling a baseball bat swing. 
 
    Engine oil, antifreeze, and gasoline rained down on him like mid-summer rain. Will couldn’t help himself. He laughed, feeling the same rush he’d felt when he’d first been sent to prison and learned how good he really was at hurting people. He searched for Chauffeur amid the remaining vehicles, wondering if the convict might simply be intimidated into surrendering after seeing such a masterful display of his— 
 
    There was a crunch, and the world was abruptly upside down. The details came to him as he tumbled through the air, greatsword knocked from his hand. An electric car, one of those quiet bastards, with all the lights smashed out for further stealth. Clever fucker. 
 
    He hit the ground hard enough for it to hurt, despite still being too stunned to feel most of his debt of pain. His body was a mess. He guessed that he had a broken rib or two simply from the angle he’d been struck at and the odd, catching sensation that came with each breath. Probably a broken ankle too, given… well, his basic understanding of which way ankles were supposed bend. 
 
    “You stupid bitch!” called Chauffeur. “What now, huh? Go on, try something. Get up and fight me!” 
 
    Will tried to rise to one knee, and it felt like a mistake. The pain was coming now, hitting him with that panicking intensity that usually had him fumbling to mend whatever he could before he passed out. Chauffeur approached with his fists raised as though he still expected a fight. Almost funny, but laughing was no good for his ribs right then. 
 
    He reached into his pocket and pulled out his old, reliable penknife. Chauffeur kicked it out of his hand the second he had it open, and then started kicking him. It was all Will could do to cover his head and injured side. Mending his ankle was out of the question. It would have been a challenge to do through the pain even while not being savagely beaten. 
 
    “That’s right!” screamed Chauffeur. “The strong survive. The weak die. The world’s always been this way, Pick. Just the way of things.” 
 
    He dropped down, grabbing Will by the throat with both hands. Will tried to punch and then desperately scratch at Chauffeur’s face, but the other man was taller, with longer arms. He couldn’t breathe, and when you can’t breathe, it’s the only thing that matters.  
 
    “I’ll do it with my own hands,” muttered Chauffeur. “Despot will grin when I tell him. My own fucking hands.” 
 
    Will slapped his arm sideways, lungs burning, black splotches encroaching on the edge of his vision. If he could just grab his penknife, wherever it landed… But Chauffeur would react if he picked up a knife. His fingers touched something else, a small shard of broken glass, maybe twice the size of a guitar pick. 
 
    It wasn’t Chauffeur’s fault for underestimating him. Everyone else had. 
 
    Will brought the glass back inward, pressing it against and then through both of Chauffeur’s hands, severing a deep gash through muscle and bone and tendons. It was as though he’d cut a string on a marionette. Chauffeur’s hands simply went limp and useless, and the bald super howled with pain and fell backward. 
 
    Will coughed and sucked in air, a necessary evil, given the agony it was to his ribs. He rose as high as he could, balanced on a single knee and his one good foot. Chauffeur was staring at his hands, and his eyes went even wider as he saw Will getting up. 
 
    “No…” muttered Chauffeur. 
 
    He tried to run, which Will actually gave him credit for. Sometimes, it really was the best move. Will grabbed his ankle before he could scramble up completely and sliced the glass through another tendon.  
 
    “This is going to get a little messy,” said Will. “As much as I would love to slit your throat, just like you or some other bastard slit Sheila’s, I’m trying to get out of the habit of killing for killing’s sake. With that said, I can’t just leave you be with a power like yours.” 
 
    “Stay away from me!” Chauffeur hissed at him and spat like a feral cat, still trying to crawl away. 
 
    “You decide,” said Will. “Blind or dead?” 
 
    Chauffeur began screaming at the top of his lungs. Blind it was. A single slash across the eyes. He’d been right — it was a little messy. 
 
  

 
   
    CHAPTER 52 
 
      
 
    Will was walking again after mending his ankle and ribs, though the effort had nearly exhausted him and the pain still lingered. He put as much distance between himself and the prison as he could, sticking to the forest and heading parallel with the road. Occasionally, he’d hear a voice in the distance or the snap of a branch, a reminder of how many prisoners had escaped that night. 
 
    His phone rang. He answered, dropping low, whispering to stay quiet. “Hey.” 
 
    “What happened?” hissed Rue. “Are you alright?” 
 
    “I’m alright,” he said. “Chauffeur hit the prison.” 
 
    “You’re not serious?” 
 
    “He broke everyone out, as far as I can tell,” said Will. 
 
    “Everyone…” Rue was silent for a moment. “How many prisoners did that place hold, exactly?” 
 
    “Around a hundred,” said Will. “Well, two hundred, counting the women’s side, which was also breached.” 
 
    “Jesus Christ.” 
 
    “Yeah.” He looked around, feeling uneasy as he remembered where he was. “Listen, I have to make another call. It’s important.” 
 
    “LP, hold on. You have to get home, now!” 
 
    “I will as soon as I can.” 
 
    He hung up and searched through his phone contacts, finding one he’d only recently added. The dial tone rang once, twice, three times. 
 
    “Hello?” said Greg Daniels. 
 
    “You’re going to be hearing about a prison break within the hour,” said Will. “It was orchestrated by a super named Chauffeur, who was out through the Second Advent’s release program.” 
 
    “…What?” 
 
    “If I were you, that’s what I would look into. That’s the story.” 
 
    Silence. Will could practically picture the reporter’s face. 
 
    “Thanks,” said Greg. 
 
    “You’re welcome. Just so we’re clear, if you ever try to do me dirty again like you did with that sketch, I won’t react well to it.” 
 
    Greg snorted. “You think I did you dirty? Kid, that sketch may have been bad, but my memory sure as hell isn’t. You think it’s an accident it looked nothing like you? I’ve been sketching supers for twenty-five years.” 
 
    “…What?” 
 
    “Always said you’d go on to do great things.” 
 
    Will was speechless. Greg cleared his throat. 
 
    “Sorry,” said the reporter. “I’m an old man. I don’t know what I’m talking about. Nobody takes me seriously anymore. But for the record, if you do have any other breaking stories or information you want presented in a certain way, well, you have my number.” 
 
    Will hung up the phone. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    It took him most of the night to get home. Rue was already asleep, but he’d checked in with her on the way back. Will’s first few hours back consisted of washing, drying, and hiding his costume, and then washing, drying, and putting himself to bed. 
 
    He let Rue sleep in and headed to the hospital at the very start of visiting hours. A nurse outside Jess’s room waved him over before he could head through the door. 
 
    “You should know that her pain level went up this morning, so we increased the dosage of some of the drugs she’s on,” she said. 
 
    “Meaning?” 
 
    “She’s loopy as all hell right now, but you can still say hi.” 
 
    Will chuckled and headed through the door. Jess was awake, blonde hair messy from sleep, a tired, borderline angelic expression on her face. 
 
    “It’s you,” she said, in a dreamy voice. 
 
    “It’s me.” He smiled and pulled a chair up beside her bed. “How are you feeling?” 
 
    He expected her to smile, maybe even to pull him into a hug. She didn’t even look at him. 
 
    “You shouldn’t have come,” she muttered. 
 
    “What?” He reached for her hand, but she moved it before he could take it into his own. 
 
    “You heard me, Hal,” she whispered. “I don’t want you here right now.” 
 
    Hal. She thought he was Halberd. The nurse clearly hadn’t been lying about how loopy she was. 
 
    “No, Jess, it’s me,” he said, chuckling. “Will. LP.” 
 
    “You finally got clean,” she muttered. “You expect me to applaud you for that?” 
 
    She shot him a glare too intense for him to take seriously. 
 
    “Here, why don’t I come back later?” he said, standing up. “You should get some rest.” 
 
    “I’ll never forgive you!” said Jess, raising her voice. “I would never have left him alone with you for a second if I’d known. Will was strong, dependable, loyal… and you took advantage of him. You stole him away.” 
 
    “Jess…” he said, caught off guard by her tone. 
 
    “You stole him from me, and you hurt him!” she said. “You broke him. You made him… like you.” 
 
    Ouch. It hurt to hear her say that, not because he took offense to it, but because it wasn’t quite true. So close, but so far. He had to say something, even if it was the wrong time and the wrong place. He came back over to the bed, knowing she still thought he was Halberd and trying to give her an answer anyway. 
 
    “Will was always like me,” he said. “I wasn’t the best father, or the best man. But Will loved me, and I loved him. He’ll tell you as much if you ask him. Even when our choices took us down a dark road, we were in it together. Family.” 
 
    “We were all family!” said Jess, with such pain in her voice. “You stole him from me!” 
 
    “But now he’s back,” said Will, touching her shoulder. “He’s back, and he’s all yours.” 
 
    She blinked, and the heavier emotions sloughed off her expression like loose snow falling from the edge of a roof. He was happy to see that effect from his words, almost as though he’d freed her from a curse. The curse of the fuckups, maybe. 
 
    It really had been the type of thing Halberd would have said if could have been bothered to sober up for long enough to be both coherent and sentimental. Will left Jess’s room, found a chair in the hall to sit in, and waited for a full hour before heading back in. 
 
    “LP,” said Jess, grinning.  
 
    “Sleeping beauty,” he said, smiling back. “How are you feeling?” 
 
    “So much better,” she said, with a sigh. “But I did have the weirdest dream.” 
 
    “You did?” He furrowed his brow. “About what?” 
 
     “Oh, nothing. Come here.” 
 
    He pulled a chair up, but she shook her head and opened her arms.  
 
    “Closer,” she said. “Come on up.” 
 
    “I think hospital beds are made for one.” 
 
    She wrapped her arms around his shoulders, anyway, pulling him close enough to lavish both his cheeks with kisses. “It’s fine. Nobody will object to a recovering super watching a movie with one of her favorite people.” 
 
    She twisted, and Will went along with it, smiling as he spread out next to her on the narrow slice of bed left open. She pulled him in close, arms still round his shoulders, one leg lifting to drape over and entangle itself with his. 
 
    “This is quite the aggressive hug,” he said teasingly. 
 
    “Just making sure you don’t run away again,” she whispered. “Though I will admit that I might be a little too glad that you’re back.” 
 
    “Well, I might be a little too glad to be back,” he countered. 
 
    She blinked, her face an inch away from his. “You really do mean that… don’t you?” 
 
    He nodded, and kissed her, his lips pressing against hers like it was the most natural thing in the world. He was back, and she didn’t have to wrap her legs around him to make sure he stayed. 
 
    Not that he was complaining. 
 
    There was a noise from the door, and Will almost fell out of bed in his rush to make their embrace slightly more acceptable to the wayward eye. Rue and Avery burst into the hospital room, talking loudly and smiling as though they’d just arrived at a party. 
 
    “See!” said Rue. “I told you he’d be here.” 
 
    “Sweet little LP, looking out for his loved ones,” said Avery, in a mocking voice. “Hey, make room.” 
 
    There was barely any room left but that didn’t stop her from hopping onto the bed anyway. Jess laughed. Will did his best to keep his hands from touching anywhere too dangerous as Avery playfully shifted on top of him.  
 
    “Room for one more,” he said, patting a tiny opening on the mattress. 
 
    Rue rolled her eyes as though she was way too cool to wrestle and cuddle with her family, and then leapt forward, landing on the bed with enough force to stir a few gasps and no small amount of laughter. 
 
    “Hey!” shouted the nurse. “She’s supposed to be resting!” 
 
    “I’m rested,” said Jess. “I think I’m ready to go home.” 
 
    “I think we all are,” said Will. 
 
      
 
      
 
    THE END 
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    PART ONE: MISTAKEN IDENTITY 
 
      
 
   



 

 CHAPTER 1 
 
      
 
    The hallway was empty, imbued with the essence of lazy, mid-afternoon quiet. Will still took the time to listen for a few seconds before stepping out of his room, aware of the risk he was about to take. 
 
    The thing about costumes that goes underappreciated is that they work both ways. As effective as they can be at disguising one’s true identity while worn, they just as quickly give a person’s nighttime persona away when stored improperly. 
 
    Will was fine with keeping the more easily hidden parts of his costume in his room. A hooded sweatshirt, sweatpants, even black boots, could be stuffed into the corners and crevices where no one looked, in between uses. 
 
    His sword, however, needed a new home. It would have been ideal if he could have waited until the middle of the night, but he planned on heading out in costume early that evening. He waited at the top of the stairs, ninety-nine percent sure that Jess had already left to tend to chores for the day. 
 
    One percent is a hell of a thing. Just as Will began crossing the living room, eyes set on the door to the garage and the freedom of a new hiding spot, he heard footsteps from the kitchen. He froze, not wanting to look too suspicious and looking incredibly suspicious as a result. 
 
    “Hey, LP,” said Jess. “What’s with the bag?” 
 
    She was fresh from her workout, musky and breathing hard, blonde hair pulled back into a neat ponytail. Her workout clothes were spotted with sweat—tight black leggings and a loose, baby blue sleeveless top that showed a hint of her navel when it rose up just right. 
 
    “Just some old stuff,” he said. “Figured I’d throw it all in the garage.” 
 
    It took all the composure Will had to keep from physically pulling the bag behind his back. One look inside, and his life was basically over, especially if Jess, Relic, was the one doing the looking. 
 
    She took a long pull from her water bottle and headed for the sink to refill it. “Well, there’s plenty of room. We also have storage space in the basement that’s currently going to waste.” 
 
    “Good to know,” he said, a little too quickly. 
 
    She folded her arms, turning to lean against the counter. The way she filled out her workout clothes would have drawn no small amount of attention at a gym, full breasts and perfectly balanced hips. 
 
    “There’s also the upstairs closet,” she said. “I have some old cleaning stuff in there right now, but I bet I could make room.” 
 
    “Oh, no, I’m sure the garage will be fine,” said Will. He pivoted and made a beeline for the door.  
 
    A blanket-covered lump on the couch made a noise and abruptly sat up. “Do the two of you have to be so loud? I’m trying to sleep.” 
 
    Avery was clad in her underwear and a bad case of bedhead. She squinted at Will as though the mid-afternoon sunlight was an intense imposition on her eyes, short red hair messy on one side and flat on the other. 
 
    “Have you been there all day?” asked Will. 
 
    “Since late last night,” groaned Avery. “Didn’t feel like flying all the way back to my apartment.” 
 
    “Why the couch? You still have a room upstairs, don’t you?” 
 
    “I took my pillows and blankets to my place,” muttered Avery. “Couch is fine. What’s with the bag?” 
 
    “Just… some stuff.” He glowered at her, but it had the opposite of the intended effect. 
 
    “Ah, I see,” said Avery. “Some stuff. Porn mags? Bong? Other nefarious contraband?” 
 
    She seemed to find her morning legs, hopping off the couch and smiling wickedly as she strode toward him. It was the last thing Will wanted. Avery was small in body, but almost limitless in energy. 
 
    “It’s none of your business,” said Will, pulling the bag out of reach. “Put some clothes on and mind your own business.” 
 
    “Rude!” said Avery, still smiling. “Come on, let me see. You’ve got this big, long package, LP. Whip it out and show it off.” 
 
    “Avery!” said Jess, laughing a bit. 
 
    “Grab the bag!” called Avery. “Come on, I’m sure you’re curious, too.” 
 
    She latched onto one of Will’s arms, holding onto it and swinging like a stripper might introduce herself to a pole for the night. It was hard for him to fend her off effectively while distracted by the soft crush of her small breasts and the padded fabric of her bra rubbing into his shoulder. 
 
    “If he wants to keep it to himself, it’s up to him,” said Jess, coming closer. “Will has a right to his privacy.” 
 
    She set herself in between him and Avery and kissed him on the cheek.  
 
    “What if it’s something his probation officer should know about?” asked Avery. 
 
    It was a good point, maybe too good of one, and Jess’s expression shifted in a pensive direction. Just then, Rue bounded down the stairs, curly hair tied back into a puffy ponytail, tight jeans and crop top showing off her blessed curves. 
 
    “Why do the two of you have LP surrounded?” she asked. 
 
    “Because he won’t tell us what’s in the bag,” said Avery. 
 
    “Isn’t it obvious?” Rue shot him an apologetic glance. “It’s the old Guitar Hero controllers he had stuffed in his closet. I told him he should throw them out or sell them, at least, but you know how nostalgic LP gets.” 
 
    “Oh,” said Avery. 
 
    “If you’re not going to play the game, sweetie, you should at least consider passing them on,” said Jess. 
 
    “I will, eventually,” he said. “For now, I’ll just tuck them away somewhere safe.” 
 
    “Are you heading out after?” asked Jess. “Be sure you’re back in time for dinner. I have something special in store!” 
 
    Avery shot her an odd look. Will had no idea what she was talking about, but he smiled and nodded, finally managing to slip through the door leading to the garage. 
 
    The various cabinets and old, forgotten carboard boxes filled with everything and nothing offered a wealth of potential hiding spots. Will eyed a tool cabinet covered with a layer of dust that suggested it hadn’t been opened since… well, since he and Halberd had left. 
 
    There weren’t enough tools to reliably obscure the presence of his weapon if someone did happen to open it for whatever reason, but Will looked beside the cabinet and saw the ladder.  
 
    The side struts had a metal hollow in front of and behind each step, wide enough for him to slip his sheathed greatsword into, cross guard covered by one of the ladder’s steps. Assuming nobody needed to use the ladder in the near future, it would go completely unnoticed. 
 
    He headed back inside. Avery was perusing the fridge. The shower was running upstairs, presumably Jess taking a shower. Will slipped into his room, frowning as he noticed Rue seated in his chair, at his desk. 
 
    “Come right on in,” he said, lifting his arm as though heralding her in from the hallway. 
 
    “Why do you still have that?” she asked. 
 
    He shut the door and leaned his back against it. “Have what?” 
 
    She narrowed her eyes, swiveling the chair around and setting her feet up on his bed. “You know what. We caught Chauffeur. That was supposed to be the end of it.” 
 
    “Closer to the beginning than the end,” said Will. “One hundred and ninety-seven prisoners escaped from Mastodon, Cammie. You expect me to just ignore that?” 
 
    “You’re not a licensed super!” she hissed. “The correct thing for you to do is absolutely to just ignore it. This isn’t your fight, LP. Why are you so eager to take it on?” 
 
    Because it was his fight, at least in part. Despot and the rest of the Power Realists wouldn’t just forget him. Dealing with Chauffeur had been the beginning, no more than a warm-up, a teaser, compared to this. If he didn’t move on them, they would move on him, eventually. 
 
    “I don’t have a choice,” he said. “You don’t understand. They remember me.” 
 
    “So keep your head down and let them remember you!” said Rue. She flopped out of the chair and into his bed, resting her chin on her folded hands and looking at him seriously. “You have better things to be doing than taking risks that will land you in jail again, LP.” 
 
    “Better things, as in…?” 
 
    She opened her mouth, closed it, and gave a smile equal parts mischievous and embarrassed. “…I was thinking about streaming tonight. Later on, after—you know—dinner and everything.” 
 
    Those words, paired with that smile, created some fast-growing cracks in Will’s resolve. They hadn’t streamed since just before the chaos with Chauffeur. He still remembered the look on her face as he’d played with that remote, played with her, made her come while she was moaning his name. 
 
    “If I help you with your stream again, will you help me with your power?” he asked. “It would certainly come in handy to have a set of eyes on the lookout for the escapees.” 
 
    “That’s not even close to a fair deal,” said Rue. “No. I’m not helping you get yourself into trouble.” 
 
    “Then I’m not helping you get off for strangers on the internet,” he snapped back. 
 
    He was more than a little annoyed by how it felt as though he was getting the worse end of both sides, but Rue’s stream and his role within it was the only real bargaining chip he had. He couldn’t even threaten to reveal her secret without being countered by a similar threat from her.  
 
    “Fine,” said Rue. “Be that way.” 
 
    She climbed out of his bed, letting her shoulder bang into his aggressively on her way to the door. It was extremely hard to stay annoyed with her as she made a show of stomping back to her room in her seductively tight jeans. 
 
    He grabbed everything he needed from his room. With his sword already in the garage, it was just a matter of getting his mask and the rest of his costume and stuffing them into his bag. He’d wait out the last hour or so until sunset and get straight to work. Lancaster City wasn’t that big, and Despot and the rest of his gang would have to show their heads eventually. 
 
    As he entered the hall, Jess was on her way out of the bathroom, blonde hair still dripping wet, towel straining to do a proper job of containing her breasts, hips, and thighs. She clung to the fold with the fingers of one hand in a way that invited Will to imagine how quickly it would burst open were she to let go. 
 
    “Remember,” she said. “Home by eight.” 
 
    “I know, I know.” 
 
    “I mean it, mister.” She gave him an exaggerated glare and planted a kiss on his cheek. “See you tonight.” 
 
    She patted his chest and continued on down the hall. She trusted him. Somehow, that made him hesitate more than Rue’s conditions, or Avery’s suspicions as his probation officer. Jess could never know. 
 
    But as long as he was careful, she never would. 
 
  

 
   
    CHAPTER 2 
 
      
 
    Rigby Tower had been a work in progress even before Will had ran off with Halberd. Barely any work had been done on it in all that time, the developers hemmed in by various regulations and negotiations with the city that only became more convoluted with each passing year. 
 
    It meant that he had an ideal perch to observe the city from, one free of passing pedestrians and inquisitive eyes. Will was in the costume of his alter ego, Decay, black hood, mask, and cape, topped off with his greatsword hanging across his shoulders. 
 
    He’d found Halberd’s old CB radio in the garage, and with the addition of some fresh batteries and channel tinkering, managed to tap into the police scanner frequencies. It was far from as precise and effective of a method of keeping tabs on the city as Rue’s power would have been, but unlike Rue, the radio didn’t have a mind of its own. 
 
    He listened to the light hiss of the static interference, looking out across Lancaster City, the cold night wind stirring a chill through the seams of his costume. He’d never viewed his home city as a place that needed any more protection than what it had had. With the Crimson Five, and even with just Relic after the team had broken up, it had gotten by just fine. 
 
    The mood in the days after the Mastodon Escape had been decidedly different, stressful and primed for panic. The streets were empty at night. Nobody went out alone, and stranger danger was suddenly real and pressing. 
 
    With that said, the escapees had been quiet since the initial prison break. There’d been no major incidents, no chaotic confrontations or epic showdowns of superheroes and supervillains. It felt like the calm before the storm, and it was why Will had the resolve to hold his late night, tower-top vigils, waiting for what everyone knew was coming. 
 
    He watched the traffic passing in the streets below, yellow headlights and red brake lights moving in predictable, even fashion. The CB radio crackled as an officer called in a report, the first few words lost in a hiss of feedback. 
 
    “…ten-ten on Henderson Street, fight in progress. Looks like a bigger group. Might need some help breaking it up.”  
 
    Henderson Street was a block over from where Will currently was. He could see what was going on, in fact, noting a circle of cars parked in an empty lot with their lights illuminating a gathering of people. It was hard to tell if they were supers or not, but it fit with the kind of trouble a gang like the Realists might get up to freshly free from prison. 
 
    He made his way down to ground level and headed for the disturbance, sticking to the shadows and stopping to listen as he got close. They’d lit several trash barrel fires, but the area smelled more like weed smoke than anything. A fight was underway in the middle of the circle the group had formed, but it seemed like a mundane affair, judging from the lacking intensity of the blows. 
 
    Will decided to approach them openly, figuring he could always fall back on fighting if it was necessary. He doubted it would be. If this were a gathering of unpowered miscreants, they would probably take off at the first hint of a superhero in their midst. 
 
    “A party,” said Will, raising and gruffing up his voice. “Why wasn’t I invited?” 
 
    The entire group, at least two or three dozen in total, went silent. Even the fight stopped, both combatants turning to stare at the masked, sword-wielding man who’d just entered their midst. A tall guy who couldn’t have been much older than Will himself stepped forward, mouth agape in abject surprise. 
 
    “Holy shit,” he said. “It’s that guy from the news! It’s Decay!” 
 
    A few whispers spread through the crowd. Will smiled, amused by how quickly they’d recognized him. It was a good thing and would probably make breaking their party up that much easier. 
 
    “Yo!” shouted someone else, from his left. “Dude, did you really orchestrate that entire prison break?” 
 
    “The prison break?” Will shook his head. “Where did you hear that?” 
 
    “Here!” The first shoved a bottle into his hand. “Drinks on us. Hey, do you mind if I get a photo with you? It would make my entire month. You’re like the coolest supervillain in the city.” 
 
    “Hey,” snapped Will. “I’m not here to fool around, and I’m not a supervillain. I—” 
 
    “Steph, show him your tits!”  
 
    “She’s got awesome tits,” said another guy. 
 
    Before Will could object, a girl with a mousy looking face pulled up her shirt and revealed that she did, in fact, have awesome tits. Will stared as she shook back and forth, stepping even closer and all but thrusting them in his face. A roar of approval came up from everyone else as he reached out and gently cupped one in his hand. 
 
    “You want to take someone on?” asked the tall guy. “We do like a fight club thing out here, just for fun. In between races, you know—since those attract way more attention.” 
 
    “He’d wreck anyone here,” said the other guy. “Assuming anyone would even have the balls to make the attempt.” 
 
    “I’m not here to fight,” said Will. He took a sip from the bottle in his hand, which was strong and tasty stuff, and made another attempt at getting the crowd’s attention. “This party needs to be moved somewhere else.” 
 
    “You can move us wherever you want.” The girl who’d flashed him was suddenly pressed up against his side, one hand stroking his bicep.  
 
    The two men who’d been fighting before were picking back up, one of them now shirtless. 
 
    “Did you seriously fight Relic?” someone asked. “They said on the news that you kicked the shit out of her.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t go that far,” he said, smiling, despite himself. “She just misunderstood where I was coming from. Her job is to protect the city, and she can be a little over-zealous about it.” 
 
    “Bro, you don’t have to tell us.” The tall guy took a hit from a joint and held it out to Will, coughing as he continued. “Major stick up her ass. Super hot, though.” 
 
    Will nodded, taking another sip of the liquor and feeling a substantial part of his resolve crumbling. This was just a party, raucous and out in the open, sure, but otherwise harmless. A cheer went up from the crowd as one of the brawlers landed a punishing hit on the other. 
 
    “So,” whispered Steph. “Are you going to take me back to your supervillain lair, or are motel rooms more your thing?” 
 
    She was smiling, and she was serious. Will put an arm around her, finding it hard to focus on his original goal for the night. He was working through the calculus of how to get laid without needing to take his mask off when the whirr of the sirens reached him. 
 
    “You’re under arrest!” shouted a voice, through a megaphone. “Hands up! Now!” 
 
    The party dispersed at a speed that mirrored Will’s own whiplash of emotions. He was dimly aware of how practiced the escape of his new friends was, apparently no stranger to evading the authorities. He was also aware of how pointless and petty it was to feel so disappointed. 
 
    “I said hands up!” shouted the officer. 
 
    Will was basically the last in motion and carried the lion’s share of police attention because of it. He took off down an alleyway, sprinting at full speed, pursued by the pounding footsteps of the authorities.  
 
    Part of him wanted to stand and fight, an annoyingly loud part of him that he had to tamp down on as though trying to close an overfull suitcase. He was not a supervillain, regardless of how the street crowd might view him. He was a good guy. He was hunting escaped prisoners and trying to save the world from his old gang. He was… 
 
    A cop jumped out from behind a hidden corner ahead of him, leveling a pistol or possibly a taser in his direction. Will moved on reflex, disarming the man and slamming his elbow into his face hard enough to necessitate some emergency dental surgery. He spun the officer around, flinging him into the ones giving hot pursuit. 
 
    He put some distance in between himself and the authorities, turning another corner and sliding to a stop alongside a fire escape. He realized a bit late that he was still holding the bottle of Hennessy in one hand, which made climbing tricky. He took a deep sip, not wanting to waste what he didn’t need to, and flung it into an open dumpster before hurrying up to the safety of the roof above him. 
 
    He felt as though he’d escaped after jumping to the next roof and scrambling down another ladder. The feeling all but evaporated as he took a step toward the street and heard the click of a safety trigger behind him. 
 
    “Freeze!” shouted a cop, voice pitched high with adrenaline. “I’m serious! Don’t move, I’ll shoot!” 
 
    Will turned around and held the cop’s gaze. “I don’t think you’ll like what happens if you shoot me.” 
 
    It wasn’t a threat, just the honest truth. It was better for both of them for him to just walk away, and Will turned to do just that. There was a sudden click, followed not by the report of a bullet, but a horrible, tingling pain. 
 
    A fucking taser. Will wondered if he happened to be the only person in the world who would actually have preferred a bullet. Easier to mend as long as it wasn’t in the head. 
 
    He went down hard, one leg kicking and contorting with absent urgency. The sensation didn’t wear off immediately when the charge ended, and the cop had ample time to confiscate his sword and slap a pair of handcuffs on him. 
 
    “Seriously?” he muttered. “You really want to go through the hassle of arresting a super?” 
 
    “I saw you on the news. You’re unregistered.” 
 
    “Currently unregistered,” said Will. “That could change sometime in the future.” 
 
    It wasn’t exactly a lie, but such a change would require serious reworking of CA regulations, not to mention a reworking of Will’s own values. More footsteps sounded in the street, and within a moment a second cop had joined the first. The two of them began whispering, shoulders tense, guns out. 
 
    “Come on!” shouted Will. “I’m not all that interested in fighting a couple of cops, but I absolutely will if you don’t take these cuffs off. Now.” 
 
    “Excuse me?” said the new cop. “Who do you think is running the show, here?” 
 
    Will stood up, slicing through the metal of the cuffs with the flat razor he’d taken to taping to the back of his watch. He let them fall to the ground in front of him and gestured with open palms. 
 
    “Don’t hate the player, hate the game,” he said. 
 
    “You think you’re above the law?” 
 
    It was a fair question, one he wished he had the time to get into with the gentlemen. Taking photos of supers for unmasking purposes was illegal. Certain types of lawsuits against them were made frivolous and irrelevant by judicial precedent. Hell, there was even controversy over how the laws of physics, as conventionally understood, fit into the science surrounding their powers. 
 
    Maybe he could at least get them thinking about it? Will held up a finger, considering his words. 
 
    “Have you ever thought about why—” 
 
    A bang rippled through the air as one of the cops shot him, the bullet tearing through the fabric of his costume and the flesh of his shoulder. Will staggered but stayed on his feet. He slapped his hand to the puncture wound in his chest and the other hand around to the other side, partially mending his injury. It would still hurt like hell, but it wouldn’t bleed anymore. 
 
    “That was a mistake.” He started toward the two cops.  
 
    One of them leveled a gun at him again, but the other just hesitated and stared. 
 
    Will disarmed the cop with fight left, cutting his gun into three pieces before tossing it aside. He knocked the man hard into the side of a building and pushed him down. The other was finally drawing his weapon, hands looking too unsteady to aim even at close range. Will sighed, took the firearm as though it was being handed to him, and sliced it up like a stick of butter. 
 
    “Go home,” he said. “Idiots.” 
 
    They ran off, and he doubled back to get his bag. His mending didn’t fix clothing, and his costume now had two conspicuous holes in it. As he took the bus home in mundane clothing, he felt annoyed with himself for just about every decision he’d made that night. 
 
  

 
   
    CHAPTER 3 
 
      
 
    Will made it home a little after ten. He hid his costume in the garage, not wanting to risk bringing even the clothing inside while people might still be awake. He honestly hoped Jess and Rue had gone to bed early, as his mood felt too foul to inflict on anyone else. 
 
    No such luck. Jess was in the dining room, reading a book at a set table. Rue and Avery were on the couch, watching TV in the dark. A “HAPPY BIRTHDAY” banner with balloons on either end hung unevenly over the stairs.  
 
    Will brought his palm to his forehead, feeling like an absolute idiot. June 28th. It was someone’s birthday, alright. His. It’d been two years since he’d last celebrated or acknowledged it, and apparently it was an easy habit to fall out of. 
 
    “Oh,” he said, looking apologetically at Jess. “So that’s why you said eight.” 
 
    “Yeah.” She folded her arms, not smiling. “We had a surprise party planned for you.” 
 
    “Which you are over two hours late for,” said Rue, glaring at him. “We did eventually eat dinner without you, but Mom wanted us to wait up so we could still eat cake together.” 
 
    “Were you drinking?” Jess passed close by him as she went to lock the door, a disappointed frown pulling at the corners of her mouth. 
 
    “I ran into some people,” he said, lacking any better explanation. 
 
    Avery snorted. “Oh, come on. You can forgive him for that much. He’s turning 21, after all.” 
 
    Jess and Rue didn’t seem to be in overly forgiving moods. Will made the attempt at an apology, regardless. 
 
    “I messed up,” he said. “I’m sorry. I just… lost track of time.” 
 
    How many apologies had Halberd given that sounded exactly like that? He looked at Jess and then to Rue, wanting to do better. 
 
    “Can we still celebrate?” he asked. “I don’t need the whole song and dance. Just the people that I love most to keep me company while I eat cake on my birthday.” 
 
    “Of course, sweetie.” Jess sighed and wrapped him in a tight hug. She’d taken a shower and changed into pajamas, and she was infinitely soft and clean against him. 
 
    “Whatever,” said Rue. “I don’t forgive you, but I do want cake.” 
 
    “Good enough for me.” 
 
    They sat down at the table. The cake was vanilla with chocolate frosting, his old favorite from when he’d been a kid. Avery sat down next to him, and Will felt her foot flicking playfully against his under the chairs. 
 
    “Happy Birthday, Will,” said Jess. She smiled as she passed him her present, a neatly wrapped box. He gave it a playful shake and listen before tearing it open and revealing a stylish leather jacket. 
 
    “Oh, wow,” he said, pulling it on. “It fits perfectly. Thank you, Jess.” 
 
    “You’re welcome. Show up on time next year, mister.” 
 
    Rue got him a new video game, a dungeon crawler with a local co-op mode that seemed ideal for two players. Avery got him a new pair of sneakers. It felt strange, getting birthday gifts, thinking about how much consideration they’d each put into what they’d picked out. 
 
    “You’re grinning,” said Avery. “I take it that means you like what we got you?” 
 
    “That’s generally what it means when a person smiles, yes.”  
 
    She pushed him in the shoulder. Will grabbed her hand with his, and they playfully arm wrestled for a few seconds.  
 
    “You aren’t alone anymore, Will,” said Jess. “Don’t forget that.” 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    FIVE YEARS EARLIER 
 
      
 
    “I’ll still be around,” said Lockpick. “You won’t be alone.” 
 
    “I know,” said Halberd. “That’s not really what I’m concerned about. Look at this place. I mean, it’s so stuffy. So pretentious.” 
 
    “Not so pretentious as to refuse to take a cash payment without questioning where the money came from. You’ll have a room with a view, catered meals, healthy activities. There will probably be other people there like you.” 
 
    “People like me…” Halberd let out a heavy sigh. “I don’t even know what that means.” 
 
    Lockpick reached over across the car, setting his hand on the other man’s shoulder. “Maybe you’ll figure it out here.” 
 
    “LP… I don’t know if I can do this.” 
 
    “I know that you can do this.” 
 
    “That’s not what I mean,” said Halberd, shaking his head. “I feel like… in my heart I want this, I need this, but in my bones… Do you really want to watch your old man disappoint you again?” 
 
    “As long as you try, I won’t be disappointed,” said Lockpick. “I’m proud that you’ve even made it this far. I never thought you’d be open to something like this.” 
 
    “Of course, I’m open to it, it’s just…” Halberd cracked his knuckles and brought his thumbs to his chin. “I’ve tried it before. Failed before. You fail at something enough times and it starts to get in your head.” 
 
    “Just do your best. That’s all I’m asking.” 
 
    “I suppose I can try.” 
 
    “Good,” said Lockpick. “Now let’s get you in there before they assume you’re a no-show and make off with our deposit.” 
 
    Halberd nodded slowly, and the two of them climbed out of the car. From the outside, Ardent Meditation and Life Habits was, admittedly, a rather stuffy and pretentious looking facility. But it was rehab, and Lockpick figured neither of those qualities got in the way of it being a positive environment. 
 
    The woman at the front desk was expecting them. Lockpick helped Halberd check in under his mundane identity, David Sorling. He could sense Halberd’s tension, almost like seeing him in the process of developing cold feet, and he gave the woman all the information she needed as quickly as he could. 
 
    “What about you?” asked Halberd. “Are you sure you’ll be okay without me?” 
 
    “We already went over this,” said Lockpick. “The one-bedroom apartment is paid for in advance through the rest of this month and all of next. I can fend for myself for that long, at least.” 
 
    “I suppose we’ll need to look for a two bedroom once I’m through to the other side,” said Halberd, with a chuckle. 
 
    Lockpick nodded, though in truth, he was still hoping their misadventure would come to an end once Halberd sobered up. This was as much about getting Halberd healthy physically as it was helping him straighten out his head. The way he spoke of Marauder’s gang, the intense certainty he had that they were in danger, that they’d put Jess and the others in danger if they went home… how much of that was even real? 
 
    “He’s all set,” said the woman. “David, if you’d come right this way, you can pick your room out and get unpacked.” 
 
    “Looks like it’s time,” said Halberd. He stood up straight and held his hand out to shake Lockpick’s. “I’ll see you in a month, LP.” 
 
    “See you then. You can do this.” 
 
    Lockpick drove the car home, aware it wasn’t technically legal for him to be driving it with just his permit. He was careful, though, and figured it would be fine.  
 
    The newly rented apartment was hardly furnished. Lockpick had set up a nest of blankets and pillows, lacking a mattress or bed to sleep on. It was a bit cold, but he still couldn’t figure out how to get the heater working, so he scavenged a blanket to wear around his shoulders as a cloak. 
 
    Dinner was mac and cheese from the box. It was his first time making it, and he was careful to follow the instructions to the letter. Which made it all the more annoying when a hiss drew his attention back to the pot, which was in the process of boiling over. 
 
    “Damn it!” He turned the heat down and did his best to salvage what he could. Good thing he’d thought ahead and bought some chips and candy. He turned the TV on as he started eating, awed by the possibilities presented by having the place to himself for the time. 
 
    “I can do this, too,” he muttered to himself. “I’ll be fine on my own.” 
 
  

 
   
    CHAPTER 4 
 
      
 
    It was late, and Will’s birthday party was coming to a somewhat muted end. He didn’t keep anyone at the table once he’d opened his presents and eaten his cake. Jess and Rue were clearly tired and still slightly irritated with him. He headed up to his own room, figuring Avery would also be eager to get back to her apartment. 
 
    He figured wrong. Avery knocked and poked her head into his room. Will was playing the new game Rue had gotten him, running through the tutorial. 
 
    “Hey,” she said. 
 
    “Hey.” He waved her in and gestured to the TV. “Want to play a round with me? I was going to ask Rue, but I get the sense that I’m not in her good graces tonight.” 
 
    “Maybe one round,” she said, smiling. “I would have thought you’d grown out of video games at the ripe age of twenty-one.” 
 
    “Not all of us can be as mature and accomplished with our adulting as the fabled Avery Sorling.” 
 
    She flipped a pillow off the bed and onto his head before sitting down next to him, back leaned against the mattress, and scooping up a controller. 
 
    “Which button is attack?” she asked. 
 
    “X and B.” 
 
    “X and… wait, which one’s X?” 
 
    “Here.” He set his own controller down and slid behind her, letting his legs rest on either side of her body.  
 
    Avery was small enough to fit there as though his chest was the back of a chair. Will reached around, moving her thumb onto the X button, his attention split between the sudden closeness and softness of her against him. 
 
    “Thank you,” she said.  
 
    He could hear the smile from her voice, even though he couldn’t see her from the front.  
 
    “Hands on approach, I see?” 
 
    “Always.” He let his hand linger against hers, running it back along her wrist and forearm. 
 
    Will hadn’t forgotten that night in her hotel room. Drunk as Avery had been, he was sure she hadn’t, either. The teasing, how quickly it had built, how close they’d come. Just thinking about how dangerous and hot it had been made his heart race. 
 
    “Mom and Rue were upset for a reason, you know,” she said, voice wavering. “You haven’t really slowed down since you’ve gotten home.” 
 
    He let one of his hands settle on her thigh, the other touching her hip. She still held the controller, but the game was all but a pretense. He felt himself getting aroused at a sprint as she sat there against him, tight enough to feel each exhalation of her breath. 
 
    “I’ve been busy,” he said. 
 
    “So I’ve noticed.” She leaned her head back, letting it gently knock into his chin. Was she implying something with that last comment? Her hair smelled incredible. 
 
    He couldn’t stop himself from going a little farther, letting his fingers slide along the length of her thigh. He brought the hand he had on her side up, feeling the thin fabric of her t-shirt until the edge of his thumb nudged her breast. 
 
    “Did you get everything you wanted for your birthday?” she whispered. 
 
    He let his mouth brush her neck, felt her arch her back and tense into him. 
 
    “Almost,” he said.  
 
    He lifted her, sliding her into his lap, making no attempt at disguising what he was doing. Avery turned sideways, shooting him a look somewhere between annoyed and flirtatious. 
 
    “Are we going to play this game or not?” she whispered. 
 
    The room felt hot. Will saw Avery’s eyes flick down to his lips and back up. He leaned in, still holding her on his lap, perched on his rapidly hardening erection.  
 
    He went for the kiss slowly, torturing her as much as himself across that long moment of expectance. Avery kissed him back, her lips moving faster against the rising tide of passion. 
 
    “Whoa.” She rubbed his chest and quirked her mouth sideways. “LP.” 
 
    “Avery.” 
 
    “We should…” 
 
    She trailed off as Will got more aggressive. She was on his lap, in his room, teasing him about presents. A man could only take so much, even if it was from Avery. Even if it was wrong to kiss her, touch her, do more than that. 
 
    They kissed again, and he felt her sucking back hungrily. He slid her shirt up, cupping the outside of her bra. Avery wiggled against him, her petite butt feeling so gloriously soft and poundable. 
 
    Enough teasing, enough ambiguity. Will pushed his fingers into Avery’s waistband and started pulling down. She shifted, not making it easier for him, but moving in a way that still betrayed her lust. 
 
    “You… little horndog,” she whispered. “Behave yourself.” 
 
    “Look who’s talking.” He slid his fingers over the soft fabric of her panties and felt Avery suck in a breath as he moved to get his hand inside. 
 
    “LP,” she said. “Too far.” 
 
    He was of the opposite opinion. They hadn’t gone nearly far enough, at least not to satisfy whatever fucked up urge had possessed him to pull her onto his lap in the first place. His face burned as he recognized that even now, he wanted nothing more than to strip her naked and see her bounce. 
 
    “Will,” said Avery, more sharply. 
 
    He pulled his arms away from her, leaning back against the mattress. She was still sitting on his crotch, but if she wanted to move, that was her prerogative. Avery stayed where she was for a few seconds, breathing still all out of sorts, and then cleared her throat and slowly stood to her feet. 
 
    “This is part of it too, you know,” she said, folding her arms. 
 
    “Part of what?” 
 
    “What makes this so weird for everyone?” said Avery. “I don’t know about Mom or Rue, but for me at least, it feels like this weird act of pretending like everything is still the same. When it clearly isn’t.” 
 
    “I haven’t changed that much,” he said. 
 
    She looked him up and down. “I’d say that you’ve gotten a little bit bigger. Sometimes you make me feel weird when I’m around you. Not in a bad way, but in a, well… a bad way.” 
 
    “That sounded better in your head, didn’t it?” 
 
    “Fuck you.” She gave him a soft kick in the meat of his leg. “You need to figure out what you’re doing before you go ahead and do it. Seriously. This might not end well if you just keep going, without thinking.” 
 
    He didn’t have a good response for that. Before he could even manage a bad one, Avery was in the hallway, shutting the door behind her, and he was alone with his own thoughts. 
 
    What would have happened if she hadn’t stopped him? Would he have eventually stopped himself? 
 
    Did he want to fuck Avery? Even just thinking the question in his head made part of him squirm, and another part of him stir. It wasn’t that simple, and he couldn’t just brush the feeling off as being pent up from prison and turned on by anything with tits. 
 
    He wanted to be near Avery. To keep her safe. To play video games with her, and tease her, and touch her, and… yes, probably more. Will groaned and ran his hands through his hair as he thought of Avery and even Jess, and how blurred his feelings toward them had become. 
 
    He loved all of them so much. He loved all of them… too much. 
 
  

 
   
    CHAPTER 5 
 
      
 
    Will awoke the next morning to the sound of someone in his room. He groaned, trying to mumble something about knocking and the purpose of doors, but only managing a tired yawn. 
 
    Jess was collecting his dirty laundry, stuffing individual pieces away in a clothes hamper. Her hair was down, and she still wore only her pajamas, the thin fabric clinging to her body and revealing as much definition as it hid. 
 
    “I can wash my own clothes,” he muttered. 
 
    Jess turned to look at him, grabbing a pair of discarded boxers and stuffing them into the pile. “Recent evidence would suggest otherwise.” 
 
    She leaned forward to snatch up a sock, full breasts shifting under her shirt in a manner that almost screamed of the absence of a bra. 
 
    “I’m not a child,” he said. “You don’t have to do this for me.” 
 
    He would have elaborated on the dangers of storming into a young man’s room early in the morning without knocking, but the conversation with Avery was still fresh in his head. As was the time when Jess had made that very mistake and stumbled in on him in a compromised state. 
 
    “Are there any dirty clothes in your bed?” asked Jess. “I’m running one load, so I need to get everything now.” 
 
    She grabbed his sheets and pulled them sideways. Will flinched, aborting an attempt to cover his morning wood. It would have been obvious even if he’d shielded it with his hands, and part of him was annoyed enough at Jess’s intrusion to want her to have to deal with the awkwardness. 
 
    She gaped, laundry forgotten as she stared at the fairly large tent in his boxers. The moment felt hot, and entirely outside the bounds of what was appropriate. Jess blinked a couple of times, and Will felt his cock growing even harder under her gaze. 
 
    “You see anything you need to grab?” he asked. 
 
    “Unless you want to wash your dirty boxers right now, no,” said Jess, looking away. 
 
    He was about to make a joke of that, but she tossed the blankets back onto him with more force than what was probably necessary. Was she still mad at him for missing his surprise party? 
 
    “What are you up to today?” he asked. 
 
    Jess dropped low to search under his bed. “Oh, nothing special. I have a shift at the community center this afternoon. I’ll be back in time for dinner.” 
 
    “Can I help out?” he asked. “I’m sure the youth program could use an extra set of hands, right?” 
 
    “Oh, LP, you don’t have to.” 
 
    “I want to.” He climbed out of bed and took her hands, seeing the way a smile instantly blossomed on her face. “I think the best way to make up an unexpected absence is with an unplanned appearance.” 
 
    “Well…” She pulled one of his hands up, letting her thumb run over his knuckles. “I have been telling everyone about you, and how excited I am to have you back. It would be fun to have you in person to show off.” 
 
    “What time do we leave?” 
 
    She grinned, kissing him on the cheek and pulling him into a hug. Will hadn’t expected that and was left trying to position his hips so he wasn’t stabbing her with the remnants of his erection. If Jess noticed or minded, she didn’t make it known. 
 
    He squeezed her tighter, his strong arms enveloping her soft body. The crush of her breasts against his chest was so wonderfully distracting. Definitely not wearing a bra. 
 
    “You should get dressed,” she whispered. 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    She let go of him, and with a slightly mischievous smirk, Will started to pull his t-shirt off to toss into the dirty clothes hamper. It was a joke, a way of prodding her to see what she’d do, one so bold that it almost made him forget about his tattoos and what they might do to their relationship if she saw them. 
 
    He smoothed his shirt out before revealing anything and turned around with a sigh.  
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    Will joined Jess in the car a few hours later. She smiled as he put his seatbelt on and rubbed his knee. 
 
    “Thanks,” she said. 
 
    “For what?” 
 
    She shrugged. “I don’t know. For… making the effort to spend time with me, I suppose. I know it’s easier for you to find things to do with Avery and Rue, given how close you all are in age.” 
 
    Making out with Avery. Teasing Rue during her cam shows. Lots to do. 
 
    “I like spending time with you,” he said. “I think it’s just tougher because of our schedules.” 
 
    Along with the fact that we seem to be on the opposite sides of the super world at night. 
 
    “I’m so glad,” said Jess. 
 
    The community center was on the eastern edge of Lancaster City, near the midway point between two of the larger grade schools in the area. It was cloudy, and rain sprinkled down on them as they hurried across the parking lot and inside into the lobby. 
 
    “Hey Jess,” said an older woman with glasses sitting behind the front desk. “Good timing. We’re actually short one after Jason called out. Wait… is that William?” 
 
    “This is he,” said Will. 
 
    “I’m Gina.” She smiled and stood up to shake his hand. “Jess has told us so much about you.” 
 
    Jess grinned and set a hand on his shoulder. “He’s our volunteer today. We can probably slot him right into Jason’s schedule.” 
 
    “Are you sure about that?” asked Gina. “He was on phys ed activities today.” 
 
    “I’m sure I can handle it,” said Will. 
 
    The sound of pounding steps and young, raucous voices echoed in from behind them. Will caught sight of a dozen or so tiny kids sprinting across the lobby, backpacks and lunch sacks in hand. 
 
    “Jessica!” shouted one of them. 
 
    “Jess!” 
 
    “Ms. Sorling!” 
 
    They grabbed at her legs and held her hands. Jess laughed and greeted each in turn, her face lighting up in response to the attention. Will felt a stab of nostalgia as he watched her, of how it had felt back early in the Crimson Five days when he’d only come up to her waist and clung to her in a similar manner. 
 
    “This is my son, William,” said Jess, gesturing to him. “He’s going to be in the gym with you today.” 
 
    “How many pushups can you do?” asked one of the boys. 
 
    “More than ten, less than a hundred,” he said. 
 
    “Do you have a girlfriend?” asked a little girl. 
 
    Will laughed and glanced awkwardly at Jess. Surprisingly, she seemed to be waiting for his answer along with the little ones. 
 
    “No, I don’t,” he said. “I just got back into town after being away for a while.” 
 
    “Where’d you go?” asked the first boy. 
 
    Will winced and tried to think of a way to answer that wasn’t an outright lie. 
 
    “He was with his father,” Jess provided for him. “He’s back now.” 
 
    They went down the hallway as a group, the children talking and laughing and making so much noise that it was a challenge to speak over them. Jess greeted nearly everyone they passed. She was a manager at the community center, but everyone responded to her warmly, happy to have her around. 
 
    “Here’s where you’ll be,” said Jess. “They usually play a game. Kickball or freeze tag, something along those lines. You can find the balls and equipment in the office in back. It should be unlocked. Don’t hesitate to come find me if you need anything, but make sure you grab someone to watch the kids in the meantime.” 
 
    “I think I’ll manage just fine.” He leaned forward and kissed her on the cheek. “Don’t worry too much about me.” 
 
    She nodded, her eyes brimming with an infectious amount of pride. He wished, in that moment, that he could see in himself what she was currently seeing.  
 
    “Thanks, LP,” she said. “You’re the best.” 
 
    She waved and started back down the hallway, which seemed to be the cue for all the kids to redirect their energy his way. One of them climbed onto his back, and another latched onto one of his feet as he tried to lead the pack of wildlings into the gymnasium. 
 
    “Take it easy,” he said. “Alright. What game do you guys want to play?” 
 
    A dozen different answers overlapped as everyone tried to be heard at once. 
 
    “I think I heard dodgeball somewhere in there?” said Will. 
 
  

 
   
    CHAPTER 6 
 
      
 
    Will did his best to serve as the impartial referee as the kids played dodgeball with the savage enthusiasm of youth. The game quickly became two dozen against one as a few students took issue with some of his calls and began flinging their payloads his way. 
 
    “Hey!” shouted Will, catching an offending ball. “No attacking the ref!” 
 
    He started sending each dodgeball that came his way hurtling back at whoever threw it, which the kids seemed to find incredibly entertaining. He nailed one of them in the shoulder with enough force to knock one little boy onto his butt, and the injured child instantly broke out into a fit of tears. 
 
    “Oh!” said Will. “My bad! Are you…?” 
 
    He made it within a few feet before the boy stopped crying abruptly and tried to surprise him with another ball he’d apparently been sitting on like a bird egg. Will grinned and leapt backward, knocking another attack away with a swat of his hand. 
 
    He broke a sweat, and had far more fun than he’d been expecting to. After about an hour, a young woman with picture books in hand and a quiet voice came to relieve him of his charges. The kids groaned, many of them mumbling about how they hated story time. Will waved to them as they reluctantly followed their new minder off down the hall. 
 
    He went looking for Jess, eventually finding her office and knocking at the door. She was filling out some paperwork but set her pen down as he slipped into the room. 
 
    “Hey,” she said. “How did it go?” 
 
    “Pretty well,” he said. “Really well. I had fun, and so did the kids.” 
 
    “I bet. You look like you just ran a marathon.” 
 
    He chuckled and eyed the pit stains under his shirt. “Yeah. Does this place have a shower?” 
 
    “Of course. I was actually thinking of taking one myself since I was in a rush this morning.” 
 
    She led the way, taking him down the hall and around the corner. There were towels stacked inside a closet and two separate doors leading to the men’s and women’s sides. 
 
    “I’ll see you after,” said Jess. “I don’t have much more to do before we can head home for the day.” 
 
    “Sounds good.” He waved her off and headed into the men’s side.  
 
    The shower itself was surprisingly small, just a single clean stall that might be able to fit two occupants if they wanted to get extremely well acquainted with one another. 
 
    He’d just finished stripping his clothes off and was in the process of getting the water up to temperature when he heard a faint groan from somewhere nearby. Aa vent high up in the wall aimed in the direction of the women’s showers. Will listened more closely, mouth falling open in disbelief. 
 
    He could hear moaning from the other side, pleasured, feminine noises that sounded like the person making them was trying and failing to muffle her voice. Combined with the soft, rhythmic slapping, Will had a pretty good idea of what was going on. 
 
    Jess? No way. It couldn’t be… could it? 
 
    He was at a loss for what to do, and just as confused about how to do nothing. Jess wasn’t that type of woman. He knew that in his bones. Still… five years was a long time, and this was her place of work, her domain. Could she have a lover on the side, someone whose companionship she enjoyed but wasn’t quite ready to introduce to the family yet? 
 
    He was about to head for the door, far from in the mood to continue his shower, when the door leading to area outside the shower suddenly opened. 
 
    “Will, are you in here?” whispered Jess. “There were… people in the women’s shower. I rushed out and forgot to grab my clothes.” 
 
    She was coming toward the shower, though he couldn’t guess for what reason. It didn’t really matter what the reason was. He couldn’t let her see his tattoos. The light switch was within reach of the curtain, and he rushed to slap his hand down on it a little harder than necessary in his haste to obscure her view. 
 
    Jess gasped, and he heard the sound of her flailing against the shower stall’s curtain. She fell through it an instant later, banging into him and grabbing his arm for balance. Will slipped, and they both dropped down in the darkness in a tangle of limbs and Jess’s now undone towel. 
 
    “Whoops,” she whispered. “Um… the lights went out?” 
 
    “The bulb must have died, I guess.” 
 
    The hot water felt good on Will’s face, but it barely even tugged at his attention compared to Jess, all but lying on top of him. The towel was pinned in between their lower bodies, but she was still naked. He could feel the points of her nipples pressing into his chest, tracing lines back and forth as she tried to wriggle her way back up. 
 
    “I didn’t hurt you, did I?” whispered Jess. “You, um… hit the floor pretty hard.” 
 
    She shifted back, her butt briefly settling on his rapidly stiffening cock. She had to feel it, given how thin the barrier of the towel was. Though, it was probably secondary to the sounds of intensely lewd rutting still filtering in from the next shower over. 
 
    “You barely weigh anything, Jess,” he said. “You can land on top of me any day.” 
 
    He took a firm hold of her ass and gently squeezed, rocking her back and forth on his erection. It was hard to see her as Jess, figuratively and literally, in the dark of the community center’s public shower. She let out a little sigh, feeling his chest blindly. 
 
    “Easy, mister,” she whispered. “Just what were you up to before I arrived on the scene?” 
 
    “Listening to that.” 
 
    The woman’s voice was pitching higher and higher, lustful and begging for release. Jess let out a soft, almost sympathetic moan and shifted again, the towel riding lower and lower by the second.  
 
    “As soon as they finish, I can go grab my clothes,” she said. A hint of desperation colored her voice, as though she needed to talk through it, make sense of their mutual arousal. 
 
    “I’m in no rush,” whispered Will. “They can take their time, far as I’m concerned.” 
 
    He brought his face forward, ignoring the wrongness of the moment, and planted a kiss on one of her breasts. Jess sucked in a breath and rolled her hips against him. 
 
    “William,” she said. “Where do you think you’re kissing?” 
 
    “I was aiming for your lips.” 
 
    “Well…” She cleared her throat. “They’re up here.” 
 
    “Uh huh.” 
 
    He kissed her again, finding her mouth this time, still groping her ass. The low growl of dirty talk came from the other shower, impossible to make out individual words but unmistakable in its tone. It was so surreal, like something out of a dream. Jess was kissing him back, her tongue moving with his, just as caught up in the moment. 
 
    He pulled the towel out of the way, feeling the heat pulse between them as his bare cock prodded against one of her thighs. Jess let out a wavering sigh that sounded like it belonged to the woman on the other side. Will lifted her hips, moving instead of thinking. He needed this. He needed her. 
 
    “Jess,” he whispered. 
 
    “Oh, sweetie!” She set her hands down firmly on his chest. “You can’t. This… is so wrong.” 
 
    The tip of his cock slid along the lips of her womanhood, poised and ready. He was harder than he’d ever been in his life. Painfully hard. It took every ounce of effort he had to keep from jerking her downward and plunging his tool in deep. It would have ruined everything. God, he wanted to ruin her. 
 
    “Oh, jeez,” she groaned. She shifted awkwardly, almost spiraling her hips, the tip of Will’s cock pressing in just a little, just enough to feel her dampness and warmth, and no more. 
 
    He felt her fumbling for the towel, and suddenly she was rolling off him and slapping the soaking wet cloth barrier on his crotch as though warding off evil. 
 
    “Seems like my towel fell off somehow,” she said, forcing a chuckle. “Kind of awkward.” 
 
    “I’m not complaining.” 
 
    “You should be.” Her hand was still touching his cock, though now through the fabric of the towel. “Though, with all that racket from the neighbors, I suppose I can’t fault you for getting confused.” 
 
    “I’m not confused,” he admitted. 
 
    “Yes, you most definitely are.” 
 
    He pulled the towel down, tearing it from her fingers, which tried to hold it in place. As she grabbed for it, he shifted her hand onto his naked erection. She flinched, but her fingers wrapped around it after only an instant of hesitation. 
 
    “Does that feel confused to you?” he whispered. 
 
    “Oh, sweetie…” She kept her hand still, only moving her thumb to caress his tool with reluctant affection. “You know what I mean.” 
 
    “What if I said that I don’t?” Will reached out, finding one of her breasts and gently rubbing a circle around her nipple. “What if I need to hear you say it?” 
 
    “William,” she said, in that chastising voice. “You’re barely two weeks out of prison. You haven’t been around women much, and… you’re still adjusting. Getting used to new sights and, um, sounds.” 
 
    “Harder!” cried the woman from the other shower. “Fuck me harder!” 
 
    Jess’s hand started moving, sliding up and down smoothly, lubricated by the soap he’d been in the process of lathering when their little incident had kicked off. 
 
    “I get it,” she whispered, voice hot in his ear. “I don’t blame you. Especially at your age, it must be such a struggle to keep yourself under control. But you have to aim all of that energy and… enthusiasm in a more appropriate direction.” 
 
    Will slid closer, kissing her cheek and then her lips, still squeezing her tit. “I want to. I really do, it’s just…” 
 
    He could barely think through the pleasure of her stroking palm. Did she realize what she was doing? He’d never felt anything this intense from a woman’s hand before. But this wasn’t a woman’s hand… this was Jess’s hand. 
 
    “Everyone makes mistakes,” she whispered, running her free hand through his hair. “Just promise me you’ll try harder?” 
 
    He was halfway on top of her, one leg draped over hers, and he shook his head absently even as he continued to plant kisses along the nape of her neck. She was still lovingly pumping his erection, her fingers moving so gently and softly that it seemed as though she was taking measure of it, massaging it like she might rub his back. 
 
    “I knew you had it in you, you little slut,” came a growl from the next shower. 
 
    Will gasped and pulled Jess closer, the pleasure striking him like an arrow as he blasted his load onto her thighs and stomach. She flinched like he’d spilled a drink on her, but he noticed how she still gently, lovingly held his cock, even then.  
 
    Neither of them said anything for a while, still laying under the hot rain of the shower, clothes off, lights off. Will exhaled as the full weight of what they’d just done hit him.  
 
    “I’m going to take the towel,” she whispered. “Um. We should talk about this after, I think.” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    He heard her hurry out of the shower and slowly rose to his feet. She was right. He was confused. 
 
  

 
   
    CHAPTER 7 
 
      
 
    Jess was Will’s ride home, and as much as his instincts screamed for him to find a way to avoid her for at least the rest of the day, it just wasn’t feasible. He’d finished his shower, dried off, and pulled his sweaty clothes back on, trying to sort what had just happened into something resembling reasonable order. 
 
    They’d been in the dark, in a public shower, and fallen down together. That was it. Everything else was just accidental, brushes in the chaos of the moment. He’d just been playing around, and she’d teased him back, prodded the resolve of a horny young man. It really wasn’t that big of a deal. 
 
    He caught up with her just as she was leaving her office. Will could only meet her eyes for a second before looking away. She was blushing and held a binder as tight to her chest as a medieval knight clutching a tower shield. 
 
    “Hey,” she said.  
 
    “Hey.” He scratched his head, trying to remember how to form sentences from words. “Are you about done for the day?” 
 
    “Yeah, I just finished with… some stuff. I was going to head home.” 
 
    “Right,” he said. “I’m ready too, if…” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    They stared at each other, both smiling awkwardly. He walked a few steps behind her as they finally started toward the community center’s exit, wondering if he should say something, what he even could say. 
 
    “Look,” said Jess as they entered the overcast parking lot. “We’re both adults. We should talk about this now and just get it out of the way. Will… I know that you’re attracted to me.” 
 
    She spoke bluntly but confidently. Will was a little surprised to find that he felt no urge to try to deny it, no impulse to reset his course. 
 
    “What gave it away?” he asked, raising his chin up a little higher.  
 
    Jess seemed to be fighting a smile as she shook her head and pressed on. “I know how much you’ve grown, and changed, across these past few years. You have a lot of pent-up energy, I would safely assume. I get how eager you must be to, well, make up for lost time. If that’s the case, I’d understand if you might have just gotten a bit… ahead of yourself.” 
 
    “That’s not it,” he said. 
 
    “What is it, then?” 
 
    He glanced back toward the community center’s entrance. They were alone, standing at the edge of the parking lot, and he felt like she deserved the truth. 
 
    “Halberd and I talked more than once about the team,” he said. “He insisted that I think of it like that, after a while. A team, and not a family.” 
 
    He saw the shocked look on Jess’s face and raised a hand as he continued. 
 
    “He wasn’t just being cynical. There were people after us. Dangerous people. He thought that the more we internalized that side of the truth, the safer you’d be in the long run. They couldn’t use you and Rue and Avery against us. That was his theory, anyway.” 
 
    “LP…” Jess took his hands, almost glowing with concern. 
 
    “It didn’t work. I think it had the opposite effect. I just felt like I suddenly had to protect my feelings, my emotions, protect my own heart. Jess, I really do love you. Maybe… a little too much.” 
 
    “A little too much?” She was smiling again and gave him a passably stern look on top of it. 
 
    “I know it’s not correct, strictly speaking, but…” He pulled her a little closer. “But it’s also real.” 
 
    “I love you too, but…” She gaped at him as he wrapped her in his arms. “You don’t know what you’re saying.” 
 
    He kissed her on the cheek, staying close afterward. Jess turned her mouth towards his. He kissed her again, lips this time. He ran one of his hands along her body, only stopping when he heard her clear her throat in that no-nonsense way. 
 
    “Easy, mister,” she said, prodding him in the chest with a finger. “I’m really glad that you opened up to me about this. I think I understand now, and even if I can’t condone certain aspects of what you’re feeling, it’s still what you’re feeling.” 
 
    Will took her hand into his and reeled her back in. “Not everything in life needs to be condoned.” 
 
    She shook her head, though she still fought a smile, and slipped out of his arms. “My point is that we’ll talk through this together, William. Work it out. We’re both adults, and I suppose having a little too much love is far from the worst thing in the world.” 
 
    “Far from it,” he said. 
 
    “This was a nice little chat,” she said. “Thanks for coming to help out today.” 
 
    “Anytime. I had fun.” 
 
    She shot him another look, and Will got the sense that he’d pushed his luck far enough for one day. They held hands as they started back toward the car, but only for a couple of seconds before noticing they had company. 
 
    A group of people, two men, two women, climbed out of an SUV that had just pulled in. They made no attempt at hiding that Jess and Will were the objects of their attention, and one of them waved as they started walking over. 
 
    “Jessica Sorling?” A muscular blond man smiled and gave a small bow. “It’s good to see you again. I think we were both on the job when we last met. Brad Thompson.” 
 
    Jess shook his hand, expression friendly but serious. “Interesting. So, a team of four. Blond guy as the captain. Celestial Action?” 
 
    “…We’re the Drifters, actually,” said Brad, his smile fading. “But we get confused with them somewhat often.” 
 
    “Triton is Brad’s older brother,” said a tall woman with grey-streaked hair. “I’m Marti. It’s nice to officially meet you, Jess.” 
 
    “Likewise. This is my son, William.” 
 
    “From the Crimson Five?” said Brad. “So, that would also make him… Lockpick?” 
 
    Will found it interesting how easily a pseudonym could be made to sound like a slur with the right vocal emphasis. Though, in the eyes of a team of the Champion Authority’s best and brightest, he could understand how it would be a challenge to muster respect for a supervillain who’d foiled them for years on end. 
 
    “The Drifters,” said Will. “You guys came after us once. Me and Halberd, I mean. Wasn’t there some kind of traffic jam involved?” 
 
    “A parade, actually,” said Brad. “Halberd popped the second largest float in the state to obscure our view of your escape.” 
 
    “The pot-bellied pig!” said Will, snapping a finger. “That thing was huge.” 
 
    He realized he was the only one currently smiling and decided to let the memory drop. 
 
    “Is there something I can do for you and your team?” asked Jess. 
 
    “You have it backwards,” said Brad. “We’re here to help you. The Champion Authority’s board of directors sent us to lend whatever aid we can to the greater Lancaster City area and evaluate the situation of the prison break.” 
 
    “I was wondering when the cavalry would arrive,” said Jess.  
 
    “We’ve already spoken to Father Darkeye and arranged to meet with the local chapter of the Second Advent,” said Marti. “That’s where we were on our way to, as it happens. I suggested we check in with you first, given your reputation in the city. This is your show, and we respect that.” 
 
    “One hundred percent,” said Brad. 
 
    “I’d be happy to join in the discussion,” said Jess. “Father Darkeye and I have a good working relationship. Given his acquaintance with Chauffeur, one of the masterminds behind the prison break, I think his insight may be invaluable.” 
 
    “You’re more than welcome to join us as we ride over,” said Brad. “I’m sure Marti wouldn’t mind squeezing into the back.” 
 
    “I have my own car,” said Jess. “Will and I will meet you there.” 
 
    All four of the Drifters reacted to that with uncomfortable glances in Will’s direction. 
 
    “There will be a significant amount of strategy discussion, as well,” said Brad. “I don’t mean to offend anyone by saying this, but perhaps given Lockpick’s recent… incarceration, it might be prudent for him to sit this one out?” 
 
    “On the contrary,” said Jess. “Will’s personal experience with many of the supers we’ll be hunting is far too valuable for us to ignore.” 
 
    She flashed him a conspiratorial smile, but Will could sense the mood of the Drifters. He could work around their lack of trust, but wide-open suspicion would burn him if he let it smolder too long. 
 
    “I’m willing to help in any way that makes sense,” he said, spreading his hands. “I’m retired from the CA, basically, but I can at least give you a heads-up as to some of what you’ll be facing. If you want it.” 
 
    From the look Brad was giving him, Will suspected that he wasn’t yet off the Drifters’ radar. He did vaguely remember facing them once before, but the encounter had been so one-sided that he struggled to remember the specifics. The only super from the team whose hero name he even remembered was Origami, the quiet, bald guy standing in back whose power had been strangely satisfying to watch in action. 
 
    “I trust Jessica’s judgment,” said Marti. “There was also the matter of your daughter which we wanted to bring up with you.” 
 
    “Kestrel,” said Jess, with a nod. “I’ve been pushing her to suit up again. She’s still a bit hesitant at the moment, but—” 
 
    “Webcam was the one I meant,” said Marti. “Her power, given its scope, would be invaluable for getting a better sense of the situation.” 
 
    “Of course,” said Jess. “She’s at home. We can swing by and pick her up on the way.” 
 
    She shot a questioning look at Will that he wasn’t sure how to interpret. 
 
  

 
   
    CHAPTER 8 
 
      
 
    They split off from the Drifters shortly after. Will waited until he and Jess were in the car and moving again before asking the question that had been on his mind since the team had first walked up to them. 
 
    “The CA didn’t give you a heads-up that they’d be sending a new team into the city?” 
 
    Jess shook her head, turning to face him as the car slowed to a stop at a red light. “They didn’t, but that’s not overly surprising for them, these days. It’s not that they don’t still have respect for me as a solo hero, but… it’s just different after what happened with the Crimson Five.” 
 
    “What do you mean by that?” 
 
    Jess sighed, stress and sadness edging into her expression. “We were well-known as a team, LP. You remember how much of a fuss was made over us. For a while, we bordered on being a household name.” 
 
    “You never let us watch the new reports when they were about us,” said Will. 
 
    “Because it would have gone straight to your head,” said Jess. “It’s not your fault, and I don’t blame Halberd, either. When the team fell apart, the focus shifted from the potential of the Crimson Five to… the tragedy of the Crimson Five. To Halberd, the criminal.” 
 
    Halberd and his apprentice. Will knew that Jess would never say as much, but part of the fascination had been as much on him, on Lockpick, even though he’d been viewed as just being along for the ride. 
 
    “You’re saying that the CA doesn’t trust you anymore because of how badly Halberd and I fucked up?” he asked. 
 
    “I wouldn’t go that far,” she said, touching his knee. “They treat me as a licensed solo hero. Capable, respected, renowned, but not necessarily influential within the decision-making pipeline.” 
 
    “That’s ridiculous,” he muttered. “You’re probably more powerful than the entire team of the Drifters put together.” 
 
    “Regardless of whether that’s true or not, it’s not a fact I’m going to rub in their face. They’re here to help at a time when we can certainly use the help. You know the scope of the problem better than most, LP.” 
 
    “Yeah,” he agreed. “You’re right. No surprise they want to get Rue involved, too.” 
 
    “I’ll be surprised if she gives them so much as a hint,” said Jess. 
 
    Will furrowed his brow. “Why’s that? Rue seems pretty willing to help when it comes to a just cause.” 
 
    He thought back to before she’d dug her feet in about his nightly outings, back to how quickly she’d been able to help him track down Chauffeur. Jess let out an exasperated chuckle, eyeing him doubtfully. 
 
    “She’s not going to lift a finger if they don’t agree to her terms,” said Jess. “Rue is ruthless when it comes to negotiating on her own behalf.” 
 
    “Very true.” 
 
    Will ran inside to grab her when they pulled into the driveway. She was reading on the couch and went along without complaint. He wondered if Jess had perhaps missed the mark on her willingness to help out when he caught sight of her mischievous smile. The Drifters might well have more to worry about from Webcam than Lockpick. 
 
    The meeting was held at the Second Advent’s church. Will, Jess, and Rue arrived while discussion was already underway. The four members of the newly arrived super team stood alongside Father Darkeye, grey haired and demure, Brother Cartwheel, a Caribbean man with a broad smile and dreadlocks, and Sister Ivy, a young brunette with thick glasses. 
 
    “This isn’t a military campaign,” said Father Darkeye. “Given the number of escaped prisoners we’re talking about, each with a varying degree of personal power, we need to consider taking a more nuanced approach.” 
 
    “Nuanced?” Brad scoffed and waved a hand through the air. “We’re talking about the aftermath of a prison break. Lunatics running around a city filled with mundane innocents. First and foremost, we need to send them a message.” 
 
    “They aren’t going to hear it,” said Will. “You aren’t talking about a bunch of scattered, frightened escapees. The prison break was organized by the Power Realists, and if you try to intimidate them on the behalf of the CA, they’ll respond with open warfare.”  
 
    He caught more than a few of the assembled supers glancing his way, frowning with doubt or suspicion. 
 
    “The Power Realists are a non-factor,” said Brad. “A prison gang of no more than a dozen, according to the Champion Authority’s records.” 
 
    “Closer to forty or fifty,” said Will. “Maybe more, depending on which way the wind blew for some of the escapees without better options on the outside.” 
 
    “No offense, but we can’t just take your word for it,” said Brad. “Which is part of the reason why we need your help, Webcam.” 
 
    Brad turned the attention onto Rue abruptly, and she glanced toward Jess before seeming to find her voice within the room.  
 
    “I’m licensed as a hero, but I’m currently inactive,” said Rue. 
 
    “We know,” said Marti. “You could still help us immensely, though, with your power. Tracking down these criminals is going to be step one, regardless of which approach we take.” 
 
    “That’s very sensible,” said Rue. “I’m sure I could help you immensely.” 
 
    She smiled, pausing for emphasis. Brad exchanged a look with Farther Darkeye and Marti. 
 
    “Go on,” said Jess. “Name your price.” 
 
    “The Seattle Super Academy,” said Rue. “I’ll help if you get me on campus.” 
 
    A sputter of laughter came from Brad and a few other members of the Drifters, but it soon cut off as they realized she wasn’t joking. 
 
    “You’re serious?” asked Brad. 
 
    “The amount of focus it takes for me to actively use my power to find a single person, let alone hundreds, is enormous,” said Rue. “I’m not doing it for free.” 
 
    “You would sacrifice the safety of your own city for a dorm room?” snapped Brad. 
 
    “I’m not sacrificing anything,” said Rue. “I’ll still keep watch and let you know if there’s danger that needs to be addressed. But don’t expect me to start tracking down people by facial features and physical descriptions.” 
 
    Will wanted to outright applaud Rue for putting her foot down. With a power like hers, they would have her searching non-stop if she agreed without reservation. It was more of a smart move than a cynical one, in his opinion. 
 
    “I suppose we could give you our recommendations come the next enrollment period,” suggested Marti. 
 
    “That might be the best you get, sweetie,” said Jess, setting a hand on her shoulder. 
 
    “Well, it’s not good enough,” said Rue. “Sorry, but no thanks. I’m not going to be your surveillance slave without guaranteed enrollment in return.” 
 
    Will knew she didn’t stand a chance of getting it, given how exclusive the Super Academy was, but it was still endlessly satisfying to watch the Drifters’ impotent fury at her casual dismissal of their demands. Unsurprisingly, it was Father Darkeye who played mediator. 
 
    “Why don’t we keep this line of dialogue open moving forward but shift our focus elsewhere for now?” he suggested. “I’m sure Webcam will reconsider if the circumstances grow sufficiently dire.” 
 
    “I won’t,” muttered Rue. 
 
    Jess nudged her with an elbow. “Moving on?” 
 
    Brad was almost seething as he slowly nodded and let his request drop. “Setting aside tracking down more of the escapees in the future, we have already discovered the hideout of at least one. A super with powerful duplication and substance creation abilities known as Algae Double.” 
 
    A laptop sat on a nearby table, and Marti tapped away at the keyboard, bringing up a mugshot of a face that Will recognized instantly. Algae Double, Erik Ahlquist, had been one of the few prisoners within Mastodon Supermax truly outside of the influence of the Realists. He could mold his own body out of slime, duplicate himself, and create a few varieties of unpleasant goo to use as weapons. 
 
    “Several eyewitness reports place him as having set up in the city’s old sewer,” said Marti. “We aren’t entirely sure if it’s just him or if he’s harboring other fugitives.” 
 
    “It’ll just be him,” said Will. “He didn’t make many friends inside.” 
 
    Few friends, but few enemies, either. Will had been amicable toward Erik. They’d traded food items a few times in the cafeteria, fruit cups for French fries, and hadn’t tried to kill one another, which was more than could be said for Will and many of the other prisoners at the time of his release. 
 
    “In that case, starting here seems obvious,” said Brad. “We’ll capture Algae Double and make an example of him. Should make our position clear to the other escaped prisoners.” 
 
    “The others don’t care about him,” said Will. “Going hard on Algae Double isn’t going to scare anyone out of hiding.” 
 
    “Spoken like someone who has a deep understanding of the criminal mind,” said Brad, dryly. 
 
    A few judgmental glances shot Will’s way. Jess’s fingers brushed his hand, reassuring him that she, at least, saw beyond his supervillain past. 
 
    “I believe that William has a valid point,” said Father Darkeye. “Would it not be better to attempt to speak with this Algae Double, first? He may be willing to cooperate in exchange for a lessened sentence.” 
 
    “It’s worth a try,” said Will. It probably wasn’t, probably didn’t stand a chance in hell of working, but he felt a strange inclination to try to avert outright violence, if possible. Even with Relic, the Drifters, and the help of members of the Second Advent, there would still be a risk going up against a superpowered fugitive with nothing to lose. 
 
     “Let’s meet back here later tonight,” said Jess. “Those of us who have practical field powers will suit up and investigate our options.” 
 
    Everyone nodded aside from Will and Rue as the meeting came to a conclusion. 
 
  

 
   
    CHAPTER 9 
 
      
 
    Jess began cooking an early dinner as soon as they arrived back home. Will retired to his room, somewhat at a loss as to what his next move should be. The Champion Authority had sent a team to Lancaster City, which meant his nighttime outings would be even riskier moving forward. 
 
    As much as he would have liked to leave Despot and the Realists to the “professionals,” there was a gap between what they were capable of and what they were up against. If he decided to sit out the next few days of encounters, he might simply be delaying the inevitable, letting others risk their lives and prod the sleeping bear that was the super-supremacists. 
 
    “You look frustrated.” 
 
    Rue entered his room without knocking. She’d changed after getting back to the house, slipping into a pair of hip-hugging boy shorts and a crop top that showed off entirely too much navel. 
 
    “Just tired,” he said. “I would think you’d be the frustrated one after how they shut down your Super Academy demands.” 
 
    “Some people are just bad at compromising,” she said, with a sigh. 
 
    She sat down in front of his bed and turned on the TV and Xbox. Will could see a fair way down her shirt from where he was stretched out across his mattress, a perfect valley of generous, but tightly pinched together cleavage. 
 
    “It’s too hot inside,” she said, pulling at the front of her shirt. “Good thing I won’t be wearing much for my stream tonight.” 
 
    She glanced up at him, still tugging her top open, enough to reveal just a hint of brown nipple. A slow smile crept onto Will’s face as he realized what she was up to. 
 
    “I hope it proves profitable for you,” he said. “I’ll be heading out, so I’m afraid I can’t offer to watch or to help.” 
 
    “What’s the point?” Rue arched her back in a manner that all but thrust her breasts up into Will’s face. “With Mom backed up by those stiffs from the CA, they should have more than enough manpower to clean up the city.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t be so sure about that,” he said. “But regardless of anything, it’s kind of fun. Being out at night. Flaunting the rules. Getting away with it.” 
 
    Rue paused the game and climbed onto the bed, sitting cross legged next to him. “You have a strange idea of what’s fun, LP.” 
 
    He flashed a wry smile. “You and me both.” 
 
    Rue brought her hand to her face, one curled finger resting thoughtfully against her lips. Her complexion was always a little more tanned during the summer, which brought out the brown in her exotic eyes, almost closer to a bronze-gold. 
 
    “I have a better suggestion than going out to dance with those Champion Authority nerds,” she said. 
 
    “I’m listening.” 
 
    She reached into one of the tiny pockets of her boy shorts and pulled out a familiar remote. Will’s body reacted, skin suddenly sensitive and tingling and hyper aware of the way her bare thigh rubbed against his leg. 
 
    “Help me out again,” she whispered. “Come on. It’ll be fun.” 
 
    She set the remote down on his knee, holding her fingers over it and gently rubbing his leg for a few seconds before reluctantly pulling back and leaving it behind like a shrine offering. Will could barely think through the clamor of horny ideas in his head.  
 
    Was she wearing the vibrator at that very moment? He could answer that question for himself if he wanted to. A simple press of a button and Cammie would be writhing on his bed in pleasure. Maybe he’d start off slow with the low setting, see if she’d try to play it off as if she wasn’t insanely horny and hot from something a step beyond the summer heat. 
 
    “Tempting,” he said, with a chuckle. “Very tempting.” 
 
    “As it should be,” she said, sidling up closer to him. “We could play the new game I bought you afterward. Make a night of it. Me and you.” 
 
    “Fooling around.” 
 
    She just shrugged, but her smile seemed a lot more sure. 
 
    “I could try to get back early,” he said. “Might be a slow night.” 
 
    “No deal. I don’t want you going out at all.” 
 
    “That doesn’t seem fair.” 
 
    “How is it not fair?” asked Rue. “I might start my stream early tonight, depending on… things.” 
 
    She started touching his leg again, fingers all but tracing along the far edge of the imprint of his dick through his pants. It wasn’t fair at all, though for reasons different than what Will would have articulated out loud. He twirled the remote in his fingers. 
 
    “Fine,” he said. “Be that way. But I’m not giving you this back.” 
 
    “What?” Rue grabbed for the remote, but he pulled it out of reach. “LP! Don’t be an asshole!” 
 
    “If you’re going to try to sabotage my nightly goals, why shouldn’t I sabotage back?” 
 
    Rue scoffed and tried to snatch at it again, falling on top of him this time. They wrestled on his bed, rolling from side to side, Rue staying on top. Will found it funny, knowing how easily he could overpower her if he wanted, but suspected if he laughed, she’d start scratching him. 
 
    “Give it to me!” she snapped. 
 
    “Phrasing, Cammie,” he said, grinning. “This feels like a teaching moment. Why don’t we find out how you react to someone teasing you to the breaking point?” 
 
    He wasn’t sure if she’d actually put the vibrator in or not… until his thumb settled over the power button. Rue’s eyes went wide, and she did scratch him in her rush to keep him from pressing the button, forcing her palm flat between his finger and the face of the remote.  
 
    Will rolled sideways hard, the springs of his bed groaning as he suddenly bounced her underneath him. Rue narrowed her eyes, still pulling at the remote, her crop top sagging at an angle that left one breast threatening to pop loose. 
 
    “Jerk,” she muttered. 
 
    “Brat.” 
 
    “I’m not leaving without my remote!” 
 
    “I guess you’re not leaving, then,” he said, jutting his chin into her face. 
 
    “I guess not.” 
 
    She pulled at it again. Will leaned forward, pinning her flat with his chest. He started tapping the remote, trying to get one of the buttons to trigger through the shield of her hand. He pushed down each time, rocking forward to try to get an angle that would let him turn the stupid vibrator on and… 
 
    One of Rue’s legs slid sideways, and Will was in between her thighs, the two of them face to face. Will had earned himself an erection at some point. The remote suddenly seemed like an afterthought in comparison to Rue, who was still trying to glare angrily at him, hardly dressed and breathing heavily. 
 
    “Give me it,” she whispered. 
 
    “You want it?” 
 
    She gave the slightest nod. He let go of the hand with the remote, but made no move to climb off her, his attention running in a circle, lips to breasts to thighs… back to lips. He tried to grab at the remote again, more to just give them a pretense that wasn’t so loaded. 
 
    He started kissing her neck, not really knowing why or feeling as if he needed an excuse. Rue made this incredible noise, a rising hiccup of pleasure and annoyance. He let his lips travel, kissing her cheek. 
 
    “You sure you don’t want me to have that remote?” he whispered. 
 
    “You’re such a… Shut up!” 
 
    She kissed him back, mouth to mouth, tongue to tongue, biting him as it finished. Will pawed at her huge breasts and tugged at her clothing, his hands in a rush to do things that he wasn’t telling them to do. 
 
    “Rue?” called Jess. “LP? I’m about to head out. Dinner is on the table.” 
 
    Footsteps up the stairs, moving into the hallway. Will was just grounded enough to realize what that meant. He rolled off Rue, rushing to make his own obvious hard-on decent. She slipped out of his bed, dropping to pick up the discarded controller, vibrator remote safely tucked away. 
 
    Jess opened the door, and Will did his best to act intrigued by the game on the screen instead of radiating guilt. The room even seemed to smell a little different now, sweat and pre-sex. Was that a thing, pre-sex? It had been too long to remember since he’d last gotten laid. 
 
    “Oh,” said Jess. “You’re both in here.” 
 
    She was already in costume, the same ensemble of black leather and grey skirts that Will had once cut open as Decay. It was a hell of a costume, hugging tight to her curves, perfectly highlighting her cleavage through the tight cord ties crisscrossing the chest. The Circlet of Ra held back her golden hair, which if anything, only made the frown on her face seem that much more severe. 
 
    “I thought I heard something before,” she said absent mindedly. 
 
    “I was…” Will frowned, fumbling for an excuse. 
 
    “LP tried to start a pillow fight,” said Rue. “I shut him down.” 
 
    Like hell you did. 
 
    “Don’t roughhouse too much while I’m gone,” said Jess. “Sandwiches and chips downstairs. Yours is the one on the pink plate, Rue.” 
 
    “Got it,” she said. “Be safe.” 
 
    “I will, though I’m not rushing into anything too dangerous tonight,” said Jess. “I should be back before it gets too late.” 
 
    She left, leaving the door open in her wake. Will waited until he heard the sound of her leaving the house before letting himself relax. 
 
    “LP,” said Rue. 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    She turned the game off and stood up. “You be safe, too. If I can’t convince you not to go out, can I at least get you to commit to not doing anything stupid?” 
 
    “We have different definitions of the word stupid,” he said. 
 
    “Yeah,” she said, with a smile. “I’m starting to realize that.” 
 
    She came over and kissed him on the cheek. Will was tempted to pull her back into… whatever it was they’d been doing a few minutes before, but Rue seemed to sense it and hurried out of range. 
 
    What had they been about to do before? He felt his shame doing a balancing act with his horniness as he considered it, how weirdly hot it’d been to have Rue underneath him like that.  
 
    At least in that, they could both agree on the usage of the word stupid. 
 
  

 
   
    CHAPTER 10 
 
      
 
    Will scarfed down dinner on his way out to the garage before considering whether sneaking around the city on a full stomach was a good plan. He frowned as he pulled on his costume, only then realizing he’d forgotten to address the bullet hole in his sweatshirt.  
 
    It was a problem he could do little about right then, and a coin-sized patch of skin on the shoulder was merely annoying, rather than mission critical. Strapping Tragic Darkness across his shoulders, he headed out into the night, following a preplanned route to stay out of range of crowds and prying eyes. 
 
    The Champion Authority and the Second Advent had revealed all the details for their plan for that night. Will knew exactly where they’d be meeting up, along with their chosen point to enter Lancaster City’s old, secondary sewer. 
 
    He had no intention of confronting them directly. Doing so would be about as near to self-immolating his own life as any singular action could be. They were the good guys—they wouldn’t kill him, but they would most definitely capture and unmask him. Which, in all likelihood, would lead to a violation of his probation that would land him back in prison for the rest of his life. 
 
    He acknowledged that dwelling on potential consequences was a great way to paralyze oneself into a state of inaction. His objective was adjacent to the super squad’s, and in fact, he was looking to avoid a fight if at all possible. 
 
    Algae Double had, obviously, been at the prison during the escape. Even if he wasn’t a member of the Realists, he was Will’s best shot at getting information about where the gang might be. Information he might willingly divulge in exchange for a heads-up about the oncoming raid. 
 
    He found a spot not far from where the Champion Authority and the Second Advent had planned to meet up, a section of the city outskirts next to an old drainage tunnel with lots of construction around the edge. The smart thing to do was to watch the direction of their initial approach into the sewers so he wasn’t trying to avoid them blind. 
 
    Will took a seat in the empty cab of a backhoe well within the shadows of a work site. He tried to stay patient as he waited for the party to kick off, ignoring the voice in his head that was grumbling about how he would have had more fun with Rue and her stream. 
 
    The supers arrived in clumps, with Relic showing up first, followed shortly after by Sister Ivy and Brother Cartwheel, and finally, the Drifters. Will had looked them up on his phone. There were no photos of them in costume, obviously, but he’d gotten the gist of the team and their powers. 
 
    Brad was Impact, the confident, orange-suited leader with the power of imbuing objects with acceleration at a touch. He could basically throw things really fast. Pretty lame, in Will’s opinion, but every ability had its ups and downs. 
 
    Marti, the woman with grey-streaked hair, was Miss Mass, whom he actually did remember from a previous encounter. She could change the density of her own body, turn herself into steel or, alternatively, drop weight until she floated on air. It was a deceptively powerful ability if used correctly, but not one that would give him any trouble if it came to a serious fight. 
 
    The younger woman on the team, Kat, if he remembered her name correctly, was Breathless. She had… wind breath. Super underwhelming, but he suspected that her power was chosen to pair with Miss Mass, given how she’d be able to move with the wind at her back at low density. 
 
    The bald guy was Origami, whose power was maximum flexibility. More utility than shock and awe, but Will had seen him in action before and he’d be damned if it wasn’t cool to watch. He brought his knee up to rest against the backhoe’s steering wheel, watching the supers surrounding the sewer line below standing in a semi-circle and discussing their approach. 
 
    It was hard for him to watch them in the midst of their conversation and not lament the loss of Rue’s help. If even one of them had been carrying their phone, she could have provided him with the gist. Annoying, but not a problem that would keep him from accomplishing his objective. 
 
    Most of the supers backed away from the drainage gate blocking their way. Origami stepped forward, rolling his shoulders out and feeling the gaps in the metal of the bars with his fingers. He used his power, his body shifting and flattening like a flounder fish pressed against the ocean floor. 
 
    Will would have given applause had he not been relying on the veil of secrecy. That dude was amazing. He slipped through the bars, disappearing into the darkness of the tunnel to scout ahead. He returned a few minutes later to check in with the others, whose expressions gave little away as they listened to his report. 
 
    Relic stepped forward, neatly bending back the side section of the metal bars so the entire team could continue through. It was easy for Will to forget sometimes that even among other supers, she was incredible. She had more powers through her artifacts than the rest of the supers present put together, at least in terms of useful combat abilities. 
 
    Will’s plan was to simply wait until they were in the tunnel and then sneak around to a different entrance into the sewers. The heroes and Algae Double would, in all likelihood, be too distracted with each other to give him much of their focus. 
 
    As it turned out, he had the kernel of a good idea… just one that came to fruition before he could take advantage of it. A gurgle came from the tunnel, like the sound of an entire city sublevel letting out a burp. 
 
    A flood of slime, or more likely, algae, rushed out of the sewer tunnel, carrying Relic, the Drifters, and the two Second Advent clergy along with it. The goo appeared to be mildly acidic, judging from the variety of holes and melted gaps Will could now see in their costumes. He tried not to ogle Miss Mass’s surprisingly well-formed breasts. Maybe her power had a few uses that she didn’t disclose openly? 
 
    A booming shout echoed from within the tunnel, through the metal and out into the night. A trio of tall, bald, and slightly green-tinted men stepped out of the sewer, each one a perfect copy of Algae Double.  
 
    Will frowned, realizing he’d never stopped to consider if there might be an upper limit to how many copies the super could make of himself. With Cryptkeeper serving as Mastodon’s warden, nobody with a visible power had ever dared to show off what they could do. Will had always just assumed that Algae Double could, as his name suggested, double himself, and left it at that. 
 
    It was hard to sit back and watch, even if he knew it was his best move. Impact was first back on his feet, pulling out what appeared to be a bag of marbles and using his power to propel them at the Algae Double clones like spherical glass bullets. 
 
    The projectiles tore through the clones, but the wounds closed almost as quickly as they formed, goo pushing back into each newly created gap. Miss Mass, with one arm engaged in an active attempt to preserve her modesty across her chest, lunged forward, throwing a haymaker of a punch at the head of one of the clones. 
 
    It connected, and an unfortunate burst of goo coated Miss Mass’s face and eyes. Another head grew from the Algae Double clone’s neck, coming in slightly at an angle like a salamander growing a new tail. 
 
    Breathless entered the fray, exhaling with enough intensity to knock all of the clones off their feet. A gurgle now sounded from the tunnel, and a second tide of goo swept over the supers standing nearby. 
 
    Relic looked slightly bored as she summoned her Sacred Scepter to hand and began clubbing through their cloned enemies. Even with the weapon’s enchantment, the clones were quick to recover. They had the heroes at a standstill of sorts, unable to do much damage, but incredibly resilient on the flipside. 
 
    Will decided it was time for him to move. He looped around to another grated tunnel a few hundred meters away from the action. With his penknife, it took only a few cuts to get it open enough for him to enter. He could hear the faint echoes of the action to his left as the tunnel led him to a Y-shaped intersection, and he used it to plan out a less eventful route for himself. 
 
    He’d had the forethought to bring a flashlight with him, but he was very much exploring a sewer, and it was hard to appreciate the sights and stains exposed by the illumination. The smell was worse, if anything, ancient shit and fossilized death. 
 
    It didn’t make sense to him why Algae Double would choose to set up here. It was, in a certain sense, a place suited for his power, damp and presumably easier for him to grow clones and offensive algae. But it was also a place well within the city’s limits, a place on the radar of the Champion Authority, incredibly obvious, almost cliché. 
 
    He slowed his pace as he reached another intersection, this one with a hastily spray-painted arrow pointing in one direction. He felt no urge to follow it, having no idea where it might lead, but he decided it was as good a time as any to attempt contact. 
 
    “Hey,” he called. “Algae Double. You down here?” 
 
    He whistled, heard a light scuffle from ahead. Possibly a person, probably a rat. 
 
    “Erik?” he called. “It’s me, Pick. Just here to talk.” 
 
    A silence followed, one of the variety that felt as though it had a listener behind it. Will heard obvious footsteps and turned in their direction. Erik stepped forward into the beam of his light, though whether it was the original or a copy, or whether it even made sense to make that distinction was an open question. 
 
    “The fuck are you doing here, Pick?” he asked. “I know you got out well ahead of the break. You an informant now?” 
 
    Will shook his head. He still held the flashlight and closed his penknife slowly as a gesture of good faith. 
 
    “I came to give you a heads up, though it might be coming a bit late. I saw that little scuffle at the tunnel entrance.” 
 
    “Are they here for me, or just here?” asked Erik. 
 
    “They’re here for you, unfortunately,” he said. “Relic, the Drifters, a couple members of the Second Advent. They’re here to clean up the prison break, and they’re serious about it.” 
 
    Erik chuckled. “Typical. Over a hundred escaped supervillains, and the CA sends, what? A single team to hook up with the locals and deal with the problem?” 
 
    “To start,” said Will. “They’re naïve, but I wouldn’t underestimate their resolve.”  
 
    “If they want to try to fuck with me, they’re more than welcome to find out what happens.” Algae Double lifted a hand and made a fist.  
 
    Will rolled his eyes and tapped him on the shoulder with mocking respect. “Sure thing, tough guy. Just thought I’d pass the message on.” 
 
    “Well, I appreciate the warning, but I’m not stupid,” said Erik. “What do you want?” 
 
    Will grew serious again, briefly glancing into the darkness of the nearby tunnel. “You were inside when the prison break happened. What can you tell me about how it went down?” 
 
    “Not much. It was chaos. One minute Architect’s barriers were down, the next, the entire building was falling apart.” 
 
    “The barriers went down first?” 
 
    Erik nodded. “I figured someone got to him inside. I was just sitting on my bed for a while. You ever leave the door open for a true indoor cat before? It was like that. I couldn’t even conceptualize using it as an opportunity to escape, and shit, I’ve tried to escape before! Just the shock of it, you know…” 
 
    “I can imagine,” said Will. “I saw the building afterward. It looked like a missile hit it.” 
 
    “It’s entirely possible. There were some serious explosions, Pick. The fucking roof was coming down. I just followed the mob out when shit got wild.” 
 
    “So you can’t say for sure whether the explosions were coming from inside or not?” 
 
    Will’s working theory for how the escape must have gone down relied on someone working at the prison having been bribed into helping Despot and the others with the escape. It was hard to imagine how they would have gotten to Architect without a traitor on the inside. The bombs must also have been planned and likely planted in advance. 
 
    “I can’t say,” said Erik. “Truth. You know me. I’ve got no good reason to lie for anyone about this stuff.” 
 
    “I believe you,” said Will. “Last question. Did you hear anything about where the Realists were heading? There’ve been no reported sightings of anyone associated with the gang.” 
 
    A slow smile crept onto Erik’s face. “Figures that’s what you’d ask about. Just can’t let old feuds go, can you?” 
 
    “You think Despot is going to let it go now that he’s on the outside? Now that he can actually get at me if he wants to?” 
 
    “I think you might be surprised about how that lunatic’s mind works,” said Erik. “I wouldn’t go jumping to any conclusions, but I suppose I would also play it safe if I was in your shoes.” 
 
    “So…?” Will made a rolling motion with his hand. “I did you a favor by warning you about the super squad’s interest in your tunnels.” 
 
    “They did a fair enough job of sending their own warning,” muttered Erik. He sighed, looked at Will with a discerning expression, and giving a defeated shake of the head. “I’ll tell you what I know, but what I know ain’t much. I overheard Glass make an offhand comment about how nobody was going to dare to come after them.” 
 
    “How is that relevant?” 
 
    “He said it in a way that made it sound as if there could be more to it than them just being dangerous as villains. Like they were planning on holing up somewhere with firepower. If I were you, I would be extremely careful about what doors you go knocking on.” 
 
    Will smiled. “I don’t knock.” 
 
    Erik laughed and wagged a finger at him. “Man, you have not changed a bit. Those fools were right to be scared. I’m almost scared. Almost.” 
 
    Will smiled as he met the other man’s gaze. A true smile. Algae Double was well adjusted, by Mastodon’s standards. He’d never engaged in fights, never needed to. His power put him above it. A gracefully aging version of… slime immortality. 
 
    The nature of Will’s power had always engendered a certain amount of mutual respect between them. There was no armor, barrier, forcefield, any sort of physical protective defense that could resist his cutting. When he presented an edged object in the direction of an obstruction, it always found the keyhole, ran along the perfect zipper.  
 
    There was a sense of mutual respect, an understanding, between them. Will could cut through anything. Algae Double was immune to any cut. Why test it? Why risk possible death and pointless ego bruising by forcing the issue? 
 
    They’d never come to terms, never agreed to anything out loud, but there had been a genuine truce between them within Mastodon. A silent acknowledgment of how they both benefited and, in a way, covered each other by never forcing the issue. Algae Double had been seemingly invincible. Will, with any sort of knife, could cause unlimited damage. 
 
    “Why are you still in the city?” he asked. “I get the attraction to water, given your power, but why here? This is going to be the epicenter of their search.” 
 
    “This is the place to be. I can get anywhere in the city from here.” 
 
    “You’re not hearing me,” he said. “The city is—” 
 
    “I heard you, Pick. I appreciate. Really, I do. Just nothing that can be done.” 
 
    Will shrugged. He felt cheated by that response, but he supposed that he’d come as much to ask about the prison break and the Realists as he had to issue a warning about the Champion Alliance and their search.  
 
    “So be it,” he said. “Best of luck to you, Erik.” 
 
    “Best of luck, Pick.” 
 
    It was only as Will turned to head back out the tunnel the same way he’d first come in that he heard the faintest report of footsteps on metal. He froze, glancing at Algae Double, who frowned and shook his head. Not expected guests. 
 
    “Hold it right there, you two!” 
 
  

 
   
    CHAPTER 11 
 
      
 
    Will and Algae Double were, in fact, given little choice about holding where they were. The air wavered, and the sewer became a powerful, unidirectional wind tunnel. The force of the rushing air was enough to knock Will off his feet, and only by flinging a hand to one of the grooves in the metal did he manage to keep from tumbling further. 
 
    Most of the heroes were there as he rose to his feet. Impact, Miss Mass, Breathless, and of course, Relic. Will assumed Origami and the two Second Advent members had taken another route and might possibly come from behind, though just these four were already more than enough. 
 
    Disappointingly, the heroines who’d suffered damage to their costumes had patched themselves up with borrowed t-shirts and other articles of clothing. 
 
    “Well,” said Impact, voice twice as smug in costume as out of it. “Look who we have here. Our recapture target, Algae Double, mingling with Decay, one of the prime suspects associated with the prison break. Clearly a two-for-one special.” 
 
    Breathless let out a chuckle. Will dusted off one shoulder with a calculated movement as he slowly stood up. 
 
    “You knocked us down,” he said, voice gruff. “You didn’t capture us. Also, if you’d done your research, you would already know by now that the prison break was an inside job.” 
 
    No harm in chumming the water, given that they did have some enemies in common. It was in his interests to have them shifting their focus toward the Power Realists, but he couldn’t be too blatant about it. Hints stirred more intrigue than answers. 
 
    “We’re well on our way to getting the full details,” said Impact. “Miss Mass? Would you be so kind as to take them both into custody?” 
 
    Will flicked his hand, seemingly making his penknife appear and snap open from nowhere. Tragic Darkness would have had a greater intimidation factor, but the tunnel was too narrow for him to do much with it. 
 
    “I’m not your enemy,” said Will. “Despite how it may seem.” 
 
    “I gave you a chance to register yourself and work through the system when I first encountered you.” Relic stepped forward, face deadly serious. “You made your choice. This isn’t a game. There are no extra lives.” 
 
    Her tone was far less understanding than it would have been for the lectures Jess gave out of costume. Will exhaled through his teeth in frustration, wishing she’d gone with the other group. Not only did it constrain his options in terms of how much violence he could reasonably justify, but also, it made the situation complicated. 
 
    It made him stop and think about what he was doing. Taking risks with his own life was second nature to Will after everything he’d gone through with Halberd and within the prison. Fighting Jess, Relic, meant throwing her into the mix, gambling her safety against his ability to hold back… and that was the best-case scenario. That was assuming he could even win again. 
 
    “We’ve got this,” said Algae Double, nudging his side. 
 
    “Grab them!” shouted Impact. 
 
    “Would you just stop and—” 
 
    Listen had been the word he’d been about end his sentence with. Will dodged out of the way of a small, circular piece of metal that Impact had propelled toward him using his power, the projectile whistling as it cut through the air like a razor. 
 
    Everyone was moving, using their powers to gain whatever advantages they could. Algae Double made a river of slime appear from nowhere and surge down one side of the tunnel, knocking down Miss Mass, who immediately lowered her density to rise from the goo. 
 
    Breathless tried to make some kind of sweeping wind barrier at which it seemed as though she still needed some practice. Will took a few steps backward, giving himself more room and more escape options as he stepped into the intersection between tunnels. 
 
    “I can handle him myself if you want to hang back,” Impact said to Relic, dripping with smugness. 
 
    “He’s more dangerous than he looks.” Relic was staring at Will, her eyes searching for his under the darkness of the hood. She was scary in costume, doubly so given the grudge she still held over their previous encounters. Will cursed his abysmal luck at having to face her again. 
 
    Impact, eager as ever, came at him first. Impact’s power was fairly lackluster within the confinement of the tunnel. Will had read about him being capable of throwing vehicles and buildings around when he set himself to the task, but lacking anything so large seemingly limited the superhero to flinging the change from his pocket. 
 
    Will dodged the first salvo easily enough. Impact responded with another fistful of hissing metal. A penny struck Will in the side of his stomach, tearing a hole through costume, skin, and the flesh underneath as it passed neatly through him. No vital organs, and a quick fix with his mending, but he was still in pain and winded afterward. 
 
    Impact snorted and took a step forward as though to finish Will off by simply grabbing him. It was a shockingly huge mistake, one so obvious and avoidable that he had to wonder what kind of training the Champion Authority was providing to its heroes these days. 
 
    Will shifted from holding his side and faking as though the injury was still affecting him, to slashing with his penknife. He could have chipped Impact’s arm off at the elbow or gone for the throat if he’d been in a killing mood, but he wasn’t a monster. 
 
    He severed a few tendons along the back of the hero’s hand that would hurt like hell and require surgery to heal properly. It was about as far from a genuinely serious injury as he could manage in the heat of the moment—he’d seen gorier nosebleeds—but for the way Impact and the other members of the Drifters reacted, he may as well have impaled the man on a rusty spike. 
 
    “Impact!” screamed Breathless. 
 
    “Hero down!” cried Miss Mass. “Form a defensive triangle!” 
 
    Impact fell backward, clutching at the scratch across his wrist and moaning in pain. “You… bastard!” 
 
    Algae Double shot a questioning look at Will, who waved a hand and took an experimental step in the direction of escape. He committed to it when he saw the lack of reaction from Breathless and Miss Mass, who were still tending to their overdramatic leader.  
 
    Within seconds, he and Algae Double were both sprinting down the tunnel at full speed. He risked a glance over his shoulder but couldn’t see much as they rounded a curve that put them out of range of the flashlights of their pursuers. 
 
    “It looked like his hand was still attached,” said Algae Double. 
 
    “It was!” snapped Will. “What, you think I just go severing limbs for fun?” 
 
    “I’m just saying, you don’t normally see guys react like that unless there’s more blood. I thought it was like that one time with Red Salamander back in Mastodon.” 
 
    “That was different. He could regrow limbs.” 
 
    They slowed, coming to a stop at a new intersection. 
 
    “On that note, I’m surprised you stuck around,” said Will. “I realize that you could have just sacrificed this particular double and not bothered with that confrontation.” 
 
    “Who says I’m not the original?” Algae Double grinned and patted his chest. “Anyway, I’m going left. If you go right here, you’ll reach a ladder in a few hundred meters that’ll take you back up.” 
 
    “Right, thanks,” he said. “Take care of yourself, Erik. If I were you, I’d seriously consider leaving the city.” 
 
    “Can’t do that just yet. But I appreciate the thought. Have a nice life, Pick.” 
 
    Algae Double stepped backward into the shadows, and Will wasted no time heading down the tunnel the other super had indicated. He ran for a minute before stopping to listen, making sure there were no following footsteps before approaching the ladder. 
 
    “Not so fast,” said Relic. “You forgot about someone.” 
 
    She was flying just above the floor of the tunnel, abusing her cape for the purposes of stealth. Will tried to scramble up the ladder, but she knocked into him hard, seizing the metal rungs and yanking them from the wall to scatter any chance of escape.  
 
    “Oh, I didn’t forget,” he said. “I wanted to spare you the embarrassment of last time.” 
 
    He wanted her angry. In truth, Will was more concerned with her recognizing his voice and realizing who was behind the hood than he was with figuring out how to escape. Relic was scary, but not nearly as scary as the prospect of disappointing Jess on such a massive scale. 
 
    “If your goal is to find a way to the top of my personal most wanted list, you’re well on your way there,” growled Relic. 
 
    “I’m sure a lesser supervillain would be flattered by the attention,” he said. He waved a hand at her and started walking down the tunnel. 
 
    He thought he’d have a second to react, given how much respect she’d previously shown for his power, his penknife. Not this time. Relic slammed into him like a linebacker going for the perfect tackle. The air escaped his lungs in a grunt as he went down with her on top of him. Wrestling someone with superstrength wasn’t a lot of fun. 
 
    “Not so mouthy now, are you?” said Relic, flashing a smirk that seemed out of place on her face in costume. “Let’s see what you look like behind the hood, shall we?” 
 
    Sorry Jess, he thought. 
 
    Will still had a single hand mostly free. He grabbed the hilt of Tragic Darkness, drawing the sword not to free it from its sheath, but to slam the pommel into the side of Relic’s temple. A stunning blow, at least for someone wearing the Cord of Achilles. She gasped and fell sideways, which was all the invitation to flee that Will needed. 
 
    He ran for a stretch and then did what he should have thought to do earlier. Slashing upward with his penknife, he collapsed a neat section of the tunnel behind him, blocking himself off from pursuit. Relic could easily move the debris, given enough time, but he’d be long gone by the time she finished. 
 
      
 
  

 
   
    CHAPTER 12 
 
      
 
    Will’s escape mimicked his lingering adrenaline. Which is to say, crawling through a seemingly endless and increasingly damp, dirty stretch of sewers until everything about the situation felt as though it’d overstayed its welcome. 
 
    The top section of his costume was filthy by the time he finally found a second ladder leading to the surface. With the new hole Impact had put through it with one of his coin shots, he was tempted to throw the sweatshirt away on the spot and simply buy another, but he didn’t have a change of clothes on hand. 
 
    He had to get home. Jess would be back within a similar timeframe, though she would doubtlessly reunite with the other half of the search team first. He had to get home, hide his filthy costume, and clean himself up before the sewer stench body odor gave him away. 
 
    He found it rather challenging to travel on foot at a patient, unassuming pace while simultaneously being aware that he was racing a woman who could fly. When he reached the house, as far as he could tell, he’d made it back first.  
 
    Will hurried upstairs, pausing briefly to listen outside Rue’s door. Her light was off, judging from the slit of darkness under her door. Had she gone through with her stream earlier that night? It annoyed him to think that she might be moving on from their partnership, though admittedly, the last thing he needed was another secret to juggle. 
 
    He changed, brought his costume to the garage, and hid it away in an old storage box that hadn’t been touched since before he’d first left with Halberd. He wasn’t sure how much time he’d have before Jess got back, but he smelled like shit in an unfortunately literal sense and decided to risk taking a shower. 
 
    In and out. He scrubbed himself down aggressively, hoping that liberal soap usage would make up for limited time. It was still a photo finish, with him having to tiptoe the last few steps into bed while listening to the sound of Jess arriving home and making her way upstairs. 
 
    Almost as soon as he’d set his head down on the pillow, he heard his door creep open. A half-lidded glance was enough for him to see her in the dim hallway light, still clad in Relic’s tight black costume.  
 
    She slowly walked over to his bed, standing over him. Will tried to keep his breathing from giving him away, uncertainty rising in his chest as he wondered if she was simply going to yank him out from his sheets by the scruff and start demanding answers. 
 
    “Goodnight, LP,” whispered Jess. 
 
    He felt her plant a kiss on his cheek and prayed that she wouldn’t notice or read too deeply into his damp hair. 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    Will’s body was a wreck when he woke up the next morning. He hadn’t done anywhere close to as thorough of a job mending the wound Impact had left in his side as he’d assumed. The excitement and adrenaline had hidden a fair portion of the damage in the moment. 
 
    He took it easy as he got dressed, throwing on a t-shirt and shorts. His plans for the day were centered around costume repair, though he was going to have to find a way to handle it without spending much money, given how broke he was. 
 
    The sound of an argument filtered up from the kitchen as he made his way downstairs. Jess had her apron on and was busy making breakfast burritos. Avery had dropped by and was leaning against the fridge, arms folded and frowning openly. 
 
    “Would you at least consider how I feel?” she snapped. 
 
     “I have been,” said Jess. “What you’re not seeing is that regardless of anything, this would be so good for your future.” 
 
    “My future is just fine from where I’m currently standing, thank you.” 
 
    “Avery.” Jess cracked an egg and poured it into the pan, throwing the shell away and wiping her fingertips on her apron. “I’m asking you to help, not to fight. It wouldn’t be anything that would put you at risk.” 
 
    “I’m always at risk when I’m playing at being a hero!” said Avery. “I’m not even a glass cannon. Just glass in midair.” 
 
    “You don’t have to get that close to the action! You could help us search. Be an extra set of perfectly positioned eyes.” 
 
    “So could Rue,” said Avery. “Why am I getting the recruitment speech and not her?” 
 
    Rue, sitting at the dining room table in an oversized t-shirt, raised her hands. “Please, please, please don’t drag me into this.” 
 
    “Your power is different from Rue’s, Avery,” said Jess. “I think you’d be surprised at what you could accomplish if you set your mind to it again. In some ways, you have a responsibility to—” 
 
    “To what?” shouted Avery. “Stress myself out and put myself in pointless danger? Take on fights that don’t concern me? I’m not like you. This stuff doesn’t come as naturally to me. I’m a former member of the Crimson Five for a reason.” 
 
    “Sweetie, we both know you’re selling yourself short.” Jess turned over a few strips of bacon she had frying in a second pan. “I had the Drifters with me for backup last night. C tier supers, at best. You would have been so much more helpful and capable than them.” 
 
    “I don’t care! I have a job already, one that suits me just fine and probably pays better overall. I don’t need that kind of instability back in my life.” 
 
    She left before Jess could get another word in, slamming the front door behind her. Will was on his way into the kitchen to try to resolve the tension when the door swung back open. 
 
    “I… actually came to pick you up, LP,” said Avery awkwardly. 
 
    “I’ll meet you in the car.” 
 
    She nodded and went back outside. Jess was frowning and attempting to roll up the first breakfast burrito, which she’d loaded too full to wrap neatly, a fact seemingly obvious to everyone but her. 
 
    “I just don’t understand where her mind is at sometimes,” she said, with a sigh. “You’d think that being able to see the world from a bird’s-eye view at any moment would give someone more perspective on what’s important in life.” 
 
    “Aren’t you being a little bit overdramatic?” asked Rue. “It’s not like she doesn’t have a decent job, one that helps people, just in a different way. Right, LP?” 
 
    “I’m Switzerland,” he said. “Neutral party.” 
 
    In truth, the last thing he wanted was to have both Relic and Kestrel dogging him during his nighttime outings, but it wasn’t really his argument to step into. 
 
    “It’s not dramatic to want to clean up after one of the largest prison breaks in modern history!” said Jess. “By the way, Avery did have a point about you also withholding your help.” 
 
    “I offered my help to the CA!” said Rue. “It’s not my fault that they weren’t willing to meet my price.” 
 
    She pushed out of her chair and hurried up to her room rather than risk inheriting the full range of Jess’s ire. The matriarch of the Sorling clan still struggled to roll the overstuffed burrito, looking as though she was a failed attempt away of hurling the contents out the window. 
 
    “You look like you need a hug,” said Will, coming up behind her. 
 
    “I need people to start making better decisions,” she muttered. “But… I suppose for now I’ll settle for a hug.” 
 
    He stepped into her, wrapping his arms to embrace her from the back. Jess stopped fumbling with the burrito to simply be in the moment, her body shifting the press into his like a puzzle piece that had found its perfect fit. 
 
    It felt a little too good, especially so early in the morning, fresh from sleep. Will pressed his crotch forward, rubbing himself into the soft crush of her butt in a manner far too blatant to be accidental. Jess didn’t say anything or pull away. 
 
    “They’re both being honest, you know,” he whispered. “They’re open about what they want.” 
 
    “I know that,” she whispered, rubbing a hand up his arm. “I just want them to want what’s right for them. It’s easy to get distracted in life and feel like you need the wrong thing.” 
 
    He nodded slowly, still grinding into her with no subtlety and no shame. He was getting a hard-on from it, which was just so far from what the moment needed. She must be able to feel it. How could she not? 
 
     “Right and wrong aren’t always clear cut,” he whispered. “Sometimes you just have to do it and untangle things after the fact.” 
 
    His hands boldly ran up her body on the pretense of exploring the apron’s pockets. Jess caught them with her own just as they edged up toward her breasts. 
 
    “You’re very philosophical this morning, LP,” she said. “We should have these chats more often.” 
 
    “We should.” He planted an exaggerated kiss on her cheek, and she laughed and swatted him in the shoulder. “Dance with me.” 
 
    He spun her around and grabbed her hands. Avery honked the horn outside, and Jess’s attention was torn between him and the unfinished breakfast burritos. 
 
    “I think your ride is getting impatient,” said Jess. 
 
    He brought her arm up, gently spinning her, and then pulled her to him with a sigh. “I suppose I should get moving.” 
 
    “Here.” Jess finally compromised, taking about a third of the scrambled egg from her current project and managing to get it rolled. “Breakfast to go.” 
 
    “I love you,” he said. 
 
    “I love you more.” 
 
    He kissed her, not on the cheek, or on the top of the head, but right on the lips. It was quick, barely more than a peck, but her reaction might as well have taken place in slow motion. She blinked, frowned slightly with her mouth pulled to the side, and then flashed a patient smile and shook her head. 
 
    “You have places to be,” she said playfully. She swatted him with a pan holder on the butt as he turned to go, and he blew a parting kiss back at her. 
 
  

 
   
    CHAPTER 13 
 
      
 
    He experienced atmospheric whiplash as he hurried outside and climbed into Avery’s beat-up Dodge Neon. She was glaring at the rear-view mirror, still smoldering from the earlier argument.  
 
    “You want a bite of my burrito?” he offered. 
 
    She turned her glare onto him, but it faded as she gave a small nod. He held the burrito to her mouth as she took an ungainly sized bite, catching the spilled filling in her palm and devouring it. 
 
    “She just doesn’t get it,” she said, putting the car in reverse. “I’ve tried explaining it to her so many times. I’m not like her. I can’t shoot lasers out of my elbows, or whatever, and even supposing I could I doubt it would end well.” 
 
    “Well, she’s certainly right about you selling yourself short,” he said. 
 
    Avery pulled onto the street, still scowling. “If it wasn’t for the fact that your CA hero license is suspended, you’d better believe that she’d be giving you the same shit.” 
 
    “Lucky me,” he said. 
 
    Avery ignored his sarcasm. “Seriously. Maybe I should look into if there are any foolproof ways to get myself kicked out of the club.” 
 
    “It would be a foolproof way to get Jess to actually kill you.” 
 
    “Maybe I want to die?” She grinned and then saw his less than thrilled expression. “Bad joke. Sorry.” 
 
    “Where are we going, anyway?” 
 
    “I’m bringing you to your super-abstinence treatment,” said Avery. “It seems a bit like overkill, at this point. Anyone with eyes can see that you’ve been behaving yourself since you got out.” 
 
    Will coughed and slid his arm along the edge of the window. “Yeah, totally.” 
 
    “I suppose I should call Gracie and let her know that we’ll be running a few minutes late.” She pulled out her cell phone as they came to a stop at a red light and frowned. “Fuck. Never mind. She appears to have canceled on us.” 
 
    She tossed her phone to Will, and he read the text. 
 
    Have to cancel. Had an old friend sleep over while she was passing through town. Catch up soon? 
 
    “Sounds like she’s busy,” he said. 
 
    “Busy,” said Avery. “Yup.” 
 
    From arguing with Jess, to hearing about the aftermath of her ex-girlfriend’s hookup. Will sympathized with Avery’s shitty morning enough to offer her another bite of his burrito, which she nibbled at like a mouse presented with cheese. 
 
    “I’m not exactly in any rush for my next treatment,” said Will. “Let’s just reschedule.” 
 
    “Fuck that. There’s another place across town that offers abstinence treatments. You’re going there from now on instead of Gracie’s.” 
 
    “What? Don’t I get a say in this?” 
 
    “You do, but your probation officer makes the final call.” 
 
    They drove to the place, which appeared to be a modest office set into a strip mall. The lights were off, and the door was locked. Will didn’t really care that much, but Avery seemed to be taking every little inconvenience personally that morning. 
 
    “Fuck!” she said, slapping her steering wheel. “You know what? I’ll do your stupid treatment myself. If Gracie is capable of it, I have to think that it’s not that hard.” 
 
    “Avery, come on,” said Will. “How about we go do something fun, instead? You don’t have to make this into your problem.” 
 
    “It’s happening. I’ll find a guide online, and we’ll run through it. Making sure you get these treatments is part of my job, and I take my work seriously.” 
 
    She stared at him, challenging him to raise another objection. The conflict was unavoidable. Will was already thinking about what a massage from Avery would entail. She was going to want him to take his shirt off, and he simply couldn’t do that without revealing the hateful depths of his ink. 
 
    “I know how seriously you take your work,” he said slowly. “Which is why you should leave this aspect of it to the professionals.” 
 
    “It’s a massage, William.” 
 
    “A super-abstinence, chakra blocking massage,” he said. “Something could go wrong if you don’t do it right.” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “Do you really want to take the risk and find out?” 
 
    She smiled and pulled onto the freeway. “Absolutely.” 
 
    It was Will’s first time going to Avery’s place. She parked her car outside a generic looking apartment complex, and they took the elevator up to the seventh floor. 
 
    “Here we are,” she said. “Casa la Avery.” 
 
    It was small, one bath, one bedroom, but the amount of space was secondary to the amount of mess littered across the floor and various surfaces. It wasn’t a surprise—Avery’s room back at the house had always been a disaster zone—but it did leave Will with a few questions. 
 
    “I’m going to change into something a little more comfortable,” she said. “Feel free to make yourself at home.” 
 
    “Right.” Will nudged an empty beer can with his foot. He hesitated, noticing a dead lighter on the carpet next to it. Since when did Avery smoke? 
 
    He felt old memories coming to the fore as he thought back to the way he’d once cleaned up after Halberd’s messes, the similar, sprawling landscape of empty beer cans and takeout boxes. But Halberd had been a genuine addict, whereas Avery just seemed a little overenthusiastic when it came to her vices. He picked up the dead lighter and frowned, feeling uneasy. 
 
    “Is this why you took so long to bring me over here?” he called through her bedroom door. “Too much of a hassle to get around to cleaning up your own…” 
 
    He trailed off as Avery emerged back into the living room, clad in a nearly see-through nightrobe a slightly darker shade of red than her hair. He couldn’t tell if she was wearing anything underneath it. The way her breasts poked out against the thin fabric suggested no bra, at least. 
 
    “I didn’t want to get my outfit all stained with oil,” she said. “Besides, you’ve seen me in less than this before, anyway.” 
 
    Will wanted to point out that a bikini was different from sheer nylon with seductive lace, but he doubted she’d hear it. 
 
    “Right,” he said. “Pretty sure massage oil doesn’t leave stains, but you do you.” 
 
    “Screw off. Let’s get to it already. I don’t have a massage table, but I’m guessing my bed should work well enough, right?” 
 
    “Avery…” 
 
    She narrowed her eyes. “LP, I’m doing your treatment for you. I might not be as experienced as Gracie is, but please… Can you just smile and go with it?” 
 
    It should have been that easy, but it wasn’t, it never would be. Will took a breath, aware that he was past the point of being able to worm his way out of the situation without hurting her feelings.  
 
    This was, in some ways, exactly what Avery had meant when she’d spoken to Jess about her job and why she had no interest in suiting back up. She was a good probation officer. She cared about her clients, from what Will had seen, and he was one of them. 
 
    He had to trust her, as his probation officer and as his sister. He was ready to trust her, he realized. 
 
    “It’s not about the treatment, or you, or Gracie,” he said softly. “Look, a lot happened to me while I was in prison. I changed, for better or for worse. Well, for worse, and then eventually for better.” 
 
    Avery blinked and shook her head. “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “Can you keep a secret?” 
 
    She nodded slowly. “Of course.” 
 
    He reached down to the bottom hem of his t-shirt, feeling ridiculous at how shy he suddenly felt. With obvious hesitance, he took off his shirt, showing her the ink across his chest. Avery watched him, her emotions hidden behind a mask of neutrality. He saw her eyes flick over the POWER REALISTS tattoo and understanding dawn in her expression. 
 
    “You got all of these in prison?” she asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” he said. “I was… caught up in a gang. It was stupid. I regret so much about that time. Including these tattoos.” 
 
    “Am I the only one who knows?” whispered Avery. 
 
    “Rue walked in on me while I was changing. Jess still doesn’t, though.” 
 
    “Her heart would explode if she saw this.” 
 
    “I know!” he snapped. “I mean… I know. I’ve been trying to think of a way to tell her. It’s just hard.” 
 
    Avery chewed her lower lip. She walked over and took his hand. 
 
    “There’s laser removal for tattoos, you know,” she whispered. 
 
    “I’ve looked into it a bit. It’s time consuming and expensive, especially when it comes to the amount of ink I’d need taken off.” 
 
    “A cover-up, then,” she whispered. “I know a few tattoo artists. We’ll turn all of this into something you can be proud of.” 
 
    Hearing her say that touched him somewhere deep, somewhere forgotten. To have Avery looking out for him, finding solutions to his problems, was just… too much. Far more than he felt he deserved. Like something out of a dream.  
 
    Will grinned at Avery. “Thanks.” 
 
    “How about you thank me by getting your ass into my bed and letting me do your treatment?” 
 
    “Still as bossy as ever,” he said, taking a seat on her mattress. “You’re lucky you’re serving in capacity as my probation officer at the moment.” 
 
    “Or what?” she asked, smirking. “Just because your growth spurt came in hard doesn’t mean I can’t still handle you, LP.” 
 
    She pushed his shoulders, trying to get him to lie flat. It didn’t take much effort on Will’s part to stay upright. She pushed harder, and he made a show of flinging himself backwards as though he’d been hit by a speeding car. 
 
    “How dare you mock me!” she said, in a playfully deep voice. “I’m going to use my knuckles while I’m giving this massage.” 
 
    “Use whatever part of your body calls to you.” 
 
    “Phrasing.” 
 
  

 
   
    CHAPTER 14 
 
      
 
    Avery climbed on top of Will as he rolled over onto his stomach.  
 
    “I have some massage oil in my bottom drawer,” she said. “Can you grab it?” 
 
    He started to reach down. Avery had a sudden change of heart, reaching her hand to cover the drawer’s handle right as he was about to open it. 
 
    “Whoops!” she said. “I forgot that I have some… stuff in there.” 
 
    “Stuff?” 
 
    “Things. Stuff. Whatever.” 
 
    She tossed a pillow in his face, distracting him while she grabbed what she needed and hurriedly slammed the drawer shut again. 
 
    “Smooth, Avery,” he said. “Definitely doused my curiosity with that little trick. What could you possibly keep in your bedside drawer, next to the massage oil, that you wouldn’t want me to know about?” 
 
    “If you say another word, I will smother you with this pillow!” She brought it down on his shoulder, still straddling his back.  
 
    He could feel her thighs against the bare skin of his waist and ribs, along with the soft weight of her butt perched atop him. 
 
    “I get it,” he said. “It’s no big deal.” 
 
    “There’s nothing to get!” 
 
    He rolled over, wriggling with her still having him pinned. The shift put different parts of their body into contact. Dangerous parts. 
 
    “If there’s nothing to get, then will you stop me if I try to open the drawer again?” he asked. 
 
    She glared at him, and he couldn’t help but smile back. 
 
    “Why are you so insufferable, little brother?” She gently pounded a fist on his chest. “I can forgive the tattoos, but this behavior is rude and impolite.” 
 
    “I never implied that I was polite,” he said. “So come on. Spill the juice. Ribbed for pleasure? Suction cup?” 
 
    “You’re such a little shit!” said Avery, laughing and hitting him with the pillow.  
 
    Will caught her wrist, meeting her embarrassed gaze. The moment felt suddenly electric. 
 
    “Seriously, though,” he said. “Can I see it?” 
 
    “No, you cannot…” She made an annoyed noise. “It does not even exist. There’s nothing in that drawer.” 
 
    “If that’s the case, then obviously you should have no problem with me opening it.” 
 
    She swatted his hand away again, the motion bouncing her up and down a bit. Will set his hand on her thigh to steady her. She was wearing panties, he confirmed, noting the edge of fabric poking out from within the robe’s open slit.  
 
    “We’re going in circles,” said Avery. “You’re the last person I should be talking about this with. Let’s just… do the treatment.” 
 
    “I’m ready and waiting,” he said. “Hey, if you need a break to play with your dildo midway through, just let me—” 
 
    “You’re dead!” Avery began attacking him with the pillow, playful, but violent.  
 
    Will laughed through each hit, trying to wrestle the cotton-stuffed weapon from her hands. Avery let out tiny, girlish grunts of exertion, rocking back and forth atop him, robe slipping further open. 
 
    He rolled sideways, and the vibe of the moment flipped along with their bodies. Avery was now underneath him. One of her breasts was partially visible, the edge of her nipple poking out from under the robe. She shot an odd, questioning look at him, brushing a few short strands of red hair out of her face. 
 
    “What is this, a wrestling match?” she whispered. 
 
    He gently grabbed one of her wrists and pinned it over her head. “Nope.” 
 
    She lifted her head toward his, a dangerous look in her eyes, a heavy quality to her breathing. He kissed her on the lips, gently. It was like dipping his toes into a lake only to find the water far warmer than expected as she greedily kissed him back. 
 
    He pulled her closer, fingers sliding across endless bare flesh. In retrospect, he was all for her giving him the massage in her underwear. The massage, and whatever else came with it. He found her mouth again with his, his arousal fluttering as he felt her doing stuff with her tongue. 
 
    “Oh.” Avery’s hand touched his cock, which was actively straining against the boxers and pants containing it. “You tease me about my dildo and then… get hard in my bed.” 
 
    “So? What are you going to do about it?” 
 
    “You’re pushing it, LP.” 
 
    “Then push back.” 
 
    He kissed her again. She looped her arms around him and then seemed to think better of it, tugging and working his pants down as though she was in a race to get them off. Her fingers touched his abs, his pecs, tracing through the unmarked flesh amidst the tattoos. 
 
    Will fumbled to kick his pants off to the side at the end. Avery watched him, biting her lower lip, eyes lustful, but also confused, and more than a little concerned. He took her hand, holding it for a moment, and then placed it back on his cock. 
 
    She held his gaze as she slowly pulled his cock loose from his underwear, fingers exploring with such gentle touches that it tickled more than it was pleasurable. She noticed the lift in his expression and scowled at him as though he’d done something wrong. 
 
    Will couldn’t take it anymore. He pushed himself against her, pulling down her bra to expose her small, pale breasts. Her nipples were a faint, ghostly pink. He kissed one and she breathed out, shuddering. 
 
    They were moving on a deeper level of passion, like diving far enough while swimming to escape the light of the sun. Anything could happen. Only one thing could happen. Will kissed Avery’s neck, fingers caressing her panties, pulling them aside. She let out a tiny squeal as she realized where they were, what was happening. 
 
    “LP,” she whispered. “This is getting… a little too hot.” 
 
    “Avery… come on.” 
 
    Her hips bucked into him as though they had an answer different from her mouth, and Will’s cock very nearly found the angle by accident. She tilted, pressing a gentle, guiding hand on his chest. He let her turn him onto his back, reasserting control, love winning out over lust. 
 
    She had a horny smile on her face as she started to kiss his chest, grinding her body into his side with undisguised urges. Her kisses lead downward in a slow trail. Will tensed with anticipation, hoping beyond hope that she had the same destination in mind as him. 
 
    She did, and he almost couldn’t believe it. The look she gave him, gave his cock, really, nearly made him come on the spot. He held his breath, not wanting to do anything that might get in the way of what was about to happen. 
 
    Avery licked her lips, turning her mouth sideways as though she was going for a deep kiss. Will felt her lips press against the edge of his tool and almost jumped at the sudden burst of pleasure. Avery just… kissed his cock. It was so wrong, so impossibly hot. 
 
    He rubbed his hand across her head, now gently pushing downward with nothing resembling subtlety. She shot him a look of warning but took the hint. Her lips parted and she took him in, inch by inch, not the whole way, but more than far enough. 
 
    Her red hair was short, but still long enough for him to get a full fist of. He guided her mouth up and down like that, as though she was a far sluttier woman than Avery would ever deign to be, and then she grabbed his wrist and pulled her mouth off with a lewd popping noise. 
 
    “You’re pushing your luck,” she whispered. “Get that smile off your face.” 
 
    Will grinned even wider and lovingly cupped her cheek. She let him guide her back to sucking. She got into it, head bobbing with even motions, the dirtiest noises coming from her lips and mouth. It was too much to see Avery, of all people, doing this. He would never forget seeing, experiencing, her doing this. 
 
    He let out a low groan as the pleasure overtook his stamina and blew his load into her mouth. Avery wasn’t expecting it, and a dribble ran down the side of her chin. As far as he could tell, she swallowed the rest. 
 
    There was a weighty moment of silence in the aftermath as Avery fixed her underwear. Will ignored it, still coming back to reality from cloud nine. He wanted to pull her in to cuddle next to him, but the mood wasn’t like that, really. Too much weirdness in the air. Too many questions. 
 
    “Are you a virgin?” asked Avery. 
 
    Will chuckled and shook his head. “No. Are you?” 
 
    “Of course not. It would be surprising if I was, even as a super.” 
 
    Will sat up. Neither of them said anything. He wondered if she was choosing her words carefully, or if she was just as dazed and uncertain as he was. Where did they even go, from here? 
 
    “I’ve never had a boyfriend before,” said Avery. “A continuous one, I mean. I don’t know. I guess I just saw you with your muscles, and stupid, cocky smile, and just… got carried away.” 
 
    “We both got carried away. You and your underwear, waving your boobs around. Kind of hard to, well… not get hard.” 
 
    He put an arm around her, and she leaned her head on his shoulder. 
 
    “Remember that game we used to play when we were little?” she asked. “Wildfire, or something?” 
 
    “Firefighters,” said Will. “I seem to recall it just being our version of the doctor game as kids.” 
 
    “We had to both take our clothes off… because they were on fire. It had a certain logic to it. Still super weird, though. Maybe an early warning sign.” 
 
    “Are you implying that the undressing game we played as prepubescent children is what made you suck my dick just now?” 
 
    Avery made a noise and pushed him away. “Asshole. I just mean… it used to be no big deal for us to experiment like that.” 
 
    Will shrugged. “I mean, I don’t think this is a big deal. It doesn’t have to be, right?” 
 
    “Right,” she said, nodding slowly. “So not a big deal.” 
 
    “The smallest of minor deals.” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    They looked at each other for a moment. It felt as though they were in uncharted territory, on a boat in the fog with no map, but still okay. Neither of them was panicking or making demands. That was something. 
 
    “I love you, Avery,” he said. 
 
    “I love you too, LP. I think you kind of just… get me.” 
 
    He found her hand and gave it a squeeze. They stayed there for a minute, eventually both searching out their discarded articles of clothing and making themselves decent. Will blinked as he picked his shirt up, noticing something on the floor. 
 
    A tiny plastic baggie with a single white pill inside of it poked out from just underneath her night table. He glanced at Avery, who was looking the other way, before grabbing it and stuffing it into his pocket. 
 
  

 
   
    CHAPTER 15 
 
    FIVE YEARS EARLIER 
 
      
 
    Lockpick felt a wave of relief as one of the treatment center’s employees led him into the rec room. TVs and a variety of activities were all provided for the center’s patients, from massive jigsaw puzzles to more expensive forms of entertainment. Halberd sat in a beanbag chair, playing video games, smiling and looking remarkably well.  
 
    A week in rehab had provided an apparent refresh for the man. Lockpick walked over slowly, not immediately announcing himself. A woman sat in the beanbag next to Halberd, blonde and pretty, elbowing him playfully as she hit buttons on her own controller as player two. 
 
    “Hey,” said Lockpick. 
 
    Halberd paused the game and spun around. “LP? You didn’t abandon me, after all!” 
 
    He grinned and pulled Lockpick into a tight hug and lifted him off his feet. It was the longest they’d been apart since leaving home. In some ways, it felt like a new chapter to both their lives, one that might hold some promise moving forward. 
 
    “I wanted to make sure you were adjusting well on your own,” said Lockpick. “They recommended that I give you some time to settle in.” 
 
    “Well, I have, for the most part,” said Halberd. “It’s not half bad, here. Honestly. It’s what I need right now.” 
 
    “Is this him?” asked the blonde woman. “I like his hair.” 
 
    Halberd smiled and cleared his throat. “Will, this is Angela. Angela, this is my son, Will.” 
 
    “Ah.” Suspicions confirmed, Lockpick nodded and smiled as politely as he could. “Nice to meet you.” 
 
    “We’ve been helping each other, you know… stay sober.” Angela shrugged. “It’s nice to have a friend when you run out of stuff to do here.” 
 
    “Well, he’s always been good at making friends,” said Lockpick. 
 
    He felt annoyed for reasons he couldn’t quite place, but it was easy enough to brush the feeling aside. He’d far rather see Halberd with some chick from rehab than Invisibella. Though, that was a dangerous way of thinking, one that always led back to Relic and the rest of the family they’d left behind. 
 
    “Angela, could you excuse us for a minute?” said Halberd. “I need to talk with Lockpick about some stuff.” 
 
    “Of course.” She smiled at them both and politely moved to another part of the room.  
 
    Halberd patted the now empty beanbag chair next to him, and Lockpick sank down into it. Still warm. 
 
    “How are you holding up?” asked Halberd. 
 
    “That was my question for you.” 
 
    “Believe it or not, your old man can do sobriety halfway decently,” said Halberd. “With that said, the food here is fantastic, and I can’t deny the rumors that I’ve started self-medicating with bacon.” 
 
    “I can believe it. They say seeing is believing and honestly… you look well.” 
 
    “Then let’s not talk about me,” said Halberd. “Are you getting by okay?” 
 
    “I’m fine,” he said. 
 
    “You haven’t run into any trouble with the apartment? And you’re eating well?” 
 
    “I can take care of myself. You don’t have to worry about me.” 
 
    “It’s my job to worry about you,” said Halberd. “Probably should have been fired a couple times over, but I’m serious about it right now.” 
 
    He stepped closer and took Lockpick’s arm, pulling him over to the corner of the rec room and out of anyone else’s earshot. 
 
    “You’re sure that nothing unusual has happened?” asked Halberd. “Have you been watching out for anything suspicious?” 
 
    “Nothing has happened,” he said, chuckling a bit. “You know, paranoia is often a symptom of drug withdrawal.” 
 
    “Oof. That’s below the belt.” He ruffled the younger man’s long hair and grinned. “This does feel right, you know. We’ll be back on track after this.” 
 
    “I can’t wait,” said Lockpick. “Let’s just focus on the now, though, for the time being. Take it day by day and we’ll figure out what’s next on the other side.” 
 
    “That sounds good to me. You’re wise beyond your years, LP.” 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    Lockpick’s apartment was a mess when he got home that night. He’d never realized just how much effort went into cleaning up after himself. Even when he’d been cleaning after Halberd, it’d been in hotel rooms and penthouses, places designed to be easily stripped down. An apartment, with nooks and crannies, a stove and a fridge and a counter that seemed to collect dirty dishes… it was its own beast. 
 
    He shivered and sought out a hooded sweatshirt in his room. He still hadn’t figured out how to get the damn heater working. The landlord wasn’t willing to send a handyman by to troubleshoot without Halberd, the official adult on the lease, being present. It was a problem he’d either have to solve on his own or weather for the foreseeable future. 
 
    He checked the fridge for food, knowing even as he opened it that he wasn’t in the mood for anything inside. It’d made sense when he’d been shopping to focus on the essentials—chicken strips, French fries, ice cream, the stuff that he once would have thought he could eat endlessly. A week of the same thing every night had burned his taste buds out. 
 
    Lockpick considered driving to McDonalds or Taco Bell, but the drive-through made him nervous. It would just take one busybody employee questioning whether he was really old enough to be driving a car to land him in trouble. 
 
    He settled for ice cream for dinner, poking around with his spoon as much as actually eating it, and sat down to play video games. He wanted to change into more comfortable clothing, but all of his laundry was dirty. Still needed to figure something out for that. They’d bought so many clothes back when they’d been staying in the penthouse that it had been a solved problem, but he couldn’t keep spending money like that at the rate their funds were dwindling. 
 
    A noise came from outside. Nothing all that unusual, given the amount of foot traffic, but Lockpick looked out the window, regardless. He saw someone across the street clad all in black, smoking a cigarette, looking straight back at him. 
 
    Again, it wasn’t anything too far out of the ordinary. People smoked, and people stood on street corners. It was more the way the man was looking at his window that set Lockpick on edge, a little too patient, a little too interested. 
 
    He glanced around, trying to remember where he’d put his penknife. He’d fallen out of the habit of keeping it on his person, feeling safe in his new circumstances. 
 
    The man was gone by the time he found it, but that was not nearly as reassuring as it should have been. 
 
  

 
   
    CHAPTER 16 
 
      
 
    Will left Avery’s apartment soon after getting dressed. The mood was strange between them, more unpredictable than unpleasant, but also a little stifling. He needed to breathe, to think, and finding a baggie with a pill in it certainly wasn’t helping in that regard. 
 
    Avery had never tried to conceal her drinking from him. He conceded that it was possible she’d been so blatant about it to serve as a smokescreen for a pill habit, a way of dismissing any questions about the occasional slurred word or general lethargy. 
 
    At the same time, it was hard for Will to tease out whether his suspicion was justified, or if he just had PTSD from what he’d went through with Halberd. It was entirely possible that Avery had tried pills, experimented with them, like so many teenagers and twenty somethings do, and he’d simply found leftover evidence from that time. It wasn’t exactly like the baggie had been all that well hidden. 
 
    He wished he knew what the pill was. He wished he’d confronted her over it when he’d first found it. Was it too late to confront her now? Maybe he could find out what the pill was, somehow, and then go from there? 
 
    He ran a hand through his hair and set the question aside, for the time being. He had other business to attend to. He’d been putting off dealing with his rapidly deteriorating costume for too long. It was time to do some shopping. 
 
    Will had less than fifty dollars to his name, some of it left over from the money Rue had given him for helping with her stream, the rest change from a grocery run that Jess had let him keep. He knew right away that it probably wasn’t enough to buy a replacement for his black sweatshirt and cape ensemble, but maybe he could get some fabric to patch it up with himself. 
 
    The mall was filled with noise and activity, and no shortage of people around Will’s age. There was a draw there, a long-repressed urge to go seeking friends, try to be normal. After what he’d been through with Halberd and his stay in prison, he wasn’t sure he had it in him even if he’d decided to try. 
 
    He walked slowly, eyeing a few different stores and considering what he needed. Maybe he could layer something more protective onto his costume? He’d considered adding a bulletproof vest before, really double up on the defense he already had against small gunfire with his mending. It was far out of his price range at the moment, but if the mall had a place that sold them, he could at least try one on and explore whether it was workable. 
 
    He paused as he walked by a fabric store with a grandmotherly woman smiling behind the counter. He heard someone slow down behind him, footsteps reacting to his abrupt stop more than they should have. Will made a show of checking his phone before continuing on, hearing the footsteps immediately pick back up. 
 
    He raised his phone and waved into it as though taking a selfie video for someone. The camera gave him a quick glance at what was behind him without giving away the game. A woman, young, blue highlights in raven dark hair, was the only person behind him walking the same way. 
 
    Something was familiar about her, and not in a good way. Shopping could wait. If she was following him, he needed to know why, who sent her, and what they wanted. Will slipped his phone back into his pocket, fingers brushing his penknife as he did, confirming it was ready if needed. 
 
    He walked all the way toward the less trafficked end of the mall, hoping the lack of crowds wouldn’t scare his stalker off. He could still hear her but didn’t dare risk alerting her by glancing over his shoulder to confirm. A bathroom sign pointed toward a hallway to the left with no people around that he could see. Perfect. 
 
    He casually made the turn and then immediately pressed his back to the wall, listening and waiting. She wasn’t subtle in her approach, speeding up a little in her haste to keep him in view. Will seized her by the shoulders and slammed her back into the wall, setting a forearm to her neck but only threatening pressure. 
 
    “Why are you following me?” he asked, voice gruff. 
 
    “Hello to you too, Pick,” she said, smiling. “You certainly know how to sweep a woman into a wall, if not off her feet.” 
 
    He narrowed his eyes, sure now that he knew her from somewhere, but unable to place it. She’d called him Pick, which set off a few alarm bells, in itself. 
 
    “You don’t remember, do you?” she asked. “Oh my God. My heart is literally breaking into a million billion pieces right now.” 
 
     “Mist,” he said, catching the edge of a memory. “You were… in the infirmary that one time.” 
 
    “That one time?” She scoffed and shot him a glare too overblown to be anything but cute. “We flirted for like two hours straight. You were blowing me kisses and trying to convince me to marry you!” 
 
    “I was on a heavy a dose of tranquilizers, if I recall,” he said. “That entire day is completely fogged out.” 
 
    He’d gotten into a fight with a fellow inmate by the name of Lockjaw and took a few awful looking bite wounds. He’d won, but they’d brought him in for treatment before he could mend himself and forced a variety of different drugs into his IV, ostensibly to help with the pain, more probably to keep him subdued out of his cell. 
 
    “I heard you’d gotten out,” said Mist. “The legitimate way, rather than running into the forest at full tilt like the rest of us.  Thought it might be fun to surprise you.” 
 
    “Surprise me?” He blinked, letting go of her, but far from letting his guard down. “You could have shouted my name instead of stalking me.” 
 
    “Oh, trust me,” she said. “If I wanted to stalk you, you never would have even seen me.” 
 
    “Right.”  
 
    He folded his arms, taking a closer look at the girl. Not a girl, a woman. His age, if not a bit older. Her hair was dyed black and cerulean blue—recent change, probably to throw off the authorities, and probably part of why he’d struggled to remember her. 
 
    She was pretty, but not overly so. Small, but again, not too small. She had a tiny hoop of a lip ring, just a hint of makeup, and light blue eyes.  
 
    Her clothing was reasonably fashionable, but still practical if she was forced onto the run in a hurry. A baggy grey sweatshirt that hinted at being borrowed, tight black jeans, black leather boots. 
 
    “Do you want me to pose for you?” asked Mist. “My ass looks fantastic in these jeans, in case you were wondering.” 
 
    “I wasn’t, but I certainly am now.” 
 
    “How do you not remember me?” she said, pouting a little. “You said something almost exactly like that while we were in the infirmary.” 
 
    “Is that right?” He smiled, warming to her even as he coddled his suspicions. “What else did I say?” 
 
    “I’m not going to give you a word by word, play by play,” said Mist. “You were funny. Slightly charming. Definitely a bit stir-crazy from prison.” 
 
    “That does sound like me. With that said, it’s hard for me to believe that an escaped prisoner would approach a passing acquaintance for chitchat without a damn good reason.” 
 
    He looked around, expecting to see other supers nearby, watching. He wasn’t naïve, but with that said, the only people around them in the mall were self-absorbed shoppers and loitering teenagers. 
 
    “I don’t really need a reason to do things,” said Mist. “If you’re trying to say that I’m taking a risk by coming up to you and saying a few words, then I guess you haven’t heard about my power.” 
 
    “Let me guess. Something to do with mist?” 
 
    There was a small poof as her entire profile dissolved into thin air, leaving behind a surprisingly fragrant scent. Hibiscus, with the slightest undertone of rosehip. 
 
    “Yup.” Mist reformed behind him, right behind him, breath tickling his neck behind him. Will hadn’t even heard her feet make contact with the tile again. 
 
    He didn’t spin around or sputter, instead glancing over his shoulder at her on her tiptoes, whispering in his ear. She had a dangerous smile on her face, more for the invitation in it rather than anything evil. 
 
    “They’re going to pull their hair out trying to recapture you,” he said. 
 
    “The only thing that’s ever held me was Architect’s energy barrier,” said Mist. “They drugged me with Normexital for my trial, and I could still slip my knockout cuffs half the time.” 
 
    “What were you in for?” 
 
    “Is that a question that you boys regularly asked and answered during your social time in the pen?” 
 
    He turned to face her, setting a hand to lean against the wall over and past one of her shoulders. “Are we in the pen right now?” 
 
    “Touché. Still not telling you.” 
 
    She grinned, and it was hard for Will to keep from matching it with a smile of his own. She had that quality, that confidence about her that shouted untouchable super. It reminded him a bit of Jess, no, of Relic, how easily she set the pace of the world around her and did whatever she wanted. 
 
    He wondered if it was weird for him to be comparing the cute, flirty girl he just met to Jess. Maybe. Probably. He wasn’t thinking straight. Mist was dangerous. Best to brush her off and go his separate way. 
 
    “I have things to do,” he said. “Want to tag along?” 
 
    You have betrayed me, tongue. 
 
    “I suppose I could,” she said. “You’re not working with the Champion Authority, are you?” 
 
    “Working with them? They’re after me, too.” 
 
    It was true, from a certain perspective. The only advice he had for the Drifters and Relic was related to hunting down the Power Realists. More helping himself than helping them. 
 
    He started walking. She stayed where she was for a few seconds before puffing into mist and appearing mid-step alongside him. 
 
    “You’re not joking, are you?” she said. “You know, when I first saw you here in the mall, I thought to myself that you looked even more dangerous out here than you did back in prison.” 
 
    “When you saw me in prison, I was doped up on tranquilizers, so that’s probably a fair assessment.” 
 
    She looked him up and down, eyes settling on his face. “I know who you are, Lockpick. You were a hero once. I watched you doing the whole goody two-shoes thing on TV with Relic and the others. You weren’t a part of the prison break, so why would the CA be after you?” 
 
    He kept walking, longer legs putting him ahead of her after a few seconds, no intention of answering her question or even hinting at his new secret identity. 
 
    “Hey!” Mist puffed back up next to him. “Pick!” 
 
  

 
   
    CHAPTER 17 
 
      
 
    The fabric store had the ambience of a library, everyone speaking in hushed tones, a similar smell of ink and cloth. Will had questioned whether it was wise to let Mist watch him pick out the patch he was going to need for his costume, but in the end, he doubted she’d come to any conclusions based off it. 
 
    “Can we do something fun now?” she asked as they left the store. “When you said you had some errands to run, I thought it was just a lowkey way of inviting me along.” 
 
    “Subtlety is not my strong suit.” 
 
    “I somehow doubt that.” She poofed out of existence, reappearing with one arm looped through his. “Look! A photo booth. Come on, Pick! Let’s get a memento.” 
 
    She immediately began dragging him in that direction. 
 
    “What are you, fifteen?” he said. “You’re really going to pay five bucks for a ten-photo printout when you have a smartphone in your pocket?” 
 
    She let go and slipped into the photo booth, sitting on the bench with her knees up. “You sure you don’t want to come hang out with me for a bit in this cozy little space? I’m closing the curtain in three, two… one.” 
 
    Will rolled his eyes and joined her, his leg brushing against hers as she made space. Mist reminded him a bit of Rue, not to mention Avery. Again, he found himself wondering what wires had been crossed in his head to make his sisters into his points of comparison for a flirty young woman. 
 
    He put his arm around her as she fed a five-dollar bill into the machine. She blinked and quirked her mouth sideways. 
 
    “I wasn’t sure if you’d know how to sit with a girl or not after so long in the pen,” she said, with a crooked smile. 
 
    “I sat with a fair number in the time before I went in.”  
 
    He leaned closer to her, touching the tips of one of the locks of her blue hair with an exploratory brush. Mist was still watching him, face unreadable, but the fact that she could simply shift away in mist at any time she felt the whim gave him a sense of what she’d let him get away with. 
 
    A flash was followed by the snap of a digital shutter. Mist shifted position, lifting her boots into his lap, which were clean, thankfully. Will rested a hand on her knee and let his gaze meet hers for long enough for the already small photo booth to feel even tinier. 
 
    Another snap. Mist shifted position again, this time using her power to expediate the process. Then came a poof, and she was suddenly switched around, the back of her head lying in Will’s lap as though his thighs were her pillow. She winked at him and rolled her head slightly in a way that brushed against his cock through his jeans.  
 
    Another snap, another poof of smoke, and Mist was suddenly sitting in his lap. Will wrapped his arms around her, his lips coming near her neck. How long could they get away with hanging out in the photo booth before a passing security guard intervened? Long enough to have some fun? 
 
    He ran a hand along her thigh, wondering what she’d do if he reached for the button of her jeans. He was moving way too fast, but she seemed kind of wild like that. He was still considering it when she poofed again and was back in her previous spot, leaning against the wall of the bench, boots sitting across Will’s lap. 
 
    “Interesting power,” he said. 
 
    “Oh, you’re thinking things right now, aren’t you?” 
 
    “Totally.” 
 
    She slid in close and grabbed his hand, threading her fingers through his. Somehow, it felt more intimate than her sitting on his lap had. Will caught himself, remembering he’d basically just met her. She was dangerous and unpredictable, which was a bad thing, even if it intrigued him. 
 
    “Why are you still in the city?” he asked. “The Champion Authority is going to be going over this place with a fine-toothed comb. The supers they’ve brought out so far are just the tip of the iceberg.” 
 
    She shrugged. “Maybe I like it here.” 
 
    “Ah yes,” said Will. “Lancaster City, center of culture, beacon of nightlife.” 
 
    “Maybe I have family here,” she said. “Maybe, for someone with a power like mine, it makes no difference whether I run or not. Why run away from home if you don’t have to?” 
 
    That was a damn good question, one which Will wished he’d asked himself somewhere around five years ago. 
 
    “Besides,” she continued. “I’m not the only one who stuck around, Pick. You can joke about this city having a dead nightlife, but from me to you, it’s starting to get a lot more interesting.” 
 
    “Oh yeah?” 
 
    “Yeah.” She slid a bit closer, resting her elbow against the back of the bench, bringing her face close to his. “Tell you what. Meet me outside the mall later tonight, and I’ll show you where the real fun is happening.” 
 
    “Real fun can happen almost anywhere.” He set his hand back on her thigh and leaned in closer, baiting her for a kiss. 
 
    “True enough.” A poof, and Mist was suddenly behind him, outside the booth. “But it tends to work best at night. Meet me back here tonight around ten. I’m always on time, so don’t be late.” 
 
    She blew him a kiss and dissolved from existence. Will stared at the space where she’d just been as the booth printed out their photos. 
 
      
 
  

 
   
    CHAPTER 18 
 
      
 
    It was in the afternoon when Will got back to the house. Jess was vacuuming the living room, and she waved to him as he came inside. He brought his patch for his costume upstairs, frowning as he considered how he was going to do the actual sewing without raising suspicion. 
 
    He still had to wash his costume, too, as he’d been bumbling through a literal sewer the last time he’d worn it. The only time he could sneak using the washer and dryer by Jess was at night, ideally when she was out in costume, herself.  
 
    He figured he could manage waiting for another day, given he’d be hanging out with Mist for the evening. He stuffed the fabric under his mattress and sat down on his desk, trying to think through the encounter at the mall from different angles. 
 
    She could be luring him into a trap. Her personality made the flirtation and teasing seem normal, natural, even, but that didn’t mean that it necessarily was. It was entirely possible that she’d been recruited by the Power Realists to put him in the right place at the right time for them to strike and take their revenge. 
 
    But that kind of thinking of was addled with paranoia. Nobody had known ahead of time that he would be at the mall today. If she was an agent of the Realists, why had she made the fact that she was following him in the beginning so obvious? She could have been far more subtle with her power and set him up for Despot and the others without ever making contact. 
 
    He was still weighing the various risks when Rue slipped into his room without knocking. She wore workout clothes, tight leggings, and a baggy sleeveless shirt with a workout bra underneath. 
 
    “Hey,” she said. 
 
    “Hey.” 
 
    He acted as though he was enthralled by the feed of YouTube videos he was scrolling through without clicking on. Rue wanted something, and he could guess what it was based off their recent interactions. 
 
    She came up behind his desk chair and draped her arms over him, leaning forward to press the side of one of her generous breasts against his shoulder. “What are you up to?” 
 
    “Killing time. You?” 
 
    “About the same,” she said, with a tired sigh. 
 
    She wasn’t going to ask the question, not after how intense their previous bout of wrestling over the remote had been. Rue was nothing if not creative when it came to considering how to bend other people to her will. He was slightly reminded of how Mist had teased him as he felt Rue exhale, her breath hot and tickly against his neck. 
 
    “What’s this?” She snatched up the strip of photos, which he’d been foolish enough to leave out. 
 
    “Nothing!” he said, grabbing for them back.  
 
    Rue hopped out of reach, frowning slightly as she scanned down the line of images. 
 
    “LP…” she said. “Seriously? Who the fuck is this girl?” 
 
    “She’s just a friend.” 
 
    “Do all your friends sit in your lap and make bedroom eyes at you?” she asked, flipping the strip around and pointing at one of the more compromising photos. 
 
    “Does it matter? What do you care?” 
 
    He wasn’t an idiot. He knew exactly why she might care. The lines were all blurred and distorted and twisted together, more than enough to fertilize the soil for the seed of jealousy. Neither of them could acknowledge that reality, not without taking a hard look in the mirror, and a harder look at each other.  
 
    It was a tactical decision for Will to lean into the mess, forcing her to be the one to wrestle with the uncomfortable questions. Offense in place of defense. He really wasn’t interested in having to explain Mist to Rue, let alone Jess and Avery. 
 
    “I don’t care, I just…” She glared at him and tossed the photos back onto his desk. “She has crazy eyes.” 
 
    “She does not have crazy eyes,” said Will. 
 
    “Crazy eyes, crazily dyed hair, even a weird lip ring,” said Rue. “Gross.” 
 
    “Do you have a reason for being in my room right now?” 
 
    Her glare became a shade colder. “I guess not!” 
 
    She turned to go, and even though it was more or less what Will had wanted, he felt as though he’d fumbled the situation. He caught her hand and reeled her back in. 
 
    “Hey,” he said. “Hold on.” 
 
    “You just kicked me out of your room, basically. Why should I—” 
 
    “Because I want to explain, if you’ll listen.” 
 
    He waited, loosening his grip if she still wanted to run away. She sighed and turned around, folding her arms but seeming willing to hear him out. 
 
    “She’s an old friend,” he said. 
 
    “So, you—” 
 
    “Not that kind of old friend!” he snapped. 
 
    “You get off on interrupting me, don’t you?” 
 
    “Only when you’re about to say something stupid,” he said. “We were fooling around in the photo booth. And no, not that kind of fooling around. Didn’t even kiss.” 
 
    “Why are you telling me this?” she said. “You don’t have to downplay the situation if it is what it looks like.” 
 
    “I’m telling you this because it’s the truth,” he said. “Also, maybe you’re a little bit right.” 
 
    “About what?” 
 
    “Her eyes are kind of crazy.” 
 
    Rue smirked and shook her head. “If you see that too, then why waste your time with her?” 
 
    “Because, as I said, she’s kind of an old friend,” he said. “I don’t have a ton of friends left after everything.” 
 
    “I get that, but I thought, you know…” She shrugged. “I’m your friend.” 
 
    “I consider you to be more of a mutual blackmail partner.” 
 
    She snorted and glanced away. Will stood up, stepping toward her and pulling her into a hug before she could mount an objection. 
 
    “I love you, Cammie,” he said. 
 
    “I really wish you’d stop calling me that, but I love you, too.” 
 
    “Never.” He kissed the top of her forehead and enjoyed the millisecond of affectionate hug before the sensation of her body against his shifted the vibe in a more heated direction. He didn’t let go when that happened. If anything, it made it harder to let go. 
 
    “I was going to stream tonight if, you know… you wanted to make this up to me.” 
 
    “Make what up to you?” he asked. 
 
    “You made me upset.” 
 
    “You got upset, I didn’t make you upset.” 
 
    “Same diff.” She blinked and looked up at him, seeming incredibly kissable at that very moment. “Come on, LP. It’ll be fun. I promise.” 
 
    “If I help you, will you start helping me again?” 
 
    She let out a grumble and leaned her head sideways. “I’ll give it some thought.” 
 
    “Well, when you have an answer, so will I,” he said. 
 
    “Please?” She pulled closer, rubbing herself onto him a bit. Good lord, she had big tits. So perfect and bouncy and… 
 
    “Nice try,” he said. “No deal.” 
 
    In truth, if she’d agreed to help him with his vigilante outings, he would have blown off Mist and stayed in to stream with her, no hesitation. Mist was intriguing, but Rue and her stream were compelling on a much higher and weirder level. He felt annoyed with himself as he came to that realization and wished he could have come to a compromise with her. 
 
    “What’s all this about?” Jess appeared in his doorway, pushing the vacuum toward the next carpet to be cleaned. 
 
    “Nothing!” snapped Will. 
 
    “LP hung out with some girl with crazy eyes,” said Rue. 
 
    “She does not have crazy eyes! Not really…” 
 
    Jess scooped up the photo real and scanned down it. “She looks cute. What’s her name?” 
 
    “Mist…” He faked a cough, realizing he’d stumbled into a trap by dropping her villain name. “…ty. Misty.” 
 
    “You should invite her over for dinner,” said Jess. “If the two of you are at that point yet, I mean.” 
 
    She smiled and pushed the vacuum cleaner onward. Rue made an annoyed face and headed back to her own room. 
 
    He met them downstairs an hour later for dinner. Jess had made paella, scallops and chorizo and clams in a delicious saffron rice. He was minding his own business, making safe conversation, when Jess asked one of her patented, hard to dodge questions. 
 
    “So,” she said. “Plans for tonight?” 
 
    “Nothing,” muttered Rue. “Might call Becca. See what she’s up to, or just talk on the phone.” 
 
    “I was actually planning on heading out,” said Will. 
 
    All eyes turned his way. He’d changed into a slightly nicer shirt, and he sensed their eyes roving over it, coming to judgments and conclusions with their feminine intuition. 
 
    “Heading out… with Misty?” asked Rue. 
 
    He gave her a small smile and nodded. She made a face as though he’d just told her that he’d decided to enroll in clown college and devote his life to riding unicycles. 
 
    “What?” he asked. “We had fun together earlier today. Is it so wrong for me to have fun?” 
 
    It was true, but far from the whole truth. It was kind of convenient, in its own way. Rue and Jess might have questions, but they would never second guess his motivation for going out with a young woman his own age. Especially one with dyed hair and supposed crazy eyes.  
 
    “There’s nothing wrong with it, sweetie,” said Jess, reaching over to touch his hand. “I’m happy you’re finding new people to spend time with.” 
 
    “He’s not just going to spend time with her, he’s going to… you know.” Rue scrunched her lips into an annoyed pout. “He just got back! How can you be alright with this?” 
 
    “LP is a grown adult,” said Jess. “I’m sure he’ll take things at a responsible speed. Not to imply that you need to take things anywhere if you’re not comfortable with it, Will.” 
 
    Concern rose in her voice, if not a hint of the same jealousy he sensed in Rue, but she seemed to be making an effort to be happy for him and accepting of his choices. He acknowledged that he was making a choice by going out with Mist, even under the pretense of getting closer to other escaped supers who might still be in the city. A choice that affected others. 
 
    “Thank you,” he said. “I’ll be home later tonight. It’s not even a date. We’re just going to be… hanging out.” 
 
    Jess and Rue exchanged an extremely skeptical glance.  
 
  

 
   
    CHAPTER 19 
 
      
 
    The night was accented by the whistling summer wind, which buffeted Will’s face and clothes and almost felt like it was trying to hold him back when it picked up in earnest. He made it to the mall just as everyone was leaving.  
 
    It felt a bit conspicuous to be standing around outside the entrance while everyone else was filing onto buses and heading for their cars. The mall staff was spread thin, however, and nobody asked him to move along. He eventually pulled out his phone, dimly realizing he’d never actually gotten Mist’s number or given her his. He’d have no way of knowing if something came up to force her to cancel. 
 
    “You weren’t waiting long, were you?” 
 
    She didn’t sneak up on him, she was just suddenly there, pressed into his side, one arm wrapped around his waist in a simulacrum of a loving couple. Will furrowed his brow as he stuffed his phone into his pocket. 
 
    “Not too long,” he said. “Hey.” 
 
    “Hey, yourself. Nice shirt.” 
 
    “Thanks. Nice sweater.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    She’d changed her outfit in much the same way he had, simply subbing out the baggy sweatshirt in place of a tighter fitting black one. It was oddly reassuring to know that they were on the same page, at least in that. Putting in the same amount of effort, possibly matching expectations behind the scenes. 
 
    Possibly. What did he expect from the night, exactly? 
 
    “The place I had in mind isn’t far from here,” she said. “I figured we could walk.” 
 
    “It’s a beautiful night to walk.” He looked at her and held his hand out, palm up.  
 
    She thrust hers into it, warm and small, but certain in the way it gripped his back. 
 
    They were both supers, around the same age, and they even shared a tumultuous history with the law and incarceration. None of these commonalities spared them those first few seconds of awkward, early-date silence. 
 
    “So, uh…” He flailed for an interesting question. “What was it like on the women’s side of Mastodon, anyway?” 
 
    “Oh boy,” said Mist, chuckling. “That’s a doozy. It was… chaotic.” 
 
    “That’s one thing it had in common across genders.” 
 
    “If I had to guess, I’d say we had less violence overall, just judging from the stories we heard of what you boys were getting into. Less violence, but… way more gay stuff. A lot of girls paired up for the duration.” 
 
    “Yeah, that wasn’t so much a thing for us,” said Will. “Though, there was a guy named Slipskin who could do the whole changeling thing. Rumor was that he occasionally hopped the fence for the sake of earning favors.” 
 
    “No shit?” 
 
    “It’s true,” said Will. “There was one other guy rumored to be able to do the whole bits and bobs swapping thing. Algae Double, though it may have just been a rumor in his case. I saw him nearly suffocate a guy who made a joke about it once.” 
 
    “You knew Erik on the inside?” said Mist. 
 
    The casual way she dropped his real name made Will pause. “Yeah, I did. Have you run into him since the breakout?” 
 
    “Sort of. He’s more of a friend of a friend.” 
 
    She led him around a corner and onto a familiar street. A group of men and women were smoking outside of a staircase leading down into a basement bar that Will had never taken notice of before. A neon sign over the entrance read Nana’s Nook. 
 
    “This is it!” Mist smiled but grew serious as they closed the last few feet. “You shouldn’t have anything to worry about, given your reputation, but just… go with the flow. K?” 
 
    Faint music drifted up from the narrow staircase. The air had that tandem tobacco and stale beer scent that strode the line between sketchy and intriguing. The people outside looked normal, no fellow inmates that Will recognized, but they did seem to watch him a little too intently. 
 
    “Pick?” said Mist. 
 
    “I won’t start any fights,” he said. “No promises about going with the flow.” 
 
    She blinked, a tiny smile dancing across her lips. “Figure you’d say something like that. You’re so much more mellow than I would have assumed, but every now and then… I see these glimpses of the scary guy you were on the inside.” 
 
    “Let’s hope you never have to see much more than that.” He flashed a wolf’s smile and set a hand on her hip as she started down the stairs. 
 
    Nana’s Nook looked much like it smelled from a distance. It was surface level clean, though evidence of stains and past grime was etched into the worn-wood floor, hammered into battered bar stools.  
 
    The bar itself was neat and clean, bottles carefully arrayed across the back in what looked like perfect alphabetical order. An older woman with grey hair and a grandmotherly demeanor stood behind it, clad in a frilly apron, but with eyes like a hawk. 
 
    “It’s charming, right?” said Mist. 
 
    “Any place is charming after a couple of beers.” 
 
    She eyed him skeptically. “Are you even old enough to drink?” 
 
    “Yeah,” he said. “Well, barely. I turned 21 a few days ago.” 
 
    “Oof, now I feel like a cradle robber,” said Mist. “Please tell me you didn’t have to ask your mother for permission before coming out tonight?” 
 
    “You go straight for the throat, don’t you?” He led her toward two open stools at the bar. “No, I didn’t have to get permission.” 
 
    He left it at that. Mist knew who he was, who he’d been as a hero. Which meant that she must know about Relic and Halberd and the Crimson Five, before that. He didn’t want to have that conversation with her just yet, as much because it felt a bit lame to be living back at home as because of their deeper issues that might arise from living under the same roof as the city’s most intimidating heroine. 
 
    He bought them both beers, the only ones he’d be buying that night, given his near empty wallet. She smiled and excused herself to the ladies room while they were waiting for the bartender to pour them. It gave Will a chance to get a read on the place without her watching him. 
 
    There were around twenty people in various states of inebriation within the barroom. There were, in fact, a few familiar faces. Darkmode, with his huge forehead and greasy ponytail, was chatting up a woman in jean cutoffs at one of the tables in back. Mercury sat alone with a half full pitcher of beer and a bored expression. 
 
    They were both fellow inmates, newly escaped, though far from what Will would consider to be real threats. Darkmode had owed favors to the Realists, but he’d never been a member. Mercury had just been weird and universally avoided due to rumors about heavy metal poisoning resulting from touching him while using his power. 
 
    They both had what Will had always thought of as “escape abilities,” which answered the question of why they were so comfortable being out in public. So did Mist, for that matter. Each of them could evade capture even when confronted, likely even when surrounded. 
 
    Though, Tusk didn’t fit that criteria. The hulking super was rubbing one of his teeth as he came out of the men’s room, breathing through his nose with that cadence that had always unnerved Will in the pen. He took a seat across from Mercury, his chair groaning under what must have been a four-hundred-pound load at the minimum. 
 
    “See any old friends of yours?” asked Mist, plopping down beside him. 
 
    “No, but no enemies, either, which is all I care about.” He took a sip of his beer. “What about you? Are you a regular here?” 
 
    Mist snorted. “I used to be, before I served time.” 
 
    He furrowed his brow. “You said you were from around here before. How is it that I never ran into you? You can’t be that much older than me.” 
 
    “You’d better hope I’m not after bringing up the topic of my age,” she said, nudging him with her knee. “23, by the way. I think we might have gone to the same high school if I hadn’t dropped out.” 
 
    “One more thing we apparently have in common,” said Will. “Were you already getting into trouble back then? A fledgling supervillain, too cool for school?” 
 
    “Coming from anyone else, that would be a hellishly offensive question. Coming from you, it feels more like you’re asking if you and your old team ever kicked my ass.” 
 
    He laughed and leaned back a little. “Is your ass even kickable, or does it just fade into mist on contact?” 
 
    “If you’re lucky, maybe I’ll let you answer that question for yourself someday,” she said. 
 
    She met his gaze, and he shifted a bit closer to her. 
 
    “Someday?” He gave her a mischievous grin. “What about some night?” 
 
    “Tempting. Very tempting.” 
 
    A crash sounded as someone on the other side of the bar room dropped a mug, followed by a string of curses in Spanish from the bartender. Will glanced in the direction of the disturbance, but his eyes settled instead on a slightly chubby young woman who was staring at him with a very displeased expression. 
 
    “Um,” said Mist. “Do you and Iggie have some past history that I should know about?” 
 
    “I have no idea who that is.” 
 
    The woman stood up and started to make her way over, which was honestly the last thing Will wanted. She folded her arms and came to a stop behind where he and Mist sat, not opting to grab a stool of her own. 
 
    “Hi, Iggie,” said Mist. “This is—” 
 
    “I know who he is,” said Iggie. “Well, out with it then. Did he send you? The fuck is it, this time?” 
 
    Her tongue flicked out, long and forked at the end. Definitely a super, though he’d have to ask Mist whether she was a fellow escapee or not. 
 
    “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” said Will. “You sure you have the right guy?” 
 
    “Lockpick,” she said. “Erik told me all about how you helped him out. Good for the two of you! Now go be butt buddies together and leave me alone!” 
 
    Mist shot Will a dark look. He gaped and turned his palms up. 
 
    “Hold on a second,” he said. “I’m here on my own. I may have run into Erik the other day, but I’m not here on his behalf, or whatever it is you’re thinking.” 
 
    “Tell him that I want nothing to do with him anymore,” said Iggie, thrusting a finger into Will’s face. “We’re done. Through. And tell him I don’t want him keeping tabs on me anymore.” 
 
    She stomped off without waiting for a response, which suited him just fine. Mist still looked confused, but he sipped his beer, opting to wait for her questions rather than disclose anything. 
 
    “She’s always been a bit emotional,” said Mist. “It’s gotten worse with the stress of, well, you know. She and Erik were apparently an item on the inside for a while.” 
 
    “They were…” Will blinked. “How is that even possible? There was barely any contact between the men and women’s sides of the prison.” 
 
    “The pipes,” she said. “The prison’s sewer system was completely isolated, obviously, but Erik and Iggie both had powers suited to those sorts of romantic, midnight rendezvous.” 
 
    “I take it that they didn’t ride off into the sunset together, post-escape?” 
 
    “Far from it. She doesn’t even drink when she’s here, and she’ll still occasionally get sappy and divulge way too much information to me.” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “I can’t tell you.” 
 
    “You absolutely could tell me,” he said. “I see a working mouth and a beautiful set of lips. I think they’re capable of doing at least that much.” 
 
    She laughed and looked away, though her body language seemed to grow more inviting. Will was already trying to work out how he might sneak her into his room—with her power, it would be more a matter of convincing her than logistics—when the bar’s front door banged open. 
 
    Impact, or rather, Brad Thompson in his mundane identity, strode into the barroom like he owned the place, despite having one heavily bandaged hand. A small parting gift from Decay. Breathless, or Kat, followed a pace or two behind, looking much less certain about where she was and what she was doing. 
 
    It was a small miracle that Will was sitting at the bar, turned away from them, and could simply hunch forward to keep from being recognized. The bartender was on her feet, hands on her hips, tsking in annoyance, though she made no move to confront her new, brazen patron. 
 
    “Just as I suspected!” boomed Impact. “I see at least one here already! Near identical to his mugshot. You’d think a common criminal would have the common sense to cut their hair on the run!” 
 
    Breathless let out a nervous chuckle and took a step closer to her team leader. Will was a bit perplexed by what he was watching. It seemed as though Impact was going out of his way to draw the attention of the room, but almost to a person, everyone was comfortable ignoring him. 
 
    Even Darkmode, the supervillain currently facing down a confrontation with two licensed heroes, seemed more interested in reassuring the woman he’d been buying drinks for than running off into the night. 
 
    They have escape abilities, after all, Will reminded himself. Impact and Breathless might be able to win in a fight, but they can’t fight what they can’t catch. 
 
    “Hey!” shouted Impact as he took heavy, deliberate steps toward Darkmode’s table. “I’m talking to you!” 
 
    “I ain’t listening,” said Darkmode, barely looking up. “Take the fucking hint.” 
 
    “Kat?” Impact held a hand toward her. “Cuffs, please.” 
 
    Darkmode sighed and slid a hand over his forehead. He waved a single finger in Impact’s direction, and it was suddenly as though the brightness of that section of the room had been dialed down to zero. Shapes were fuzzy, indistinct, and Will more heard the sound of Impact flailing and knocking into tables than he actually saw it. 
 
    “Bastard!” snarled Impact. 
 
    “I think that’s our cue to leave,” whispered Mist. 
 
    “Hold on,” said Will. “I kind of want to watch this.” 
 
    “Stop that!” cried Breathless. “I’m warning you!” 
 
    “Warning him what?” Tusk stood up from his chair, which seemed tiny in comparison to his bulk, and made a low, growling noise as he stepped toward Breathless. “This isn’t your bar, kiddo.” 
 
    Breathless inhaled with enough intensity to rip a couple of posters loose from the walls. Tusk reached for her with one of his giant hands, but she blew him off… literally. He tumbled back, crashing down onto a table in a pile of splintered wood. 
 
    Impact had gotten a lucky throw off, sending a mug into Darkmode’s face with enough force to cut the other man’s cheek open with a gnarly gash. He was prepping a punch, free of his blindness. Will was in a petty mood after his encounter with the Drifters in the sewer, and with an incidental kick, he sent his stool crashing into Impact’s legs just as the hero was shifting to leap forward. 
 
    The barkeeper had come around to the other side of the counter, wielding a broom like a medieval war axe. She shouted fierce words in Spanish as she began clubbing at the combatants with the wicker end, making no distinction between hero and villain. 
 
    “Come on,” said Mist, with a sigh. “Unless you want to be here when Relic shows up.” 
 
    She had a teasing smile on her face, and he had to admit, it was a fair point.  
 
  

 
   
    CHAPTER 20 
 
      
 
    Will took Mist’s hand as the two joined the queue of fleeing patrons. They broke into a pointless sprint once they were out into the night, holding pace for a block or so until they found a nearby park empty of other people. It had a small playground, and they sat on the swings, swaying together in the fair summer night. 
 
    “Here.” Mist pulled a bottle of whiskey out of her sweater and took a swig. “Want a sip?” 
 
    “Absolutely,” he said. “Did you nab this from the bar?” 
 
    “It was on the floor. I figured nobody would miss it amid the chaos.” 
 
    He took a deep swig. “I feel bad for the owner.” 
 
    “Don’t. Her son is a lawyer. She panders to the super crowd for that very reason. When they get rowdy, they cause provable damage, which she has her son go after like a hunting hound.” 
 
    Will passed the bottle back. Her fingers lingered on his as she accepted it, and they shared a moment. The moon was out, and he could see it reflected in her eyes. 
 
    “Interesting way of running a business,” he said. “Some people seem to thrive off chaos.” 
 
    “Some people?” 
 
    He grinned and kicked forward, getting his swing moving. “Like I said. It’s interesting.” 
 
    “So, tell me, Pick,” said Mist. “How have you settled in? Do you live alone, or…?” 
 
    He let his heels drag the swing to a stop, sighing. “With family. But I have a fair amount of privacy, if you wanted to, you know…” 
 
    “I have a hotel room,” she said. “I was going to head back there pretty soon if you wanted to walk me there, or something.” 
 
    “Or something sounds about right.”  
 
    She giggled and looked away but then grew a bit more serious. He watched as she lifted her forearm as though she was holding some invisible object and started moving it side to side. 
 
    “What are you doing?” he asked. 
 
    “Waving the red flag. I don’t want you saying later on that I didn’t warn you.” 
 
    “Who says I don’t have red flags of my own?” He meant it, too. As he admitted it aloud, he wondered if maybe that’s why he’d been so eager to come out with her tonight, to spend time with someone who understood who he was, who he’d once been. 
 
    “I was hoping you’d say that,” she said, smiling back. “Even when I first saw you in the mall, you had this… energy about you. Nothing crazy or psychopathic like some of our fellow Mastodon alumni. More just… dangerous. Unpredictable.” 
 
    Both their swings came to a stop at the same time. Will leaned over and kissed her, half expecting her to poof from existence before his lips found hers. She stayed right where she was, kissing him back with a slow, building eagerness. 
 
    “Want to finish this bottle back at my hotel room?” she whispered. 
 
    He nodded and took her hand. 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    “This is pretty nice.” Will scanned the room, clean and fairly upscale, on the good side of town. “Mind if I ask how you can afford it?” 
 
    “I got this insane deal where I happened to find one of the keycards lying around and borrowed it for a while,” said Mist. “Fascinating where you can find things when you’re sneaky.” 
 
    “I’m familiar with a similar method,” he said. “Always been good with my fingers.” 
 
    “Noted.” 
 
    He felt the impulse to ask her the question then, the one that nobody had ever asked back within Mastodon.  
 
    What did you do to get convicted in the first place? 
 
    Would she tell him if he pushed it? Did he even have the right to ask, or was that sort of knowledge still beyond the pale? He wondered if he would look back at some point and consider it to be a missed opportunity, or perhaps an outright mistake. 
 
    “The bed is comfy,” said Mist, sitting down on the mattress with a small, eye-pleasing bounce.  
 
    Will took the spot next to her. They sat there in silence for a moment that seemed to waver between awkwardness and simmering tension. He felt like a sixteen-year-old again, eager to begin, unsure of how to start. 
 
    “The blanket,” he said, nodding. “Soft.” 
 
    Mist grinned and slid a little closer to him. “Yes, Pick, the blanket is soft. Piercing observation.” 
 
    “Shut it. You’re worse than my sisters.” 
 
    “Now that much is absolutely true.” 
 
    He met her gaze. Her expression held so much challenge, as though she was still taking his measure. Minus the smile, minus the eyes, and it was a look he’d seen more than once in fights before, in the face of his enemy. 
 
    He leaned in, smiling back, letting his attention flicker to her very kissable looking lips. He set a hand on her leg as he went for it, watching as she turned to let her mouth meet his. 
 
    She stopped at the last possible instant, pressing a gentle hand to his chest and chuckling nervously. 
 
    “You’re so eager,” she whispered. “Have you done it since you’ve gotten out?” 
 
    “I’ve played around a bit, but no.” 
 
    He really hoped she wouldn’t ask him to elaborate. Thinking about Avery and Rue, even Jess, simply made the current moment feel that much more confusing. He hadn’t done anything with them, not really. At the same time, he’d done far too much with each of them. 
 
    “Getting out makes it hard to think about anything else,” she said. “Just biology, I guess.” 
 
    “Birds and bees.” 
 
    He gave her a teasing smile as his fingers slowly slipped up her thigh. She bit her lower lip and turned her head sideways. Will had no idea if that was some obtuse signal on her part, but she was right about it being hard to think about anything else. 
 
    He kissed her, his lips finding hers and leading the charge. They fell together, embracing each other and falling sideways onto the hotel bed. The blanket, for the record, was incredibly soft. 
 
    “Mmm,” moaned Mist. 
 
    Will stroked her cheek as his kisses traveled along the side of her neck. Mist’s lips brushed his thumb, and she was sucking on it an instant later. It was so hot, and foreplay seemed altogether too slow for what his body felt like it needed. 
 
    He pulled her sweater off. She had on a plain white tank top with thin shoulder straps underneath, and he could finally get a sense of her breasts. They were small, but not tiny, just enough plumpness to move in interesting ways. 
 
    Mist yanked his shirt off and Will hesitated, remembering his tattoos. Her eyes flicked over them, and she brushed a few of the words with her fingers, but she didn’t say anything. No questions, no commentary. No judgment. 
 
    He had to fuck this girl. He’d already been planning on it, obviously, but now he had to. There was an aspect of sex, the openness of intimacy, that made it seem impossible for him to want anything else in that moment. 
 
    She struggled to undo the button of his jeans. Will grabbed her hands and playfully lifted them above her head before quickly doing it himself. He was fully undressed and reaching to get her pants down when he remembered something. 
 
    “Condom,” he muttered. “Damn it. I should have one…” 
 
    He was going to say in his wallet, but that one had been sitting untouched for well over two years. Melted or dust, probably. The despair was real as he looked at Mist and saw her give a tiny shake of her head. 
 
    “It’s okay,” she said. 
 
    “Maybe they have like a machine for them or something here?” 
 
    “At a classy place like this?” She giggled. “Don’t count on it.” 
 
    “Fuck.” 
 
    “Pick.” She reached out, caressing his cheek. “It’s okay. 
 
    “I could, fuck… I guess I could run to the store?” 
 
    She slowly shook her head. “Or…” 
 
    He watched as she pulled her jeans off one foot and tossed them aside. She was the star of the bed as she hooked her thumbs through her panties, still wearing that insubstantial tank top. 
 
    “Or,” he said, unable to look away. 
 
    “Just pull out.” She slowly pulled her panties down, wiggling more than what was probably necessary. “Okay?” 
 
    It was far from okay, according to the general consensus of the world and the Champion Authority. He’d watched more than one PSA style video as a young, teenage member of the Crimson Five about the absolute need for supers to practice safe sex and avoid any possible risk of creating an abomination. Hell, half the Second Advent’s sermons centered on abstinence and the dangers of sexual intercourse outside of marriage. 
 
    This was rule number one in the super world, an inescapable truth of existence. Unprotected sex ended lives. 
 
    “Pick,” whispered Mist. “Is that okay?” 
 
    She had her naked legs crossed but pushed a foot forward to poke him with her toe. 
 
    “Come here,” he said. 
 
    Just this once. 
 
    She giggled as he grabbed her leg and playfully began dragging her in toward him.  They kissed again, lips and tongues entangled. He slid his hands under her tank top and cupped her breasts, both of which seemed to match his hands perfectly.  
 
    Mist pulled her shirt off and tossed it aside. Her nipples were light brown, the areolas set on an intriguing diagonal that made Will want to lean his head sideways as he kissed each one. She ran her hands through his hair, and he knew they were past the point of no return. 
 
    He’d never had unprotected sex before. His anticipation seemed to come to a point at the tip of his erection, hard and eager and throbbing with masculine energy. Mist was clean shaven, and he encountered no resistance as he pressed his cock forward, easing the head into her. 
 
    “Mmm!” she moaned, voice high pitched, almost strained. 
 
    The sensation was so much more than Will had been expecting, though it was hard to tell if it was just because it had been years since he’d last had real sex. Every little noise Mist made just added to the urgency of the moment. He kissed her, letting his fingers entwine with her blue and black locks. 
 
    He started moving, horny and drunk and full of energy from their wild night. He was only able to go slow for half a minute, at most, before he thrust into her as though trying to prove a point. 
 
    It felt so impossibly good. It felt like being back in alignment. Sure, it was dirty and all kinds wrong to be doing what they were doing raw, but Mist was otherwise a perfectly suitable sexual partner. He wasn’t sneaking around or managing his morals and shame.  
 
    “Mist!” he grunted. He didn’t even know her real name. “That’s right. Feel that?” 
 
    “Oh, fuck me, Pick! I’m so bad!” 
 
    “I’m going to make you worse.” 
 
    She cried out and bit his shoulder. Will pinned her arms and took her more roughly, past the point of thinking. He couldn’t forget. He could feel himself forgetting. Mist wrapped her legs around him, squeezing tight even as her eyes took on that glassy, freshly fucked look. She jerked and cried out again, back arching and body tensing in orgasmic bliss. 
 
    “That’s it!” Will leaned up and took her by the hips, pulling her body to meet each of his thrusts with strong arms. It felt so good… too good. 
 
    He was suddenly there, past the point he’d been waiting for. It was akin to going past his exit on the interstate, realizing his mistake in that last second before he could legally turn into the right lane. Mist gasped, eyes going wide, and that was the trigger. 
 
    “Fuck!” Will pulled out, spoiling his own release, but saving them both endless drama and trouble. His seed shot out in thick, hot strings, the first few landing on Mist’s stomach and crotch, either wide of their target or far too near it, depending on one’s perspective. 
 
    She shuddered and made a face, more curious than displeased. She reached a finger down and rubbed a bead of cum out into a sticky circle right next to her navel. 
 
    “It’s so hot,” she whispered. “I wonder what it would feel like if it, you know… went inside.” 
 
    “I don’t,” he lied. He’d been imagining the exact same thing, imagining how perfectly satisfying it would have been to simply keep thrusting and release deep inside her. It was what nature intended, what his senses had been demanding from him.  
 
    Mist sighed and slid in closer, kissing his shoulder. “See? That was nice.” 
 
    “We’re getting condoms for next time,” he said. 
 
    “Ooh! I like a man who thinks ahead.” 
 
    They were silent for a while, sweaty and satisfied, the room stinking of sex. Mist’s body felt so nice cuddled up against his. He thought back to how he’d been thinking of sneaking her up into his room. Now he wondered if it might make sense to simply introduce her to Jess and Rue openly. Would they guess that she was one of the escapees? 
 
    “Why did you agree to hang out with me tonight?” she asked. 
 
    “You seemed cool,” he said. “You intrigued me. But I’ll admit there was a little more to it than just that. I wanted to see if some of my former inmates were at the bar you took me to.” 
 
    “There were some, weren’t there?”  
 
    “Not the ones I was looking for. I was a member of a gang inside. The Power Realists. It didn’t end well between us, and now they’re free, lurking in the area still, possibly. I have to settle the score.” 
 
    She tensed a bit too obviously. He turned onto his side, looking at her, reading her expression, but she gave nothing away. 
 
    “You know something, don’t you?” he said. 
 
    She shrugged, but her shoulders were stiff. “I hear things. My power makes it easy, after all.” 
 
    “What things?” 
 
    Mist hesitated. Was she worried about putting him in harm’s way? He doubted it, given what she’d told him about the rumors about him circulating on the women’s side of the prison. 
 
    “One of them said they were going somewhere even the Champion Authority wouldn’t go,” she said. “A place they’d have all to themselves.” 
 
    “…The Exclusion Zone?” 
 
    “That’s how I interpreted it,” she said, with a sigh. “I don’t know if it’s true. I can’t tell you anything more.” 
 
    “It’s good info. Thanks, Mist.” 
 
    “You’re welcome.” She cleared her throat, fingers touching and gently caressing his stomach. “Want to go for two in a row?” 
 
    He kissed her and let his fingers dig into one of her thighs. 
 
  

 
   
    PART TWO: FALLOUT 
 
      
 
   



 

 CHAPTER 21 
 
      
 
    Will’s intention had been to head home that same night, but the hour had gotten away from him, and he’d been too tired to make the walk after… various exertions. He made his way up the porch stairs and into the house as silently as he could. Jess didn’t usually start making breakfast for another fifteen minutes, so if he was careful, he could probably… 
 
    “Good morning, LP,” said Jess, in a tired voice. She wore a bathrobe and was whisking together an omelet. 
 
    “Good morning,” he said, hiding a wince behind a smile. Rue was up, too, sitting on the couch in panties and a t-shirt. Even Avery was over, nursing a glass of orange juice at the counter in a white summer dress patterned with red flowers. 
 
    The silence that followed was deafening. Will was half tempted to continue straight on up to his room, but it was better to address their questions head on, rather than let them ferment into animosity. 
 
    “I stayed over at a friend’s last night,” he said. “Sorry. I should have gotten in touch.” 
 
    “It’s fine,” said Jess. “Just let us know your plans next time. I was waiting up for you.” 
 
    “My bad.”  
 
    He took his shoes off and headed for the couch. Rue shifted from sitting to stretching out across the entire thing in an unsubtle attempt at warding off his presence. 
 
    “Can I sit down, at least?” he asked. 
 
    “No room,” she said. “Go find somewhere else to be.” 
 
    “Hey, don’t be that way.” He sat on the couch’s armrest and tried to weather the tension. “Did you miss me, too?” 
 
    She glared at him in a manner that made him wish he’d asked a different question. 
 
    “Hey, go easy on LP,” said Avery. “He’s allowed to have some fun after what he’s been through.” 
 
    Avery touched his hand. Truth be told, he’d expected her to be the most affronted of all of them, given how they’d fooled around the previous morning. She was smiling, and though it looked a little brittle, she seemed genuine in her defense of him. 
 
    “It’s one thing to have fun,” muttered Rue. “You just got back! Who even is this girl? Are you going to start sleeping over at her place every night?” 
 
    “Of course not. Where is this coming from?” 
 
    Again, it was a question that he really wished he hadn’t asked as soon as it was out of his mouth. He wasn’t dense. He suspected that he understood the nature of Rue’s jealousy. Roles reversed, he might have acted out in a similar manner. 
 
    “She just cares about you, sweetie,” said Jess. She came up behind him, gently rubbing one of his shoulders. “We all do. It was a little worrying for us, given how little we knew about your date.” 
 
    “You seemed fine with it when we talked at dinner.” 
 
    Jess glanced sideways, fingers pinching a bit on his shoulder. “I was fine with it. I just… didn’t expect you to go buck wild. You were safe at least, I assume?” 
 
    Ugh. He nodded, feeling doubly guilty now that he was caught up in a new lie. He and Mist had gone for three rounds, and he’d been careful to pull out each time. Still, it had been stupid. He’d heard plenty of unlikely tales of women getting pregnant despite couples being careful using such methods. 
 
    “I want to meet her,” said Avery. “With Mom and Rue already coming to snap judgments, I see an opening to be the cool one. So, her name was Misty, right?” 
 
    She looked like she was trying not to smile as she said it. 
 
    “It’s a nickname, but yes,” he said. “I can see about bringing her over for dinner, I guess?” 
 
    Even as he said it, he knew it would never work, at least not yet. It would simply be too risky, especially if Jess, Relic, had done some research on the escaped prisoners in the background.  
 
    “He is not having her over here for dinner,” said Rue. 
 
    “Don’t be rude,” said Jess. “If you want to plan on a day, Will, just say the word. I could bring you along to shop and pick out the menu.” 
 
    “Let’s wait and see,” he said. “You guys are taking this more seriously than you need to. I just had fun with a friend. I didn’t elope.” 
 
    “Are you saving that for date number two?” muttered Rue, in a snarky voice. 
 
    Will grabbed one of the couch’s side pillows and tossed it into her face. She caught it and hurled it back at him, and the situation quickly devolved into a full-on pillow fight. Jess sighed and headed back to handle breakfast, while Avery served as a passing referee, still sipping her orange juice. 
 
    “Jerk.” Rue fixed her shirt, which had slid up reveal her panties and navel. 
 
    “You started it.” 
 
    “You threw the pillow at me!” 
 
    “After you made a joke that I really didn’t appreciate.” 
 
    Rue rolled her eyes. Will finally found a spot on the couch next to her and put his arm around her shoulders. 
 
    “You’re mad at me,” he said. 
 
    “I’m not mad at you, I just… think you make dumb decisions. And it pisses me off.” 
 
    “Well, I don’t want you to be pissed off,” he said. “Let me make it up to you.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    He weighed his options and decided only one made sense. “Tonight. We could hang out. Play video games. Do… computer stuff.” 
 
    Rue blinked, hesitating as she considered his words and tone. “Who says I would even want to do computer stuff with you now?” 
 
    He sighed, grabbed a pillow, and pushed it into her face. “Never mind. You’re insufferable.” 
 
    “I didn’t say no!” she snapped back. “Maybe. Ask me later.” 
 
    The four ate breakfast together, omelets and fresh cantaloupe. It was rare for the entire family to be at the house so early, and he got an answer as to what had precipitated the gathering as Jess began clearing the plates at the end of the meal. 
 
    “Put some clothes on, Rue,” said Jess. “We’re leaving in ten. LP, you should also get dressed if you’re planning on coming to the super alliance meeting.” 
 
    “I didn’t realize there was one,” he said. 
 
    “Yup,” said Avery. “I’m coming, too. Should be bucketloads of fun.” 
 
    She pantomimed blowing her brains out with a gun. For whatever reason, it made Will think of the pill he’d found over at her place the previous morning. He still needed to do something about that, but what? First, he needed to figure out what it was. Maybe the internet could help him out, but there was no time right then and there. 
 
    He changed into clean clothes and met the others back downstairs. Rue wore jean shorts and a slightly baggy sleeveless top. Jess had on a black tunic shirt, sandals, and white capris. They climbed into Jess’s car, Will up front, Rue and Avery in back, and drove to the Second Advent’s church. 
 
    They were earlier this time around. Father Darkeye greeted them as they entered and offered them seats at the pews. Sister Ivy brought them each a can of seltzer to sip while they waited, smiling broadly from behind her glasses. 
 
    The Drifters arrived a few minutes later, the four of them striding down the church’s main aisle, serious and businesslike. Impact had an awful looking black eye, much to Will’s amusement. He searched the super team’s leader for any sign of him having noticed him the previous night at Nana’s Nook but saw no trace of the requisite anger. 
 
    “Sorry we’re late,” said Impact. “Bad traffic.” 
 
    “Did something happen?” asked Father Darkeye. “That eye looks…” 
 
    “It’s fine!” said Impact, with a little too much emphasis.  
 
    “I’m sure it also feels fine,” said Will. “You should put some ice on that.” 
 
    “I have!” he snapped. “But as I already said, it’s nothing. I took a rough fall.” 
 
    “Yeah, not buying it,” said Jess. “I thought I asked to be kept in the loop in terms of the investigation and any direct outings.” 
 
    “I wasn’t on duty when it happened.” Impact rubbed the side of his face. “I was… exploring a budding lead. Nothing that would normally prompt me to seek out excessive backup.” 
 
    “Looks like it went well for you,” said Jess, dryly. “Between that and your hand, you might want to consider taking a medical day.” 
 
    “Avery?” said Breathless, stepping forward. “Is that you?” 
 
    “Hey, Kat.” Avery grinned, and the two women kissed each other on the cheek. “It’s been a while.” 
 
    “Too long,” said Breathless. “I thought you’d be at the other meeting.” 
 
    “I’m only here to listen and offer my insight,” said Avery, glancing toward Jess. “I haven’t committed to anything more than that.” 
 
    “It seems as though we have everyone,” said Father Darkeye. “Why don’t we get started? I feel as though we’ve abutted against a roadblock, in a certain sense.” 
 
    “Our foray into the old sewers to recapture Algae Double was a complete mess,” said Jess. “I don’t just mean the grime of those tunnels, either. It’s clear at this point that he’s made contact with a new local supervillain. Decay.” 
 
    Will watched how the heroes reacted to that name. His name. He would have picked a less-ominous sounding moniker had he been given the chance to choose for himself, but given how the world seemed intent on pigeonholing him into the role of a villain, he was coming to quite like it. 
 
    Breathless and Miss Mass both shook their heads wearily. Father Darkeye made the sign of the winged cross, up and down, shoulders and out. Impact seethed visibly as though they’d just mentioned his ex-girlfriend’s new boyfriend. 
 
    “I have a score to settle with that bastard!” snapped Impact. “My wrist is still fucked up because of him.” 
 
    “Please, if you would mind your language,” said Father Darkeye. “I wonder if there is perhaps more coordination than we realize between this Decay and those who have escaped from Mastodon Supermax?” 
 
    It was an annoying implication for Will to weather, but admittedly, not that far off base. He had checked in with Erik, and… done a fair bit more than just check in with Mist. 
 
    “If he continues to interfere, we’ll deal with him,” said Jess. “The prison and recapturing the escapees remains our main focus, not some vigilante with a cloak and dagger routine.” 
 
    “On that note, Impact and I made progress in identifying a new lead,” said Breathless. “Place called Nana’s Nook down on Willis Street. We confirmed that there are supers who gather there, though not whether any of them were recently escaped.” 
 
    “There aren’t many supers in Lancaster City,” said Jess. “It seems to follow that a bar with an uptick in powerful patrons might be harboring some of our runaways.” 
 
    “Maybe,” said Will. “I doubt any of them are operating under the assumption that the Champion Authority is just going to give up the search.” 
 
    “Your point?” asked Impact. 
 
    “My point is that the supers there, if they have escaped from prison, are probably capable of evading you even if you get close. They wouldn’t act so brazenly, otherwise.” 
 
    “Well, you clearly would have the best understanding of the criminal mind, Lockpick,” said Impact.  
 
    There were a few interesting reactions from Breathless and some of the Second Advent clergy. Will smiled and leaned into it. 
 
    “I appreciate that you noticed,” said Will. “As it happens, I have a lead for you upstanding heroes to follow up on.” 
 
    All eyes turned his way. Avery was sitting next to Will, and he felt her knee brush against his as she leaned closer in. 
 
    “The Eastern Exclusion Zone,” he said. “It’s practically in Lancaster City’s backyard. Given that it’s been almost twenty years since the Meltdown Disaster, nobody even thinks about what’s beyond that fence anymore.” 
 
    “Interesting,” said Jess. 
 
    “Huh.” Brad shifted, kicking his feet up onto the back of the pew in front of his. “I hate to have to agree with you for a change, but you might be onto something. It’s not a place anyone who values their health would willingly go. There’s still a fair bit of low-level radiation kicking around, despite how much Architect and the other barrier supers were able to contain, but I doubt our escapees would care.” 
 
    “It’s no more than what you’d subject yourself to by eating a couple of extra bananas each week, at this point,” said Miss Mass. “Probably it’s the man-eating mutants that keep people at arm’s length.” 
 
    “Exactly,” said Will. “Though in this case, we’re talking about a wandering band of superpowered escaped prisoners. The Exclusion Zone’s dangers would work to their advantage.” 
 
    “It’s such a huge area, though,” said Breathless. “It spans multiple states, contains formerly huge cities. Boston, New York, Philadelphia.” 
 
    “I don’t think even criminals would go that deep in,” said Miss Mass. “No. They’d stay near the edge. Find a place they can easily access the rest of the world from. Hell, they could come out at night to rape and rob or whatever they have in mind and flee back across the fence come morning.” 
 
    Father Darkeye cleared his throat uncomfortably. “It does seem fairly plausible, especially given the sparsity of reports we’ve received on the escapees in the area.” 
 
    “The real question is how we actually do anything about it if that is where they’re hiding.” Impact dusted his fingers across one of his raised feet. 
 
    “I could fly some scouting missions,” suggested Jess. “Though I’d have to plan around my normal patrol schedule.” 
 
    “So could I.” Avery spoke up for the first time, and all eyes turned her way. “I see no reason I couldn’t help out and still stay safe searching the Exclusion Zone.” 
 
    She was smiling, and she crossed her legs, holding her knee with both hands. The reactions of the rest of the heroes ranged from Jess, who looked completely stunned, to Miss Mass, who was smiling and sold on the extra help… to Impact, who was openly leering at the front of her dress. 
 
    “Are you saying… you’ll suit up again?” asked Jess, in a cautious voice. 
 
    “Yeah,” said Avery. “For now.” 
 
    Jess had to lean over Will to reach Avery and pull her into a hug. He set an arm on each woman’s back, his smile souring a bit as he considered what Avery back in costume would mean for Decay. 
 
  

 
   
    CHAPTER 22 
 
      
 
    The rest of the meeting consisted mostly of spurious plans to begin surveillance on Nana’s Nook and lots of Jess fawning over Avery. It only intensified as they returned home, with Jess excitedly running ideas past Avery on where she might search. 
 
    “Astinium Tower,” said Jess. “It used to be the highest building in Centerton. It’s still standing—there’s a hike up Burnt Mountain that lets you see it beyond the fence. Ooh, the old fairgrounds, too. The place is a self-contained little city unto itself.” 
 
    “Slow down,” said Avery, climbing out of the car. “I only just agreed to this. I still need some time to warm up to what it’s going to involve.” 
 
    “I think your costume is still here, at the house,” said Jess. “Didn’t you order it just before you retired and never ended up taking it with you to your new place?” 
 
    “She did,” chimed in Rue, who’d spent most of the meeting and ride on her phone. 
 
    “Good to know,” said Avery. 
 
    “If it doesn’t still fit you, we can have it adjusted,” provided Jess. 
 
    “Why wouldn’t it still fit me?” asked Avery, eyes narrowed. 
 
    “I’m just saying.” Jess shrugged. “If it happens that certain sections are tighter than you remember, we can…” 
 
    “Thanks, Mom. I appreciate your very subtle way of implying that I’ve put on weight.” 
 
    “Oh, Avery, you know that’s not what I mean.” Jess sighed as they all entered the house, still beaming and happy. “I’m just thrilled to have you back at it. Relic and Kestrel. We’ll probably have some reporters angling for interviews when word gets out.” 
 
    “No doubt they’ll badger us with questions about if and when a full Crimson Five reunion will ever happen,” said Avery. “That’ll be so much fun.” 
 
    “Won’t it?” replied Jess, without a hint of irony. Her cellphone rang, and she excused herself up to her room, leaving Will and Avery alone downstairs. 
 
    “So,” he said. “Why the change in tune? I thought you were burned out on the superhero career path.” 
 
    “Simple,” said Avery. “The Exclusion Zone. Normally, you need to apply for an impossibly stringent permit to be allowed across to the other side of the fence.” 
 
    “You’re saying, what?” He turned his hand palm up. “You want to explore? Take photos of the mutants?” 
 
    “No. Well, maybe. I just want to see what’s what. Poke around a bit. When something’s been off limits for basically your entire life, it’s only natural.” 
 
    Will nodded, though her words hit him on a different level. His mind jumped from fooling around with her to the pill he’d found in her apartment, what both might mean. She seemed fine, however. She’d even been drinking less as far as he could tell. Was there really a point in confronting her and ruining the upbeat mood? 
 
    “What?” asked Avery. “You’re giving me a look.” 
 
    “Nothing.” He knew he was just avoiding a hard conversation, but it seemed like one that could be put off for a little while, at least. “Jess said your costume is here?” 
 
    “In my old room, I think. I’ve only worn it once or twice.” 
 
    “Try it on for me?” 
 
    She made a noise and kicked him in the calf. “You little horndog. I bet what you’re actually asking is if you can watch me try it on.” 
 
    He grabbed her and pulled her into a reverse hug, leaning from side to side to playfully sway her on her feet. “Well, I have seen you in less, as it happens.” 
 
    “It’s different. It looks nothing like my Crimson Five one.” 
 
    “Neither does Jess’s.” 
 
    “I’m not saying no.” Avery turned around in his arms, sparing a glance toward the stairs. “This is just… a lot. I’m half-wondering if I’m going to end up committing to this. I can already see it in Mom’s eyes.” 
 
    “See what?” 
 
    “The new avenue I’ve opened to potentially disappoint her. She’ll be judging every choice and every mistake I make again.” 
 
    “Hey,” he said. “None of that. You need to have faith in yourself.  Turn that frown upside down.” 
 
    He set his thumbs to corners of her mouth and gently tugged upward. Avery slapped his hands away, but she was, indeed, smiling organically again. 
 
    Most of the rest of Will’s afternoon was spent working out in the basement. He used it as an opportunity to both repair and wash his costume, doing the stitching in between sets and using washing his sweaty gym clothes as an excuse to commandeer the laundry room. 
 
    When he eventually came upstairs, he found that Jess had made kebobs for dinner before heading out on a quick patrol in costume. Nobody was at the table, so he brought his to his room, figuring he’d do some gaming and consider his options for the night. 
 
    He’d been checking his phone all day, wondering if Mist might text him. He thought about texting her, but it seemed a bit too eager after only just having kissed her goodbye that morning. Wasn’t there like a three-day rule, or something? Two-day rule? It would be so much easier if she’d just get in touch first. 
 
    Will was finishing the last of his kebob when someone knocked outside. His door was open, and a masked head poked through. 
 
    “Ta-dah,” said Avery. “I conceded to half of your request.” 
 
    He gaped as she slipped into his room, fully suited up and costumed. It was a completely different look than what he’d been expecting, far more playful and stylized than their simple Crimson Five jumpsuits had been. 
 
    The general aesthetic was powder blue and light orange, much like the actual bird she took her name from. The form factor was a flirty dress with long, overwide sleeves reminiscent of wings, with knee high white stockings and footwear that hinted at the talons of a bird of prey, topped off with a blue peacock mask edged with feathers. 
 
    “Wow,” he said, genuinely at a loss for words. 
 
    “Good wow or bad wow?” She spun around, skirt flying up and outward high enough to reveal her slip underneath. 
 
    “Definitely good wow,” he said. “It’s fitting. It must look incredible when you’re in flight, like an actual bird is overhead.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t know,” said Avery. “This isn’t too weird for you, is it?” 
 
    “Me?” Will furrowed his brow. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I noticed how interested you seemed during the meeting at the church. To just have to watch as I suit back up, get back into the swing of things, when you can’t. I get it. Mom’s secret dream of bringing the Crimson Five back together… or the Crimson Four, I suppose.” 
 
    He blinked, flattered by her concern for him. It was how he likely would have felt, had he actually been watching from the sidelines. Instead, he was practically watching from the side of the other team, with his largest anxiety more related to what might happen if he ended up facing off against Kestrel during one of his nighttime outings. 
 
    “Trust me, you don’t have to worry about me,” he said, leaning back on his bed. “I’m keeping busy.” 
 
    His phone vibrated as though to underline his point. He snatched it up quicker than necessary, turning the screen on. Just an email. 
 
    “You are keeping busy, aren’t you,” she said, with a smile. “Was that your girlfriend?” 
 
    “She’s not my…” He sighed. “No. I’ve been trying to figure out what the texting and calling etiquette is these days.” 
 
    “There is no calling etiquette. Only married people talk on the phone.” 
 
    “Yeah, I worked that much out.” 
 
    Avery took her mask off and plopped down on the bed next to him, eyes curious. “Are you serious about this girl?” 
 
    “Serious?” He shrugged. “No. I mean… I don’t know. Please tell me you aren’t teaming up with Jess and Rue to smother me with concern?” 
 
    Her smile thinned and grew brittle. “You know that’s not why I’m asking. I just want to make sure we’re on the same page after…” She coughed. “Yesterday morning.” 
 
    He had no idea what to say. No playbook existed for what to do here, given how far they’d already frolicked outside the lines of normality. Had she been any other girl, it would have been a question of exclusivity, but between him and Avery, when they both knew that what they were doing was wrong and unsustainable in the first place? What even was there to say? 
 
    “You said you wanted to meet her before,” he finally managed. 
 
    “Only if you’re serious about her.” 
 
    “I have no idea if I’m serious about her!” He sighed and fell back on the bed, bouncing against the mattress and staring up at the ceiling. “I thought my life was going to be simple once I came back to the real world.” 
 
    Avery stretched out next to him and set a gloved hand on his chest. She made a finger person out of two fingers and filled the silence by having it dance back and forth like a cheerleader doing high kicks. Will set his palm on it, squishing it flat and taking her hand into his. 
 
    He turned his head toward hers, briefly surprised by how near her face was, and then kissed her on the lips. It was stupid. It was natural. The door was still open, and they both came to their senses after a brief, though indulgent make-out. 
 
    “Thanks,” he said, dryly. “You’re really helping make this simple for me.” 
 
    Avery laughed. “Oh, LP. You have no idea how much I’ve changed since you left, do you? This Misty girl… does she seem like a good fit for you?” 
 
    He shrugged. “Debatable.” 
 
    “Is that why you were so hesitant about bringing her to dinner here?” 
 
    “One of the reasons, yes.” 
 
    “Then bring her over to my place.” Avery rose up, resting her chin on her hand. “For real. If she’s open minded, this all might actually be less complicated than you think. Or possibly more.” 
 
    He blinked, turning what she’d just said over in his head. Avery grinned at his reaction. 
 
    “One of the perks of living alone,” she said. 
 
  

 
   
    CHAPTER 23 
 
      
 
    FIVE YEARS EARLIER 
 
      
 
    Two days had passed since Lockpick had first noticed someone following him and watching the apartment at night. Which really was just another way of saying it had been two days since he’d last slept. 
 
    He stared out at the shadowed street through a half-curtained window. A black SUV was parked outside the next building over, incredibly obvious in its positioning now that he knew to look at it. He could make out at least two people inside, but there could be more. The back windows were sufficiently tinted to make it impossible to know for sure. 
 
    It usually came and went, watching him for a few hours, disappearing for a while, always back by the time the sun was up. Lockpick had limited his forays into the outside world to the strict necessities, buying food, running errands, checking on Halberd. 
 
    He’d thought about explaining the situation to the older man, but eventually decided against it. Halberd was weathering rehab, if not quite thriving under the watchful eyes of the therapists and counselors, working out the kinks of what it meant to be sober. Lockpick wasn’t about to risk putting him in a situation where all of that effort might be erased as easily as a sandcastle in front of a rogue wave. 
 
    So he watched, and waited, and spent… a fair amount of time freaking out under the weight of his fear and aimless anxiety. He assumed Marauder had sent the men, but it was always a possibility that Halberd had other enemies. It didn’t really matter who they were, just that they were a problem he would have to deal with on his own. 
 
    He’d been patient. It was a skill he’d never appreciated before. Part of him had wanted to simply rush out to the car, cut into it with his penknife, and see if he could preserve his safety with brute force. The high likelihood of at least one of them having a gun had stopped him, forced him to concoct a plan with more nuance. 
 
    It was time. He got the sense that they’d move tonight regardless of what happened. The SUV had been too static across the past few hours, as though they were simply waiting to pull the noose of their trap closed. 
 
    Two could play at that game. Lockpick moved through the apartment with slow steps, turning off all the lights, stopping at the fridge to act as though he was contemplating a pre-bedtime snack.  
 
    Everything was already set. The nanny cam with night vision had a view of the porch and the front door. Every window had a set of bells taped to it. He’d even set a bunch of long tacks into the carpet outside his bedroom, impossible to see at a glance, painful to step on even with shoes. 
 
    He climbed into bed without taking his clothes off, fingers touching the knife he’d slipped into his shoe, the one he had taped to his leg, the one in the holster around his shoulder. He had his penknife, too, but that went without saying. He watched the nanny cam on his phone, but it didn’t have the SUV in view, and nobody approached the front door. 
 
    All of the stress he’d accumulated over the past few days coalesced into something more useful as he committed. He could finally get a good night’s sleep once this was over with. Hopefully. 
 
    He slowed his breathing, playing the part of a teenager finally succumbing to exhaustion in case any supers with surveillance powers were among his stalkers. He hoped that wasn’t the case, as they’d probably know he was waiting for them regardless of how adept of an actor he was. He waited, alert to every sound, the wind whipping at his window, a car alarm going off down the block. 
 
    A bell jingled. Lockpick forced himself to stay still, wait for the right moment. Muffled voices filtered down from the hallway. They had no idea that he was still awake. This was it. 
 
    Slowly, he crept out of bed and moved into position behind his door, heart pounding with such intensity that he could feel each pulse through the muscles of his jaw. Two men, he guessed, both still whispering to each other, oblivious to potential danger. 
 
    It was so tempting to just go, go, go. Attack. Get it over with. He chewed his lip, knowing he needed every advantage he could get if he was going to take on two supers with unknown powers at once. 
 
    One of them suddenly gasped sharply in pain. Lockpick flung the door open on reflex, smashing it into the face of a bald man who’d just stepped on his tack trap. His partner swore and grabbed at the front of Lockpick’s shirt. 
 
    The scream that came out of his own throat was an ungodly thing. Too childish for how he tended to view himself these days, too scared and desperate, but the emotion with it was still scary in its own right. Not to mention the decent amount of spittle that accompanied it. 
 
    He brought his penknife down in a savage arc, cutting completely through the hand of the man clutching his shirt. The big bruiser howled as he stumbled back, the rest of his body turning to steel or stone or something in response to the damage. The severed hand shifted along with the rest of him, though it seemed more at the behest of flailing nerve signals than direct command. 
 
    “You little fucker!” snarled the bald man. 
 
    He waved a hand across the air, perpendicular to the floor, and a matching burst of invisible force snatched Lockpick’s legs out from underneath him. One of his hands came down on the tack trap as he fell, metal stabbing through skin. He made a mental note to avoid setting traps he might fall into himself in the future. 
 
    His other hand was fine, however, and he used it to fling one of the extra knives into the bald man’s face. Its original course might have passed straight by, but in the villain’s haste to deflect the blade, he fumbled it against the side of his forehead, hissing with pain. 
 
    Too much adrenaline. Lockpick had harbored the idea that he would beat them into submission and question them. At that moment, he couldn’t even form sentences, just wordless, wild screaming. Terror and rage, fight or flight. 
 
    He ran as soon as he saw an opening. The front door was already open, but another man was outside, smoking a cigarette and standing at the edge of the street. Lockpick slid to a stop, reversing direction, sprinting past the apartment, down an alleyway.  
 
    A fence was blocking his way, but he scaled it. The fence posts at the top were “climb proof,” which was to say, extremely sharp. One of them stabbed a hole through the skin of his stomach as he tumbled over and landed in a heap on the other side. 
 
    He had no choice but to keep moving, keep running. A gunshot went off, the bullet ricocheting nearby. He got to his feet and continued on, directionless, into the night. 
 
  

 
   
    CHAPTER 24 
 
      
 
    “Every now and then, you just seem to zone out for no reason,” said Avery. 
 
    She poked him in the cheek again. Will blinked and made as though to chomp off her finger. 
 
    “I distract easily,” he said. “Healthy imagination. You were saying?” 
 
    “I was saying…” Avery trailed off, her attention turning to Will’s open doorway, where Rue had taken to loitering. “Ah. Look who finally decided to act like a human.” 
 
    Rue rolled her eyes but gestured for Avery to stand up as she came deeper into the room. Avery did, throwing in a spin like she had for Will to accentuate the flutter of blue and orange. 
 
    “I like it,” said Rue. “It’s very you.” 
 
    “In a good way or a bad way?” 
 
    “Good way,” said Rue. “I worried they might just try to make you Relic junior, but this is nice. It’s got its own vibe to it, more neutral themed rather than beating up bad guys attire.” 
 
    “Hey, I can beat up a bad guy or two when I’m in the mood,” said Avery. 
 
    “Is that what tempted you back into suiting up?” asked Will. 
 
    She smiled and sighed. “Touché.” 
 
    Rue came over and joined them on the bed. “The one downside to you suiting up again is that it means all of Mom’s expectations will land on me now.” 
 
    “Oh, I’ve no doubt she’ll come up with plenty of new ones to apply to Kestrel,” said Avery. “Worry not.” 
 
    “You know what I mean,” said Rue. “The costume pressure.” 
 
    “Do what I did,” said Avery. “Get a job. A respectable one. Pretend like you actually care about what you’re doing and being good at it.” 
 
    “Are you planning on leaving your position as a probation officer?” asked Will. 
 
    It was a good question. He hadn’t stopped to consider what it would mean if it was. Doubtless he’d have someone new breathing down his neck, which could be dangerous, depending on their disposition. 
 
    “No,” said Avery. “Costume time is going to be strictly during my off hours. Depending on how it goes and depending on whether the Champion Authority offers me a juicy new contract… we’ll see.” 
 
    She stood up and stretched, arms raising over her head, her costume groaning as the latex shifted. “I think I’m going to head home. Give my new look a test drive… er, flight, on the way.” 
 
    “Don’t have too much fun,” said Will. 
 
    Avery grinned and blew him a kiss. “See you guys tomorrow.” 
 
    She went out through his window, bending in a way that made it seem like she was doing a flying version of the limbo before a rush of air announced her journey into the night. Will stared after her for a few seconds, feeling strangely proud. 
 
    “I’m glad she’s spreading her wings again,” he said. “I just hope she stays safe.” 
 
    “She’s got enough experience to,” said Rue. 
 
    She stayed on his bed, not saying anything, looking at him expectantly. 
 
    “What?” he said. 
 
    “Remember?” She kicked him gently with a foot. “Ahem… computer stuff.” 
 
    “Oh! Yeah, sure. Let’s go do computer stuff.” 
 
    Strange how quickly the mood can shift. Will felt a bit of whiplash as he went from feeling proud of Avery to aiding Rue in what could only be described as the act of self-corruption. They walked down the hall to her room in a loaded silence. Rue made a quick trip to the top of the stairs to eye the first floor, double checking that Jess was still out. 
 
    “Do you have a plan for tonight?” he asked. 
 
    “It’s still in flux,” said Rue. 
 
    “Alright,” said Will. “I believe we agreed on twenty-five percent.” 
 
    She scowled at him even as she opened the door to her room for him. “You offered to help earlier without bringing up money. And besides, I agreed to twenty-five percent on the condition of you bringing a new toy for this show.” 
 
    “That was before all that stuff happened with Chauffeur, and Jess ended up in the hospital,” said Will. “Besides, our original deal involved you helping me with my work as Decay.” 
 
    He said the last word quietly, almost just mouthing it. Rue was the only person in the family who knew his secret, but lately, trusting her hadn’t been as much of a boon as he would have hoped. 
 
    “Whatever,” she grumbled. “Fine. Twenty-five percent, and I’ll help you on your next outing, but only if it’s serious.” 
 
    “What do you mean serious?” asked Will. 
 
    “Like, life-or-death serious. I’m not going to be your on-call voyeur.” 
 
    “Figures,” he said. “I always had you pegged as more of an exhibitionist.” 
 
    The glare she shot at him could have welded steel. Will grabbed one of her hands and gently pulled her limp body into dancing with him. 
 
    “I’m only teasing, Cammie,” he said. “Don’t worry. You’ll develop a sense of humor one of these days, I promise.” 
 
    “You’re such an ass,” she said. “Come on. Help me figure this out.” 
 
    She locked the door to her room, and Will had to contain a sudden thrill at the secrecy of it. It was comparable to his work as Decay in some ways, but more dangerous in others.  
 
    He watched Rue rifling through her closet to pull out her lingerie and the vibrator, apparently not as worried about getting caught as he was. Will felt himself getting hard watching her, regardless of morality, regardless of who they were to one another.  
 
    “I need an idea,” said Rue. “My fans are going to find it boring if I just put on lingerie and use the vibrator again, even if it’s you controlling it.” 
 
    “So, let’s do something else.” 
 
    “Such as?” 
 
    The dirty parts of Will’s mind had endless ideas, all of them disgustingly lewd. Joining her on stream. Touching each other. Kissing and sucking. More than just that. To actually blurt them out to Rue, however, seemed as likely to end with her kicking him out of her room as leading to an erotic encounter.  
 
    Which was fair. He wasn’t thinking with his head when he let his urges run wild. He didn’t want Rue doing anything sexual she wasn’t comfortable with, even if it was him on the giving or receiving end. And he certainly didn’t want her getting too extreme on a stream for strangers. 
 
    “Let’s keep it simple,” he said. “It’s a vibrator. It’s got to be waterproof, right?” 
 
    She crossed her legs, holding the vibrator and letting her finger run across its bulbous head. “Yeah, it is.” 
 
    “So…” He sat down on her bed and put an arm around her shoulders. “Perhaps Miss Masquerade should do a shower stream?” 
 
    She gave a small shrug. “I could, I guess. It’s just… I’ve never been fully naked on stream before.” 
 
    “It’ll be really steamy. Literally. They won’t have a perfect view, but that’ll only make watching you while I’m teasing you with the vibrator that much more interesting.” 
 
    He saw the way she bit her lower lip when he mentioned teasing her and set a hand on her knee, anticipating it just as much as she was.  
 
    “I know it’s ridiculous, but I’m a little self-conscious about being completely nude,” she whispered. “Like… all at once. I have curves.” 
 
    “In all the right places.” He rubbed her knee, along with a little above it. “Cammie, you are insanely sexy. If you were anybody else…” 
 
    He cut himself off as he actually thought about how he’d been about to finish the sentence. 
 
    “What?” she said. “Say it. If I were anybody else, you would…?” 
 
     “Nothing.” 
 
    “Come on!” she snapped. “I know it was something gross, but still want to hear it. If we’re going to be partners in this, we have to get comfortable speaking honestly to each other.” 
 
    He hesitated, a slow smile creeping onto his face. His thoughts drifted back to his night with Mist, how frantic they’d been once they’d gotten under the sheets. He needed to check his phone after. Rubbing Rue’s thigh, he leaned in a little closer, speaking in a quiet voice. 
 
    “Your body and your perfect curves are why you have so many fans, Cammie,” he said. “If you were anyone else I totally would… you know. Hell, I’d go for two in a row.” 
 
    “Two in a…” She blinked, mouth falling open slightly. “Oh!” 
 
    “Yeah. You don’t have to worry about whether or not you’re hot. You just are.” 
 
    She stared at him, looking as though she was fighting a budding grin. Will kissed her on the cheek, and then a second time on the lips. And then a third time, their mouths seeking out the contact like tired swimmers sucking in fresh air.  
 
    “We should… mmm.” She kissed him again. “Let’s get started.” 
 
  

 
   
    CHAPTER 25 
 
      
 
    They gathered up everything they needed and headed for the bathroom. Will grabbed his laptop from his room, figuring it would be more compelling, if not easier, to play the part of LazerPlayer if he were watching from the same room. 
 
    “Alright,” said Will. “We’ll set your camera up here, with a view of the open shower. The floor might get a little wet with the curtain open, be we can always mop up after.” 
 
    “Right.” Rue reached down and started to pull her shirt off, and then stopped. “Um. You should take your clothes off, too.” 
 
    Will stared at her, arousal spiking beyond all reason. “I… could do that. Are you sure you want to get involved like that, though?” 
 
    “That’s not what I mean,” said Rue. “My fans would probably lose their minds if I just suddenly had a guy jump on stream with no introduction. I just meant, even if you’re in the background, it would make me feel more comfortable.” 
 
    “You want to see me naked, Cammie?” he asked, smiling. 
 
    “Shut up!” she snapped. “You wouldn’t even be here if you didn’t want to see the same thing from me.” 
 
    “Yeah, but at least I’ll admit it.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes and sighed. “Whatever. Sure. I kind of… it would kind of help if you were naked. With me.” 
 
    He pulled his t-shirt off and tossed it aside, along with his socks and jeans. She’d already seen his tattoos, but there was still an aspect of mutual trust in this, being revealed so fully to one another. He hesitated as he started to pull his boxers down. The imprint of his dick, which was fairly hard already, was obvious. She was going to get as much of a show as he was if he did this. 
 
    “You’re sure?” he asked, fingers in his waistband. 
 
    She shrugged. “Yeah, I mean. It’s only fair.” 
 
    Her eyes never left his crotch. He saw her blink and form her mouth into a new shape as he pulled his underwear down and let his cock snap loose. She’d felt it against her when they’d hid from Avery in the closet, but identifying the culprit face to face was probably still a new experience. 
 
    “Your turn,” he said. “Also, turn the shower on so it can start warming up.” 
 
    She did, drawing the curtain shut to keep the water contained for the moment. She seemed unwilling to meet his gaze directly as she slowly took her shirt off and stood before him in bra and panties. 
 
    “You’ve never seen me completely naked before, have you?” she asked. 
 
    “Not since we were kids.” 
 
    “Did you have to answer it like that?” 
 
    “Does it have to be true?” he asked. 
 
    She made an annoyed noise and slowly lowered her panties. Her pubic hair was neat and trim, tiny, silky curls of brown that Will wanted so badly to feel up close. Her hips were, as he’d told her before, curvaceous in all the right kind of ways. Full and natural and generous, a lingering echo of the chubbiness and baby fat she’d briefly carried as a young teen. 
 
    “You’re staring,” she muttered. 
 
    “So are you,” he said, catching the way her eyes were still locked onto his cock. 
 
    She nodded even though he hadn’t asked a question. Slowly, she undid her bra, holding the cups in place for a few seconds before sliding them down. Her breasts were, by normal standards, massive, with a slight downward droop that was unavoidable due to their sheer size and plumpness. 
 
    “Take a picture, it’ll last longer,” she said, folding her arms. 
 
    “Video, actually, but that’s the idea,” he said, with a cocky smile. “Come here.” 
 
    She walked toward him slowly, each step underscoring the fact that they were naked and alone together in a locked bathroom. His erection was full blown, and he kept worrying that him being so turned on was somehow going to ruin it, gross her out to the point of calling it off. Instead, it seemed to have a near-mesmerizing effect, as though she just had to keep at least one eye on it at all times. 
 
    “LP…” she whispered. 
 
    “No point in wasting time.” He held the vibrator up with two fingers. “Let’s get this inside you and get the stream rolling.” 
 
    She held out a hand, palm up. Will took hold of it and gently lifted her arm above her head, spinning her so her body wound around and came to him, her back pressed to his chest, his cock nestled against the thick cushion of her ass. 
 
    “Let me put it in for you,” he whispered. 
 
    “Oh…” she moaned. “That’s… a little bit…” 
 
    “Too much for you?” he said, in a teasing voice. “Just wait. I had you out of your mind last stream, and I was barely even trying.” 
 
    He kissed her neck and brought the Angel Vibe down between her legs. Reaching for the remote, he turned it on while it was still just pressed against her inner thigh. Rue gasped and arched her back, body tensing as he drew tiny circles on the sensitive flesh of her upper leg. 
 
    “What are you doing?” she whispered. 
 
    “Making sure it slides right in. Ready to get started, Cammie?” 
 
    She nodded, still leaning back against him. Will gently spread her legs and set her hands forward against the edge of the sink. He turned the vibrator off—he wasn’t a monster—and slowly eased it in between her folds, making sure the tail end was curved just so against her clit. 
 
    She let out this pleasured little sigh that was impossibly hot. Will wrapped his arms around her and started kissing her neck, grinding his cock between her soft thighs, feeling them slipping off course. 
 
    “The stream,” she whispered. “We should start.” 
 
    “We should.” 
 
    They stayed right where they were, rocking into each other, bodies naked and bursting with arousal. Rue finally cleared her throat and summoned the willpower to bring the website up. She adjusted the camera to make sure the shower was in frame and then let her finger hover over the live button. 
 
    “Are you ready?” she asked. 
 
    “Absolutely.” 
 
    She grabbed one of Jess’s bathrobes from where it hung on the door and tied it around herself, along with her old Crimson Five mask over her eyes. Taking a deep breath, Rue pressed the button to start the livestream, smiling and putting on her streamer persona. 
 
    “Good evening,” she said, with a cute wave to the camera. “Oh. Looks like DougDanger is first in the lobby. I’m going to wait a minute or two for people to file in before I… Yes, Doug. I am, in fact, in the bathroom tonight.” 
 
    She continued talking to her fans as they typed out eager hellos in the chat. Will felt strange watching her interact with all the people, all the men, who so clearly lusted after her. It wasn’t jealousy, not really, more a sense of appreciation, as though he could see Rue better through their eyes. They were crazy about her, not just her body, but her personality, her warmth, her smile. 
 
    “Oh,” said Rue. “Looks like LazerPlayer just joined. I should tell you guys that he and I had a little talk before I started my stream.” 
 
    Her eyes flicked up to Will, standing off camera, and he shot her back a grin. 
 
    “He’s going to control the tempo again, though I’m sure he’ll take suggestions from the crowd,” said Rue. “LP, I already have it in if you want to…” 
 
    She trailed off, eyes bulging as Will turned the vibrator onto the lowest setting. It took her a few breaths to compose herself enough to speak again. 
 
    “I’m… going to take a shower,” she said, in a throaty voice. “What do you guys think? Should I leave the curtain open? I will for, say… five hundred camcoins?” 
 
    The stream chimed repeatedly as money came in so fast that Will assumed some of the men must have already been hovering their fingers over the donate button. Rue chuckled and slowly began untying the knot of Jess’s bath robe. 
 
    “Mmm, I knew you guys were up to it,” she whispered. “Don’t forget. LP is… mmm… he’s in the driver’s seat.” 
 
    Will glanced at the comments in the chat on his own laptop. 
 
    Two for two, Lazer! Make her come!” 
 
    Why :(. No fair! 
 
    Lazer’s going to fuck her someday, I just know it. 
 
    Rue let out a single, slightly choked laugh. “Lazer isn’t going to… I mean, you just shouldn’t say things like that. What? What do you mean, would I want him to?” 
 
    Her eyes flicked to Will with a mixture of confusion and horror. They darted down to his erection, as though she couldn’t help but consider it. 
 
    She does, Will typed into the chat. Watch. 
 
    He turned the vibrator up by two levels. Rue shuddered and had to grab onto the edge of the sink to keep from dropping to her knees. The shot was perfect from the camera’s perspective, her robe billowing open to offer glimpses of the nipple of one breast while her eyes fluttered and she fought to maintain composure. 
 
    “Jerk,” she muttered. “LazerPlayer is mean, guys. I think… I should get my shower started now. Sound good?” 
 
    More chimes, more money. Rue caught her breath and stepped toward the steamy shower. She turned away, back to the camera, and let the robe fall to the ground. 
 
  

 
   
    CHAPTER 26 
 
      
 
    The first few seconds of Rue in the shower were deceptively tame. Will felt like a genuine peeping tom, in no small part due to how good of a job she did at acting like she was alone in the bathroom. 
 
    She wet her hair, her curly locks straightening somewhat as the water soaked through. Putting some body soap into one palm, she started lathering up, white suds dripping down her stomach and thighs. 
 
    Will interrupted her flow by turning the vibrator up again, savoring the tiny whimper it drew out of her. He was stroking himself now, unable to resist after being at the apex of hardness for so many long minutes. If Rue cared, she was doing a damn good job of hiding it. 
 
    “How am I going to get clean when LazerPlayer keeps getting me all dirty?” she moaned. 
 
    Will glanced at the chat, skimming over the majority of comments which were all from guys telling Rue exactly what they wanted to do to her. His fingers itched, and he couldn’t resist dropping in his own retort. 
 
    She’s mine tonight, he said. You guys can fantasize when I’m done playing with her. 
 
    “I wish I could see your comments right now,” said Rue. “Where should I wash, guys? Here?” She lifted her breasts and let them fall with a terrific bounce. “Or how about …?” 
 
    Will turned the vibrator up just as her fingers were reaching down to her crotch. Rue’s knees drew inward, and her arms wrapped around her chest in a slightly defensive motion. 
 
    “Oh, fuck!” she moaned. “Whoa, LP. Going hard tonight, aren’t you? Mmm… I’ve been practicing. I can take it.” 
 
    She met his gaze and narrowed her eyes, smirking as though winning in some kind of game. He was seriously tempted to jump into the shower and give her something else, but he couldn’t interrupt the stream, not with the money they were making. Will turned the vibrator down, as Rue blinked and regained herself. 
 
    “He’s going easy on me now,” she said. “You guys better let him know what you think of that.” 
 
    A plethora of furious comments demanding that he give it to her, make her whimper, make her come, came in a flurry of text across the chat screen. 
 
    Just wait, he replied. Not until she says please.  
 
    Rue was already getting a little annoyed. She made an attempt at trying to get back in the rhythm of her shower, shampooing her hair, but the way she kept rubbing her thighs together, wiggling in place, told him that she didn’t have good endurance for this sort of teasing. 
 
    “LP,” she said testily. “Nobody wants to watch me take a normal shower.” 
 
    Half a dozen men instantly replied saying that they, in fact, happily would. Will waited, still naked, arms folded, thumb hovering over the intensity buttons of the vibrator. 
 
    “LazerPlayer,” she said, frowning at him. “What? Did you log off or something?” 
 
    Will leaned back against the sink, fondling his goods as he watched her sulk. 
 
    “Come on, LP.” She stomped a foot in a gesture so reminiscent of the way she used to be as a bratty little girl. “I’m horny. Do it already.” She blinked, mouth pulling sideways like she’d tasted something bitter. “Please? Pretty please?” 
 
    Will hit the button hard, bringing it up to the next highest setting. Rue got a far-off look in her eyes, one hand sliding through suds and down toward the vibrator’s tail end. He was patient, slowly edging the intensity upward, like the hill on a rollercoaster ahead of the loop. 
 
    “Oh…” she moaned. “Ah. Fuck. There we go. If you keep at it like that, I… I’m going to.” 
 
    He brought it back down. She took a breath. He turned it back up. She exhaled with a whimper. He brought up higher, and higher, one hand on the remote, the other touching himself openly. Rue was leaning against the side of the shower, hips undulating as though she was being fucked by a ghost. 
 
    “Oh!” she cried. “Holy… fuck. LP! I…I… Oh!” 
 
    She crumpled, body shuddering and tensing, as her orgasm struck like lightning. Her mask had slipped sideways a bit while her head had dragged against the shower. Not good. 
 
    He turned the stream off, knowing they’d made more than enough to end it there. Distantly, he was aware that he still had one hand on his cock as he approached the shower. 
 
    “Keep going,” whispered Rue. She was sitting on the floor of the tub, staring up at his cock and his hand. “You got… to watch me.” 
 
    He blinked. His hand decided before his brain, pumping back and forth along his length, Rue naked and soaped up in front of him. Her eyes were drawn to the tip, almost blinking in time with each of his strokes. 
 
    “You like watching me?” he said. 
 
    She nodded. “I really got you going, didn’t I?” 
 
    “Fuck yeah. I told you you’re hot, Cammie. It’s even hotter making you come.” 
 
    She made a noise and reached for the vibrator. He’d turned it off, but seeing the way she was tugging at the end inspired him to grab the remote and start up again. 
 
    “Remember?” he said. “Two in a row.” 
 
    Vibrator to max. Rue’s hips jerked up as the lewd buzzing noise filled the steamy bathroom. 
 
    “Fuck, LP!” 
 
    “Cammie!” 
 
    He leaned forward with one arm against the wall behind the shower as he came. Rue was right below him, and his seed showered down onto her face and curly hair. She barely even noticed, aside from one glob on her lower lip which she licked away absentmindedly. She started shaking her head, exhausted from two orgasms, and Will turned the vibrator off, still shaky from his own dose of pleasure. 
 
    “Wow…” muttered Rue. 
 
    “Yeah,” he said. “You did good. I think we made almost—” 
 
    “Rue? LP? Where are you?” 
 
    Jess’s voice was like something out of a horror movie, and it was immediately followed by a knock on the bathroom door. Rue banged around in the shower as she hurried to her feet. Will held up a hand, knowing there was no way she’d be able to both dress and compose herself in time.  
 
    He threw on his own clothes as fast as he possibly could, yanked the shower curtain closed, and opened the door. Jess, still in costume as Relic, gave him a quizzical look. 
 
    “What’s going on?” she said. “Do you know where Rue is?” 
 
    Her eyes darted toward the shower. Will shrugged and tried to appear innocent. 
 
    “Yeah,” he said. “She freaked over a spider on her towel. Don’t worry, I shielded my eyes.” 
 
    “Oh,” said Jess. She looked far from entirely convinced but stepped out of his way as he came out into the hall. “Why is there a laptop on the edge of the sink?” 
 
    Fuck. “She had music playing before, I think.” 
 
    He could almost smell her suspicion but felt strangely safe in the lie. It was too big of a secret for Jess to be able to get it out into the open, like an oversized couch getting stuck in a doorframe. Even if she felt something might be fishy, what question would she even ask to get answers without massive potential for awkwardness? 
 
    “Your fly is down,” said Jess.  
 
    Oof.  
 
    He hurried to zip it up, suddenly doubting the conclusion he’d just drawn. Jess knocked on the bathroom door again with stern insistence. 
 
    “Rue, I need to talk to you when you’re finished in there.” 
 
    Few sentences from Jess’s lips were as capable of efficiently stirring such intense dread. Still, there was nothing Will could do other than keep his head down and hope for the best. He headed to his room and, soon after, fell asleep. 
 
  

 
   
    CHAPTER 27 
 
      
 
    The house’s lower level was filled with fantastic smells the next morning. Will wiped the last remnants of sleep from his eyes, anticipating bacon, eggs, and cheese. Jess was making breakfast burritos, and it wasn’t until he saw her face, busy in the kitchen, that the events of the previous night came rushing back. 
 
    Rue was sitting at the table in a t-shirt and sweatpants, her expression slightly deflated. She shot him a look as he sat down, and he got the gist of it. As much as he wanted to ask what Jess asked her, and he desperately wanted to, doing while she was very nearly within earshot might only land them in more trouble. 
 
    “Morning, LP,” said Jess. “Sleep well?” 
 
    Was that a trick question? She was smiling. Was that a trick smile?  
 
    “Well enough,” he said. “What’s all this?” 
 
    He eyed the traveling bag on the floor in the living room. Jess finished toasting the outer tortilla of a burrito and pulled it off the pan with bare fingers, playing a game of hot potato in her haste to get it onto a plate. 
 
    “My overnight bag,” she said. “I’m heading to Montreal with Miss Mass to check out a lead we uncovered on a few of the escapees. I’ll be gone for the next two nights, possibly three.” 
 
    “Oh, wow.” Will immediately began nibbling his breakfast after she set it in front of him. “That should be fun, aside from the investigation. Montreal is one of the prettiest city-states in North America.” 
 
    “Fun isn’t really our objective,” said Jess, a smile sneaking onto her face. “But yes. I fully intend to enjoy myself as much as possible once I’m done kicking butt.” 
 
    Her eyes flickered between Will and Rue, and an edge of seriousness entered her expression. 
 
    “Well, Rue and I will hold down the fort while you’re gone,” said Will. 
 
    “Good. Avery’s going to be staying with the two of you until I get back.” 
 
    “Our babysitter,” muttered Rue. 
 
    “Seriously?” Will shook his head. “Last time I checked, we were both grown adults. What, you think we’re going to burn the place down?” 
 
    “It’s not number one on my list of concerns, but it is one of them,” said Jess. “It’s just for a few days. Avery won’t mind. She loves spending time with you guys, and this will put my mind at ease. It’s just to make sure the ship keeps running smoothly. No beached rudders, no tangled sails.” 
 
    Will glanced at Rue, but she was enthralled by her phone and disinterested in joining the discussion. 
 
    “Anyway, I have to go.” Jess quickly wiped down and rinsed off the pans and hurriedly began pulling high heels on. “Rue, remember to stay on top of your homework.” 
 
    “Whatever,” muttered Rue. 
 
    “Will, no having your girlfriend over until I get back,” said Jess. “Promise me.” 
 
    She gave him a stern look that was as confusing as it was relieving. Will still hadn’t heard from Mist since he’d left her hotel room. Calling her his girlfriend after a one-night stand and radio silence seemed far more optimistic than what came naturally to him. It was an easy promise to make. 
 
    “I won’t,” he said.  
 
    Jess kissed Rue on the cheek and then moved to do the same for Will. He stood up and pulled her into a full-on hug. She grinned as though it was the perfect parting gift, and he did his best to keep from enjoying the sensation of her body too much. It was like a drug, having her against him like that, feeling her against his chest, hands touching wherever he placed them, and her smell… 
 
    “Mmm…” said Jess, letting out a similarly satisfied sigh. “I should get going.” 
 
    “Be safe.” He kissed on the cheek, and then stole a quick one on the mouth. She tried to frown at him, but he grinned as he saw the affection poking through at the edges. 
 
    “I’ll see you when I get back,” said Jess. 
 
    “I’m looking forward to it. Rue and I will keep the place clean. Promise.” 
 
    “Don’t go making promises on other people’s behalf,” called Rue. 
 
    Jess chuckled and gave his hair a quick tussle, and then was headed for the door again, hips swaying in a pencil skirt that seemed to serve the purpose of obscuring her secret identity and nothing else. He waited until he’d heard the front door close and for Jess’s car to start and then drive off before finally turning to ask Rue the important question. 
 
    “So?” he said. “What did she ask you about last night?” 
 
    “That?” Rue furrowed her brow. “She just wanted to try to convince me to suit up again. She’s on repeat about it, basically. It had nothing to do with… you know. Our little show.” 
 
    Our little show. How telling it was to hear her refer to it like that. 
 
    “What’s with the Avery thing, then?” asked Will. “Having her check up on us?” 
 
    “It’s just an old habit on her part,” said Rue. “When it was just me here at age fifteen, it made perfect sense. I think she just hasn’t caught up with the fact that we’ve grown up.” 
 
    “Maybe she doesn’t want to,” he said. 
 
    “Maybe,” said Rue. “Anyway, I already argued with her over it and lost. Avery will be here every night until she gets back, which seriously hampers our ability to stream.” 
 
    “You’re worried about her finding out?” 
 
    “She’s not as predictable as Mom is,” said Rue. “If she’s staying over, we won’t stand a chance at sneaking around behind her back.” 
 
    “Fair enough. How much did we make last night, anyway?” 
 
    She grinned at him and made a show of leaning back and stretching against her chair. “Your cut is just under five hundred.” 
 
    Will slapped the table. “Hell yeah!”  
 
    “Right? We killed it! You should read some of the DMs the guys in chat sent me. I mean, you really shouldn’t, they’re disgusting, but super positive!” 
 
    “We make a good team,” he said.  
 
    “We make an awesome team.” 
 
    Rue laughed and gave him a fist bump. Will pulled her out of his chair and into a hug. He kissed her, his lips finding hers in a sudden but somehow overdue moment. She lifted her leg, the inside of her thigh dragging open as their bodies pressed together. 
 
    She really had been so hot in that stream, moaning and quivering, naked in the steamy shower. They shared another passionate, celebratory kiss. Will slid his hands down her sweatpants, cupping one bare buttock, fingers teasing the edge of her underwear. Rue started kissing his neck, a breathy noise escaping her mouth as she rocked into him insistently. 
 
    He lifted her up onto the table, body moving and making demands of what it wanted. His thoughts were a faint whisper, like his mind trying to make sense of what was happening after the fact. Shouldn’t he bring her upstairs so they could turn this energy into a stream? Maybe after. After what? 
 
    The front door swung open, and Will and Rue nearly fell over in their rush to separate safely. Jess came back in, barely even looking at them in her haste. 
 
    “I forgot my notes!” she cried. “Never forget your notes.” 
 
    She grabbed them from the counter, barely glancing at Will and Rue, who were both blushing and looking at anything other than each other. Jess left, and the silence that hovered in the wake of the front door closing was like fog on the air. 
 
    “I should go to the bank!” announced Rue. “You know… To get you your money since you need it so bad.” 
 
    “I want it,” he said. “I mean, I don’t need it. If you’re offering right now, sure.” 
 
    “Let’s just get it out of the way,” she said. “I have to give it to you eventually, right?” 
 
    “That’s just how this works.” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    She stood and watched him, posture awkward, breathing still out of sorts. Will was still trying to catch up with what had just happened, the sudden tension now imbued in the knowledge that they’d mostly be alone together for the next few days. 
 
    “We should all go out for dinner tonight,” he suggested. “You and Avery and me. It would be more fun than just staying here and fooling around.” 
 
    Rue cleared her throat and nodded. “Yeah. Sounds good. Are you paying?” 
 
    “Me? Hey, I take a twenty-five-percent cut. You’re the one rolling in money.” 
 
    “Just a joke,” she said. “Anyway. I should… go to the bank. See you later?” 
 
    “See you later.” 
 
    She took a step toward the door, and then, with a level of cuteness that made him think back to their childhood, she hurried across the floor, gave him a quick kiss on the cheek, and ran to her shoes. 
 
  

 
   
    CHAPTER 28 
 
      
 
    Will wasn’t alone in the house all that often. He had a long workout after breakfast, followed by an indulgent, early morning shower, and then found himself lacking much else to do. 
 
    It was hard to sit and watch TV, play video games, or even just fool around online without feeling like the jobless twenty something that he admittedly was. Instead of letting the feeling build to the point of actually considering joining the ranks of the employed, he settled on going for a walk instead. 
 
    It was a beautiful summer day outside. He wandered, with no real destination, taking in the sights and sounds. Lancaster City was fairly eco-conscious, and it didn’t have the same issues with trash and smog as its contemporaries.  
 
    There were plenty of women out and about, some in flirty dresses, others in seasonally appropriate workout clothing. Seeing them made him think of Mist, and he had to resist the urge to check his phone for the hundredth time that morning to see if he’d missed a text from her. 
 
    Given the state of his mind, he was unsurprised when his path eventually led him to Nana’s Nook. The little basement bar looked no different than it had on his last visit, a basic hole in the ground with a tiny sign, easily missable. 
 
    It was near lunchtime, and the place appeared to be open, so Will headed down the stairs and made his way inside. There were a few patrons, namely Darkmode, but nobody paid him much attention as he relaxed into a seat at the bar. 
 
     The aimless feeling from that morning hadn’t left him entirely. Turning it over was like poking a poorly healed wound. There’d been so much going on in the first few weeks of being back on the outside that he hadn’t really stopped to consider what he wanted to do with his life, moving forward. 
 
    It would make sense for him to get a job, one that perhaps represented honest work a little more than helping Rue orchestrate her cam shows. Getting into college also seemed smart—even without being licensed by the CA, his past as a hero would still qualify him for some consulting roles, if not other jobs in the private sector. 
 
    The bartender finally showed up, and he immediately asked for a beer, sensing an oncoming headache from the growing pressure in his temples. In truth, he didn’t much care for the idea of having to live his life up to the world’s expectations and standards.  
 
    He never had, really, and that had been one of the seeds which had led to so much chaos during his time with Halberd. He’d learned to play by the rules, but the desire to do his own thing was still there, still restless. 
 
    “And I thought I had a lot on my mind.” 
 
    Will glanced up from the suds in his glass. Erik was sitting down on the stool next to him, already waving the bartender over. He wore new clothing, jeans, a sports jacket, and a baseball cap to partially conceal his head and face. 
 
    “Huh,” said Will. “Wasn’t sure I’d see you again. Kind of got the sense that you might take my advice and skip town after our little altercation with the super squad.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, I’ve got reasons to stay,” said Erik. “Bad ones. Good ones. All sorts.” 
 
    “Yeah, sure,” said Will.  
 
    The bartender poured Erik his beer, and the two of them clinked glasses, both sipping in silence. 
 
    “You aren’t going to try to convince me to leave?” asked Erik. 
 
    “Seems like it would be wasted effort,” said Will. “I can’t even talk myself out of making obvious mistakes.” 
 
    “Ha.” Erik tapped a finger to his glass, and a thin layer of slime or algae coated the outside. Will had no idea what the point of it was. Insulation? Better grip? 
 
    “Hey, I ran into a girl who seemed to know you the other night,” said Will. “I suppose I should say she seemed to know me through you, which was weird, given that we aren’t friends.” 
 
    “Definitely not friends,” said Erik, grinning. “That would be Ashley, the genesis of all my stress. She didn’t spit on you, did she?” 
 
    “…What?” 
 
    “Her power. She can create different forms of poisonous and hallucinogenic saliva. Some of them are actually pretty mellow, more like drugs than poisons. There’s this one that we used during, well… you might not want the full details.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’ll definitely pass on that,” he said. “So, what? She’s your ex-girlfriend or something?” 
 
    “Did she say that?” snapped Erik. “That the two of us were really done? Fuck, you saw her here, right? She was with friends or something, right? Not another guy?” 
 
    “I don’t remember what she said exactly, but it was pretty negative,” he admitted. “Sorry, man. But no, it didn’t look like she was with anyone new.” 
 
    Erik let out an exaggerated sigh and drained the rest of his beer. “Small victory, at least. I never realized how life could get so serious, so fast. It’s like… total whiplash after being in prison for so long. From stasis to everything happening at once.” 
 
    “So deep.” 
 
    “Fuck off.” 
 
    Will chuckled. “I’m just busting your balls. To be honest, I’m still figuring this all out for myself.” He glanced sideways at the other man, frowning as he considered the situation. “Aren’t you going to ask me if I’ve found out anything about what the super squad is up to?” 
 
    Erik chuckled. “Do I need to? I’ll take any information you’re open to volunteering, but let’s be real. Those chucklefucks could only catch me by accident.” 
 
    “Relic’s pretty fierce.” 
 
    “Momma’s boy.” 
 
    “Fuck you.” 
 
    “Bwahahaha,” laughed Erik. “It’s been good talking to you, Pick. I’d say keep in touch, but that kind of trust is dangerous for people like us. Your beer is on me.” 
 
    He pulled out a couple of suspiciously new bills and set them down on the counter after waving to the bartender and adopting Will’s tab. Then, with a nod, Erik headed off to do whatever it was escaped criminals did during their free time. 
 
  

 
   
    CHAPTER 29 
 
      
 
    Rue had his money when Will arrived back at the house later that afternoon. She’d only just thrust it into his hands when she hit him with a torrent of words, her expression frustrated and fearful. 
 
    “I can’t get in touch with Avery!” she said. “I called her, and she didn’t pick up, but her phone is still on and I’m pretty sure she’s out on a mission—” 
 
    “Slow down,” said Will. “Avery hardly ever picks up the phone. Is this really worth getting anxious over?” 
 
    “You don’t understand,” said Rue. “According to what Mom told me this morning, Avery is flying a scouting mission over the Exclusion Zone today.” 
 
    “So, maybe she’s busy spying on escaped criminals?” he suggested. He hoped that was the case, not just for the sake of her safety, but to bring Despot and the Realists a step closer to judgment. 
 
    “The view of her phone is from a static position!” said Rue. “The camera is just looking from a piece of furniture, or a table, or something. As though she was attacked, and it fell.” 
 
    “Or…” said Will, holding up a patient finger. “Like perhaps she plugged it in, and it’s charging?” 
 
    “In the Exclusion Zone?” snapped Rue. “There’s no power there, you idiot!” 
 
    “Hey, take it easy.” He pulled her into a hug, partially against her will, and kissed the top of her head. “Let’s just stay calm and give it a few more tries?” 
 
    She nodded, though only slightly. Will tried calling Avery, only to get the same endless ring that had rendered Rue so unnerved. He made food to keep his mind from running wild with terrible possibilities—pepperoni pizza for himself and a mushroom and olive for Rue’s occasionally vegan taste buds. 
 
    “I’m calling Mom,” said Rue. “She should know about this.” 
 
    “You can try, but she may or may not have service, depending on how far north she is,” said Will. “It’s a dead zone around the old Canadian border.” 
 
    He could tell from Rue’s face that the call didn’t make it through. He folded his arms, trying to objectively assess how worried they should be and whether there was anything they could do. 
 
    “We could go looking for her,” suggested Rue. “I think I know where she is. I have a view of the window, and she’s in a building that was once part of Wickwater’s skyline.” 
 
    “You think she’s in Wickwater?” asked Will. It was a small and long since abandoned town a decent trek into the Exclusion Zone that had been rapidly developed during the early chaos along the east coast back when it had been considered a relatively safe place for refugees from the big cities to relocate. 
 
     “I know she’s there,” said Rue. “I can either explain how, or you can just trust me, and I’ll mark the building on the map.” 
 
    “I trust you,” he said. “Still, that doesn’t necessarily make it a good idea for both of us to go chasing after her.” 
 
    “What if she’s in danger?” asked Rue. “What then? We’ll look back at the fact that we had this chance and always regret not having—” 
 
    “You didn’t hear me right,” said Will. “It’s a bad idea for both of us to go. We’ll handle it the same way we handled Chauffeur. I’ll be in the field, and you’ll give me information and backup from here.” 
 
    Rue folded her arms and twisted her mouth in annoyance, but Will could tell that she knew he was right. 
 
    “Fine,” she said. “But I’m still going to be on the line.” 
 
    “I’ll keep you in the loop until my phone dies or I run out of service,” he said. “With any luck, Avery will pick her phone back up, and this whole thing will just be a case of us worrying too much. Like we did back when she was at the convention, and we went to her hotel room.” 
 
    Rue nodded and seemed to relax by a degree. Will silently acknowledged that it wasn’t as good of a point as it might sound, especially after finding the baggie with the pill in her apartment, getting a glimpse of what might be a more serious addiction. She might well and truly have overdosed that night if they hadn’t shown up. 
 
    Could this new incident be connected to her hidden drug habit? It seemed like the most minor of mitigating factors with the Power Realists and man-eating mutants wandering loose throughout the Exclusion Zone, but he still couldn’t discount it completely. 
 
    “You’ll never make it quickly enough if you just go on foot,” said Rue. 
 
    “I’m not really seeing much option,” said Will. “Jess took her car with her, and even if I had Avery’s keys, I wouldn’t risk taking hers, given how junky it is.” 
 
    Rue shook her head. “A car would never make it down the roads of the Exclusion Zone, anyway. I have a better idea.” 
 
    She pulled more money out of her pocket, the better part of what must have been her own share from the previous night’s camshow. Will furrowed his brow. 
 
    “You’re going to have to do some explaining, Cammie, I’m not a mind reader.” 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    “See it?” whispered Rue. 
 
    “Yeah, I see it.”  
 
    “Well? What are you waiting for?” 
 
    “He hasn’t even put a for sale sign on it yet.” 
 
    They stood nearby, just a few houses down the street, watching a fairly nice-looking motorcycle which had just been parked on the edge of a local man’s lawn. Rue waved a hand at it impatiently. 
 
    “It’s in the right spot,” she said. “That’s, traditionally, where you put a vehicle if you’re looking to sell it. Besides, I saw him talking to his wife about selling it five minutes ago through my power.” 
 
    “You don’t just go randomly asking someone if you can buy their bike,” said Will. “It’s like an unwritten code of honor among men.” 
 
    “Women can drive motorcycles, too.” 
 
    “That’s not the…” 
 
    He trailed off as the man in question strode out onto his porch with a broom and began sweeping. He and Rue did their best to act as though they were on a leisurely stroll, even going so far as to hold each other’s hands… though Will sensed they might have done that anyway. 
 
    “Nice bike!” called Rue, with zero subtlety. 
 
    “Thanks,” called the man. “I was thinking about putting it up for sale.” 
 
    “Told you!” she said, elbowing him playfully. “My brother wants to buy it.” 
 
    Will scowled at her a bit for having no idea whatsoever how deals actually formed between men. It annoyed him even more when she managed to haggle the man down by several hundred dollars, getting a fairly decent price on the vehicle, too. The hardest part of the whole episode was convincing the man that he had his license and could legally ride it home. 
 
    He didn’t, of course, but he’d ridden bikes with Halberd before a few times while escaping from the law, and gotten a decent hang of it. Rue let out a cheer as Will pulled on one of the free helmets the man had included in the deal and patted the back of the seat. 
 
    “Come on,” he said. “I’ll give you a ride home.” 
 
    She grinned and pulled on the other helmet. He smiled as she climbed on behind him, wrapping her arms tightly around his waist. 
 
    “I’d take you for a longer ride if we had the time right now,” he said. 
 
    “When you get back.” She squeezed her arms around him. “I paid for half, so you’ll be working it off through our shows.” 
 
    Will revved the engine. “Sorry, I missed that last part?” 
 
    “I said, you’ll be—” 
 
    He gunned it forward, and the latter half of Rue’s sentence was overwritten by the growl of the bike. 
 
  

 
   
    CHAPTER 30 
 
      
 
    Will packed as quickly as possible once they arrived back at the house. Rue helped him, having a better knowledge of where a few essential items were stored within the garage, along with more patience in terms of seeking out everything he needed. 
 
    “The tent is small, but two people should be able to fit if they squeeze,” she said. “I’m guessing you’ll only need the extra space if Avery is injured and can’t fly.” 
 
    She ran a hand through her hair, face infected with worry.  
 
    “I’ll find her,” he said. “You’ll help. You might be staying here, but I’ll still need your voice in my ear, Cammie.” 
 
    “You’ll have it, not that it’ll be much use,” she said. “Cell service will probably be spotty once you get far enough in, but I included a battery charger for your phone, for what it’s worth. I marked where I think she is on this map, just so you have secondary guidance.” 
 
    She’d not only marked the spot on the larger map of the interstate area, but drawn a smaller sketch of the buildings and put an X on the one he’d be looking for. Will scanned over it to figure where the best place to cross the exclusion fence would be and then carefully folded it into his pocket. 
 
    “Perfect,” he said. 
 
    “You have at least two full days of food,” she said. “Big jug of water, though you might have to either go slow on drinking it or find a safe place to refill it. Call me before you just dunk it into some random stream or lake.” 
 
    “Relax,” he said. “I’m not looking to accidently irradiate myself.” 
 
    “Your, um, sword was the only thing I wasn’t sure about.” 
 
    He shook his head. “As useful as Tragic Darkness would be, it would give me away in a heartbeat if Avery saw it. I haven’t told her anything.” 
 
    He frowned, feeling strange admitting that to Rue, in no small part due to the way it made her perk up. She knew his secret, and only her. The same was true for her streaming. Mutually assured destruction, as she liked to call it. 
 
    “I figured as much,” said Rue. “Here. It’s an old machete that I guess Halberd must have bought at some point. It’s a bit rusty, but maybe…” 
 
    “Makes no difference for my power.” Will hefted the machete, giving it a test swing before strapping the sheath onto his waist. The handle was cheap plastic, and the blade had a few nicks in it in addition to the rust, but it was just about the perfect length for a weapon to wear at his side. 
 
    “Be safe,” said Rue. “Go slow when you need to. Keep your eyes open, and please, please, please avoid the mutants whenever possible. Don’t take on fights just because you can.” 
 
    “I’ll be careful.” He patted her on the head. “Don’t worry too much. I’ll be back with Avery before you know it.” 
 
    “Right.” She looked down for a moment and then back up into his eyes. “I love you, Will.” 
 
    “I love you, too.” 
 
    They both glanced around the surrounding street, confirming they were mostly alone outside, and then shared a kiss. It was different from the kisses they’d shared before while wrestling or teasing one another, gentle and affectionate, marked by a deeper intimacy. 
 
    “I’ll see you soon,” said Will. 
 
    He shouldered the bag, climbed onto the bike, put on his helmet, and set off.  
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    The first hour of Will’s trip was a simple trek down the highway. The traffic was worse than he’d anticipated, and by the time he took the exit off toward one of the small border towns far to the south of Lancaster City, he was looking forward to the solitude of the next leg of his journey. 
 
    He filled up the bike at a gas station, paying with cash. Rue had assured that she’d done the math on the mileage, and he should be fine to make the trip with fuel to spare as long as he stuck to the route she’d laid out for him. He would have loved to fill up a gas can to give himself a buffer, but his pack was full and he didn’t have anywhere to put it. 
 
    Will made his way through the tiny border town, passing its single general store, continuing down a dirt road which time had forgotten, until he finally came to the exclusion fence. It was a simple barrier, no more than reinforced chain-link in most places, nothing like the fortified walls around the far more dangerous western and southern exclusion zones. 
 
    The mutants in the Eastern Exclusion Zone were still dangerous. Anyone old enough to remember the time before the fence could attest to that. But, for whatever reason, they seemed disinclined to put effort into getting past the fence, perhaps stymied by old memories of the days when it had been electrified. 
 
    He hesitated before touching the metal with a bare finger. It wasn’t still electrified, was it? The official story was that the power had been turned off in light of a drop-off in mutant attacks and breaches, but much like assuming a gun was loaded as a general rule, Will found it hard to take that knowledge for granted. 
 
    He touched it with a twig first and then gave it a quick, passing brush with the edge of his hand. Nothing. He double checked the area, making sure he was alone. The nearest guard towers, according to Rue’s map, were half a mile in either direction, well out of sight with the cover of the trees.  
 
    Will took a breath. For all his bravado in tackling this journey solo and keeping Rue out of danger, he’d never personally been into the Exclusion Zone before. Halberd had been wary of the place, and while he’d questioned his old man’s judgment on a number of different fronts, abominations and mutants had never been one of them. 
 
    He used his penknife to cut an opening into the fence large enough for him and the motorcycle to pass through. He felt a chill run up his spine as he slipped over to the other side.  
 
    The birds still chirped with the same intensity. Crickets sounded in a joint chorus nearby that cared little for the boundaries of man. If it was no big deal to them, why was he so on edge? 
 
    He did his best to repair the opening he’d created, twisting the metal back into place in a few spots. It was a rough job, but he resolved to use the same spot on his return to limit the number of holes he was making in humanity’s bulwark against the mutant tide. 
 
    Humans gave birth to supers. Supers gave birth to abominations. Abominations, at least some kinds of them, created mutants by various, still only loosely understood means. It had a certain horrid elegance to it, a pecking order of responsibility and corruption. 
 
    Will left his bike near the fence as he scouted the area immediately around where he’d crossed over. Honestly, it didn’t look that different from the rural area he’d passed through half an hour earlier.  
 
    The road was scored with potholes and cracks from the frost heave, grass peeking through in a variety of places. An abandoned farmhouse in the distance was an exhibit of peeling paint and rotting wood, with a lithe tree poking out from its partially collapsed roof. 
 
    There were no corpses or pools of blood littering the ground. No sign of the atomic destruction Meltdown had unleashed much farther to the south. Few signs of abominations and mutants, at least from what he could see at a glance. 
 
    His phone vibrated, and he answered on the first ring. “Hey. I made it in.” 
 
    “Good,” said Rue. “Nothing’s changed on my end. Are you staying safe?” 
 
    “Incredibly safe. I haven’t even seen anything dangerous so far. This is going to be easier than I thought.” 
 
    “Maybe,” she said. “Maybe not. Promise me you won’t let your guard down?” 
 
    “I promise. I’ll call you back the next time I stop.” 
 
  

 
   
    CHAPTER 31 
 
      
 
    FIVE YEARS EARLIER 
 
      
 
    The snow was as much Lockpick’s enemy as the men following him, every bit as tenacious and relentless. He rubbed his hands together, shivering with cold, despite being too numb to feel the chill anymore. 
 
    An entire day had passed since he’d been attacked, and he hadn’t stopped running since. He’d been sleep deprived even before Marauder’s men had stormed the apartment. Now, he was in a state of complete exhaustion, shambling along on tired legs, sleep knocking at the door every time he blinked.  
 
    It was night again. The men had almost caught him late in the afternoon, the black SUV chasing him along several streets until he’d managed to flee through a narrow alleyway. He wanted to stand and fight, but he’d seen the powers of the men he was up against.  
 
    The one with the telekinetic force would beat him nine times out of ten. It didn’t matter how powerful his cutting ability was if he couldn’t close the distance to get a slash off. 
 
    He slowed to a stop outside a diner with a flickering sign, looking for his pursuers in all directions. He was hungry, but buying food was out of the question, given he’d left his wallet back at the apartment. In truth, he just needed to sit down, to warm up for a minute, catch his breath in the safest place currently available to him. 
 
    Lockpick felt so annoyed with himself as he made his way inside and collapsed into one of the booths. He should have reached out to Halberd, regardless of the risk it might have posed to his sobriety. It was entirely possible that Marauder’s gang had moved on them simultaneously, that his failure to warn the older man might have put him in just as much danger. 
 
    Reaching the rehab center was his top priority. Had he been in a less panicked state of mind, he would have simply taken the car during his escape. It was a missed opportunity that had haunted him as much as mocked him over the past day. The car, mobile, warm, safe, would have very nearly solved all his problems. He had no one to blame but himself. 
 
    “Can I start you off with something to drink?” asked the waitress. “Um… maybe something warm to start?” 
 
    Concern showed in her voice, along with an edge of pity that Lockpick almost couldn’t stand. He took a breath as he looked up at her, only then realizing how much attention she was paying him. She was an older woman, hair streaked with grey, deep laugh lines written across her face. 
 
    “I don’t have any money,” he muttered, turning a hand palm up. “I just… needed a place to warm up. I’ll go in a minute.” 
 
    He sighed and leaned his head back against the booth’s bench. It all felt so unfair, from the cold to the men following him, to Halberd’s collapse of being a reliable adult. He’d never really known what it meant to be alone before, to be on his own, the sole arbiter of each decision which affected the course of his life. 
 
    “Coffee it is,” said the waitress. “On the house. You look like you need it more than we do.” 
 
    She was already moving to the kitchen before he could thank her. He didn’t see anyone else in the diner, patrons or employees, though he guessed there was probably a cook in the back. That put him slightly at ease. At least if he were attacked here, there’d be few chances for collateral damage. 
 
    He rubbed his fingers together, grimacing at the pinpoint prickling that heralded the return of sensation as they began to warm up. His sneakers were wet from the snow, and a similar process was underway on his toes. He’d stay here long enough to warm up and then move on. That was the plan. Had to be the plan. 
 
    “Do you have somebody coming for you?” 
 
    Lockpick jerked upright, realizing he’d drifted off in the time since she’d left to get the coffee. He shook his head, strangely annoyed by the pity he saw in her expression. 
 
    “It’s just me,” he said.  
 
    “You must have somebody you can call, right?” she asked. 
 
    Relic. 
 
    He ran a hand through his long hair as he wrestled with the impulse to simply pick a phone and call home. She would leave to come get him in an instant. If he explained what was going on with the men after him, she’d probably even fly the distance, show up in costume. 
 
    And then what? Provide Marauder’s gang with three new targets? Relic might be tough enough to tangle with super powered gangsters, but what about Webcam and Kestrel? 
 
    “I don’t have anybody,” he said. He started laughing, a horrible, dry sort of laugh that was at his own expense in the worst possible way. 
 
    “Everybody has somebody,” said the waitress, but her words lacked conviction to the point where it almost came out as a question. “Here. Drink the coffee. I’ll be right back.” 
 
    She hurried back into the kitchen. He poured himself some coffee, added a sugar packet and creamer. His intuition was telling him to get up, get out the door, get moving again before the men showed up. He was next to the window. They might be able to see him from the street if they got the right angle. 
 
    “Here.” The waitress set a plate stacked high with eggs, sausage, and hash browns in front of him. “Eat.” 
 
    “I…” He shook his head, trying to find the appropriate words to match her kindness. “Thank you.” 
 
    “It’s the least I can do,” she said. “My husband works in the social system, you know. If you needed that kind of help, I could call him? He could find you a place to stay, even if all you were willing to accept was a bed for a single night.” 
 
    A black SUV rolled to a stop outside the diner. Lockpick wanted to scream and flip his plate over as he stared out at it, saw the doors opening, the familiar, evil men climbing out of it. Instead, he stuffed as much of the food into the pockets of his coat as he could reasonably make fit, mainly the less greasy hash browns, and stood up. 
 
    “I wasn’t here,” he said. “Tell them that first. If they… get violent, just tell them everything. It’s not worth lying. They’ll catch up to me eventually.” 
 
    “I… Should I call the police?” 
 
    He shrugged. The police couldn’t help her, not against supers, but telling her that much would only make her panic. If she did call, and if they understood that they were dealing with gang affiliated supervillains, would they reach out to Relic and the Crimson Five? The thought almost made him laugh. 
 
    Almost. 
 
  

 
   
    CHAPTER 32 
 
      
 
    For all the danger posed by the Exclusion Zone, the sight of so much unspoiled nature gave Will a deceptive sense of calm. There was a disconnect between what he’d been expecting from the place, given how often it had featured in horror stories of both the historical and imaginative variety, and what lay before him now. 
 
    He went slow at first, navigating a dirt road so overgrown with grass and bushes that he might have mistaken it for two parallel deer trails had there not been a weathered road sign to tip him off. His motorcycle handled the brush surprisingly well, and he managed to steer around the occasional fallen tree or washed-out section. 
 
    Eventually, the dirt road led him to the empty shell of an abandoned town. Most of the buildings were still standing, though a few were missing doors or roofs, or were partially collapsed. It had been a small place, centered around the now rusted-out gas station. The windows of the store were still intact, signs behind them advertising Bud Light and gas card discounts. 
 
    He slowed to a stop as his phone vibrated in his pocket. A squirrel ambled up to him as he answered it, lacking any experience with or fear of humans. 
 
    “How far have you made it?” asked Rue. 
 
    “About five miles farther than when you last called,” he answered. “I’m getting closer to the highway, and it should be faster going once I’m on it.” 
 
    “Can you wave your phone around?” she asked. “I want to see where you are… what it’s like.” 
 
    He did so immediately after ending the call, giving her a panoramic view through her power. Rue texted him back almost immediately. 
 
    Where are all the mutants? 
 
    Hopefully busy in the south, he replied. 
 
    He continued through the town, and true to what he’d told her, he found the highway. Unfortunately, getting onto it seemed a challenge in its own right. The main on-ramp had, perhaps due to the sloping angle, decayed into untraversable chunks of asphalt. 
 
    Rusted metal guard rails ran along the side of the highway which he was trying to pull up onto, an easy enough obstacle to hop over on foot made maddeningly difficult by the addition of his bike. Will stared at the road for a minute, considering if there was a way around doing more damage with his power, before reaching what should have been an incredibly obvious decision. 
 
    He simply went up the off-ramp, ignoring the peeling paint of the one-way sign and gunning his bike as though it mattered if he got up to the minimum speed. The highway was breathtaking, totally empty and seemingly endless in the way it stretched out ahead of him. 
 
    There’d been plenty of warning this far north during the evacuation ahead of enforcing the Exclusion Zone boundary, so there were no abandoned cars or panic-induced pileups to worry about. Will had never seen a highway devoid of vehicles before, and it stirred a strange awe within him that humans were capable of building such a vast and important stretch of road, while simultaneously treating it like such a mundane thing. 
 
    There was still the occasional crack in the road to deal with, made far more dangerous on a bike at high speed, but he could see them from far off most of the time. The highway let him cover ground at a far faster pace, and for a while, he just let himself enjoy the ride. 
 
    He understood how it felt to drive as though he “owned the road” on a much deeper level than he ever had before. It was hard to keep his mind from wandering in that direction, imagining how easy it would be to simply hop the fence of the Exclusion Zone and set up a homestead somewhere within the fallout-safe northern region.  
 
    Will spotted a several decade old broken-down car and used it as an excuse to take a break. The car’s interior was empty, save for a layer of mouse droppings across the front seats. He was about to call Rue and double check his position when a rustling noise came from the nearby trees, down-slope from where he stood on the highway. 
 
    He thought it was just an animal at first until he took a closer look at the trees next to it for a sense of scale. The mutant looked similar to a porcupine, with long spines jutting from its back and neck, except far larger, easily the size of a bear. Its eyes were black, and sickly green lines ran across sections of exposed flesh where no spines or fur covered. 
 
    It was a manifestation of Meltdown’s legacy. Even now, deep in hibernation after his final battle against Astroman, Galaxy Maiden, and Tide Master, Meltdown’s presence was still enough to create the mutants at an alarming rate. 
 
    They were monsters of violence, aggressive and mindless, each one reproducing by laying eggs regardless of their previous nature. They were dangerous, but more of a side effect of the abomination’s corruption, given how powerful and incredibly destructive Meltdown had been in his own right.  
 
    Will backed away, wondering if the mutant porcupine might simply run along if he gave it space. No such luck. It started climbing up to the road, its movements fast but clumsy. Will sighed and pulled out the camping machete Rue had packed for him.  
 
    He didn’t waste time, and wasn’t shy about aiming for the head. Even still, the mutant surprised him with its speed, lashing out with its claws as Will swung for the finish. His machete slid diagonally through the monster’s skull, splitting it in two as though he’d undone a zipper.  
 
    Its body thrashed as it went down, and it was hard to tell if it was a mere death convulsion or some more dangerous reaction. He’d heard before that some of Meltdown’s mutants could heal at an accelerated rate. Reason enough to stay on guard. 
 
    The mutant eventually went still. Will cleaned his machete off and left the body where it lay. The vast greenness of the Exclusion Zone no longer seemed like such a paradox of beauty. There were reasons people weren’t allowed here. 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    Will continued riding until late in the afternoon, near sunset. The highway passed by various towns, both small and large, but none of them looked inviting. After encountering that first mutant, it was hard to keep from wondering if some of the buildings might hide even more grotesque creations, flesh traps just waiting for someone to stumble into them. 
 
    He eventually slowed his bike and turned off into a highway rest stop. It was a pretty building with large glass windows that were still intact, a small miracle after so much time. The front door was locked, but that posed little obstacle for him and was reassuring in itself.  
 
    Beyond a thick layer of dust that coated nearly every surface, the rest stop seemed fairly well preserved. Will explored the inside, poking his head into the old bathrooms and eyeing the vending machines, all but one of which had been completely emptied out. As tempting as it was to try a two-decades-old Coke, the machine was dormant without power, and he wasn’t heathen enough to smash the glass. 
 
    He set up the tent in a section of the rest stop’s main lobby that put him out of the sightlines of the windows, just in case there were any mutants around that might not take kindly to his presence. Rue had included a butane camping stove in his pack, along with a selection of freeze-dried meal kits. He opted for chicken tikka masala and instant rice. 
 
    He ate slowly, letting the battery charger Rue had lent him restore power to his phone. He texted her a photo of his setup before the sun sank low enough on the horizon to hide the rest stop’s interior in shadow. 
 
    Looks comfy, she texted back. 
 
    Totally. Can’t wait to lie down on my inflatable camping pad and curl up in my sleeping bag. 
 
    Poor guy ;-) 
 
    He smiled, feeling a fair bit less alone even from just that. He was tempted to ask Rue if she’d heard from Avery, or perhaps Jess, but knew she would have told him if either woman had gotten back in touch. It made more sense to keep his attention on the moment, and to consider his needs for the night so he could set out strong the next morning. 
 
    Hey Cammie… What are you wearing right now? 
 
    Her response came almost instantly, and he could almost hear her voice through the text. 
 
    Are you serious, LP? 
 
    Send me a pic, he texted. 
 
    He doubted she’d do it, but it was fun to tease her, regardless. The stream the previous night had been so much fun, though using that word to describe it felt wrong, shameful. Strangely, that sense of wrongness felt shared with Rue, as though they were both shouldering or rather, ignoring its weight, pushing ahead into illicit, uncharted territory. 
 
    His phone vibrated. He opened Rue’s text to find a pic attached. She was clad in a tiny night robe and lying in bed—not her own bed, he realized, but his. The way she was stretched out on her side left the robe billowing open, showing off the edge of one of her breasts, the fabric all but clinging for purchase against the tip of one of her nipples. 
 
    Hey, he texted. What are you doing in my room? 
 
    Whatever I want. I’m home alone, remember? 
 
    He was annoyed but still couldn’t keep from smiling. How would you feel if I invaded your space and climbed into your bed in the middle of the night? 
 
    It took a minute for her reply to come, long enough to make him start wondering about what her response would be. What would she do if he just climbed into her bed in the middle of the night? With her still in it? What would happen to the two of them then? 
 
    His phone vibrated.  
 
    I’d kick your butt, she texted. 
 
    Somehow I doubt that. Send me another pic. 
 
    Another pause. Will decided to be more direct. 
 
    Show me what’s under your robe, he texted. 
 
    Don’t be gross. 
 
    He waited, strangely confident she’d do it, despite the protest. A few minutes went by, but his intuition proved right. His phone vibrated, and he stared at a pic of Rue from the neck down, still lying in his bed, robe open and body on full display. 
 
    Her breasts were so full and plump, so perfectly squeezable and suckable. She’d kept her legs tightly crossed, but just seeing her crotch and nude thighs was enough to set his imagination to overdrive, pulling details from the previous night to fill in the gaps. 
 
    Thank you, he texted. 
 
    You’re welcome :-P. Gonna take a bath. Stay safe, LP. 
 
    I will. I love you. 
 
    Love you too. 
 
    He plugged his phone back into the battery charger and climbed into the tent. After taking one last lingering look at the nude she’d sent him, which he already knew he’d never delete off his phone, he closed his eyes and let the forbidden regions of his mind run wild. 
 
    He couldn’t believe she’d sent him the pic. He couldn’t believe he’d asked for it.  
 
  

 
   
    CHAPTER 33 
 
      
 
    Will awoke early the next morning, well rested and desperately needing to piss. Camping within the rest stop had been an exercise in modern convenience, with a phone and a stove and protection from the elements. 
 
    He set off after checking in with Rue and confirming his route. Another mutant was waiting for him just down the highway, a monster bear that must have been at least seven feet tall and already had blood on its teeth from a recent kill. 
 
    He simply went around it, watching behind him as it tried to give chase for half a minute or so before being totally outpaced by the motorcycle. Easy enough, but the encounter fed into his growing sense of wariness. The farther south he went, the closer he approached the site of Meltdown’s hibernation, which all but guaranteed a greater density of mutants. 
 
    Rue assured him that he could make it to Wickwater within the day if he made similar time. Will, if anything, rode faster than he had the previous day now that he was warmed up to the risks and nature of the landscape. The highway was almost like a recreational racetrack at times, with no cops to pull him over, no commuters to get stuck behind. 
 
    Again, he was struck by the sheer scale of the landscape which Meltdown had forced people out of. A world-changing event precipitated by such a simple mistake. Two supers in love, attempting to bring a child into the world in the time before the nature of super pregnancies and abominations was fully understood. 
 
    Having a close up look at the emptiness of the Exclusion Zone served as a better warning against the risks carried by unprotected relations with other supers than any of the sexed PSAs the Champion Authority had forced upon him during his training. This was the reality behind all of those warnings, stark and somber and ghostly. 
 
    He winced as he thought about his encounter with Mist, how easily he’d been tempted into setting the safeguards aside in the name of passion. He winced again as he considered how he still hadn’t heard anything from her in the time since their hookup. He’d have to take the first step and text her as soon as he made it back to safety. 
 
    It was midafternoon when he finally reached the right exit for Wickwater. His bike was nearly halfway out of gas, so Rue’s estimate on fuel had been spot on. He slowed to a stop as he entered the small city, wary of every alleyway, every building with broken windows or bashed down doors. 
 
    He took out his phone to call Rue only to find that the portable charger hadn’t done as good of a job as he’d hoped. His phone was still nearly dead, and he’d be on his own until he found Avery unless he stumbled across a power source in the wild. 
 
    The map Rue had made for him was a lifesaver. Pulling it out, he reoriented himself so he was reading it while also facing north. The building he needed was one of the taller ones within the city, though given its small size, it still wasn’t all that large. Maybe ten stories high, which suited him just fine, since he’d be ascending by the stairs with no power for the elevators. 
 
    The novelty and variety of his journey up until that point had distracted him from the nature of his objective. Avery had been stranded within the Exclusion Zone for two days straight now. The question of whether she might be in danger seemed too obvious to need answering. It was now a question of whether he’d been fast enough, whether she was even still alive. 
 
    He tensed his jaw and forced himself to breathe evenly and stay focused. Drawing his machete, Will scanned the surrounding street, leaving his motorcycle parked on the street and continuing forward on foot. No real sense in risking attracting mutants by the sound of its engine. 
 
    The building Rue had marked on the map, assuming he was reading it correctly, had once been an upscale apartment building with a restaurant and bar on the top floor. The door to the ground floor lobby was already open, but the interior was pitch black, and the air had a stale edge to it. 
 
    He did his best to silence the whisper in the back of his head that suggested he was heading into a nest of mutants. The only signs of activity he could uncover with a pass of his flashlight were old traces of the building’s mass exodus. Cardboard boxes riddled with chew marks from mice, a few notes pinned on a notice board with the names of loved ones who were either missing or slow to return home during the last few days ahead of the evacuation. 
 
    Will pushed on, flashlight in one hand, machete in the other, stopping to listen to the silence every few steps. He headed straight for the stairs, coughing as he took a breath of dusty air. A faint whistling sounded, probably from the air flow of open doors higher up. 
 
    It wasn’t a long climb, but it was still ten flights of stairs. He was sweating when he reached the top, lending a musky scent to clothes already dirty from having been worn two days in a row. He exited the stairs into a hallway, revealed the restaurant’s sign with his flashlight, and pushed through the swinging double doors, steeling his nerves for whatever might await him. 
 
    The top floor had power, enough to run whatever speakers were playing the music he could hear. Avery was still in her Kestrel costume, though she’d taken the mask off and was dancing around with a glass clutched in her hands like a microphone, mouthing words into it. She dropped it when she saw him, though luckily, it didn’t shatter as it hit the floor. 
 
    “Holy fuck, LP!” she said, bringing her hand to her chest. “You scared me half to death!” 
 
    “Yeah, well, right back at you.” 
 
    He did his best to keep his annoyance in check as he walked into the upscale, though dusty, interior of the restaurant. There was no sign of danger whatsoever, nothing that might explain why Avery had been waylaid for a day and a night on her scouting mission. 
 
    “What the hell are you doing here, anyway?” she asked. 
 
    “Oh, you know. Just stretching my legs.” He narrowed his eyes. “What the hell do you think I’m doing here? You didn’t come home, and Rue and I were justifiably worried.” 
 
    “What do you mean? I’ve only been gone for…” Avery blinked and looked toward one of the windows, which were curtained, but had obvious slits of light glinting in around the edges. “Oh, fuck. It’s morning, isn’t it? I may have lost track of time, a little.” 
 
    “Afternoon, actually.” Will looked around again, still trying to make sense of the situation. “Why is there power here?” 
 
    “Solar panels on the roof,” she said, taking a conspicuous step to the right. “They worked fine after I brushed the dust off and… topped up the old batteries.” 
 
    “Why are you standing like that?” 
 
    “Like what?” she asked, one hand fiddling furiously with something on the restaurant counter behind her. “Oh? You mean my back. I’m just, um, stretching.” 
 
    She smoothed a strand of red across her forehead and gave him a slightly loopy smile, swaying on her feet. The rest of her behavior all but confirmed his suspicions, right up to her dilated pupils and slurred speech. 
 
    “Why don’t I take a look at your back?” he said, stepping forward. “I could help you stretch, or give you a massage, or…” 
 
    He lunged, grabbing at what she had behind her. Avery twisted out of reach, but Will’s hand still caught the top of a pill bottle, which hadn’t been fully snapped down, and knocked it open. A scattering of pills fell out across the floor, near identical to the one he remembered from the baggie in her apartment. One of them spun in a slow, guilty loop. 
 
    Avery still had a hold on the main bottle and hurriedly snatched the top back to secure the rest inside it. She was breathing heavily, but obviously thinking slowly from the expression on her face as she took in the scene. 
 
    “Is this why you hid your phone?” he snapped. “Because you thought Rue might accidentally get a peek if you had it with you.” 
 
    “I dropped my phone somewhere,” she muttered. “No master plan. I just lost it.” 
 
    Will gritted his teeth and pulled out his own phone, ready to call Rue and let her know that the situation was under control, if not solved. He’d been hoping that it might still have a tiny bit of battery percentage left, but it was completely out of charge. He put it back into his pocket and tried to master his frustration enough to speak without shouting. 
 
    “Rue and I thought you were in serious danger,” he said. “Possibly even dead. I traveled all the way here, literally hacking up mutants with a machete… to find you popping pills in the Exclusion Zone?” 
 
    “I’m fine, LP, as you can clearly see,” she muttered. “You shouldn’t have bothered. I was on my patrol. I have to check the interiors of buildings sometimes. I… found some pills.” 
 
    Will eyed the bottle she held again. It was almost comically large and more than half full. He wasn’t going to ask, but he highly suspected that “finding some pills” in truth was closer to “raiding dozens of apartments’ medicine cabinets.” 
 
    “Twenty-year-old pills, sitting here amidst the radiation of the Exclusion Zone, and you decide that it’s a good idea to put that into your body?” he asked. 
 
    “The levels of radiation were never dangerous this far north,” she said. “I did my research before ever setting out. Also, the pills are still potent. They work just fine.” 
 
    She shrugged, perhaps realizing she wasn’t going to score a point with the fact that her several-decades-old drugs could still get her high. 
 
    “Unbelievable.” Will shook his head and leaned against the wall, more disappointed than angry. 
 
    “That’s… what I should be saying,” snapped Avery, suddenly going on the offensive. “Coming here was incredibly stupid, LP! The Exclusion Zone isn’t a safe place. The only reason I agreed to go on scouting missions like this is because I can fly away from any danger that I encounter. You, doing it on foot is incredibly reckless.” 
 
    “I did it sober, alert for danger. Whereas you look so stoned that a mutant could walk up to you and lick your face.” 
 
    “That is so rude!” 
 
    “Enough of this,” he muttered. “We’re both going home, right now. This is unbelievably dumb.” 
 
    “Hey, in case you forgot, I’m the one with authority over you, not the other way around.” Avery set her hands on her hips and glared at him. “I’m your probation officer!” 
 
    “You’ll have one of your own soon enough if you keep it up.” 
 
    She scowled at him but seemed unwilling or unable to clap back. 
 
    “Now, come on!” said Will gruffly. “We’re going home.” 
 
    He closed the distance and seized her by the wrist. Avery let out at an annoyed scoff and wrenched her arm free, pushing him back. A short scuffle ensued where they both struggled to twist the other in various directions, and Avery managed to pull free.  
 
    He listened to her stomp off through the restaurant’s double doors before leaning back against the counter, still palming the bottle of pills he’d just slipped from her costume. It was an old technique he’d used a few times on Halberd. There was no trick to it. In general, it was just comically easy to pickpocket people when they were stoned or inebriated. 
 
    He swept up the pills on the floor, putting each back into the bottle to further reduce Avery’s potential avenues to get high. It was tempting to simply head down to the ground, get on his motorcycle, and start heading home. She was alive, and he’d taken her pills. There was only so much a person could do for someone as deep within the grips of their addiction as he suspected she was. 
 
    He didn’t leave. He waited for around half an hour before hearing footsteps, followed by Avery barging back into the restaurant as loud and irritated as she’d been when she left. 
 
    “Where are they?” she demanded. 
 
    “Right here.” Will patted one of the pockets of his backpack, though in truth, they were on the other side. “I’m not giving them back to you, Avery.” 
 
    She let out a frustrated growl and stomped her foot. “LP! Why are you doing this? Why do you care so much? I’m not a child, I’m a grown woman. It’s not like I’m an addict or something. I just like to have fun.” 
 
    She was sweating a little, and she ran a hand through her hair, trying to flatten out a few stubborn strands. 
 
    “Come on!” she shouted. “They won’t kill me. It’s just Percocet. Basic painkiller. I’m not the first person to take a few off label.” 
 
    “Oh, trust me, I know.” 
 
    She glared at him and let out another growl of annoyance. Leaning back, she floated up into the air, briefly poised as though she was considering charging him down and trying to wrestle her drugs back into her possession.  
 
    “Are you enjoying this?” asked Avery. “Is this fun for you or something?” 
 
    “Honestly? No, it’s not. Closer to heartbreaking than fun.” 
 
    “Give me my pills back!” she screamed. “Come on! Please. Look, just give me a few. Whatever amount you think I can take safely. Just… give me something! LP!” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Avery,” he said. “I have to do this.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because I care about you,” he said. “And because I already… had to watch Halberd go through this. I’ve had enough. I’ve just… had enough.” 
 
    “What does Halberd have to do with anything?” 
 
    Will hesitated, realizing he’d never told Avery the whole story. He hadn’t told anyone, not Jess, not Rue. Speaking it aloud felt like spitting on his old man’s already heavily tarnished legacy. 
 
    “He was an addict,” he said. “He tried a few times to get his shit together, but never managed it. I had a front row seat to how it affected him over time, not just the drugs and the cravings, but… his choices. His sanity.” 
 
    “You think I’m an addict?” Avery furrowed her brow and gestured to her chest. “You think that’s what this is about? Do you remember anything about our childhood, LP? Like, anything at all?” 
 
    He frowned at that. Bit of an odd question. “What’s that supposed to mean?” 
 
    “Do you remember how often I was sick?” she asked. “All those hospital stays I used to have.” 
 
    “What, are you trying to tell me that your dope habit started at a young age? You expect me to give you back your pills out of pity?” 
 
    Avery let out a dark laugh and shook her head. “Oh, I was doped up back then, that much was for sure.” 
 
    “Avery…” he said, trying for a gentle voice. “Let’s go home. We can figure this out once we’re back. There are good resources for recovery in Lancaster City. Not just rehab, but support groups. Not to mention your family.” 
 
    He held out a hand. All she had to do was take it, and he’d do whatever he could, whatever it took. She’d have a second chance, and in a sense, so would he. He wasn’t going to watch her drown in drugs and liquor like Halberd. 
 
    “I’m not lying to you,” said Avery. “This isn’t what it looks like.” 
 
    “Right. Sure.” 
 
    “You don’t understand, LP,” she whispered. “You think you do, but you don’t. You really don’t.” 
 
    “I understand more than you think.” 
 
  

 
   
    CHAPTER 34 
 
      
 
    FIVE YEARS EARLIER 
 
      
 
    Lockpick was cold and tired but relatively certain that he wasn’t being followed, and that was all that mattered. He’d spent the night on a park bench underneath a ragged tarp that he’d found abandoned on the side of the street. Cosplaying at being homeless, in essence, but it had worked to keep him safe.  
 
    He pulled his hair back into a ponytail and tried to wipe some of the dirt off his face in his reflection across a car window in the parking lot of the rehab center. He was terrified something might have happened to Halberd, but if the older super was still safe, the last thing he wanted to do was show up looking ragged enough to panic him. 
 
    He made his way inside and up to the visitor check-in counter. A familiar looking employee greeted him with a smile as she came out from the back room and settled into her chair. 
 
    “Will, right?” she said. “Give me just a second to pull up your father’s file, and we can get down to the specifics.” 
 
    “Oh, no need,” he said. “I just thought I’d stop by to check in on how things were going.” 
 
    The woman’s smile faded a bit. “I’m afraid we can’t give you a refund or reschedule his treatment if he chooses not to attend with no other outstanding circumstance.” 
 
    “If he… chooses not to attend?” repeated Lockpick. “He isn’t here?” 
 
    He clenched the edge of the counter, worst fears all but confirmed. They must have found a way to get to him within the building, or at least a way to lure him out of it. 
 
    “He checked himself out yesterday,” said the woman. “Left with the woman he’s friends with, Angela. I’m sorry, I thought you knew?” 
 
    “Do you know where they went?” 
 
    The woman paused, clicking the back of her pen, lips pursed in consideration. “I’m not sure if I should really be telling you this, but Angela left us a note to redirect her family’s phone calls to a nearby hotel. I suppose if you need to check in with your father, there’s no harm in me giving you the address.” 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    Lockpick went straight there, pulling from the last shreds of his energy. He was too tired to give what he was going to find much thought, or perhaps he already knew what he’d find and just didn’t want to lean into the disappointment. 
 
    The hotel’s concierge gave him the room number without hesitation once he’d explained he was looking for his father. One of the perks of looking so young, if not so exhausted and disheveled. 
 
    He stood outside the door to Halberd’s room, pausing with his arm already raised to knock. No, regardless of what was going on, announcing his visit seemed like the wrong move. Lockpick worked his magic on the handle and opened the door as soundlessly as he could. 
 
    The scene within was depressingly familiar. Halberd was sprawled out on the bed in his boxers. A mostly naked woman was wrapped in a sheet next to him. Bottles of a variety of liquors were arrayed across the nightstands, along with traces of white powder and empty prescription pill containers. 
 
    “Morning,” said Lockpick, kicking the bed. 
 
    Halberd only groaned, but the woman started upright, grabbing the sheet to pull closer to herself. 
 
    “What the fuck?” she snapped. “Who are you, and what are you…” 
 
    “LP,” muttered Halberd. “Oh. Shit.” 
 
    “So, what?” asked Lockpick. “You just decided to give up? Is that it?” 
 
    “No, uh…” Halberd yawned and scratched an armpit. “This, ah, isn’t what it looks like. They were overbooked at the center, see? They set us up in this hotel room to do our treatment from here.” 
 
     “Oh, okay,” said Lockpick. “That makes perfect sense. This is the truth you’re telling me, right? You swear it?” 
 
    “I mean… yeah,” said Halberd. “Of course.” 
 
    “I was just there!” roared Lockpick. “Even if I hadn’t been, just look around! You have booze and pill bottles lying around your room, and you think you can lie to my face?” 
 
    Angela had found her clothing and keys and was already slipping past Lockpick out into the hallway. Halberd rose to his feet, expression more angry than ashamed. 
 
    “Watch your tone with me, young man!” he said. “This… I know what it looks like. It is what it looks like, but… it’s more complicated than just that. You don’t understand.” 
 
    “What don’t I understand?” 
 
    “She was in a bad state!” he said. “I was helping her, and… yeah, I guess in the end, I slipped up, too.” 
 
    “Slipped up? That’s what you call this? Did you forget how much that treatment cost us? How badly you needed a new start? I worked so hard to just give you space, to give you the time and peace you needed to recover, and… this is what it amounted to?” 
 
    Halberd closed his eyes. “Just go. I know I’m a fuckup, LP. I’ve tried to be better… failed to do better… enough times to know better. Please… just go.” 
 
    “Go where?” Lockpick pulled out a chair from under the desk in the corner. “Why do you think I came looking for you? Marauder’s men attacked the apartment. They’d been following me for days before that.” 
 
    “For days?” Halberd shook his head. “Why didn’t you tell me?” 
 
    “Why do you think? I wanted this to work. I was naïve enough to think it could.” 
 
    Halberd grabbed his jeans and started pulling them on. He took a breath, looking toward the hotel room’s window. “Are they still following you?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    “Then let’s go find out.” 
 
  

 
   
    CHAPTER 35 
 
      
 
    “So, Halberd went to rehab,” said Avery. “Are you saying that you’re worried if I don’t get treatment, I’ll become a supervillain? That’s kind of a reach, especially coming from you.” 
 
    Will sighed. He’d given her an abridged version of events, not wanting to dwell too much on Marauder’s men, considering what had happened to them later on. 
 
    “No,” he said. “My point is that there are resources. You can get help, but you have to want to get help.” 
 
    “I don’t disagree with that,” said Avery. “You’re right. I don’t want help, so that’s that.” 
 
    “You…” Will stared at her, shaking his head in abject disbelief. “How can you say that?” 
 
    “Because as shitty as it feels to have to buy pills from drug dealers and sneak around the Exclusion Zone like a tomb raider collecting bottles, it’s still better than the alternative. I forgive you for not getting it, LP. You were young back then. You and Rue didn’t see much of it or notice the difference in me while I was medicated.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “My pills, the ones you’re holding in your hand right now, aren’t just something I take recreationally,” she said. “They’re how I cope.” 
 
    He didn’t know what to say to that. It was hard to trust her words after what he’d been through with Halberd, but she sounded sincere, as though she was trying to explain something that she genuinely wanted him to hear and understand… though in addition to wanting her pills back. 
 
    “Cope with what, Avery?” he asked. “Depression? There are better solutions to that than popping painkillers.” 
 
    “You really don’t get it, LP, do you?” she whispered. “I suppose it’s not your fault. No, I’m not self-medicating for depression. It’s… my power.” 
 
    “Your power?” He blinked, unsure of what she was trying to tell him. 
 
    “You and Rue were young when I first started showing signs of my ability,” she said. “You only ever saw me use my power to fly. How many supers do you know of who have the power of flight and nothing else?” 
 
    “I mean, that’s not that strange,” he said. “The scope, if not flying specifically. The science behind how powers work the way they work is wonky like that.” 
 
    “I have an uncontrolled power, LP. Mom and Halberd kept you and Rue away from me when I was having episodes, so I suppose I shouldn’t blame you for not knowing.” 
 
    Will stared at her, not sure whether he believed it. It felt wrong, so much like one of the outlandish stories Halberd used to tell to justify his behavior. 
 
    “Whenever I had one of my episodes, it wasn’t just my power that went out of control,” she continued. “There were voices, hallucinations. I know how this sounds, LP. It’s why I don’t talk about it. I was sick. I still am, and I self-medicate.” 
 
    “Even if I accept all of that, how does Percocet enter into the equation?”  
 
    She shrugged. “I was on anti-depressants, mood stabilizers, anti-psychotics, basically whatever it took to keep my power contained, keep me from having episodes. I got into a fight that pushed me to my limit. This was after you and Halberd left. I got my ass kicked, and later, in the hospital, I told Mom that I just wanted to be done with it. To try living normally, no pills, no crimefighting.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “She understood,” said Avery. “I was still recovering from a few serious injuries, so they had me on painkillers. I know how it sounds, but they… did a better job of controlling my episodes than the rest of the stuff they were giving me put together.” 
 
    “What are you even saying?” 
 
    She shrugged. “I have a condition. I self-medicate. I wouldn’t be able to use my power safely if I didn’t. Hell, I doubt I’d even be able to live an independent life if I didn’t.” 
 
    Will felt like he needed to just stop, think about the moment, about what she was saying. Avery had a potentially life ruining secret, and she was laying it bare for him, bold and defiant. She needed him right now, maybe more than she realized. 
 
    Except… she might be playing me. 
 
    “Come on, LP,” she said quietly. “I trusted you enough to tell you everything. Now, you need to trust me.” 
 
    “I trust you.” 
 
    It tasted like a lie. That probably wasn’t fair to her, but it was inescapable, burned into him from so much drama and trauma with Halberd. How would he feel if the situation were reversed, and he was confessing to her the secrets of Decay and his own secret life? 
 
    But… it just wasn’t the same. He couldn’t take her words at face value, even if he wanted to. Even if it felt like betrayal. 
 
    “Please.” Avery held her hand out, blinking, looking everywhere except directly at the pill bottle in his hand. 
 
    “No.” He shook his head, barely moving. “There has to be a better way. Something, anything. There are ways of getting clean, treatment programs, psychiatric help.” 
 
    Avery’s chuckle was dark and mocking. “Genius, of course! Why didn’t I think of that? It’s apparently just that simple, according to you, isn’t it, Will?” 
 
    “Maybe it is,” he said. “Maybe it could be.” 
 
    She shook her head, looking so tired and soul worn that he almost couldn’t hold her gaze as she came close. Her face was sweaty, probably from withdrawal rather than the muted heat. With a sigh, Avery reached for the bottle. Will pulled it back, thoughts still circling around a solution with dwindling optimism. 
 
    “I can’t,” he said, voice quiet. Whether he was telling her that he couldn’t give her the pills, knowing how much harm they could do, or whether he simply didn’t trust her story, it made no difference. No hard evidence existed, and none of his memories matched up with her version of events. It sounded true, and he wanted to believe her, but it was a leap of faith too far. 
 
    “Halberd did this, too,” he said. “Never being honest with me until push came to shove. Always having a reason. Following after his addiction, regardless of where it led him.” 
 
    “LP!” shouted Avery. “This isn’t about Halberd! This is me!” 
 
    “You think I don’t know that?” he shouted back. “I’ve been through this before, Avery. I’m not going to make the same mistakes. Never again.” 
 
    “You don’t understand!” she screamed. “You… you just… don’t…” The strength went out of her voice, and she let out a shuddering sigh. 
 
    He saw her eyes flick toward the bottle and tightened his grip. She made a grab for it, just as he’d sensed she would. Her face was… not Avery. Not how he would ever want to remember her. Will slammed his hand into her chest, pushing her back, appreciating how small she was even while hoping that he’d never have to get physical with her like this again. 
 
    She seemed no keener on violence. One leg buckled, and the rest of Avery followed, dropping to hands and knees in a pose reminiscent of a marionette with cut strings. Her breathing became shaky, and tears filled her eyes, droplets cresting at either corner. Will found it hard to watch, especially as she pulled her knees in, hugging herself like a scared little girl, so far out of her usual composure that it was almost comical. 
 
    “Avery, enough!” he shouted. “I know how hard this is, but you don’t have to play it up this much. Quit pretending.” 
 
    Anger flashed across her face, followed immediately by a more somber emotion, a scarier one, too. She turned her hands over and stared at them. 
 
    “Fine,” she said. “But please… If you won’t give me one of the pills, then get away from me. Quickly.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Go!” She waved an arm toward the abandoned restaurant’s entrance and shielded her eyes with the other, past the point of wanting to see reality. 
 
    Will didn’t understand. On the surface, it wasn’t that different from how Halberd had occasionally reacted when denied his drugs, but Avery’s despair had a quality that set him on edge. She was really scared, too much so for this. 
 
    The floor shook underneath them. He furrowed his brow at that. Earthquakes weren’t common in the area, but they weren’t unheard of, either, especially with so many supers running around capable of contributing to the natural oscillations of the Earth’s crust. 
 
    The shaking intensified, and then stopped. One of the wall hangings, a golden sheriff’s star badge the size of a dinner plate, fell to the ground. Except… not to the ground. It never landed, instead coming to a stop several inches above what should have been its final destination, spinning with the grace of a gyroscope.  
 
    “What…” Wil gaped, and before he could finish his question, more objects gracefully joined the fray.  
 
    Old plates and cups, knives, and forks, orbiting and spinning, with Avery at the center. Telekinesis? Gravity manipulation? He couldn’t guess, could still hardly fathom how Avery, how anyone, could harbor such a power and keep it secret for so long. 
 
    Maybe he just had a blind spot when it came to that sort of thing. 
 
    It was such an incredible display of power that it made him forget for a moment the state of mind she was currently in. The floating sheriff’s star whistled as it cut through the air just above his head. He blinked, suddenly aware of how much damage she could do if she decided to attack him. His attention snapped to the bottle of pills, but he still had them firmly clutched in one hand. He took a step back. 
 
    Avery watched him, shaking her head with tired little motions, non-threatening in demeanor despite the intensity of her display. She sucked in a breath, and the swirling mass of objects began to shoot outward, smashing windows and putting holes in the wall, each target seemingly random and senseless. 
 
    Not a single object struck Will, which was strange. But even stranger was the fact that Avery was not, herself, shielded in the same way. A fork caught a glancing blow across her hand, and she hissed and pulled her arms in. A cup smashed into the wall next to her, and then the shards, still gripped by her power, whipped by her face near enough for one to open a small cut in her forehead.  
 
    “No…” She shook her head, collapsing to the floor, hugging her knees again. A plate slammed into her shoulder, stealing another pained gasp from her as the rest of the objects in the air began swarming closer like angry wasps. 
 
    He didn’t understand. Was it an act? A way of priming his pity to force a sympathetic reaction? He wasn’t sure if it even mattered. She was attacking herself with a power she’d never used openly before. No way were those two facts unconnected. 
 
    A steak knife slammed into the floor next to Avery’s foot, the handle quivering back and forth like the rebound of a javelin. Avery pulled herself tighter into the ball. Her eyes flicked toward Will, and there was so much shame in her expression that it gutted him emotionally. 
 
    A coffee mug landed a bruising blow on her shoulder. An old shoe made her duck, still scoring a glancing hit to the temple. Will ran to her, taking several incidental strikes from various swirling objects as he slid to a stop next to where she was curled up on the ground. 
 
    He wrapped his arms around her, doing what he could to shield her with his own body. He was hoping that in the same way the objects had mostly ignored him, he might be able to create a space of safety around Avery herself, but the first hard hit of an old saltshaker to the back of his arm dashed his hopes. 
 
    He held her anyway, putting himself between her and the chaos. Objects struck his back, painful as much for the surprise of the unique shape and weight and sharpness of each as for the true damage being done. He could mend his injuries, but that wasn’t enough to keep them both safe. He wasn’t enough, not to save her from herself. 
 
    As much as he hated the idea of drawing parallels between Avery and Halberd, it felt so much like what he’d gone through back then. At a certain point, he’d given up, never abandoning Halberd in body, but eventually writing him off in mind. Not this time, even if for now, he had to compromise. 
 
    He carefully pulled one of the pills out of the bottle, split it in half with his fingernails, and pressed it into Avery’s hand. She touched it dumbly for a moment, and then quickly swallowed it, taking deep breaths. The maelstrom of dinner sets and restaurant accessories swirling around them continued for another minute or two before slowing to a stop, everything settling to the ground so gently that it almost made no noise at all. 
 
    Even if she’d lied to him about everything, even if her display of power had just been manipulative, drug seeking behavior, he’d still done the safe thing. Safety was a relative thing. He did believe her, though, because he knew addicts well enough to know that if she’d had her power under control, she would have gone for the bottle, simply wrenched it from his hands from a distance. 
 
    “I’m sorry… you had to see that,” she whispered. 
 
    “It’s alright,” he said. “We’re going to figure this out.” 
 
  

 
   
    CHAPTER 36 
 
      
 
    “I was so happy when I first figured out how much painkillers helped. Strange, to say that now, isn’t it? Just the idea of taking one pill that still let me feel like me, just a little floatier, and a little happier, instead of an entire medicine cabinet of mood stabilizers and SSRIs.” 
 
    “It’s not a solution,” said Will. 
 
    “I’m aware,” she said. “It’s not pretty… but it’s me, right now.” 
 
    He was still holding her, sitting with his arms wrapped around her from behind, legs on either side of hers. She leaned back against him as though his chest was a chair. When she spoke, it was in her normal voice, confident and comfortable, capable of being his probation officer as easily as his sister. 
 
    “I haven’t given up,” she said. “I plan on beating this addiction. Honestly, I do. It’s just… hard, knowing what I’ll be giving up.” 
 
    “You’d still have your life. It would just be a little different.” 
 
    “Have you ever taken crazy pills, LP?” 
 
    “Well, no, but…” 
 
    “Mom was so proud the first few days after I came out of the hospital, when it seemed like I was doing fine without my normal battery of meds,” said Avery. “It didn’t last long. That was right before I retired. But it stuck, the way she started seeing me. Treating me like an adult that can handle looking after herself and doesn’t need to be worried after.” 
 
    “That wouldn’t change.” 
 
    “Wow, thank you for peering into your crystal ball and revealing the future to me.” 
 
    “I mean…” He squeezed his arms, hugging her more protectively. “It might be different this time around. Even if it wasn’t, you can’t keep popping painkillers. I’m not giving you the bottle, Avery.” 
 
    “I’m not asking you to,” she said. “I probably will after, when I start fiending again, but right now… this is enough.” 
 
    She turned around in his arms. Will was suddenly aware of the tiny but beautiful woman who’d been so infuriating to him across the past few days. He’d traveled across the Exclusion Zone, watched her have a psychic meltdown, and now here she was. It felt like finally getting his prize up close, having it in hand. 
 
    It felt a lot more like that as Avery took one of his hands and pulled it to cup one of her breasts. 
 
    “What are you doing?” he muttered. 
 
    “Nothing,” she whispered, leaning in close and kissing him on the lips. 
 
    It was as though she had no off button. Will felt like he was getting whiplash from how quickly he’d gone from worrying about her to wondering if she wore underwear underneath her costume. 
 
    It was a terrible idea, a mistake in every sense of the word. Will wasn’t naïve, and a cynical part of him seemed fairly certain she was just seducing him to get a chance at sneaking off with the painkillers. If that was the case, it still seemed like less of a crime than the fact that he was even seducible by her, of all people, in the first place. He wanted her bad, and that was all sorts of wrong. 
 
    She pushed her tongue into his mouth. Will kissed her back fiercely. They rolled once across the dusty floor and then decided, wordlessly, to shift to the couch in the corner of the room, which was musty but comfortable. 
 
    I need to talk some sense into her, he thought to himself as he groped one of her breasts. Force some sense into her. Ram some sense into her. 
 
    “Avery,” he started. 
 
    “Do you… have a condom?” she whispered. 
 
    He felt his head nodding and realized that she was already unzipping his jeans. Which seemed fair, given how tight they’d gotten. Her costume was just as tight, perfectly tailored to overstate her petite curves. How did it even come off? Did he need to take it off, or could he just slide that skirt a little bit, move some stuff around? 
 
    “LP,” whispered Avery as he started pawing at her thighs. “The condom.” 
 
    He did have one this time around, and he pulled it out of his pocket. It was probably pretty old, as he’d found it in one of the little storage flaps of the tent. Jess and Halberd’s tent. He didn’t let his mind go there but found that keeping his attention where it was hardly qualified as a cleaner place. 
 
    Avery undid a strap or zipper in the back of her costume and unveiled her chest to him with a cute, practiced motion. Her perky nipples popped out with elastic bounciness, the points begging to be fondled and kissed. 
 
    Will fell forward onto her, rushing to get the condom on even as he kissed her neck and ground himself into her. They were both mostly clothed, as getting naked wasn’t the most appealing option on the musky couch. It just made it feel that much more illicit, quick and dirty, something they needed to do now, something nobody could ever know about. 
 
    “Will,” she whispered. “Oh, God.” 
 
    She ran her hands through his hair. Will tried to pull the condom down, but it wouldn’t go. Avery’s fingers touched him down there, grabbing and flipping it around so it would roll the right way. She slipped it onto him with a single, loving stroke and then seized two fistfuls of his shirt and pulled forward. 
 
    Part of him wanted to warn, to tell that the teasing and the games had gone too far. He would do it this time. He wasn’t afraid. Or maybe he was, and in pushing forward recklessly and doing what they were about to do, he was confronting it head on. Er, head on with his lower head. 
 
    “Avery.” He cupped her face in one hand and let his thumb stroke her lips. “Last chance.” 
 
    She smirked and leaned back, still gripping a handful of his shirt. “Do you think I look hot in my Kestrel costume, LP?” 
 
    Oh, he had an answer for her. He’d been dying to answer that question for a disgustingly long time. Will kissed her once, twice, and thrust forward, sinking his cock deep into her with a single, dominant thrust. She made this noise, surprised, but not surprised. Appreciative of his size down below, while simultaneously at the mercy of it. 
 
    “Fuck, Avery,” he grunted.  
 
    “Yes! Oh, God!” 
 
    He started moving, thrusting into her, on a short search for pleasure. It was bizarre how much more intense it felt than sex with Mist had, even though he was wearing a condom. The couch made a variety of noises beneath them, old creaking wood and the rhythmic sliding of fabric against cushion. 
 
    He kissed her and felt her mouth moving in perfect sync with his, matching the movements of both their bodies. A kiss for a thrust. Kiss, kiss, kiss. Faster and faster. Her pale breasts bounced back and forth, the motion mesmerizing even as tiny as they were. Her hair was partially draped across one of the arms of the couch, a little dust ball clinging to one red lock. 
 
    He grabbed a fistful of her ass and pumped into her, every bit of energy he put into the motion rewarded by a fluttering burst of pleasure. They wouldn’t be found out here, so far away from the civilized world. There were no rules here, nothing to stop them, no reason why not. So many reasons why not, but they were just too far out of earshot.  
 
    “Jesus,” she moaned. “LP. I… I’m gonna…” 
 
    He went faster, grabbing at all the interesting parts of her body, the couch sliding out of position with small jumps from the intensity of his motions. Avery moaned in his ear, the sound becoming a tiny squawk of pleasure as she came. Will hugged her to him, still pumping into her for his own pleasure, and gasped as he unloaded. 
 
    He basked in the pleasure, staying right where he was for a good a minute afterward, still deep inside her. The condom had been a great idea, and he was relieved to see that it had seemingly survived the chaos of their energy without slipping or tearing as he finally pulled out. He took it off, tied the end, and dropped it on the floor. 
 
    Avery let out a peaceful sigh. “That was nice.” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Probably also stupid.” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    She rested her head on his shoulder. “I love you.” 
 
    “I love you, too,” he said. 
 
  

 
   
    PART THREE: FORGETTING SOMETHING? 
 
      
 
   



 

 CHAPTER 37 
 
      
 
    They stayed in each other’s arms, half-dressed and sweaty from sex. Will’s emotions were a paradox of extremes. He was terrified of what they’d just done, how it would affect them once they went back and had to be normal around Jess and Rue. At the same time… he really, really wished he had another condom so he could keep being stupid a few minutes longer and do it again. 
 
    “I was going to steal the pills,” whispered Avery. “I thought… it’d be easy to get you worked up, horny as you always are, and then sneak them away from you.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you? More importantly, why would you admit that?” 
 
    She shifted onto her side, flashing that patronizing, older sister smile. “Because that was awesome, and weird, and… so unbelievably wrong. I feel like I have to be honest with you if we’re ever going to work through this.” 
 
    He nodded but wasn’t sure if he was as ready for honesty as she seemingly was. It would have been so much simpler if they could just act as if it never happened. There was a horrible truth to all the religions that slapped this sort of coupling next to adultery on the list. They’d tasted the forbidden fruit, and it was simply too sweet. 
 
    “What does this mean, then?” he asked. “If you had an ulterior motive when you started kissing me, then…” 
 
    Was any of this real? It was what he wanted to ask, though he feared the answer. 
 
    “When I started kissing you, I had a motive,” she said. “Obviously, things got a little off track. What does this mean?” She shrugged. “We apparently have pretty awesome sexual chemistry.” 
 
    “You can say that again.” 
 
    “Yes, but we can’t do that again.” She smiled and tapped a finger on his nose. “Obviously.” 
 
    “Obviously.” He nodded as he said it, but that didn’t make it feel like any less of a lie. He already wanted her again, was rapidly getting hard with her against him even though they were barely five minutes out from round one. 
 
    “We won’t tell anyone,” said Avery. “But we also won’t pretend as though this didn’t happen when it’s just the two of us. That wouldn’t make sense or be fair. It would just be painful. I… love you too much for that.” 
 
    She gently ran a hand through his hair. He wondered which type of love she was talking about. He could see both in her eyes, love for him as a man, love for him as a brother. 
 
    “This almost makes your addiction feel like a secondary problem,” he said. 
 
    “Almost.” She looked at him and then looked down, eyes briefly glancing toward the pills. 
 
    Will wasn’t sure what to do. There seemed to be no good option in front of him, and the best of the bad ones felt a lot like making a deal with the devil.  
 
    Regardless of how sincere he believed Avery to be in how she talked about her addiction, she was still in the grips of it. A whisper of doubt flitted through his mind… What if this was some sort of seduction ploy, despite what she’d said? Was she tricking him with her apparent honesty just to sweeten his mood and get a little closer to the pills? 
 
    It wasn’t an easy question to reckon with. 
 
    “I’m going to help you get into treatment,” he said.  
 
    “It’s not that simple,” she said. “I can’t go back to how I was. I was a zombie, on so many different medications that I had no free will. That can’t be the answer. I would choose my current addiction over that answer.” 
 
    “Avery… I know you’re skeptical, but there must be some specialist or doctor out there who understands better about what you’re going through. We can look together.” 
 
    “I mean, I might be open to that,” she said. “A new treatment. No mood stabilizers. No antidepressants.” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    She smiled, but it was a fleeting thing, a leaf in the wind. “What do I do in the meantime?” 
 
    Will took a breath and slowly picked up the pill bottle. He counted out three pills, which he doubted would be enough for her to OD even if she tried, and pressed them into Avery’s hand. Strangely, it wasn’t as hard as he’d expected it to be to dole out her drugs for her.  
 
    What is it about these pills that makes them so special? Maybe I should try one. 
 
    He slapped the cap back down, recognizing a bad idea for a bad idea. Avery was pulling her costume back into place and slipped her pill stipend into a small interior pocket. 
 
    “You are helping me,” she said. “Imagine if you hadn’t showed up. I might have been, well… enjoying myself a little too much here, with my pill collection. I don’t think having access to so many at once would have ended all that well for me.” 
 
    “Well, I suppose there’s a kernel of truth in that.” Will rubbed his thumb against the corner of his mouth. She could just go to a different city within the Exclusion Zone to harvest more, if she wanted. Hell, even just a different section of where they currently were if she had the time to dig around. 
 
    “Well, here we are.” Avery reached over and held his hand. “I really wish I could turn back time and keep you from ever seeing how fucked up I am.” 
 
    He chuckled at that, wondering if he might share in the sentiment sometime in the near future. A loud bang came from somewhere outside, sharp and clear amid the otherwise silent city. Will glanced at Avery and then hurried to the window, peering down at the scene below. 
 
    A medium sized pack of mutants was assaulting the front doors of the building, slamming against reinforced glass in their bid to get in. They looked like raccoons, with the familiar black and grey mask pattern on their faces, except each one was… wrong, in a different way.  
 
    Some had extra arms, misshapen heads, extra heads, even. Each unnerving trait paid homage to Meltdown’s legacy decades after the abomination had gone into hiding. 
 
    They were also far bigger, ranging from around the size of a mastiff all the way up to a few that probably outweighed large bears. They let out primal hisses and clicking noises, a chorus of unintelligent predatorial fury. 
 
    “Fuck,” said Avery. 
 
    “Yeah. We need to get out of here before they get in and block off the staircase.” 
 
    “A little late for that.” Avery pointed to where one of the mutants had already disappeared through the glass below. “They’re probably tracking us by smell, if the briefing I got from the CA about the Exclusion Zone is accurate.” 
 
    “I doubt they’ll get lost on the way up here, if that’s the case.” Will felt a growing sense of uneasiness as he watched the mutant raccoons scrambling over one another in their rush to get in through the hole the first one had made. “Can you fly me out of here?” 
 
    “I’m not strong enough to carry another person,” said Avery. “You know that. It wouldn’t even be safe for me to try to glide us to the ground.” 
 
    “In the past you haven’t been able to, but the only reason I never questioned was because I thought your power was just flight,” said Will. “After the power you just showed off, shouldn’t you be able to turn it up a notch?” 
 
    She didn’t glare at him, exactly, but her eyes betrayed an edge of irritation as she shook her head. “Yeah, it doesn’t work like that. Does a car go faster when it’s engine is overheating?” 
 
    “Fair point.” He hurried over to his bag and took out his machete. “There’s got to be a fire escape. I’ll go down that on foot, and we’ll meet up on the ground. Time to get the fuck out of dodge.” 
 
    They were quick about it. Will stuffed the pill bottle away in his bag and tried to ignore the rattling noise it made with each step. The fire escape was fairly rusty after so many years of disuse, but still fairly functional. He waited until a minute or so after the last mutant had entered the building before slipping through the narrow door and out onto the metal platform. 
 
    Avery, now fully in mask and costume as Kestrel, hovered alongside him as he began his harrowed race down to the ground. He’d gone only halfway when Avery grabbed his shoulder and gestured with her other hand. 
 
    “There’s more of them,” she said. 
 
    “A lot more.” 
 
    A group of mutants easily twice the size of the first was flooding into the alleyway, hissing and making deep growling noises. The last fire escape had a ladder mechanism intended to be lowered to the ground when needed, now heavily rusted to the point of being permanently stuck up. With the way the monsters scrambled over one another to get to him, he wondered if it made that much difference. 
 
    “Fuck!” said Avery. “Back up?” 
 
    Will shook his head. He strongly suspected by the time he made the climb, the other mutants would be waiting in the top floor restaurant.  
 
    “I’ll head in through the fifth floor,” he said, moving to the door of the current level he was on. “Take the stairs down from there and go out through the main entrance. If I’m quick, I’ll get away before these things figure out what’s going on.” 
 
    Avery shook her head. “It’s too dangerous.” 
 
    “Trust me,” he said. “I didn’t come on foot. My motorcycle isn’t far from here, and once I’m on it, the mutants won’t be an issue.” 
 
    “Motorcycle? Since when do you have a motorcycle?” 
 
    “You have to go for help,” said Will. “I don’t know how this is going to play out, but the most useful thing you can do right now is get back to Rue and hopefully Jess.” 
 
    “I can’t just leave you here.” 
 
    “You have to. Maybe you can even lure some of the mutants away while you’re at it. Trust me, I’ll be okay.” 
 
    He squeezed her hand. For a moment, it looked as though Avery was going to argue and press the point. She finally let out a sigh and slowly nodded. 
 
    “I’ll keep these ones distracted around the fire escape,” she said. “They’re starting to come up.” 
 
    One of them had made the jump off the back of a raccoon with mottled, diseased looking fur and was now scrambling up the first set of metal stairs to the third floor. 
 
    “Time for me to go,” he said.  
 
    “Be careful.” 
 
    She kissed him, and then they were both off. Will used his penknife to get the door to the fifth floor open. It was a generic apartment hallway, and he took off toward the stairs, fumbling out his flashlight to give himself a small amount of illumination in the dark. 
 
    It was easy to be brave in front of Avery. Fear was a process, a to b, ending in c. He was worried for Avery’s safety, but she could fly, and simply convincing her to fly away was enough to save her life. It also freed him to use his power openly, cutting and mending, without having to worry so much about outing himself as Decay. 
 
    But with no other outlet for his concern and caution, it all came home to rest on his shoulders in the moment. He was well aware that he wasn’t helpless, with his machete and his powers. He had a fair amount of offense and defense to work with. 
 
    Which was comforting now but would be a lot less so if they overwhelmed him with their numbers. No amount of mending was going to save him from being literally torn apart by a pack of mutant raccoons.  
 
    Not a pretty way to go out. Let’s try to avoid that, shall we? 
 
    He reached the building’s interior stairs and began hurtling down them. The mutants that’d made it into the building earlier would likely have followed his scent up to the top floor, but there was no guarantee of that. He took each corner cautiously, moving the flashlight to reveal as much of the darkness as he could before entering new areas. 
 
    A shape blurred out of the shadows to his left. Will slashed with the machete on reflex, feeling it slice through a limb. The mutant went down with a howl that he suspected would soon attract others. He hacked down with the machete a second time, not caring if he struck head or abdomen or lower body. 
 
    It kept making noises, hissing and gurgling. Will didn’t even have time to wipe his machete off before something else moved in the dark nearby. He spun, revealing it with the flashlight, its eyes like reflective metal marbles against the bright light. 
 
    The mutant lunged, and Will swung. The machete cut through it neatly, almost perfectly bisecting the monster mid-leap. A fair amount of blood spilled onto his arm, but dealing with a stain was secondary to getting outside. The building felt stale and corrupted, exactly like the type of place that people were supposed to die in. At least he would see it coming. 
 
    With that said, he didn’t encounter any more mutants on his way down to the first floor. Another mutant was outside, a massive monster of muscle and mottled fur that only vaguely resembled something that might have once been a raccoon.  
 
    Will hurried to the front entrance anyway, hoping he could cut it down quick and get moving. Another growl came from down the street just as he was about to step outside. There were more… too many more. A stream of more than a dozen monsters, each running on all fours toward the smell of fresh meat, rushed toward the building in a mass of hisses and growls. 
 
    He couldn’t fight that many, not unless he could find a way to force them to come at him one by one. Heading back up into the building was hardly a better option, given how many raccoon mutants must have already gone in after him. Will stood in the building’s lobby, clutching his machete, plagued by indecision.  
 
    He was about to push outside and simply run for his life when he heard a distinct rumbling noise in the distance that didn’t belong. It was the purr of an engine, a loud one, too, coming his way from the pitch. Will exhaled with a chuckle, wondering if perhaps Avery had found a working vehicle or if help was coming from somewhere even more unexpected. 
 
    The mutants in the street turned in the direction of the disturbance, though clearly lacking the necessary intelligence to get themselves out of the way. Will whistled as the vehicle, a massive military grade Hummer, plowed through the first one it encountered without slowing down. 
 
    He reached an arm out through a broken window and waved, trying to get the attention of his would-be rescuers. The Hummer came closer, and his blood went cold as he saw the face of the man in the front seat. 
 
    Jacob Miller. Despot. The leader of the Power Realists, Will’s old gang. 
 
  

 
   
    CHAPTER 38 
 
      
 
    Will’s first impulse was to head back up the stairs, but it came an instant too late. A mutant rushed at him from behind, sending them both tumbling through the building’s main doors and out onto the entry stairs. 
 
    He rose to his feet and quickly hacked it down, but it was already too late. A glance at the Hummer told him that Despot had clearly seen him. He could look at the other man from this distance, look into his face without the risk of looking into his eyes and opening himself up to his horrid power.  
 
    He was a tall man, face weatherworn from too much time in the sun, hair dark brown with a liberal dusting of silver. He was in good shape, but not as muscular as many of his fellow Mastodon inmates, Will included. 
 
     The Hummer slowed to a stop in the middle of a surging crowd of mutants. Despot wasn’t alone, and Will recognized the two supers with him as his trusted lieutenants. Glass was a hulking African, quiet and intense with an undercurrent of unpredictable violence. His power let him manipulate glass within a few feet of his body, a deceptively dangerous skill. 
 
    The teenager on Despot’s other side was, physically speaking, Glass’s complete opposite. Bonespur had only been recently imprisoned at the time of the break, but that hadn’t stopped him from being welcomed into the fold of the Power Realists. He was short and scrawny, with pale skin and comically curly red hair. He’d been one of the youngest prisoners, next to Will, along with one of the most dangerous… next to Will. 
 
    His power let him create spears and sheaths of bone to use as armor or weapons, along with letting him self-heal in a few fairly specific ways. He was, in a certain sense, the “budget” version of Will, an assessment amplified by how Despot had quickly welcomed Bonespur into the gang to fill the hole left by Will’s high-profile defection. 
 
    Glass and Bonespur climbed down from the Hummer and began fighting the mutants. The city’s ruins gave Glass ample ammunition to work with, and he quickly surrounded himself in a swirling cocoon of broken bits that shredded any of the monsters unlucky enough to get acquainted with it. 
 
    Bonespur covered himself in bone armor and began stabbing mutants through with a long, jagged spear jutting from his hand and arm. He wasn’t an incredible fighter, but his armor did its job, and he approached the task with the efficiency of an exterminator getting hands-on with his respective pests. 
 
    Despot sat in the Hummer, feet kicked up on the front dash, smoking a cigarette. He occasionally deigned to peer at a mutant that came too close to the vehicle over the top of his sunglasses, demonstrating that his power worked just as well on non-humans. 
 
    Will watched with fairly mixed feelings. He’d all but pointed the Drifters, along with Kestrel and Relic, toward the Exclusion Zone in hopes of forcing the Realists out of hiding. It seemed to have worked, just in the wrong place and at the wrong time. 
 
    He slowly made his way out into the street as the fighting came to its conclusion, knowing that hiding would only make him look weak. He’d wanted this confrontation, or at least to settle the score so he could stop looking over his shoulder. Just… not like this. Not outnumbered, without the element of surprise, so far removed from anything resembling help. 
 
     He made an effort to avoid Despot’s gaze as he stood amid the corpse littered street, resisting the petty urge to try to stare the other man down. He’d seen what the leader of the Realists could do with those eyes.  
 
    Despot’s power was fear. A moment of eye contact was all it took for him to stoke a person’s terror into a state verging on a panic attack. A longer stare enhanced the effect, inducing a catatonic nightmare, crushing his victim under an impossible weight of dread. 
 
    His power, like most mind-affecting powers, was resistible, to a certain extent. Despot was a creative man, however, and the addition of a small amount of violence or even just his raised voice with a convincing threat was enough to make most people buckle. 
 
    Early on during Will’s time in the pen when he’d first met Despot, he’d assumed that his power was the glue that held the gang and its bigoted ideology together. While it was a tool Despot had at his disposal to deal with those who stepped out of line, much like he’d dealt with Will before his stay in solitary, the truth was uglier.  
 
    The supers who followed Despot were true believers, fighting for a hierarchy born in no small part from the anger prison had instilled in them by making them feel so powerless in the first place. They were a brotherhood, some might say a cult of violence, or a terrorist cell, even. 
 
    Despot was smiling as he led the others toward Will. Glass and Bonespur were far less circumspect in their hatred for him, glaring, spitting on the ground, oozing attitude. 
 
    “Wow,” said Despot. “I figured there’d be something interesting out this way when I saw the mutants getting riled up. Looks like I figured right.” 
 
    “Yeah, looks like it,” said Will. “Nice wheels. Seems like you’ve done well for yourself on the outside, Jacob.” 
 
     “Thank you. Courtesy of a mutual friend of ours. Shame what happened to Chauffeur after the sacrifice he made in orchestrating our early release.” 
 
    Will didn’t say anything. The standoff began in full force. There’d been a movie he’d seen about supers once that had characterized these sorts of moments in the style of an old western, powers at high noon, in essence. The reality, in his experience, was far messier than a simple exchange of revolver shots ever could be. 
 
    He was in an immense amount of danger, but underneath that promise of violence lay an opportunity. Taking on Despot had been his goal since the prison break, really since back before he’d even been released himself. He had a chance here, perhaps not the one he wanted, but a definite chance. 
 
    A few more seconds went by, long enough to make the fact that Despot hadn’t ordered the attack significant. They’d been afraid of him in prison, afraid of Pick, the guy who always seemed to cause impossible amounts of damage in fights while wiping away injuries. 
 
    Of course, that had been back when the threat of Cryptkeeper sucking out their life force had discouraged supers with more visible powers from showing off. Bonespur with his weird ortheo armor and weapons, Glass with his, well… glass. They’d never been able to fight him at full strength, so they’d just never fought him. That kind of wariness didn’t dissipate overnight. 
 
    But it would take perfection on Will’s part to pull off a win when it was three against one. Was he fooling himself by thinking he even had a shot? No… the last thing he needed was to let the doubt creep in. 
 
    “You seem tense, Pick,” said Despot. “Relax. We’re still friends, aren’t we?” 
 
    He flashed an insidious, mocking smile. Will watched him from the edge of his vision, not trusting that the other man’s sunglasses would stay in place if he verged on real eye contact. 
 
    “How’d you do it?” asked Will. “I’ve been wondering for a while now. Mastodon was an absolute fortress. Even with Chauffeur and his legion of cars, a place like that wouldn’t just crack open. Not with Architect putting up his barriers, and Cryptkeeper being Cryptkeeper.” 
 
    Despot’s grin grew even wider. “I would love to regale you with the full version of events. But see, I’m not sure I trust you with that sort of thing anymore. So how about you get down on your knees, put your hands in the air, and if things go smoothly, I’ll tell you all about it on the way back.” 
 
    “That’s not going to happen,” said Will. He tightened his grip around the machete. 
 
    “So that’s how it is,” said Despot, halfway toward asking it as a question. 
 
    “That’s how it is,” said Will, nodding. 
 
    “Hear that, boys?” shouted Despot. “That’s how it is!” 
 
    They mumbled an echo of the words. 
 
    “Yup,” said Despot. “That’s how it—” 
 
    Everyone exploded into motion at once, no signal, no warning. Will shielded his eyes with his arm, knowing how a super such as Glass would use his power. Sharp bits of nearby broken windows tore into the skin of his arm, tearing up flesh like a cheese grater. 
 
    Will rolled across the ground, staying low and covered, heading for Glass. He had to be perfect. A single slip up and he was dead three times over. But he could win, he was sure of it now. Moreover, a deep, primal part of him quite enjoyed the challenge, like solving a puzzle made from chaos and violence. 
 
    Glass was a big guy, not one to wane in the face of a physical threat. He put his guard up as Will closed on him, eyes darting toward the machete, giving it respect. It was exactly the mistake Will had been hoping for. 
 
    He pulled the camping sword back as though getting ready to chop down. Glass dodged left, right into the range of Will’s penknife, which he snapped open to the side. He didn’t even slash with it, just flicked his wrist like a painter putting on the finishing touch on a wild portrait. 
 
    Glass lost three fingers, pinkie, ring, and middle, and a decent chunk of his hand before he could so much as suck in a breath to scream. Will kicked him hard in the chest, but he was already dropping from the shock of the pain. 
 
    Something lanced through his shoulder, scraping against bone as it jostled a path to poke through the flesh on the other side. An odd sensation, bone scraping against bone. Will roared in rage and agony, dropping the machete. He slashed blindly with his penknife, eventually finding Bonespur’s spear and cutting off the section impaled through him. 
 
    He stumbled back, not pulling it out immediately. Too much blood would flow out for him to stay standing if he did that, regardless of how quickly he could mend it. Bonespur glared hatefully at him, pushing his gross bone spear further out from his wrist to account for the lost piece. 
 
    The pain was too much. Will couldn’t think, let alone fight, but he stayed upright, knowing his death would be guaranteed if Bonespur confirmed his weakness. He had an idea, a prison trick, one that a young guy like Bonespur who’d only been in a couple of months at the time of the break might not be ready for. 
 
    He made as though to charge the other man. Bonespur pulled his spear back and thrust forward. Will dodged, getting closer. A cage of calcified material burst from Bonespur’s abdomen, like ribs in reverse, and it closed around Will, locking him chest to chest with the other man, arms pinned against his sides. 
 
    Will winked at him and then slammed his face forward, delivering a savage headbutt. He did it again, and again, rushing to cause as much damage as he could even as a creepy bone mask began sliding into place over Bonespur’s bloody nose and swollen eye. The cage holding Will’s chest slipped open, and he fell to one knee, letting Bonespur stagger back in pain.  
 
    He had to seize the moment. Will grabbed the spear chunk still embedded in his shoulder and yanked it loose. He wanted to scream, but even just that would jostle his body enough to push out an extra flood of blood. He slapped one hand up and over his shoulder as though he was trying to scratch a hard-to-reach itch, while the other hand covered the gash’s front. 
 
    It took a while to mend, close to ten seconds, more of a patch than true healing. He kept Glass in view, watching as the hulking man stumbled around looking for one of his severed fingers, delirious with pain. Bonespur was on his other side. Hopefully, he’d hear him coming. 
 
    Unfortunately, he didn’t hear Despot. Will had just finished closing up his shoulder when a hand tapped him on the back of the head. He bolted to his feet and spun around, just in time to stare directly into the last set of eyes he wanted to see up close. 
 
    The color and patterning of Despot’s eyes was reminiscent of a wound gone sour, pus green with sickening streaks of red creeping outward. But Will only bore witness to those irises for a second before he was somewhere else, somewhere far, far worse. 
 
    “Wrong choice,” muttered Despot. “It’s going to get bad for you now, Pick.” 
 
    Terror is an emotion that, believe it or not, takes time to build up. There are levels to it, reactions in one’s body that shift and amplify in steps. Will saw… horrible things, and felt his heart beating out of control as Despot’s power carried him through the spectrum. 
 
    Mutants here attacking him, but he couldn’t get away. He kept tripping, and they were on him, tearing loose chunks of flesh with savage teeth, more than he could ever reasonably mend back. 
 
    He was turning into a mutant. By some strange, infectious process, his body was mutating, metamorphosizing into something more monster than human. He stared at his hand as tumors bloated his fingers into thick clubs. 
 
    He was… underground, in a coffin. The air was stale and there was no room. He kicked and pushed at the lid, but no matter how much strength he put in, it refused to budge. Each time he tried, it closed a little tighter, and Will screamed and clawed at it with broken fingernails, and… 
 
    Dimly, he was aware of Despot’s arm around his neck, choking him out. The blackness was a relief when it finally arrived and the world turned off. 
 
  

 
   
    CHAPTER 39 
 
      
 
    FIVE YEARS EARLIER 
 
      
 
    “This is a bad idea,” said Lockpick.  
 
    He and Halberd stood in the rain, watching their apartment from across the street. The front door was closed, and there was no obvious sign of the break-in that had occurred. Still, even returning to the scene of the crime in the first place was unnerving, and he had to fight to keep those panicked memories from rising to the surface. 
 
    “No,” said Halberd. “The bad idea was them thinking they could move on us in the first place.” 
 
    The older man’s voice had a depth and confidence that brought Lockpick back to his days in the Crimson Five. Strangely, it wasn’t nearly as reassuring as he would have expected it to be.  
 
    Halberd looked unsteady, if not unstable. Sober again, for the moment, but clearly agitated from the combination of withdrawal and the simmering fury he had toward Marauder and his gang. 
 
    “Let’s just be quick if we’re going to do this.” Lockpick glanced around nervously. “We go in, we grab our stuff, we get the car if we can, and we get out.” 
 
    The rain had stirred up a rolling fog that made the surrounding neighborhood seem like the set of a horror movie. He kept expecting to see an ominous figure approaching in the distance and found it hard to reassure himself with facts and reality. There were people out to get him, people who’d already moved against them here once. 
 
    “Relax, LP,” said Halberd. “We’re not going to rush. We need to look for clues, anything that might give us a way to strike back.” 
 
    “What are you even talking about?”  asked Lockpick. “Strike back? They’re the ones after us!” 
 
    Halberd flashed a decidedly dark-looking smile and set a hand on his shoulder. “Come on. Stay back a bit in case I need to break out my axe.” 
 
    They made their way across the street with slow and steady steps. Lockpick would have preferred to run up to the door and get inside as quickly as possible, but Halberd’s approach had a certain logic to it. Fear was an enemy of its own. Fear had kept him up at night until he’d been exhausted and off guard, pushed him to run, lured him into making mistakes. 
 
    The door was unlocked, and all of the lights were off inside. It was a cold night, and Halberd’s breath came out in small puffs even after he’d turned the lights on and walked into the living room. 
 
    “Never did get the landlord to fix that heater, did you?” he asked, with a chuckle. 
 
    “I think he’ll have other concerns now,” muttered Lockpick, glancing at various marks of damage across the apartment. There were holes in various walls. The fridge had somehow been tipped over. 
 
    “Think we’ll get our security deposit back?” asked Halberd. 
 
    Lockpick tried to keep from smiling as the older super thumped him on the back. They started looking around, poking through the wreckage of what could have been a new life for them. Halberd bent forward and pulled the keys to the car out from under a toppled nightstand. 
 
    “Well, at least we won’t be walking through the rain on our way out of here,” he said. “You think there might be a—” 
 
    A crunch came from the other side of the closed door to the bedroom. The two of them shared a glance and crept into position. Halberd held an arm out and conjured his weapon, pulling bits of metal from various objects in the room. 
 
    Halberd signaled a three count with his fingers and kicked the door open without hesitation. Lockpick recognized the super on the other side as the one who’d knocked him down with a telekinetic blast. The man was ready for them and used his power to knock Halberd out of axe range before pulling a gun and firing wildly in their direction. 
 
    Lockpick gasped in pain as a bullet took him in the neck. He clamped a hand over the injury as he crumpled, mending it as quickly as he could, but losing a fair amount of blood even with his quick reaction. 
 
    “LP?” cried Halberd.  
 
    Lockpick couldn’t let him know that he was okay, but somehow doubted the words would have calmed the older man down, regardless. Halberd made a horrible noise of despair and rage and hurled himself onto the gang member. The gun went flying. Lockpick heard it land in a clatter not far from his head. 
 
    The only thing he heard after that was the sound of Halberd’s fist intermingled with screams of wordless fury. The man started begging. Halberd dragged him up by his shirt, one hand clutching his throat. 
 
    “You’re going to tell me everything,” he said, through gritted teeth. 
 
    “I can’t! It’s… you don’t understand. Please!” 
 
    Halberd dragged him into the bathroom. Lockpick rose to a sitting position, still groggy from the sudden blood loss. He heard running water, the sound of a tub filling. There was more shouting, along with a fair amount of splashing and thrashing. 
 
    Torture. Halberd was torturing the man for information. Heroes weren’t supposed to torture, but… they hadn’t been heroes for a while now, had they? The man knew things which they needed to know. Didn’t this have to happen, or something very much like it? 
 
    It went on for far longer than Lockpick would have imagined necessary. Eventually, Halberd came out of the bathroom. His eyes were red with tears, but when he saw Lockpick sitting upright, bloody but breathing, his expression flooded with relief and shock. 
 
    “LP!” he said. “You’re… alive? You’re alive. Oh, God.” 
 
    He hugged him tight, almost painfully so. Lockpick tapped him on his shoulder a few times, trying to signal that maybe the hug had gone on for long enough, and Halberd finally took the hint. 
 
    “Did he tell you anything?” he asked. 
 
    “He told me everything.” Halberd smiled. “He was here for you. To capture you so Shade and Marauder could forcibly recruit you. I should have never tried to make a deal using your power.” 
 
    “What are we going to do?” 
 
    “We know where to find them now,” said Halberd. “Shade, at least. We’ll go pay him a visit.” 
 
    Lockpick nodded slowly. “What about this guy, though? If he warns them we’re coming…” 
 
    “He’s not going to be giving anymore warnings, LP,” said Halberd.  
 
    Lockpick nodded, looking back toward the bathroom door. He could only see part of the man’s body, but it looked as though he was still bent forward over the tub, head submerged. Nobody could hold their breath for that long, could they? Why would he even be… 
 
    Oh. Right. 
 
    “He’s dead?” said Lockpick. He’d meant it as a question, but it came out as a flat, numb statement.  
 
    Halberd didn’t answer right away. 
 
    “He’s not our problem anymore. That’s all. That’s how you have to think of it.” He clapped Lockpick on the shoulder and jostled the keys. “Hungry? We could grab Popeye’s on the way.” 
 
  

 
   
    CHAPTER 40 
 
      
 
    Will was surprised he was still alive as he slowly reoriented to reality. He was sitting in a chair, hands cuffed tightly behind him by a couple of plastic zip ties. He felt for his watch, with the hidden razor taped to it, but they’d been smart enough to confiscate it. 
 
    He was shirtless and cold, but otherwise surprisingly intact. A couple of fingers were broken on one hand, probably of parting revenge from Glass, as he didn’t remember injuring them in the fight. It took only a minute to mend them, and beyond that, he could only feel a few scrapes and bruises, along with a lingering ache from Bonespur’s lance to his shoulder. 
 
    It would have been shockingly easy for Despot to kill him. He could simply have left him in the street for the mutants had he wanted him dead. It wasn’t a reassuring fact, but even more than it scared him for what might come next… it was confusing. 
 
    What information did he have that the leader of the Realists would want to interrogate him for? He’d sat in on a few meetings between the Drifters and the Second Advent, but he doubted they knew about that, and if they did, it meant they had a source who could already tell them everything that’d been discussed. 
 
    It was possible they were using him as bait for Relic. They knew he was Lockpick, and it wasn’t unreasonable to think they’d discovered he was living with Jess and Rue again. There was a certain logic in using him to get to her, but to what end? It was like trying to control a bear by stealing one of its cubs, a lot more likely to end up with a pissed-off grizzly than an obedient one. 
 
    He was still considering Despot’s logic when the sound of a drop bar sliding out of the way pulled him back to the moment.  He sat up straight, projecting as much strength as he could while entirely at the mercy of his captors. 
 
    A heavyset super with horribly planned facial tattoos strode into his cell, eyes narrowed. Will breathed out a sigh that was, while not quite relief, a lot closer to it than tension. 
 
    “Remember me, Pick?” asked the super. 
 
    “Unfortunately, yes,” said Will. “It’s so good to see you again, Bassbruh.” 
 
    “Shut up!” snapped Bassbruh. 
 
    “You asked me a question. That’s just how language works, in general.” 
 
    “I do the talking, not you!” 
 
    Will rolled his eyes. “Do you even have anything to say, or are you just going to do that dumb bass thing with your… oh, right, there you go.” 
 
    Bassbruh had begun humming at a low level, creating power bass, or vibro bass, or whatever it was he called it. It had never done anything more to Will than make his ears feel like they needed to pop and get on his nerves. 
 
    He still wasn’t convinced that Bassbruh was actually a super. He had to be, to have ended up in Mastodon. Doubly so to have joined the Realists. But at least in Will’s eyes, the evidence of his supposed super nature was, well, just this weird humming thing that seemed totally useless. 
 
    “Stop smiling!” shouted Bassbruh. “I’ll turn it up.” 
 
    “Oh, no, please. Don’t turn up the bass. Anything but that.” 
 
    Bassbruh punched him then, and that hurt a fair deal more. A person need not have a cool power to throw a hard right hook. A second punch came, and Will tried to shake the stars out of his vision while tasting copper. 
 
    “I’ll fucking kill you!” screamed Bassbruh. 
 
    Will spat on the floor. “Go produce some Soundcloud beats or something.” 
 
    Bassbruh let out an inarticulate scream and lunged for him. The door was still open a crack, and a pale hand settled on Bassbruh’s shoulder and gently pulled him back. 
 
    “That’s enough, don’t you think?” said a feminine voice. 
 
    “Jesus, Tink,” snapped Bassbruh. “Don’t sneak up on me like that.” 
 
    A short blonde woman in a green dress with freakish cartoon eyes stepped out from behind the larger man. Tinkerbell had been a bit of an enigma to those who hadn’t known her well. Will had fallen into that category for only a few days before being assigned to a cleaning chore across from her and getting a better sense of the person underneath the veil. 
 
    “The boss is going to be mad at you if you bruise him up any more,” said Tink. “Best you head off now before you can be tied to the scene of the crime.” 
 
    Bassbruh glared out the rest of his hatred, spat on the floor, and left the cell. Tink flapped her illusory wings, seeming to float an inch or two in the air, though Will suspected she was simply standing on her tiptoes. 
 
    “How’re you feeling, Pick?” she asked. 
 
    “Awesome,” said Will, shaking his head. 
 
    “Bass’s always been a buffoon,” said Tink. “Pay him no mind.” 
 
    “I never do.” 
 
    “The boss sent me to make sure you were awake, ready for him to come by in a bit,” said Tink. “You did a number to Glass and Bonespur. They went from talking so much shit to being scared of you again over the course of the day.” 
 
    “It happens.” Will sighed and leaned back in his chair. “I’m surprised to see you here, Tink. I kind of figured you would have gone your own way after getting out.” 
 
    Tinkerbell had been thrown into the men’s half of Mastodon for the simple reason that the prison had ruled that the person underneath the constant illusion power that produced the cartoonish exterior was, in truth, a man. Genderfluid, but in a narrow way… fixated on becoming Tinkerbell, from Peter Pan kind of way. Specifically, Tinkerbell. 
 
    “Oh?” Tink flashed a prickly smile at him. “Why would you think I’d run off?” 
 
    “I always figured you were just with the Realists for protection,” said Will. “You don’t seem like the violent type. The one time I saw someone attack you, you just distracted them with illusions and ran away.” 
 
    “It was effective, wasn’t it?” Tink winked at him and did a floating pirouette. “But I don’t think that’s what you were getting at.” 
 
    Will shrugged. “You know exactly what I’m getting at. Why would someone like you buy into such hateful, super supremacist nonsense?” 
 
    Tink gave a practiced laugh and set her hands on her hips. “Why me? Why anyone? See, you’re still coming at this from the perspective of wanting an argument. We’re supers, Pick. Just that word alone says all that needs to be said.” 
 
    “Oh, please. You’re smarter than that. The first supers arrived on the scene less than a century ago. We’re anomalies, not the next step in evolution or whatever rhetoric Despot is spinning these days. That much should be obvious from the fact that supers can’t even reproduce without the risk of creating abominations.” 
 
    “We’re more powerful than normal people,” said Tink. “We’re better than they are.” 
 
    “Two different things. A man with a gun is powerful, but that doesn’t mean he’s better than someone else.” 
 
    Tink shrugged. “That’s all well and good. But let me tell you something… You don’t have to be right to believe something. It just has to work for you.” 
 
    “This works for you?” Will made a show of eyeing the cell, highlighting his own dire situation. 
 
    “Before I started living my power openly, I was crucified for trying to live as myself. Do you know the kinds of names they call people like me? I won’t get into it, but it’s not pretty. I had nothing and nobody… a single boyfriend who kept me as his dirty little secret from his friends and family and dropped me like a bad habit when he found someone else. 
 
    “And you know what? Maybe I like a philosophy that tells me I’m good just the way I am. Not just good, but better. It might be acceptance based off a single aspect of me, but it’s still acceptance. I have brothers here, people who look out for me. The question isn’t why me, Pick. The question is… why not you?” 
 
    Tink’s oversized, cartoonish eyes didn’t seem so playful anymore. Will leaned back in his chair, letting the moment stretch until it became clear that she wanted an actual answer from him. 
 
    “Why not me?” he said. “I already have a family, who I love way too much. Also, word to the wise. I tried to take over the world once. Didn’t pan out so well.” 
 
    Tink chuckled and flapped her wings, floating up an inch or two. “I always get a kick out of talking to you, Pick. Shame things turned out like this. You’re pretty fucked if I had to guess.” 
 
    “You won’t have to guess for much longer, will you?” 
 
    “I suppose I won’t. Want some fairy dust to brighten this place up?” 
 
    “Hell yeah.” 
 
    Tink waved her hand, and a bunch of glowing, illusory dust stuck to the edges of the room. Small victory. At least he’d die in a dungeon that looked fabulous. 
 
  

 
   
    CHAPTER 41 
 
      
 
    About an hour passed before Despot finally showed up. Will kept his gaze offset, not trusting the other super to keep his sunglasses over his eyes if some advantage could be gained through using his power. 
 
    Despot looked tired, older than he had in prison. Bassbruh and one other super brought a table and an extra chair into Will’s cell, setting them down and leaving without a word. A third hurried and set two beer cans down, which caught his attention. 
 
    “Can we talk now, Pick?” asked Despot. “Can we have an honest to God conversation?” 
 
    “I can’t stop you from talking. Personally, I don’t have much to say.” 
 
    Despot nodded. “Then I’ll talk, and you can listen. Remember when that was our dynamic? I barely got a sentence out of you the first week after you joined. Near the end, I could hardly get you to shut the fuck up.” 
 
    He walked behind Will and cut his bonds, freeing his hands. The urge to attack the other man took some effort to resist. Even if he won the fight and made it past the door, his odds of escaping wherever he currently was were far from good. 
 
    “Here.” Despot cracked both beers and made a show of offering Will first choice, as though trying to assuage him that they weren’t poisoned. They wouldn’t be. Not Despot’s style. 
 
    He normally would never have accepted any such offering, but his thirst won out over his stubbornness and pride. Beer wasn’t the most refreshing beverage, but it was better than nothing. 
 
    “How’s life been?” asked Despot. “Enjoying yourself on the outside?” 
 
    Will didn’t answer. He was trying to sip the beer slowly, but it was a challenge. He could already feel a slight buzz just from the effect of the first sip on an empty stomach. Not good. 
 
    “I heard you were back with your family,” said Despot. “Must be nice.” 
 
    Will kept his expression blank, revealing nothing. He thought of Avery, whether she’d managed to get back to Rue and Jess yet. Was it possible that she doubled back for him, that she’d been captured, too? He shook the thought away, seeing no reason to invent new stressors for himself. 
 
    “Enough with the silent treatment,” said Despot. “Let me level with you, Pick. The situation has changed, not just for us, but for everyone. The world has changed. Some people see it, some people don’t. Not always who you’d expect on each side, either.” 
 
    He flashed a secretive smile and leaned back, sitting with one leg crossed high, his beer resting in hand atop his knee. Will waited, the hairs on his neck prickling as he realized Despot had a card up his sleeve. 
 
    “Why don’t you come on in now?” called Despot.  
 
    The door opened. Will stared, feeling a sudden, sinking sense of dread at the super who entered with slow, unnatural steps. Cryptkeeper, the former warden of Mastodon Supermax, still wore his hero costume, complete with his bizarre, mouthless mask.  
 
    “I knew it,” muttered Will. “It was an inside job.” 
 
    “Of course, it was,” said Despot. “With the assistance of the good warden on the inside, and Chauffeur and his cars on the outside, it was simply a matter of picking the right time. This wasn’t a one-off incident, Pick. Most people within the realm of supers can see the direction the world is moving in. Whether they’ll openly acknowledge it is a different question.” 
 
    “What does he have on you?” Will asked Cryptkeeper. “Blackmail? Is he holding someone you care about hostage?” 
 
    Cryptkeeper was deadly silent. Which was typical, Will had never heard him speak. He’d seen him kill a man by pressing a hand to his face and sucking the life force out of him. He saw him tie his shoes once. Never heard him talk. 
 
    “Everyone has a price,” said Despot. “On that topic, there’s a reason why you came looking for us here in the Exclusion Zone, isn’t there, Pick?” 
 
    Will shook his head, scowling as he recognized Despot was managing to draw him into conversation, after all. “I caught wind of the fact that you guys were out here. I have sources.” 
 
    Despot laughed. “Oh, we both have sources. She’s a sweet one, isn’t she?” 
 
    Mist. Will gripped the beer tight enough to put a small dent in the can as he thought back to their first encounter, how quickly she’d taken to him. He hadn’t questioned it, hadn’t stopped to think of how convenient it was to find a girl, sleep with her, and have her tell him exactly what he wanted to know. Plus, she’d never texted him back. 
 
    “I paid her price,” said Despot. “As I said, everyone has one. She’s a rogue, a rebel, but still smart enough to take the money when presented. She did me a small favor. Or maybe not so small, from what I hear. You should be thanking me for pulling the strings.” 
 
    “You wasted your money.” 
 
    “As it happens, I’m not short on money to waste. The media has been kind enough to give us all the coverage we need. I have people, supers smart enough to see the direction of the wind, sending donations to get into my good graces from all around the world. It’s already in motion, Pick. I know you see it.” 
 
    “See what?” asked Will. “Chaos? Sure. There’s no endgame for you.” 
 
    “I think there is, even if it’ll take time to get there. There are still places in the world where people are persecuted just for being supers. Remember China, how they went about tracking and eventually trying to imprison and execute their super problem? Our brothers and sisters all around the world are rightfully afraid of that happening again. All I’m doing is standing up for them, for all of us.” 
 
    “You never stop with the self-righteous bullshit, do you? You can dress it up however you want, Despot. You think I don’t remember all the stories you told about the people you killed. The things you did to women and children. What was it you called them? Cattle.” 
 
    “Lambs.” Despot nodded and turned one hand palm up. “Is that so wrong? Is every shepherd somehow oppressing the animals they tend to for being stronger, smarter, better equipped to navigate the complexities of the world?” 
 
    “Nobody is going to follow you. Not on the scale you’re hoping for. You might have been hot shit in prison, maybe even to leather face over here.” He waved a hand at Cryptkeeper. “But the sane supers will never buy into it. The Champion Authority. The Second Advent. You’ll never be strong enough to take them on.” 
 
    “It’s not about being strong enough to take them on. It’s about reaching the point where it’s too inconvenient for them to want a fight in the first place. We’re well on our way to that point already. With you, we’d be one step closer.” 
 
    Despot held his hand out, staring at Will through the tint of his sunglasses. Taking that hand would change everything, not just in terms of his current fortunes, but in terms of his future. He would be back among men he’d once called brothers. He’d never lack for money, challenge, or novelty. 
 
    He’d be… sliding back. He’d have to leave home again unless he wanted Jess, Rue and Avery to get dragged down with him. He’d well and truly be one of the bad guys, fighting opposite Relic and Kestrel. 
 
    It was no choice at all. 
 
    “Thanks for the beer, Jacob,” he said. “Now fuck off.” 
 
    Despot started laughing. He suddenly surged forward, seizing Will by the neck and punching him in the face three times in quick succession. He shoved hard, knocking him back in his chair, and Will felt his skull bounce off concrete with a sickening thud.  
 
    He stayed where he was as he heard Despot leave the cell. Bassbruh and another super came in and forced Will back into his chair, binding his wrists again. They cleared the table, extra chair, and the two beer cans out with them as they left. 
 
    Nobody seemed to notice that one of the beer cans was missing a tab. 
 
  

 
   
    CHAPTER 42 
 
      
 
    It had taken all of Will’s resolve not to kill Despot when he’d swung on him. He knew his odds of escape were far better if he picked his own moment, instead of simply trying to cut everyone down on the way out. It was the same cold calculus that had served him so well in prison, and he supposed it wasn’t surprising that it applied just as neatly to his current circumstances. 
 
    The beer can tab might as well have been a jigsaw in his hands, but even that comparison didn’t do it justice. Getting out of his newfound imprisonment was now a simple matter of deciding when and where to cut through the various obstacles which might stand in his way. 
 
    As much as Will preferred sophistication to blunt force, when you had the kind of force that he did to work with, it was hard to go wrong with the straightforward option. A quick survey of the room revealed a small, double-reinforced ventilation grate. Will cut it open to perform a closer examination. 
 
    The gap was far too small to fit a person through, but the vent itself was a good deal wider. Wide enough for a somewhat broad-shouldered man to wriggle through? It was time to find out. He moved fast, but stayed quiet, remodeling the hole to suit his needs. 
 
    He considered how much time he had. Given how his last interaction with Despot had ended, he would expect the leader of the Realists would want to allow him ample time to think on events, or at the bare minimum, sulk over them. He bet he had at least an hour. 
 
    There was no point in hiding any of the debris resulting from the work. When whoever had the duty of checking on him next saw that he wasn’t in his cell, they would work out what’d happened reasonably fast regardless of any subterfuge on his part. Will’s goal was to get as far as he could undetected and then run like hell once the game was up. 
 
    He pulled the last piece of grate and wall material away, took a calming breath, and started sliding into the tight space. The vent had a thick layer of encrusted dust on all sides, which wasn’t all that pleasant to brush up against, sweaty and shirtless as he was. But it was a small price to pay, the ticket fee of escape. 
 
    He went slow, wriggling forward on each inhale, pausing to listen on every breath out. Other grates let him peer outward into rooms elsewhere within the base. The first few he passed were storage closets filled with cleaning equipment, or stacked high with crates and cardboard boxes. 
 
    He paused as he reached the next room, blinking in recognition. His backpack lay on a table, right there in front of him. It would be a pain trying to take it down the vent with him, but he wouldn’t stand a chance in the Exclusion Zone without equipment. 
 
    He brought the beer tab back to a grip in his thumb and forefinger and used the sharp edge of one side to make four quick, enlarging cuts. It took a bit of yoga to wriggle sideways out of the vent, and he couldn’t stifle a cough from the resulting flutter of dust. 
 
    He grabbed his bag and took a moment to catch his breath. A moment too long. 
 
    “Hello?” Tinkerbell opened the door and shoved her head through in the style of a person expecting to look and see nothing.  
 
    Her eyes went wide when she saw him. Will reacted in the only way that made sense in the moment. He punched her in the stomach. 
 
    It felt wrong, and not just because she deserved his anger least out of all the Realists. It drew his attention to the illusion, the way his fist passed through her outer, projected shell to strike the flesh underneath. Tinkerbell crumpled into a winded heap, but she was still conscious, still capable of ruining everything. 
 
    “Pick…” she muttered. 
 
    His weapons were on the table, too. He grabbed his penknife and flicked it open, pulling Tink back to her feet. He set the edge to her neck with one hand while shouldering on his backpack with his free arm. He grabbed his machete, which he knew he’d need sooner or later, and thought about how the situation had changed. 
 
    “You’re a real bastard,” muttered Tink. 
 
    “Shh…” Will let the penknife tickle her a little. “You’re going to be a good little magic fairy and get me out of here.” 
 
    “There’s no way out. They’ll attack you on sight.” 
 
    “Then use your illusions to make sure they don’t see me.” 
 
    He had no idea if she could or not, but her silence seemed like an answer. She waved a sparkling hand up in the air like a runway model striking a pose. Will watched as first the blade of the penknife blurred into a messy state of invisibility, followed by his hand, forearm, and the rest of his body. 
 
    It wasn’t true invisibility. He was a camouflaged smudge behind her, good enough to escape notice out of the corner of someone’s eye, but liable to be suspicious on closer inspection. He waited a moment, debating whether he was willing to bet his life on such an underwhelming magical effect. 
 
    “It’s the best I can do,” whispered Tink.  
 
    “It’s a start,” said Will. “I’m going to keep my hand on your arm. If I guide you left or right, don’t fight me, just follow. And from now on, no talking. If anyone speaks to you, smile and say whatever singular word will let you keep walking.” 
 
    Tink gave the smallest of nods, and then they were moving. Her illusion magic, though not perfect, at least did something to conceal his visual presence. His footsteps were totally audible. He synced them up with Tink’s, hoping the extra snap to the echo would go unheard and unnoticed. 
 
    They went up two flights of stairs and came into a hallway with two empty glass displays on either side. Rounding a corner, Will was surprised to see a miniaturized model of an old, Revolutionary War army fort. They were in an abandoned museum, the historical kind rather than the cool kind, which all things granted, was more tasteful than where he would have expected the Realists to hole up.  
 
    The upstairs was one massive, donut-shaped room that contained all the exhibits too large to be evacuated with the people decades earlier. Many of them were defaced, though whether that had been the handiwork of his old gang or previous vagrants was anyone’s guess. 
 
    Will’s focus was less on history and more on surviving the next five minutes. He steered Tink as gently as he could, setting her on a path that kept away from the other Realists mingling around the room, running errands, eating or in some cases, training with one another. There were a few new faces, people Will didn’t recognize. Had Despot already started recruiting? 
 
    “Hey, Tink!” Glass stepped out from behind a statue of a mounted soldier. “The boss wants you to go feed the fucking prisoner.” 
 
    Tinkerbell froze like a deer in the headlights. Will hated being in this position, but he pressed the penknife harder against her neck, making sure she still understood the power dynamic. 
 
    “In a minute,” said Tink. 
 
    “He said now.” Glass raised his heavily bandaged hand. “God knows I would prefer if that stupid asshole went hungry, but the boss has his own fucking plan.” 
 
    He sounds resentful. So much newfound freedom must chafe against the inner workings of this previously static criminal enterprise. 
 
    “Alright,” said Tink. 
 
    She turned and started walking back toward where they’d came from. Will waited until Glass had joined a group of other men before tapping the penknife and gently turning her back around. 
 
    His heart pounded as they finally made it outside. There were several exhibits and memorial displays scattered across the museum’s exterior, along with a surprisingly heavy-duty fence, which answered the question of why the Realists had picked it to use in the first place. 
 
    Will looked around with frantic intensity as he walked Tink to the edge of the property. He was close, but he needed to play this last part as carefully as he could. The second he let Tinkerbell go, he was going to have to fucking book it. 
 
    “I will never understand you,” she muttered. “You could have been a part of this. What are you expecting you’re going to get out of life as an ex-villain going it alone?” 
 
    “Right now?” Will shrugged. “A scenic, mutant-filled hike.” 
 
    “He gave you another chance, one you didn’t deserve,” hissed Tink. “I hope you’re haunted by this someday.” 
 
    He couldn’t understand the conviction he heard in her voice, but it was secondary to the needs of his escape. He pulled an old shirt out of his bag and tore it into strips. Gently leading Tink down to sit against the bars of the fence, he tied her wrists to it and gagged her with the remaining fabric. 
 
    “Sorry, Tink,” he said. “Give me a head start, would you?” 
 
    She glared at him with a level of hatred quite unbecoming for those goofy cartoon eyes. Will took his penknife, cut himself a gap in the fence, and took off at a sprint. 
 
  

 
   
    CHAPTER 43 
 
      
 
    Will didn’t bother to look around for the first ten minutes or so of his escape. Distance was all that mattered, to start off. He was clearly still within the Exclusion Zone, in a smallish town he didn’t recognize.  
 
    It felt safe to assume he hadn’t been moved too far from where Despot had first captured him. If he could make it back to his motorcycle… but no. He had no idea which direction they’d taken him in. He needed more information. 
 
    Sliding to a stop against an old building, Will tore through his backpack. He found the battery charger Rue had given him, but he couldn’t find his phone. It was possible Despot had taken it on the off chance it might have useful information, but the battery had been dead when he’d last used it, and he had a password lock that would be fairly insurmountable. 
 
    It was a major blow. The phone, assuming he could find even a sliver of service, would have solved all his problems, from bringing up a map to show him where he was, to calling for help. He didn’t stay frustrated for long, as he heard the faint, ominous hum of a vehicle with a large engine in the distance. 
 
    Heading into the forest was the only move that made sense. It was also fairly suicidal, given it meant exposing himself to numerous varieties of roving mutants, many with pack instincts and a powerful hunger for flesh. Mutant plants, as well. He’d once heard about mutant creeping vines that wrapped around ankles with a vice grip and fertilized their soil with starved corpses. 
 
    He hurried up a slope toward the nearest wall of trees. He could see the Hummer giving pursuit in the distance behind him, along with a random collection of other vehicles. There were a couple of dirt bikes and ATVs, which he suspected would still find a way to come after him. 
 
    With his machete in hand and swinging at any branch that got in his way, Will took off into the forest. He was caught off guard by how quickly the canopy of branches and leaves overhead choked out the light of the sun. He made sure to orient himself so he was going north and pressed on, pushing his body as hard as it would allow him to go. 
 
    The birds and animals reacted to him at first, making noises of warning and treating him like the intruder he was. As concerned as he was that the disturbance might give his position away, he preferred the reaction of regular animals to the less than warm welcome he’d receive from the forest’s mutant denizens. 
 
    Will didn’t slow down until he was both on the verge of collapse and reasonably deep into the forest. He listened, tuning out the sounds of the natives and searching for anything resembling an engine, or a human shout. He couldn’t hear anything, but silence could be deceptive. 
 
    He sat down on a fallen log and began rifling through his bag for food. The Realists hadn’t touched any of it, which was a small miracle. After quickly stuffing down a granola bar, he took a long sip from his water bottle. Refilling it would be his top priority once he was sure he was away from his pursuers. 
 
    He opened another granola bar. A bird flapped overhead, and Will reflexively shielded his food from it by leaning his body forward. As it happened, the bird had not been intending to steal his snack. 
 
    “Argh!” 
 
    A sharp beak bit into the side of his ear, putting a slice in the cartilage that left him with a distinct dangling sensation. He quickly pressed his hand to the wound and mended it, making a note to double check that it was still level later down the line.  
 
    At the moment, he had other things to worry about. Dark eyes stared at him from the branches above. An entire flock of what appeared to be mutant crows was scattered throughout the surrounding trees. He vaguely remembered that flocks of crows were referred to as murders and found it to be a rather ugly term. 
 
    They came at him in a rush of black feathers. The mutant crows were far larger than their normal counterparts, with oversized beaks and, in some cases, extra eyes. Will hacked two down in quick succession with his machete, but there were so many that he could swing for minutes straight and still not get half of them. 
 
    He took off, doubting the forest would dissuade them from their pursuit, but lacking any better option. It wasn’t a pretty escape, but Will took solace in the fact that he’d never seen anyone run away from a flock of attacking birds in a dignified manner. 
 
    Every ten to thirty seconds, one of them would get confident enough to dive at him, sometimes missing, sometimes getting slashed away by a machete strike, but more often than not landing a vicious peck. Will mended each injury as fast as he could manage, but he was still leaking a fair amount of blood. 
 
    He eventually came out into a small clearing with an old bus sitting along one edge. It was slightly rusty, but otherwise in good condition. It still had all of its windows, and that was all Will cared about. He cut the lock on the door and slipped through, kicking away a mutant crow with a wingspan broader than his outstretched arms as he shut it behind him. 
 
    It was a tradeoff, safety and shelter at the expense of visibility. If Despot or one of the Realists stumbled across the bus, they would investigate, especially if it were under siege by a bunch of crows for some weird reason. 
 
    Still, it was more comfortable than he’d been since leaving Avery’s secret restaurant hideaway, setting aside what looked like mouse poop on most of the seats, along with a suspicious sour smell that he dared not investigate. 
 
    He brushed one of cleaner seats off and dropped down into it, sagging under the weight of his exhaustion. The mutants and the Realists were pressing threats, but strangely, Will found himself dreading the monotonous reality of the long hike home most of all. It would be a several day long march with no map of the area, and he’d have to scavenge for food for the better part of it. 
 
    He took a look at what he had in his bag again, getting a sense of whether anything else was missing. The pills he’d confiscated from Avery were gone, but that was no real surprise or disappointment. He’d been planning on flushing them anyway. 
 
    He hadn’t brought his costume with him, which was good, given how the situation had played out. The last thing he wanted was for Despot to have another card over him in the form of his newly minted secret identity. 
 
    Will sighed and leaned his head against a window of the bus. It was late in the afternoon. If he was going to camp elsewhere for the night, he needed to get moving before it got any darker. He was still considering whether it was worth taking the risk to just stay where he was when a mutant crow startled him, tapping on the window he was against with its beak.  
 
    A crunch came as another bird on the other side of the bus put a crack in a different window. Leaving would mean fleeing through the murder of mutant crows, a deeply unpleasant proposition. They had him trapped. 
 
    He let out a sigh and set a knee on the back of the seat in front of him. It felt kind of as though he was back in prison, as if he’d simply traded one form of confinement for another. He started thinking about Tinkerbell, her words and philosophy.  
 
    It was strangely frustrating to think about whether she’d really meant what she’d said about finding a place to belong within the Realists. Despot was just using her, using everyone who’d buy into his rhetoric and fearmongering. He had to imagine that she’d figure that much out on her own, sooner or later. 
 
    He fell asleep without meaning to and woke up without wanting to. It was early in the morning, the sky overhead still purple with a scattering of fading stars. The crows were tapping at the windows again, beaks crunching against glass, but he’d been ignoring that for most of the night. 
 
    It was the engines in the distance that had awoken him. 
 
  

 
   
    CHAPTER 44 
 
      
 
    Will grabbed his bag and hurried to the bus’s door. The mutant crows followed him and met him there, like insects swarming around a bright light. He took hold of the machete and pulled the bus’s sliding door half open, catching the head of the first one as it poked through. 
 
    It was a messy affair, but there was no getting around it if he wanted to travel in peace. He hacked through three in quick succession, striking as they tried to slip through the door. The rest took the hint and flew off, hopefully in the direction of the Realists, if he was lucky. 
 
    Will stepped over the pile of gore and meat on the bus’s stairs, distantly wondering what was so bad about eating crow, anyway. It seemed like a lot of food to waste given his current supply situation, but the risk of it being irradiated was too dangerous of a gamble. 
 
    He set off northward as quickly as possible. The engine noises hadn’t gotten any louder. There was a chance that they still didn’t know exactly where he was yet. The scene with the mutant crows at the bus would tip them off to his presence if they found it, which meant he needed to cover ground, and fast. 
 
    The forest was every bit as dense and challenging as it’d been the previous day. He did his best to minimize the trail he was leaving behind him when he could, avoiding the minor disturbances to branches and undergrowth that might give him away. 
 
    It was effortful traveling, and it worked. The sound of the engines grew fainter, until he was unsure whether he could still hear it or was just imagining the rumble from the ambient noise at the edge of earshot. He slowed his pace enough to catch his breath. Getting exhausted was dangerous in itself, given the dangers of the Exclusion Zone. 
 
    He didn’t hear anything in the distance for the next few hours. The start of the afternoon brought him to the edge of a fast-flowing river that appeared to be fordable. The water would be up to his chest at the center, but that was the deepest point. 
 
    Will stripped out of his clothing and stuffed everything he needed to keep dry into his backpack. He dipped a toe in to the river, which was freezing cold, and tried to recall the various warnings he’d heard about water in the Exclusion Zone.  
 
    Safe to drink? Safe to swim in? He suspected it would be both, given the north-to-south flow of the river, but he really wished he’d paid more attention to the specifics. He was going across, regardless. Putting a river between himself and his pursuers would make it that much harder for them to give chase. 
 
    The real challenge of the first minute of his crossing was simply committing to going deeper into the frigid water. He steeled himself and pushed in until he was waist deep, taking deep breaths and wiggling numb toes. 
 
    He took another step. His right foot lost purchase on a smooth rock, and the river pushed him nearly off balance with the current before he could steady his positioning. After taking a moment to catch his breath, he hurried on… only to have it immediately happen again in deeper water. 
 
    Will had judged the depth of the river accurately, but the sheer force of the current had been hard to see from the shore. He tried to lean into the pressure, digging his feet into rocks and silt, but it was already too late.  
 
    His backpack hit the water and, in his rush to get it back above his head, Will had to let himself float with the river. A rock tore at his leg, spinning him around. He’d chosen a point to cross where the river seemed shallow, but farther down, where he was now, it was far deeper. Dangerously deep. 
 
    Drowning wasn’t something he felt like testing himself against. He got the sense that his mending would be entirely useless at doing anything about two lungs filled with water. Will kicked hard enough to get his head back to the surface and saw a riverbank ahead. The river, curved at an angle that put it directly within his reach. 
 
    He grabbed desperately at the grass and mud with his free hand, fingers catching what felt like a tree root. It was enough to hold him steady against the river. His muscles felt shockingly tired as he started to pull himself onto his chest and wriggle to safety. 
 
    Right as he pushed his bag onto dry land, the tree root he was holding onto suddenly closed around his wrist. He pulled and stared in blank surprise, thinking at first that he must have grabbed a snake and only realizing the truth as another tendril wrapped around one of his ankles. 
 
    Mutant creeping vines. Will managed to keep from panicking, but only just. He got his machete out, feeling another vine with an impossible grip strength threading up his right leg. 
 
    There were more than just the ones that had first grabbed him, an entire section of trees and forest entwined by them. He hacked outward with his machete, cutting vine after vine, not stopping until he was free enough to pull himself away. Will felt an itchy sensation that he hoped he was imagining, his heart pounding at how close he’d just come to dying. 
 
    The vines had been easy to cut with the machete and his power, but if his wrists had been ensnared before he could have gotten it out… then what? The mental image of him being pulled into the vines, held in place and used as rich fertilizer for some mutant vine network was a bit too close to the plot of a psychological horror movie for his liking. 
 
    After spending a few minutes getting dressed and reorienting himself, he traveled half as fast with twice as much caution. He didn’t encounter any more vines or mutants of any sort over the next hour, and the trees began to thin out as the afternoon wore on. 
 
    It was a blessing and a curse. He could see more of the area around, enough to get a sense of the rolling hills and a town farther in the distance. He could also be seen from farther away, a fact which went from being a background concern to deeply unfortunate as the rumble of engines greeted him from somewhere to the east. 
 
    Picking up speed, he tried to get a sense of the possible avenues an off-road vehicle might come at him from. He spotted what looked like an old road or logging trail running almost parallel with his own path north. The last thing he wanted was to deviate too much from heading in the direction of the civilized world, but he didn’t have any real option. 
 
    The rumble of the engine grew louder even as he shifted his course westward. So loud that he had to look back over his shoulder, dreading what he’d see. An off-road truck was speeding across the clearing, heading straight at him. Will could see at least three supers in it, too many to opt into a fight with. 
 
    A flash of movement passed by his left and suddenly, the world was upside down. He landed hard with one arm twisted underneath him, tumbling for a moment before coming to a stop with a general idea of what had happened. Gallop, a member of the Realists with a superspeed power, had gotten ahead and tripped him. 
 
    Will got to his feet as quickly as he could, searching for Gallop while simultaneously trying to get out of the path of the truck. He didn’t manage either, and only by spinning at the last second was able to take a hard but glancing hit off the truck’s bumper and hood instead of being rundown and runover. 
 
    A fair deal of laughter and insults followed as the vehicle came to a stop. Will rose to his feet, bruised and battered, but still in one piece. Across from him stood Gallop, Bonespur, and Glass, the latter two looking far too pleased to see him. 
 
    “We were just about to turn back,” said Glass. “You know, if you’d stayed in the forest for even just five more minutes, you probably would have made it away.” 
 
    Will wiped a few drops of blood from a split lip and rolled out his shoulder. “You should have turned back early. I don’t think this is a fight you want to take.” 
 
    He pulled out his machete, but he hadn’t even gotten his fingers curled around it properly before Gallop blurred forward, knocking it out of his hand. Gallop’s power had been too flashy to use much back in prison without major consequences, but he’d done a good deal of bragging about how powerful he was. Will had always assumed he was talking himself up. Apparently not. 
 
    “Despot wanted us to give you one final chance, but I just don’t see it,” said Glass. “What do you guys think? You want to risk riding back with Pick and seeing what he pulls next? Or should we end it here?” 
 
    Bonespur and Gallop both grinned and shook their heads. Will took a slow step back, pulling out his penknife. If he kept it low and hidden, Gallop wouldn’t be able to see it to do his speedster disarming thing again. 
 
    “If you want to end it here, then here I am,” he said. “Come on. Let’s go.” 
 
    He flashed a cold smile, radiating as much confidence as he could. His odds were far worse here than they’d been with Despot in place of Gallop, but the longer he could keep them from figuring that out, the better. Glass was still maimed from that fight, and he’d gotten Bonespur pretty good, too. Pain was sometimes enough to make men hesitate. 
 
    Not this time, however. Glass spit on the grass and thrust an arm in Will’s direction. A decent pile of broken glass had been piled into the back of the truck, and shards varying in size from bits of hail to sharpened axe heads rushed toward him, gleaming with deceptive beauty in the afternoon sun. 
 
    Will hit the ground, covering his head and neck. Most of the shards missed, but a few tore into his back and shoulders, leaving shallow cuts and thankfully not burrowing in. He rose to his feet, eyeing Bonespur, who was generating his bone armor. Gallop was nowhere to be seen, which was concerning. 
 
    He spun on reflex, slashing with his penknife. Gallop let out a scream as the blade tore a chunk out of his side, leaving a distinctive divot in his abdomen that must have hurt like hell. Glass waved his hand, sending more shards hissing toward Will. 
 
    Gallop was still in reach, and a human shield was a human shield. He seized the speedster by the neck and pulled him in front of himself. Glass was merciful enough to send the shards off course. Gallop spasmed, pulling free from Will’s grip in a blur of motion.  
 
    Bonespur rushed forward to do his part, stabbing with two bone spears at once. Will snipped off the point of one with his penknife and spun by the other. He tried to keep dodging as he saw Glass readying another projectile attack out of the corner of his eye, Gallop holding his wound and quickly catching his breath. 
 
    It was just too much to pay attention to all at once. Will knew he needed to drop one of them quickly, put the odds more in his favor, but it was easier said than done. Bonespur was keeping his distance, and though Will could cut through the other super’s armor, he didn’t have the range of his machete anymore.  
 
    Gallop was suddenly moving again. Will felt a blow land on the back of his head, probably a kick from the heft of it. Black spots danced across his vision as he staggered forward, almost going down. Glass laughed and strode forward. 
 
    “What’s it gonna be, Pick?” he asked. “You thought about how you want to die yet?” 
 
    Gallop’s hand seized a fistful of Will’s hair. He tried to spin around and slash him, but the speedster was careful to stay just out of range. Glass hovered a shard into the air that could have killed a man by accident and pushed it slowly toward Will’s neck. 
 
    This was it. He was annoyed with himself for falling into a situation where he could die at the hands of Despot’s idiot lackeys. He took a breath and tried to accept that at the very least, he would bleed fast enough to skip a fair bit of the pain. 
 
    The sound of rushing air and a rustling cape stole everyone’s attention as a new figure dropped into the middle of the action. Will felt an immense amount of relief as he stared at Relic, in costume, standing between him and the glass shard which had been cruising toward his jugular. 
 
    She didn’t ask questions or offer them a chance to surrender. The Circlet of Ra briefly lit up with power as it channeled a sun burst that struck down on Bonespur, sending him rolling to the ground with half his body immolated.  
 
    Gallop blurred, attacking from behind Relic and just to the left. She blocked his punch, seized his arm, and snapped his elbow like a twig. Glass gaped at the sudden reversal of fortune, slowly creeping backward toward the truck. 
 
    “You…” said Glass, shaking his head. “You can’t.” 
 
    “I can’t what?” asked Relic. “Deal with a group of escaped prisoners? Actions always have consequences.” 
 
    She rose upward, the Cloak of Damascus lifting by the shoulders, and then rushed forward. Glass howled and sent a storm of shards flying her way. One of them tore into the clasp of her cloak, dropping her back to the ground. Relic hit the ground rolling and was on him with her next step, punching him hard enough in the chest to fling him across the clearing and into the side of the truck. 
 
    Bonespur had, with impressive endurance, risen to his feet. Will grabbed him by the shoulder and flipped him back to the ground. He brought his penknife up, readying the final strike, and then saw Relic, Jess, watching him, and decided to simply push the villain away instead. 
 
    “Are you alright?” she asked. It was almost as though she’d grown bored with the villains, barely even paying them more than passing attention as Gallop helped Bonespur to the truck, where Glass was already at the wheel, rolling forward toward escape. 
 
    “I’m fine,” he said. “But we can’t just let these three escape!” 
 
    “I don’t plan to.” She gave him a mischievous smile and wink.  
 
    He watched as the truck looped around, heading back the way it had come. It was almost through the path onto the logging road in the trees when Relic sent another sunburst down, wrecking the vehicle and scattering its occupants once more. 
 
  

 
   
    CHAPTER 45 
 
      
 
    “Wow,” said Will. 
 
    “If my cloak hadn’t been damaged, I’d consider bringing them in,” she said, frowning at the damaged artifact in her hands. “Kind of a pity, given how much they likely know. But those three aren’t what I came for.” 
 
    She reached out and touched Will’s cheek. It felt so strange to see her like this, in costume, but acting like Jess instead of trying to run him down like a villain.  
 
    He put his hand over hers, feeling the glossy material of her black gloves. With her cloak off, her shoulders were bare, and it was hard for Will to look at her without having his eyes drawn to the tight, corset-style chest piece, cleavage bulging and pulling the draw cords taut across the open gap in the center. 
 
    “It’s been a while since you’ve seen me fight in costume, hasn’t it?” said Jess. She was smirking, clearly conscious of the lingering looks he couldn’t help but give her. 
 
    “Not that long,” he said. 
 
    The three villains were all but forgotten, injured and working to pull one another from the burning wreck of their vehicle. Will started walking alongside Relic, taking a path into the trees that would put them out of sight, though he sincerely doubted they’d be in any more danger. 
 
    “It feels a bit like you’ve been avoiding me lately,” she said, with a small, awfully vulnerable sigh. 
 
    Will almost admitted that he had—of course he had, she was Relic and when he was out as Decay, avoiding her was priority number one. But she wasn’t speaking as Relic and she hadn’t directed the comment to Decay. 
 
    “I haven’t been.” He took her hand again, holding it as they found a path through the trees. “Things have just been busy. But you know me. I enjoy spending time with you. Especially when it’s just us.” 
 
    He pulled her closer and kissed her softly on the cheek. She made too much of an effort in not reacting, and he could sense her smile, if not see it. 
 
    “That might not have been the best way of phrasing it,” she said. “It’s not just the distance and how busy you’ve been. Will… I need you to be honest with me about what happened here.” 
 
    So direct. It was what he loved and hated most about Jess, and he supposed about Relic, too. He wanted to give her as much of the truth as he could. 
 
    “I’m guessing Rue and Avery already told you most of it,” he said. “I went looking for Avery after she disappeared in the Exclusion Zone. Right after I found her, the building we were in was swarmed by mutants.” 
 
    “She explained that much,” said Relic. 
 
    “I had to go down the fire escape once they started getting in,” he said. “I’ve basically been fighting for my life ever since.” 
 
    It was all true, to a certain degree, though he was painting with a large brush across the last days’ worth of events. Relic looked skeptical, and he already knew he wasn’t going to get off that easily. 
 
    “Those men were escaped prisoners,” she said. “I recognized one of them from the mugshots we have on file. You were incarcerated with them.” 
 
    “I was,” he admitted. 
 
    “Why were they attacking you?” she asked. “Did they have a grudge against you? Is there something else, LP?” 
 
    “Look, I’m sorry, Jess,” he said, squeezing her hand. “I don’t have good answers for you. Can we just keep moving for now and talk about this later?” 
 
    “I suppose that’s fair,” she said. “We’ll have to walk back, given that my cloak won’t be flying me anywhere until I get it repaired. But as long as we’re cautious, the mutants shouldn’t be too much trouble.” 
 
    “If we can get back to where I first found Avery, we can take my motorcycle up the highway.” 
 
    Relic blinked. “… You have a motorcycle?” 
 
    “A motorcycle, and the perfect excuse to force you to ride on the back of it.” 
 
    “Why did you say that like I’m some kind of killjoy? Just because I’m older than you doesn’t mean I don’t like to have fun.” 
 
    “No chastising me about going too fast,” he said, pointing a finger at her. 
 
    “Of course not. As long as you keep it safe.” 
 
    Relic reoriented them in the direction they needed to be traveling, and they set off. She explained how she’d found him, slowly expanding her search from where Avery had been in the building until she caught sight of the prisoners speeding down the logging trail in their truck. 
 
    “I had a hunch,” she said, with a sad smile. 
 
    “I’m glad you did.” 
 
    She watched him for a couple of seconds, her eyes loving but appraising. “I saw you fighting back against them, just before I joined in.” 
 
    “You did?” He winced internally, trying to remember how much he’d used his power, whether he’d given anything away. 
 
    “You were so strong and decisive. I’d always imagined you growing up to be… I don’t know. Quieter, I guess. Gentler, maybe.” 
 
    “Sorry to disappoint you,” he said, smiling. 
 
    “I’m not disappointed!” She pulled him closer, briefly hugging his shoulder. “I was just surprised. Surprised and impressed. You fought like a hero. So much so that I can’t but imagine what you’d be like if you ever… got a second chance at it.” 
 
    “I doubt it would be quite as heroic as whatever you’re imagining.” 
 
    “Maybe,” she said. “Maybe not. I think you might surprise yourself.” 
 
    He didn’t say anything more. It was pointless to talk about, given he would never stand a chance at appealing his suspension with the CA. The smart thing to do was to act like it was a sensitive topic for him, which it kind of was, to keep her intuition from hearing anything coy or secretive leaking out in his voice. 
 
    “There’s a river up ahead. I think I crossed over it at a different point. It’ll make for a good spot for us to camp tonight.” 
 
    Relic nodded, glancing up at what little they could see of the sky through the canopy of tree branches overhead. “I’d hoped to have you back by tonight. I’ll just have to trust that Rue and Avery can keep from worrying too much.” 
 
    “We can just explain that we spent an extra night camping when we get back,” said Will. “Remember all the camping trips we used to go on?” 
 
    “I remember lots of complaining from Rue about the bugs and the lack of TV and toilets,” said Relic. “We always did have fun, in the end. I miss that time in our lives.” 
 
    She spread her cloak out on a flat portion of grass and sat down on her hip, legs folded modestly underneath her skirt. He flashed back to roasting hotdogs and smores over the fire, climbing trees and collecting firewood. The instances when Halberd would have Avery lead Will and Rue on a hike so the adults could have some alone time. 
 
    “I’ll set up the tent,” he said. “My bag took a dip in the water earlier. I’m not sure how much dry food I have left, and I didn’t have much to begin with.” 
 
    “I’ll see about starting a fire and catching us a fish,” said Relic. 
 
    She sounded so sure of herself that Will didn’t bother to voice his skepticism. He set the tent up, wondering a bit how they were going to handle the sleeping arrangement as he eyed the extremely limited interior. 
 
    He spent a while after that collecting firewood, which was a fairly simple task given the amount of dry, fallen wood. Relic returned with a fish as he finished his pile, a large river trout that was just about big enough to feed two people. Will shook his head in amazement. 
 
    “With no rod, no bait, no lure, you still manage to come back with a fish,” he said. 
 
    “I don’t play fair with my sunbursts,” she said. “It’s, um… already slightly cooked. There was a bit of water boiling involved with the catch.” 
 
    “Well, if you can sunburst me a fire, I’ll finish it over the flames.” 
 
    She snapped her finger, and the pile of wood Will had carefully collected was instantly torched into a roaring campfire. Will quickly fileted the fish, using his power a bit to make the process trivial, and set the meat up on a makeshift spit. 
 
    Relic took her circlet off, shaking her beautiful blonde locks out and, at least in Will’s eyes, becoming Jess again.  
 
    She smiled at him when she saw him watching and shook her head. “What?” 
 
    “You look good,” he said, with a shrug. 
 
    “Aw, thank you.” 
 
    He pulled her into a hug, sinking into the sensation of her body in his arms, so deceptively soft, for all the power she wielded. Jess let out a small, satisfied sigh. Will stroked her hair, kissed her on the cheek, and then again on the lips. He watched for the instant afterward, delighting in the way she looked more pleased than annoyed, lips pursed in an attempt at authority. 
 
    “If you keep your eyes on me, you’re going to burn our dinner,” she whispered. 
 
    “But after dinner, I can stare at you all I want?” 
 
    “Not with those eyes, mister,” she said. She patted him on the butt and slipped away, sitting down on her cloak again. 
 
  

 
   
    CHAPTER 46 
 
      
 
    The fish cooked quickly. Will still had one package of instant rice left, though cooking it in the bag next to an uncontrolled flame was a bit of a challenge. It was slightly on the crunchy side, but neither of them complained as they ate. 
 
    An odd silence took up residence between them as they finished. Will sensed the tension between them on multiple levels. It wasn’t just from the way he looked at her, from the affection that sometimes boiled over. Secrets, history, boundaries, in some ways his relationship with Jess was so complicated that even he didn’t understand it or put the feeling into words.” 
 
    “Will,” she said, turning toward him. 
 
    He slid closer and his ran hand up her side, testing the waters for… what? It was just them in the middle of nowhere, outside of rules and time. He was attracted to Jess, but he’d never stopped to think what he’d do in the moment. When it wasn’t just happening, but he had room to make it happen. 
 
    He kissed her again, pushing forward with the kind of aggression he remembered from some of his teenage encounters when sex had been a gravitational force, a boulder rolling down a hill. Was sex what he wanted from Jess, really and truthfully, or was it just about being as close as he could be to her, even if it meant crossing a line? 
 
    She kissed him back. Her lips moved with his, her mouth opened and sucked with that same glorious, forbidden need. What did she want? Another question with another multifaceted, incomprehensible answer. He kissed her neck, felt her hand press to his chest, fingers gently digging into muscle. 
 
    “Easy.” She cleared her throat, giving him a small pat to stop him, if not make space. “I should take a look at your back. I meant to earlier, but we were on the move, and then busy setting up camp.” 
 
    Will tensed as he realized what she was asking and what it would mean for him and his tattoos. “I just tore my shirt. There’s no damage, I already checked.” 
 
    “You don’t have a view of your own back, LP,” said Jess. “Let me take a look to make sure. I’ll give you a back rub, while I’m at it.” 
 
    He shook his head a bit too forcefully, furiously searching for an excuse, anything that might deter her. “I haven’t bathed in over a day.” 
 
    “You can wash off in the river,” said Jess. “I’ll even let you use my cloak as a towel.” 
 
    “I…” He scowled. “I can’t.” 
 
    “I know.” She touched his face and then his chest again, staring at his shirt as though it wasn’t even there. “I already know.” 
 
    “…What?” 
 
    “I saw your tattoos, Will,” she said. 
 
    His heart sank and then rebounded as he saw the acceptance in her expression. “At the community center?” 
 
    “Before that. It was one of the first nights you were back, actually. I was thinking about you late at night and just kind of… ended up in your room, somehow. Your sheets had slid down, and you had your shirt off, and…” She shrugged and looked embarrassed. “I didn’t mean to invade your space in such a creepy way, but it happened. I know you were in a gang.” 
 
    He had to tell her. There was no getting around it, but moreover, he wanted her to know the full truth. At least in this one secret, he could finally be honest. 
 
    “Not just a gang,” he said. “The Power Realists. The same group that Chauffeur was in, along with the guys who were chasing me this afternoon.” 
 
    “LP…” 
 
    “I don’t believe any of that stuff,” he said. “Not anymore. I quit while I was still in prison, but it’s not the kind of mistake that just fades into the background.” 
 
    Jess let out a breath and nodded. “I didn’t think you still did. I wanted to ask to be sure, but… more than that, I guess I just wanted you to let me in.” 
 
    “I want that, too!” he said, with a bit too much force. “Jess… It’s so complicated. There is a part of it I miss, but it’s probably not what you’re thinking. They have such a hateful ideology. I know firsthand, better than anyone. You’d think underneath it, given that it was a prison gang, it would just be a bunch of psychopaths and murderers.” 
 
    He ran a hand through his hair. “It’s not about that for most of them, though there are those types within the gang. Most of them are just… rejects, outcasts, people looking for somewhere they fit in. It scares me a little that I still want that, even after leaving the gang. The only other time I felt as though I had that was back with Halberd. Unconditional acceptance, for no other reason beyond showing up.” 
 
    He stared down at the grass, wondering if he’d made a mistake by confessing so much to Jess. She ran a hand over his shoulders, slipping it down into his shirt to touch one of the tattoos higher up on his back. The fabric was in tatters, and she made a tutting noise and gently helped him take it off. Sliding in close, she gently kissed him on the cheek. 
 
    “I accept you unconditionally, Will,” she whispered. “I love you unconditionally, now and always. All of you.” 
 
     Her hand dropped down to rest on his knee, rubbing a bit, sliding a bit higher than it maybe should have. The tension was deliriously thick on the air. Will’s heart pounded in his chest as he stared into her eyes, caught between decisions as her words hit him on a deep level. 
 
    “All of me?” he said. 
 
    “…Yeah.” 
 
    He kissed her again, matching his earlier aggression with more than just his lips this time. He felt as though she’d given him the okay, somehow, to be open with his feelings, if not act on them. It didn’t make the moment any less complicated, any less ambiguous, but he didn’t care. He loved her just as much as she loved him, and he wanted her to know it, even if his methods were wrong. 
 
    Pulling her closer, Will let his fingers slide up the front of her costume, gently plucking each cord holding the front of it closed as though testing for weakness. Jess’s hand was still on his thigh, and one of her fingers brushed against his rapidly hardening cock, pulling back as if she’d just touched a hot iron. He gently took her wrist and pulled it over again, letting it settle on his erection where it belonged. 
 
    “What’s… got you so worked up, mister?” 
 
    “What do you think?” 
 
    He kissed her again. Kissing was so much easier than conversation. He could feel Jess’s body tensing and shifting, responding to him as a man whether she was on board with it or not. The heat of the campfire seemed distant in comparison to the blaze of their bodies, the way her touch smoldered against him even through his jeans. 
 
    He touched the cords of her costume again and then risked brushing his palm against her breasts across the outside of the leather. She blinked a few times in rapid succession, seeming to slip through the fog of lust. 
 
    “Easy,” she said. “That’s not where you should be touching, and you know it.” 
 
    She set her hand over his, gently tugging it downward, but leaving it on her side instead of removing it from her body. Will pressed his lips to hers, hornier than he’d ever been in his life. He wasn’t satisfied yet, but it was thrilling how much she was already letting him get away with. 
 
    “What about here?” He slid his hand down to her thigh, almost matching where her own hand still lingered on his leg. 
 
    “Will,” she whispered. “This isn’t a game.” 
 
    He kissed her neck, his lips dragging upward as he spoke in a whisper. “I’m not playing.” 
 
    Jess let out a fluttering noise somewhere in between surprise and pleasure. Will tilted her down to the ground, her blonde hair scattering outward across her cloak. Even in her costume, as Relic, she looked like any other woman on her back, body ripe for the plucking. 
 
    He slid between her legs, his kisses traveling up the side of her body, until he was kissing her cheek, the corner of her mouth, her lips. Jess kissed him back automatically, but she tensed as their tongues met, the tension and eroticism balanced on the brink. 
 
    “Hold on!” she said, pressing her hands to his chest. “LP, what are you doing?” 
 
    He ran his hands over her body, eyes drinking in her plump breasts, the ample curves of her hips and ass. “I want you. It’s true. I’m not going to act like it’s not.” 
 
    He started grinding into her, emphasizing his point with his point. Jess ran her hands over his bare chest, biting her lip, almost but not quite shaking her head. 
 
    “You’re confused,” she whispered. “You have to slow down and think.” 
 
    “I’ll go as slow as you want me to.”  
 
    He groped her thighs, rolling the skirt of her costume up to reveal the rather plain pair of white panties she had on underneath. Jess shot him a glare that looked more forced then threatening and then let out a hot little sigh as he let his thumbs trace the edge of the fabric of her underwear. 
 
    “Mmm…” She brought her hands down to cover her crotch, but one of them seemed to go off-script, pressing his hand more tightly against the danger zone. “This isn’t what you want. You’re twenty-one. I remember what guys were like at that age.” 
 
    “I know what I want,” he said firmly. “Jess. Just for tonight. Nobody would have to know.” 
 
    “I would know,” she whispered. “It’s wrong, Will. Regardless of how you feel. Regardless of how I feel. We’re family.” 
 
    He stared into her eyes, his face heating with shame over that last sentence. It was like trying to douse his lust with gasoline, and he saw Jess bite her lip as he confidently leaned in and kissed her again. She could stop him, and he wouldn’t fight her if she did. But he wasn’t going to be talked out of an attraction this strong, this powerful, even if it was taboo. 
 
    “You… have… a girlfriend,” she said, in between intense kisses. 
 
    “She wasn’t my girlfriend, and she stopped texting me back.” 
 
    “Oh.” Jess made a face and ran her hand through his hair. “I’m sorry, sweetie.” 
 
    “I don’t think it would have worked out, anyway,” he said, cupping her cheek.  
 
    He leaned in to kiss her again. She didn’t stop him, but she pressed a hand to his chest, slowing him down. 
 
    “Is that what this is about?” asked Jess. “Are you trying for a rebound, or whatever the term for that is?” 
 
    “Absolutely not!” He set his hand next to her head and glared at her comically. “Compared to you, she was… a distraction.” 
 
    “Don’t say things like that.” 
 
    “Even if they’re true?” 
 
    She sighed and set her hand atop his. Will stretched out next to her, still spooning against her from the side, but giving her room to breathe, and hopefully to come around to his way of thinking. 
 
    “I love you,” he said. “So much. If you’re not comfortable, then…” 
 
    “It’s not an issue of me being comfortable,” she said. “More that I’m being too comfortable. Does that make sense?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “You are such a brat sometimes,” she said, smiling at him.  
 
    “What if we just enjoy being close to each other?” He pulled her nearer to him, trapping his hard cock against her butt, letting his fingers thread into the cords of her costume. “That’s fine, isn’t it?” 
 
    “I… suppose that wouldn’t be going too far.” 
 
    “And we can still kiss,” he said, letting his lips brush her neck. “Right?” 
 
    “I… like kissing you.” 
 
    She turned her head around to face him. Will pressed his lips to hers. Her mouth opened slightly, and the intensity of the kiss peaked, tongues teasing and dancing. 
 
    “Mmm.” She ran her hand through his hair again. “Will you at least try to behave?” 
 
    “This is me trying.” 
 
    She pursed her lips. “Well, try harder.” 
 
    “If you insist.” 
 
    He slid his hand between her thighs, this time making it into her panties. Jess’s eyes bulged for a moment and then fluttered closed. She reached a hand down as though to stop him, hesitated, and eventually let her fingers settle on his elbow as though reserving the option to take control.  
 
    She wasn’t shaved, and Will slowly threaded his way through silky curls as his hand marched downward. Jess made a noise as he began to touch her, tightening her grip on his elbow, but still not stopping him. 
 
    “You are definitely up to no good, mister,” she whispered. “You… really shouldn’t be touching me there.” 
 
    “What about here?” He let a finger trace her folds, feeling her shift and tense in response. 
 
    “Oh, God,” she moaned. “Mmm… Not there, either.” 
 
    “Here?” He pressed a single finger into her.  
 
    She didn’t answer this time, and her face was contorted with pleasure. She looked so incredible, so beautiful and vulnerable and passionate. 
 
    He kept kissing her cheek and the side of her mouth, listening to the pitch of her breathing as it mirrored her arousal. Her lips found his and she kissed him back with no reluctance, hot and horny and just as swept up in the moment as he was. 
 
    “Will!” she cried. “You… if you keep going, I’m going to…” 
 
    “Going to what?” he whispered teasingly, against her ear. 
 
    “Ah!”  
 
    She suddenly twisted away from him, tightening her legs and curling halfway up into a ball. Her shoulder shook, giving her away, though it wasn’t as though Will needed confirmation. He’d just made her come. 
 
    He wanted to take it to the next level, but it almost felt unfair to press himself onto her right there and then. He did take his pants off, but only to put his body more in contact with her as he gently held her from behind, rubbing a hand along her hip as she caught her breath and came to terms with what had just happened. 
 
    “That’s better,” she eventually whispered. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “You’re controlling yourself.” She rolled over, propping her head up. “That’s what I want most of all. You can’t be running around wild, Will. You have to understand why limits exist.” 
 
    “I do.” He untied one of the cords of her costume, staring her in the eyes with a cheeky half smile as he pulled it loose and moved on to the next. “It’s hard, but I’ll try my best.” 
 
    “I’ll hold you to that,” she said, narrowing her eyes. “I look out for you. I’m in charge of you. If I set a limit, then…” 
 
    “I know,” he said. “Just tell me when.” 
 
    He pulled her costume open. He remembered when he’d first seen her breasts as Decay, in the heat of battle, how scattered his mind had been in the moments afterward. It was no different now. They were perfect in size and form, buoyant and plump and pale, irresistible hidden treasures. 
 
    He had to touch them, and he did, cupping with both palms and feeling the texture of her nipples against bare skin. Perfect, simply perfect. He was aware of what his expression must look like simply from seeing Jess’s reaction, that overly flattered, full-lipped smirk. 
 
    “Is it the costume?” she asked. “Seeing me all done up and hanging out all over? I told the designer to pull it in around the edges. Well, to push it out, really.” 
 
    “I don’t know what it is,” he said. “I want to know. I’ve been trying to figure it out since I got back. Whatever it is that broke in me to make me feel so…” 
 
    He squeezed one of her tits and rocked into her, horny and past the point of caring.  
 
    “Oh, Will. You are far from broken. It’s perfectly natural. Well, not exactly the most normal and acceptable attraction in the world, but I get it.” She turned to face him, rising up on her side. “I mean… just for tonight… I mean, you’ll never get to sleep like this.” 
 
    She gave him a small, strangely innocent smile, and waved a hand at his crotch. 
 
    “Not with you right next to me,” he growled. “Though, I don’t know if that would be a bad thing.” 
 
    “Mmm, that would be a very bad thing.” 
 
    He ramped his kisses up again, his lips expressing the anticipation humming through the rest of his body. He kissed one of her nipples and then sucked on it, gripping her thigh with his other hand. With a rough motion, he tugged at her panties, but she folded her legs and let out a slightly peevish noise. 
 
    “Behave,” she whispered. “I’m in charge, remember.” 
 
    “For tonight.”  
 
    He pulled her closer and let his lips tease her neck as he rolled to mount her, still teasing her panties downward. A firm hand pressed into his chest. A firm hand… with superstrength behind it. 
 
    Jess narrowed her eyes a bit, but she was still smiling in that dangerous way. “For tonight and always, I’m in charge, William. But… that doesn’t have to be such an awful thing, does it?” 
 
    She let her hand creep downward until her it was resting on his bulge again. Will was so hard that he was almost in pain from the pleasure. How long had this gone on for, this subtle teasing and foreplay? Did she have any idea how far she’d edged him, how badly he needed to simply… 
 
    “What do we have here?” whispered Jess. “Did I really do this to you, LP?” 
 
    He smirked at her and pulled his boxers down, savoring the way her eyes flickered at the reveal of his manhood. “See for yourself.” 
 
    “You… are going to drive some girl crazy.” She touched it with a finger, smearing the sticky pre-arousal at the tip. “Not just with this, but… with all of you.” 
 
    “Looks like you get the preview.”  
 
    He leaned in, pressing his mouth to hers. Jess grabbed onto his cock as though it was a handle on a crowded bus, steadying herself as the moment got dirty and wild. 
 
    Whether she’d intended to be or not, she was entirely open to him. The more he touched her, the more she reacted. He felt her hand moving up and down, slowly stroking and pumping. He needed more. 
 
    There was a trick he’d once teased Liz Lazer with, a way of gently stroking the side of her face downward while sliding upward a bit to make a blowjob just sort of… happen, rather than popping the question or begging. He hesitated—no way it would work on Jess. 
 
    He tried it anyway, kissing her three times in a row and then making the not-so-subtle shift to put her nearly on eye level with his cock. She quirked her mouth sideways as though she perfectly understood his game and then shot him a look. 
 
    “You are, ahem, rather presumptuous, mister,” 
 
    “You bring it out of me.” He stroked her hair and was too horny to resist flexing his hips forward. His cock brushed her lips for the briefest instant and it was like the ringing of the first noontime bell. He nearly lost it and came just from that. 
 
    “Close your eyes.” Her hand pressed down on his chest, gently rubbing as though she was trying to soothe him to sleep. 
 
    Will closed his eyes… and then immediately reopened them as he felt something wet and warm run up the length of his shaft. He stared in utter disbelief at Jess, tongue out, head leaned sideways, slowly licking his cock. 
 
    He’d wanted her to do it, but never in a million years expected it. His thought, shamefully, was that Jess was way sluttier than he’d ever realized, but that didn’t fit it all. It was because she loved him just that much. She loved him and was willing to do something so taboo and wrong, committing her mouth and lips and tongue just for the sake of his pleasure. 
 
    “Mmm…” She planted a crown of kisses around the tip of his tool, eyes bursting with pride and affection as though she’d simply found a new part of him to love unconditionally. Slowly, she began to take him into her mouth, cheeks pulling inward as she sucked in earnest. 
 
    “Jesus…” He ran a hand through her hair, bobbing her head up and down.  
 
    She obliged him at first, maybe even more than most of the women he’d been with would have, dropping her head lower until he was surely tickling the back of her throat. At that point, she grabbed his hand, and with gentle but insistent superstrength, pulled it away. 
 
    She kept hold of it, threading her fingers loving through his as she focused on her own technique. Will realized, within a second or two, that she needed no guidance whatsoever. His early thought about her being way sluttier than he’d realized rose back to the fore. Not slutty, just practiced… and a little slutty. 
 
    “Jess,” he moaned. The pleasure was unreal, more than anything he’d experienced before. His body curved to meet her mouth like the flex of a bow, every muscle tensing and tightening in anticipation of the oncoming torrent of pleasure. 
 
    Her eyes flicked up to stare into his, and that moment was all it took to push him over the edge. Seeing her look at him like that, love and authority along with a tinge of annoyance that she’d caught him breaking one of her rules. It was Jess, so right and so wrong at the same time. Too much. 
 
    “Hey!” She pulled her mouth off his cock at the worst possible time. “Eyes, mister. I said—” 
 
    He bucked as he came, the first spurt going right where the tip had pointed, which was into Jess’s face. A string of sticky come cut diagonally across her cheek and mouth, with a small bead hanging from the tip of her chin. She blinked in shock and then seemed to realize the situation and quickly closed her lips back around his member. 
 
    Suddenly being back in the hot, wet confines of her mouth was like sinking into a warm bath… filled with opium, while having someone feed him grapes, to the backdrop of soft jazz music. Jess was patient, and apparently didn’t mind swallowing. She sucked him off as his orgasm ran its course, and then cleaned him up before dealing with the mess on her face. 
 
    “It’s polite to warn a woman before, well, you know.” She gave him an overly serious look as she swept come off her cheek with one hand. 
 
    “It just felt so good,” he said. “Jess, you’re incredible at that.” 
 
    “Well… thank you.” She shrugged, blushing and looking as if she was trying not to smile. “I love you, Will, but I don’t want you to get confused by this.” 
 
    “I won’t.” 
 
    He reached for her, knowing that if he started kissing her now, he’d be hard again by the time he was ready to go for round two. Jess sat up before he could pull her in, however, retying the cords of her costume. 
 
    “One of us should keep watch now that the sun has set,” she said. “I’m more concerned about the mutants than the escapees, but I’ll keep an eye out for both.” 
 
    “We still have a few minutes.” He pulled on his boxers and slid behind her, pulling her into a reverse hug and kissing her cheek. 
 
    “Remember what I said earlier,” she whispered, nudging him with an elbow. “It was just for tonight, to simplify our… circumstances. Seriously, Will. It’s not healthy for us to be doing things like that with each other.” 
 
    She squeezed his hand, and he squeezed back. 
 
    “I know,” he said. “I just… It felt so good.” 
 
    “Only because it’s so bad.” 
 
    “Is it?” He kissed her again. “Sex for supers is already a hassle, with birth control and condoms and worrying. Even if we are family, maybe… I mean, maybe we could be even more careful with each other? We trust each other, at least.” 
 
    “That wasn’t sex!” said Jess, a bit too defensively. “That was just… We fooled around. On a hot summer night, while lost in the middle of nowhere.” 
 
    “That’s all it was?” 
 
    “No.” Jess made an irritated noise. “Yes and no. I love you, and that was… it was wonderful for me, too. But we can’t! You already agreed. This has to be a one-time thing, for our sake and for Rue and Avery. That’s just how it has to be. Okay?” 
 
    She turned around, and he could see the plea in her expression. She wasn’t asking him to pick up dirty laundry or run an errand. This was a serious request, and his answer would either strengthen their relationship or put a crack in it. 
 
    “Okay,” he said. “I love you, and I trust you, and the last thing I want is to make you uncomfortable.” 
 
    “Thank you,” she whispered. “I mean, just so you know, I was far from… uncomfortable.” 
 
    “Oh, I know.” He smirked and kissed her on the side of the mouth. 
 
    “You, young man, need to cool your jets.” She slapped him playfully on the shoulder, turning her face to hide an obvious smile. 
 
    “I can take first watch, if you want,” he said.  
 
    “I’d appreciate that. I’m going to clean up by the river. I think you got a little something in my hair.” 
 
    He laughed and kissed her on the cheek. “I’ll aim better next time.” 
 
    Jess growled and poked him in the ribs. As she turned to head toward the water, she hesitated, crossing her arms and looking back at him. 
 
    “I really am glad to have you back, LP. I guess… I just wish things were like they were before. Not that I don’t enjoy, er, appreciate you as a grown man.” 
 
    “Are you mad at me for what happened tonight?” he asked. 
 
    She seemed to think about it for a second. “No. Not really. To be honest, I feel closer to you than ever… but that doesn’t make what happened between us right. It’s an experience that we’ll have to live with and learn from, to hopefully be better people moving forward. Right?” 
 
    Her words seemed to echo through his head, familiar from a different context. 
 
    “Right,” he said. 
 
  

 
   
    CHAPTER 47 
 
      
 
    FIVE YEARS EARLIER 
 
      
 
    Halberd put the car in park and leaned back in his seat, staring down the road at their destination. It was an old auto shop, unassuming and a fair distance outside the city, but it matched the address divulged by the gang member who’d been waiting for them in their apartment. 
 
    “Well, this is it,” said Halberd. “Depending on who is inside this place, it could be the final fight.” 
 
    “I’m ready,” said Lockpick. 
 
    “You’re not coming,” said Halberd. “Get behind the wheel and stay here. You’re the getaway driver for tonight, LP.” 
 
    He pulled out his flask, which he’d taken to carrying everywhere with him again, and took a long sip. He made as though to offer it to Lockpick before thinking a moment and deciding a sober getaway driver was a competent getaway driver. 
 
    “You can’t do this alone,” said Lockpick. “You need me.” 
 
    “I need you safe,” said Halberd. “The odds… might not be all that great for this one.” 
 
    “Which is all the more reason why I should be with you!” Lockpick slapped a hand against the dashboard. “I can fight. Hell, I’ve fought some of these guys before.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “You’ve brought me with you before! When we first faced down Shade and you tried to make a deal with him. I held my own!” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “Then… why?” Lockpick hated how his voice sounded, frustrated and cracking around the edge with emotion. 
 
    Halberd steepled his fingers and then let them roll inward, pressing his knuckles together in serious thought. “I did take something away from rehab, LP. Maybe not the intended lesson, but certainly one I needed. Keeping you out of danger takes priority over anything in my life, and I’ve done a piss poor job of it.” 
 
    “I can heal myself,” said Lockpick. “I’m capable of taking anyone in a fight.” 
 
    “You’re close,” said Halberd. “Someday, I have no doubt that you’ll be one of the strongest supers alive. So, my job as your father is to make sure you stay alive until that day.” 
 
    He smiled. Lockpick could tell that he was at least a little drunk, if not buzzed on his pills, but he looked confident and capable, more so than he had in weeks. 
 
    “Do you trust me?” asked Halberd. 
 
    “Sort of,” muttered Lockpick. 
 
    “Then stay out here. Wait for me to come out. If you hear the sound of a fight and I’m not the one who comes out of that door, drive away as fast as you can. Don’t stop driving until you’re sure you’re safe.” 
 
    He tussled Lockpick’s hair and climbed out of the car without another word. He wasn’t in costume, but watching him approach the auto shop’s entrance felt like watching a hero. He felt a sneaking suspicion that it was the last time he was going to watch Halberd do anything heroic. 
 
    Lockpick switched to the driver’s seat, holding onto the wheel far tighter than he needed. His frustration was like a physical thing, sandpaper itching at his neck, his temples. Halberd was going to need him. He should have gone in, too, and he wanted to go in now. 
 
    He tightened his grip on the wheel, not wanting to let his hands rest at his sides. Not wanting to see if they trembled. He wasn’t scared, but the memory of the night when the apartment had been broken into, along with being on the run afterward… it was hard to shake off. 
 
    Something resembling a muffled shout came from the auto shop. Lockpick’s first instinct was to look away, try to just be somewhere else mentally to endure the moment, but he couldn’t do it. It was all going to happen whether he looked or not. 
 
    Halberd wanted me to stay in the car, he told himself. 
 
    He grabbed the door handle and started pulling on it. 
 
    He had reasons for leaving you behind. You don’t know what’s going on. 
 
    He pushed the door open and climbed out of the car. The night air was surprisingly cold. A gunshot came from the auto shop, and Lockpick was moving, sprinting down the street, across the parking lot, up to the door. 
 
    His first impulse was to kick it in, but that seemed a bit too theatrical for his skillset. He tried the handle and cut it open when he found it locked. The scene on the other side was complete, unabridged chaos. 
 
    Halberd was in the center of it all, jacket half torn open with one sleeve visibly singed, swinging a conjured axe around like a maddened barbarian. Seven men circled around the large, open garage, a few attempting to engage with Halberd using their powers, others patting down a fire creeping up the wall in the corner. 
 
    One of the gang members tried to make a shield of ice to block Halberd’s next attack. The axe cut right through it, sinking deep into the chest of the man behind it. Halberd roared as he spun into a backswing, sending a short man with what looked like glowing gemstones in one hand flying into a pile of old tires. 
 
    Lockpick stared, unsure of what to do, how to help. It was one thing to come to Halberd’s aid, but the specifics of where he should stand, who he should attack, how to not get domed by that crazy axe in the process… easier said than done. 
 
    “Hello.” 
 
    A familiar voice, gravelly like a centenarian smoker, came from behind him and to the left. Lockpick spun around, his heart pounding against his ribs as he stared into the dark, insubstantial face of Shade.  
 
    All the fear came back in a rush, the way these men had invaded his home, chased after him, relentless and ruthless and seeming unstoppable. Except… He remembered fighting Shade before, back when Halberd had first tried to make a deal with Marauder’s underling. He remembered cutting Shade, how easy it had been to cause the kind of pain he was being threatened with. 
 
    Shade let out a rolling, multifaceted laugh, and held a hand out toward him. “You know how this goes. Be a good little boy and hand over that—” 
 
    “GRAAHHHH!” Lockpick’s scream was a wordless, ugly thing. Not exactly something he’d add to his highlight reel, but it captured his mood. He flung himself forward, trying to grab Shade before remembering that the super was incorporeal, impossible to touch. 
 
    He slashed with his penknife instead. Shade let out a surprised gasp of pain in response to the first attack… and then, other noises, as Lockpick continued to cut. 
 
    He bellowed, crouched down on one knee over Shade, still hacking into him even as the shadow began to dissolve and reveal flesh behind it. It was… messy. Hospital messy. Raw hamburger messy. His arm kept going, but in his gut there was a horrifying lurch, as though he’d been blindfolded to hit the pinata only to take it off and see that he’d killed someone in his eagerness. 
 
    And this time, he was pretty sure he’d killed someone. 
 
    “LP!” cried Halberd. “Car, car, car!” 
 
    They both began running, Halberd dragging Lockpick the first few steps before actually lifting him into the air and carrying him the last stretch. Lockpick was dazed, and he couldn’t figure how to close his penknife. The catch was all wet and sticky and red. 
 
    They were driving. Halberd was talking, but the words weren’t reaching him at first. They stopped, which he thought meant that they’d gotten far enough away to be safe. Halberd gingerly took his penknife out of his hand and wiped the blood off with an old napkin. 
 
    “That’s why I wanted you to stay behind,” said the older man. 
 
    “I… helped,” said Lockpick. “Just like last time.” 
 
    “Yeah, well…” Halberd shrugged. “I didn’t show up with the intention of killing anybody last time.” 
 
    “I… think I… might have.” He looked at Halberd, unable to comprehend it, let alone say it.  
 
    Halberd chuckled, punched him in the shoulder, and pulled out the flask. 
 
    “Hey, I got three of them,” he said. “Maybe four. I saw one guy go down, but he had some kind of chameleon power that hid him afterward.” 
 
    Lockpick took a sip from the liquor. His hands weren’t shaking anymore, at least.  
 
    “What… do we do now?” he asked. 
 
    Halberd nodded toward the window. They were in the parking lot of some motel. Of course. 
 
    “We hole up for the night. Clean ourselves up. Figure it out tomorrow.” Halberd shrugged. “The police or the Champion Authority might look into the matter if the thugs left don’t do a good job of cleaning up. Maybe I should have left one of them standing. Well, I’ll be sure to… Hey. LP?” 
 
    Lockpick blinked, staring out the window as Halberd snapped fingers in front of his face. 
 
    “Listen to me,” said Halberd. “Things got out of hand. Things happened. I’m far from the best person to be teaching you this lesson, but sometimes, you have to keep moving. You did something bad. Hurt someone. Killed someone. You gotta live with that, learn from it if you can, and next time… be better.” 
 
    “Be better… how?” 
 
    “The older you get, the more that’s up to you.” Halberd gently pried the flask from Lockpick’s hands and took a long sip. “That was the message they kept hitting me with in rehab. I think I learned it in my own kind of way, but at least you’re safe.” 
 
    He climbed out of the car. Lockpick followed after him, still dazed, but his hands were working again. 
 
    “You want me to cut the door on one of the rooms?” he asked. 
 
    “No,” said Halberd. “Let’s pay the honest way tonight.” 
 
  

 
   
    CHAPTER 48 
 
      
 
    “I’m not getting on the back of that thing,” said Jess. 
 
    “Oh, come on!” Will came around to the other side of the motorcycle and patted the seat. “It’s perfectly safe!” 
 
    “You don’t have one helmet, let alone two.” 
 
    “I did have one helmet, but I’m assuming one of the mutants ran off with it,” said Will. “They were these raccoon hybrid things. Probably thought the strap would be fun to test their thumbs on.” 
 
    Jess sighed and folded her arms. “This is an awful idea. What were you thinking when you bought this thing?” 
 
    “That motorcycles are awesome.” He came around behind her and extended an arm as though pointing out a scenic vista. “Just imagine. The wind in your hair, the sun on your face. We’ll get home ten times faster and have fun doing it.” 
 
    Jess turned around and scowled at him, though it was a touch less than serious. “You’re buying a helmet as soon as we get back.” 
 
    “New helmet, check.” 
 
    “Do you even have your motorcycle license?” 
 
    “I have experience,” he said. “The next best thing.” 
 
    “William Carrol Sorling!”  
 
    He gave her his most charming smile, kissed her on the cheek, and patted the back of the seat. She sighed but joined him after a few seconds, still letting her chastising reach his ear. All of her normal, motherly concerns were amplified to the tenth degree by what she deemed to be a dangerous behavior. 
 
    She continued to be a backseat driver as they first navigated their way out of Wickwater, and Will took too much pleasure in the way she clung to him once they were on the highway and really accelerating. At that point, he felt her relax and got the distinct impression that she was even having fun. 
 
    It was a straight shot back to the civilized world, and they reached the fence by late that afternoon. Jess put her circlet back on to present as Relic to the two gate guards, who were clearly stunned to see anyone coming north through the Exclusion Zone.  
 
    Will took them through Lancaster City slowly, not wanting any trouble so near to the finish line. He was exhausted by the time they finally reached and came to a stop outside the house. Jess took his hand as he killed the engine and climbed off the bike. 
 
    “Look, what happened last night…” She winced and looked down at the ground. 
 
    “I know,” he said. “Not a word.” 
 
    “Thank you,” she said. “I’m sure we’ll both have clearer heads once we get some rest. We can talk more about it if it’s still troubling you at all after that.” 
 
    “It’s not troubling me,” he said. 
 
    He saw a flicker of a smile on her face. 
 
    “Good,” she said. “I feel close to you, Will.” 
 
    They headed inside. Jess called out to Rue as they entered the living room, but it was a blanket-covered lump on the couch that reacted first. 
 
    “Mom!” cried Avery. “LP!” 
 
    She ran forward, clad only in her underwear and a falling sheet. Avery hugged Jess fiercely, and then all but fell onto Will, kissing him on both cheeks and at least once full on the lips. 
 
    “Um,” said Jess. “That’s a very affectionate greeting, Avery. Maybe you should, you know, give Will some space?” 
 
    “Does Will want me to give him space?” asked Avery. She raised one leg up along his side, blurring the line between hugging him and humping him somewhat. 
 
    “LP!” Rue bounded down the stairs, but instead of glomming onto the group hug, she punched him in the shoulder. “You aren’t supposed to lose your phone, you idiot! How did you expect me to do anything to help you after that?” 
 
    “Yeah, right, it’s my fault for losing my phone,” he said, dryly. “If you care so much, buy me a new one.” 
 
    “As if,” she said, grinning. “I’m not spending a cent of my money on covering for your mistakes.” 
 
    “Since when do you have money?” asked Avery. 
 
    “I think I’m going to get some rest,” said Will, gently prying himself free of Avery and Rue and heading toward the stairs. “Dinner?” 
 
    “Takeout,” said Jess. “Rue, Avery, I leave you both in charge. I’m taking a bath.” 
 
    There were a fair number of questions and worries, but Will weathered it with a smile. He was home. 
 
      
 
    THE END 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CONTINUED IN DOMESTIC DECAY 3 
 
      
 
    If you enjoyed reading this book, I encourage you to leave a review on Amazon. It’s a huge help! If you’re interested in hearing about my books as soon as they’re published, either follow me on my Amazon author page or click here to sign up for my mailing list.  
 
    Thanks for reading, 
 
    Anya 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    For other stories by the same author, check out 
 
      
 
    Sin and Soil 
 
    Lust Magic Fusion 
 
    Winter Spire: Sorceress of Lust 
 
    Forbidden Magic: The Gift 
 
    Magical Inheritance: Book of Sins 
 
    After the Fall: Close and Confined (Taboo Erotica) 
 
    Temptation Island: The Complete Collection (Taboo Erotica) 
 
      
 
      
 
  
  
 



Domestic Decay 3




 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Anya Merchant




Copyright © 2021 Anya Merchant



All rights reserved



Kindle Edition



 



This is a work of fiction. All names, characters, places and incidents either are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events or persons is entirely coincidental.
 This work is intended for adults only. It contains substantial sexually explicit language and scenes that may be considered offensive by some readers. None of the characters engaging in sexual conduct in this work of fiction are under the age of 18, legally unable to give consent, or related by blood.









Contents



 
Domestic Decay 3





Anya Merchant





CHAPTER 1





CHAPTER 2





CHAPTER 3





CHAPTER 4





CHAPTER 5





CHAPTER 6





CHAPTER 7





CHAPTER 8





CHAPTER 9





CHAPTER 10





CHAPTER 11





CHAPTER 12





CHAPTER 13





CHAPTER 14





CHAPTER 15





CHAPTER 16





CHAPTER 17





CHAPTER 18





CHAPTER 19





CHAPTER 20





CHAPTER 21





CHAPTER 22





CHAPTER 23





CHAPTER 24





CHAPTER 25





CHAPTER 26





CHAPTER 27





CHAPTER 28





CHAPTER 29





CHAPTER 30





CHAPTER 31





CHAPTER 32





CHAPTER 33





CHAPTER 34





CHAPTER 35





CHAPTER 36





CHAPTER 37





CHAPTER 38





CHAPTER 39





CHAPTER 40





CHAPTER 41





CHAPTER 42





CHAPTER 43





CHAPTER 44





CHAPTER 45





CHAPTER 46





CHAPTER 47





CHAPTER 48





CHAPTER 49












PART ONE: THE HONORABLE BROTHER



 










CHAPTER 1




 



In Will’s honest opinion, the day was far too hot to be wearing pants. He was outside, clad in two-thirds of a full suit, arms and legs covered from wrist to ankle under the sweltering ninety-degree sun. Pit stains were back in fashion.



“Why do we have to come along again?” asked Rue.



“Because I said so,” said Jess, over the clack of her high heels against the sidewalk.



“That’s not a reason,” said Rue. “LP, back me up on this.”



“My heart wants to, but this is church we’re talking about,” he said. “We’re apparently going. For better or for worse.”



“Exactly,” said Jess. “Sister Ivy extended her invitation to all of us. It would seem strange if I showed up to a place of community and worship by my lonesome.”



She flashed a radiant smile, and Will got the sense that she could show up alone just about anywhere she wanted and get away with it. She looked incredible even in her boring church clothes, the combination of a conservative white blouse and a long, pleated skirt still a visceral delight with her natural blonde beauty as a backdrop.



“Why isn’t Avery here, then?” asked Rue.



“She’s on her way,” said Jess. “She had a late night looking in on one of her clients.”



“She told you that?” asked Will.



“Yeah. Talked to her this morning.”



Will let it drop. He and Avery had been seeing each other often across the past week, continuing to have extremely excellent and extremely confusing sex. Forbidden sex. She’d been busy the past two nights, which was fine, but she’d been vague about the details. He had a suspicion.



“Hey.” Jess stepped closer and touched his hand. “What’s wrong?”



“You’re sure she was out with one of her clients?” he asked.



“That’s what she told me,” said Jess. “Why?”



“Just curious,” he said.



It was hard not to be, knowing what he knew. Avery was still fighting a battle against her pill addiction, though she’d cut back significantly. She was tapering down from the highs she’d reached in the Exclusion Zone, taking fewer and fewer pills each day to give herself a gentle landing when she finally quit completely.



That was how she’d explained it to him. It was a lot harder for Will to trust the process when he was hearing her excuses secondhand from Jess.



“Do we have to stay for the whole thing?” asked Rue.



Jess stared at her blankly. “Yes, Rue. It won’t kill you.”



Rue slowed down and let herself fall behind like she used to back when she was younger and found it far too embarrassing ever to be seen walking alongside her mother.



“It literally might,” she called.



“It literally won’t,” said Will. He let her catch up with him and offered her his arm. “Come on. It’ll be cooler inside the church.”



 



***



 



It wasn’t cooler inside the church, just louder, with the faint musk of humanity that came from having so many people in an enclosed space with no central air. Will hadn’t been to church since back when Halberd had gone through his religious phase when they were still in the Crimson Five, and it had been to a different church way back then.



He’d forgotten about this part, the way everyone exchanged pleasantries and peacocked about in their best clothing. He felt immediately judged by dozens of sets of eyes, which shouldn’t have surprised him.



After all, he was a somewhat infamous villain living in a small city he’d once protected. He might not know these people, but they knew him. Jess and Rue walking to his left and right also added to it, both gorgeous enough to draw heaps of attention on their own.



Jess said hi to a few people, smiling warmly, the pearls of her earrings glinting as she walked under a sunbeam. Will found them a spot to sit, still half dragging Rue along with him.



“Ugh,” she said, dropping down onto the bench. “What a waste of time.”



She stretched against the backrest, arching like a bow and crossing her legs. The dress she was wearing was black and printed with sunflowers, a thin summer thing that Jess had nearly vetoed as being too flirty for church. Rue pulled her arms in as she sank back down into a seated position, the motion creating a brief swell of cleavage.



“You look nice,” said Will.



“I could look nice at home,” said Rue. “But thanks.”



“Why don’t you put your hair into a ponytail more often?” He reached a hand behind her head and gently tapped the poofy end of it. The way her tight curls pulled back had a wild edge to it that suited her well.



“I could,” said Rue. “This isn’t like some weird boy thing where you just want one more thing to tug on, is it?”



He let his fingers shift from brushing to gently pinching and then gave a small but firm pull. Rue exhaled in an interesting way and pushed his shoulder, trying not to smile and failing more than succeeding.



“Now that’s an idea,” said Will. “You should put your hair in a ponytail the next time you stream.”



“Maybe I will,” she said. “But can we not talk about that while we’re at church?”



“Why, you don’t think Jesus would approve?”



She pushed him again. “Don’t be gross.”



He tapped her ponytail again, hand poised as though considering whether to yank it. Rue bit her lower lip, not quite managing to pull off her glare. Will wondered if there was a certain age when pulling a girl’s hair shifted from teasing to, well…
 teasing.



“Can the two of you be cordial with each other for five minutes without me breathing down your necks?” asked Jess.



“We’re grown adults,” said Rue. “And besides, he pulled my hair.”



“She pushed me.” Will smiled and flicked Rue in the shoulder. “Any word from Avery?”



“She texted me to say that she’s on her way,” said Jess. “Are you planning on spending the night at her place again, LP?”



He blinked, almost tripping over the question. There was no suspicion in Jess’s voice that he could hear, but still… Did she wonder at all why they’d been spending so much time together?



“Maybe,” he said.



“What do you guys even do, anyway?” asked Rue.



Slightly more suspicion there, and he gave her as much honesty as he could.



“Drink beer and watch movies, mostly,” he said. “You should join us sometime.”



“Eh,” said Rue, interest deflated.



Jess set a finger to her lips and softly shushed them as Father Darkeye made his way up to the pulpit. He looked young for an old man, his gray hair still relatively thick and uniform, his face healthy behind the obvious wrinkles.



“Peace be with you,” said Father Darkeye.



A rumble of response came from the congregation. Father Darkeye let the silence linger for a moment before beginning his sermon in a deep, God-fearing voice.










CHAPTER 2




 



To Will’s own credit, he really did try to listen respectfully. He found it rather hard to stay tuned in at first, eerily similar to what he remembered of church as a child, lots of emphasis and enthusiasm that was hard to connect to. His mind kept picking for flaws, and not without good reason.



The Second Advent had orchestrated Chauffeur’s early release, all but handing him a position that let him operate as a tool of the Power Realists on the outside. It was an act in line with their beliefs, giving a super who claimed to have accepted Jesus a second chance and a place within their hierarchy.



Will had never seen the appeal of an organized religion that worked supers into divinity, which made him that much more surprised when he found himself being slowly drawn in by the nature of Father Darkeye’s sermon.



“A purposeful life,” said Father Darkeye. “A moral life. An aligned life, where we take joy in serving the Lord through helping our community, our family, and each other. It sounds easy, but none of us get there overnight.”



He smiled and held a palm up. “There is a gap, for many of us, in who we are. A gap between our best and worst selves. Who we are during the day, and who we are at night. God wishes above all else, for us to close that gap and live with purpose.”



Will heard Rue sigh and sink lower into the bench alongside him. She had her phone out and was trying to keep it from Jess’s view, which necessitated her leaning in a manner that let Will see almost straight down her shirt.



There was a gap, alright. Between who he was during the day, and who he was at night. His best self, taking care of Jess and Rue and Avery. His worse self, his urges, the constant temptation.



What would closing that gap and living a “purposeful life” even look like for him? A standard 9-5 instead of nightly outings as Decay? A girlfriend he could court openly without stepping across any illicit boundaries?



A part of him wanted that, but not really. A part of him
 wanted
 to want that.



The church’s door opened, and Will glanced back to see Avery trying to slip into the congregation without attracting too much attention to her lateness with partial success. She walked down the side aisle toward where the rest of them were sitting, but simply waved with one hand and continued by them, in the direction of the bathroom.



“Where is she going?” whispered Rue.



“Shhh…” shushed Jess.



Will frowned as he mulled over the same question. He waited for a few minutes, long enough for someone to use the restroom in a reasonable timeframe, and then slipped by Rue into the aisle.



The church had gendered bathrooms, which left Will with a conundrum as he stood outside the ladies’ room. He could simply knock and get Avery’s attention, but if she was doing something illicit, something possibly involving pills, giving her pre-warning would do her no favors in the long run.



He listened with his ear against the door, feeling super creepy but wanting at least some confirmation that it was just Avery inside, and then pushed into forbidden territory. Avery was at the mirror, adjusting one of her contacts.



“In case you didn’t notice, this is the women’s bathroom, Will,” she said.



“I noticed.” He folded his arms and leaned against the sink. “Is there anything you want to disclose about why you’re arriving so late?”



“What?” she snapped, waving her free hand. “You think I need to sneak away to snort a line of crushed-up Percocet to make it through a sermon? I mean, I’m sure it would make for a more interesting time, but the reality is I just needed to clean one of my contacts.”



“You didn’t answer the question,” said Will. “Come on, Avery. Be honest with me.”



“I’m too tired for this right now,” she said, scowling at him. “Just go, please. Let me use the bathroom in peace.”



He felt a flash of anger at the way she disregarded his concern. There was a knock at the door before it could build to anything. Will winced as Sister Ivy poked her head into the bathroom.



“Is everything alright…?” Ivy’s eyes narrowed into slits behind her glasses. “This is the women’s bathroom. I’m going to have to ask you to leave.”



“It’s fine,” said Avery. “It’s my brother.”



“I was just checking in on her,” he said.



“That doesn’t make it any better,” said Ivy. “I have to insist.”



Will sighed and followed her out. The feeling of being judged from before became a palpable, roiling sense of shame as Sister Ivy led him back into the main room like a student who’d been caught skipping class… in the women’s bathroom. A few people even shook their heads at him, and he could all but hear what they were thinking.



Lockpick. The supervillain. What was he even doing there?



Jess looked concerned and slightly disappointed as he took his seat again. Father Darkeye’s sermon shifted into talking about boundaries and behavior, and each point felt as though it applied to Will’s recent misadventures of vigilantism and sexuality with stinging precision.



Avery did eventually come out and join them. Will endured, and when the sermon finally reached its end, he let out a massive sigh of relief… which soon proved to be premature.



People began socializing again, and Will felt even more like a black sheep than he had when he’d arrived. Jess was smiling and laughing with a small group of people. Rue had spotted her friend Becca in attendance, and the two of them were standing near the door discussing their outfits. Avery was talking with an older couple who seemed to know her from somewhere.



He stood apart from everyone, less out of choice and more because it seemed as if the congregation had chosen to ignore him. Which was fine by him. It only chafed because of how much it reminded him of his first few days in prison, when he hadn’t known anybody, but everybody had
 known
 him. Lockpick, the fallen superhero.



“William.” Father Darkeye seemed to just appear from behind him. “May we talk for a moment?”



The old priest set a hand on his shoulder and gave him a tight smile.



“Of course,” said Will.



He followed Father Darkeye into the church’s back room, where he took a seat across from the other man’s desk. It was, unsurprisingly, hard to keep his mind from jumping to the time he’d broken into the church and rifled through the surrounding space. It was possible that was what this conversation was going to be about.



“I was happy to see you decided to join your mother and sisters in attendance today,” said Father Darkeye. “Your family might not be members of the congregation, but we’re always happy to have you.”



“It’s probably not going to become a regular thing,” said Will.



“That’s a shame.” Father Darkeye gave him that empty smile again, folding his arms atop the desk. “I was hoping you might be of a different mindset after seeing how closely you listened to my words.”



“You can give a good sermon,” said Will, with a shrug. In truth, it had hit too close for him to not listen, not feel a certain amount of shame about his decisions, recent and ancient.



“I wanted to talk to you about the help you’ve been providing us in our approach to handling the prison break,” said the priest. “Your advice has been, to put it bluntly, invaluable, and it comes from a place of compassion. You understand the mindset of the people we’re after.”



“I can’t tell if that’s a compliment,” said Will.



“It is, and it brings me to my point.” Father Darkeye laced his fingers together. “Have you considered getting more involved with the church?”



Will blinked, biting back his first answer, a blasphemous
 hell no
 . “It hasn’t really crossed my mind, to be honest.”



“You’re a young man with a… colorful past, so that’s completely understandable. If you think about what it would entail, you might see that the Second Advent has quite a lot to offer someone like you.”



“I’m sorry, I’ll save you the effort of doing a full pitch. I don’t think it would be a good fit.”



He made to stand up. Father Darkeye held up a hand.



“You’d be able to get involved again, if you wanted,” said Father Darkeye. “In the field, Will. Being a member of the Second Advent entitles you to similar privileges as having a license through the Champion Authority. Through us, you could operate as a hero again.”



Will hesitated, suddenly conflicted. It was hard to turn over the conflict of emotions. He’d never stopped to think much about how he was viewed in the world, as
 Lockpick
 , after his stint at supervillainy with Halberd. He hadn’t thought about it because it was painful, feeling the weight of his own crimes and the world’s judgment.



It was like having the start of his own redemption arc dangled in front of him. To actually operate as a hero again, step back into the shoes of Lockpick to restore his public image. He hated how much he wanted it, the superficial approval of society.



It wasn’t being back in the Crimson Five, but it was as close to a do-over as he was liable to get. He could fight to defend the city again. Fight alongside Jess,
 Relic
 ¸ at a time when she most desperately needed his help.



Brother Lockpick
 . He felt strange turning the title over on his tongue.










CHAPTER 3




 



“Give it some thought,” said Father Darkeye. “That’s all I ask. I think you’d be a good fit for the Second Advent. Truly, I do.”



They returned to the church’s main area. Father Darkeye introduced him to a few prominent members of the congregation, not supers themselves, but upstanding community members. They seemed a lot more willing to be amicable toward him with the leader of their flock standing by his side, treating him like a human.



“Was Lisa feeling under the weather?” asked Father Darkeye.



“I didn’t hear from her,” said an older woman. “Strange. I hope nothing’s the matter.”



“Perhaps I’ll take a walk to her house and check in on her,” said the priest, with a gentle smile.



 Will headed over to meet up with Jess and Rue, who were waiting for him. Rue was on her phone, but Jess saw his expression and frowned a little.



“Is everything alright?” she asked.



“Everything’s fine,” he said. “Father Darkeye just wanted to thank me for all the help I’ve given the heroes.”



“Oh,” said Jess. “Well, that was nice of him.”



He wanted to tell her about the offer, but he felt uneasy about how she might react. He wasn’t even sure how he would ideally want her to react, whether he sought encouragement or to be talked out of it.



He walked with them outside the church, where a large group of people was already heading off to continue the morning with Sunday brunch. Avery caught up with them, and Jess ushered her in close.



“Why don’t we go out to eat, too?” asked Jess. “We could go to that diner near the house, where—”



A shout came from the other side of the building. A man stood in the middle of the church’s parking lot, in the middle of a confrontation with Brother Cartwheel. Will recognized him instantly and grabbed Jess’s shoulder.



“That’s
 Whiplash
 ,” he said. “He’s one of the escapees.”



Brother Cartwheel apparently realized it too, holding his arms out and trying to talk the villain down. Whiplash was tall and muscular with long, scraggly hair, a modern-day barbarian with a matching power. He set a hand on the car he was next to, and it began to jerk back and forth until it eventually flipped into the air.



Brother Cartwheel leapt out of the way with superhuman agility, the vehicle barely missing him as it landed in a crash of glass and metal. Will and the others were already moving, falling into a familiar formation as they sprinted across the asphalt.



“Lockpick, get behind him!” hissed Jess. “Kestrel, be ready to pull people out of the way, but only fly if you have to. Cammie, watch the area. See if he’s alone.”



She even looked like Relic with her impossibly confident posture, as ready to fight in her church clothes as she would have been in costume. Will suspected that the only artifact she had with her from which to draw power was the Cord of Achilles. She could summon the Sacred Scepter if she wanted to, but he knew she wouldn’t take the risk of exposing her identity.



“Whiplash!” he shouted, circling around back. “Mind explaining why you’re harassing innocents on a Sunday morning?”



“He was mixed in with the crowd,” shouted Brother Cartwheel. “I think he was trying to spy on us or plan an attack!”



He tried to grab Whiplash again, but the villain was fast and strong and sent the Second Advent clergyman flying with a spinning throw. Will attacked, throwing a hard punch to the side of the head that he knew the prison-hardened super had the instincts to block or dodge.



There was a crunch as his fist somehow connected with the other man’s skull. Whiplash reacted slowly, growling and lunging at Will. Jess was there before he could make contact, seizing Whiplash and slamming him backward into a parked truck.



Sister Ivy was on the edge of the fray, but her power worked well enough from there. Tendrils of a nearby bush wrapped around Whiplash’s legs, locking him in place for an instant. Brother Cartwheel returned to brawling with the man but was quickly overwhelmed and tossed aside by the sheer force of Whiplash’s erratic throws.



“Watch out!” shouted Will.



He pulled out his pen knife as Whiplash shifted direction and launched himself toward Jess. He didn’t want to use his power in front of her or the church’s congregation, but it was a trade-off he’d make for the sake of keeping her safe.



Avery shot sideways, flying just above the ground to keep her power from being too conspicuous. She slammed into Whiplash’s side, but her petite build made it more of an annoyance than a tackle.



The villain seized her by the leg and let out a snarl as he whipped her downward against the asphalt. Avery shielded her head against the impact, but she still shouted in pain from the rough landing.



The extent of her reaction went beyond just that. Will saw her face contort, and the truck Jess had thrown Whiplash into lifted a couple of inches into the air, held by raw psychic power. It flipped over onto the supervillain, catching him completely off guard and effectively pinning him under the vehicle.



Anyone would have screamed from the pain of being crushed under two tons of metal… anyone, except Whiplash, apparently. His expression took on an oddly blank cast, almost tranquil, and he was totally silent as Jess lifted the truck with one hand while dragging him out with the other.



“I’ve got him,” she called.



“The Drifters are on their way to apprehend him officially,” called Father Darkeye.



Will hurried to Avery’s side. She was still on the ground, knees red and bleeding from her earlier fall, and an ugly bruise already purpling across her shoulder.



“Are you alright?” he asked.



“Fine,” she muttered, pushing his helping hand away.



Sister Ivy wrapped Whiplash up in a cocoon of grass, tree branches, and bush tendrils. Jess hurried over to Avery as soon as she was sure the villain was safely constricted.



“Avery!” she said. “You’re bleeding! Did you hit your head? Do you need me to—”



“Jesus, I’m fine!” she said.



“I saw the truck,” whispered Jess. “Your power. Did you… lose control?”



“Would you stop already?” snapped Avery.



“Stop what?” asked Jess. “I’m worried about you.”



“Well, don’t be. This is what you wanted, isn’t it? I joined in the fight, and I’ll be doing that fairly often now that I’m back in costume.”



“I’m aware of that.” Jess tried to set a hand on her shoulder, but Avery shrugged it away.



“Then quit trying to micromanage my safety and let me breathe. This is what you wanted when you pushed me to start doing the heroine thing again. Live with it. I certainly have to.”



She stomped away from them, shooting a glare over her shoulder that threatened anyone who dared follow.



“She’s been a little moody lately,” said Jess. “I’m worried about her.”



“So am I,” said Will. “She might just need some time to cool down. I’ll head over to her place later and check up on her.”



“Thanks, LP,” said Jess. “It makes me happy to see how close the two of you have gotten.”



He smiled through a wince. “Yeah. We’re definitely close.”










CHAPTER 4




 



It wasn’t until later that evening that Avery finally texted Will and invited him over. He rode his motorcycle across town, torn between concern and a growing sense of excitement as he found a spot in the parking lot and took the elevator up.



Avery was wearing a lot less than she had been at church when she opened the door, a thin, flirty, kimono-style night-robe. Her red hair was slightly damp, her piercings were out, and her legs looked as if they’d just been shaved, which was always a telling detail.



“Hey,” she said, with a smile.



“Hey.” He leaned against her doorframe. “How are you feeling?”



“I didn’t ask you to come over to pick up from where Mom left off,” said Avery. “Can we skip over the part where you act super worried about me and just watch a movie or something?”



She nudged her foot against his shoe, her smile shifting in a dangerous direction. It was always like this when he came over to Avery’s. The question of how durable their relationship was, whether one or both of them would snap to their senses and call the whole thing off always hung over the start of each interaction.



“Let’s start with a movie and see how long we last before we get to the
 or something
 ,” he said, smirking.



“Mmm, I like the sound of that.” She moved aside, and Will stepped into her apartment.



He was genuinely worried about her, and it wasn’t unjustified. The power break she’d suffered during their time in the Exclusion Zone had contained a concerning element of self-harm. If the encounter with Whiplash had gone on a little longer, pushed her closer to the edge, what might have happened?



“I can’t believe Mom decided to drag us to church,” said Avery. “She’s still stuck in the mindset of us all being kids.”



“I don’t know if that’s fair,” said Will. “I think she realizes that we’ve grown up.”



He rubbed his neck, trying not to think of his and Jess’s little camping trip on the way back through the Exclusion Zone. She gotten a taste of how much bigger he’d grown, that was for sure, but Avery’s point still chafed at him. Jess did have a habit of treating him like a child sometimes.



“Father Darkeye certainly knows how to rock a sermon,” said Avery, with a sigh. “I paid particular attention to the stuff he said about respecting boundaries and avoiding temptation.”



“Oh, I bet you did.”



Avery nodded and brought him over a beer. “It honestly did make me feel so bad when I texted you. Not… necessarily in the fun way, either.”



She sat down on the couch, leaving a decent gap between them.



“We can just watch a movie,” he suggested. “Eat dinner. Enjoy each other’s company.”



“We could,” she said, with a nod.



Despite his words, Will was already starting to get hard. It was always like this with Avery, the two of them acting normal and dancing around what they wanted until the need reached a bursting point and they were on each other like horny teenagers.



He cleared his throat. “Father Darkeye asked me if I wanted to join.”



“Join what?”



“The Second Advent,” he said. “As a lay brother, or templar, or whatever.”



“Brother Lockpick?” Avery let out a laugh and shifted sideways, pressing her feet into one of his legs. “Hilarious. You wouldn’t last a week.”



“Do I really strike such an irreverent tone in my daily life?”



“All of the Second Advent clergy are celibate, in case no one told you.” She slid one of her feet into his lap and wiggled her toes. “I’d be surprised if you even made it three days.”



“I made it for two years and then some in prison.”



“Doesn’t count. It’s not as though you had much choice about it. If the temptation isn’t there, abstaining is hardly a virtue.”



Will smiled and grabbed her foot, toying with her toes. “As if you’re any better.”



“Are you sure you want to pick that fight with me, William?” asked Avery. “I’m a woman. We have our ways when it comes to the economy of sex.”



“I’d hardly describe you as
 frugal
 , then.”



“How dare you!” she said, with a smile. “You think you could hold out longer than me?”



“Long enough to wipe that smile off your face.”



“Big words, Brother Lockpick,” said Avery. “Sure you can back them up?”



She shifted herself around, sliding to sit next to him and not so subtly letting her robe drift open. Will could see the edge of a tan line that he desperately wanted to explore more of, but he kept grip of his resolve.



“There’s more to religion than just abstinence,” he said.



“Is that right?”



“Charity work,” he said.



“Selfless stuff,” said Avery. She set her hand on his knee and rubbed her thumb in an interesting circle.



“Food drives.” He leaned closer, aware of the presence of his chest, broad shoulders, his presence as a man.



“Feeding the hungry,” said Avery, tongue briefly licking her upper lip.



“I’m sure I’d find plenty of ways to keep busy.”



He stayed where he was, holding her gaze, enjoying the game far too much.



“Well, I’m sure you would,” said Avery.



She pulled the front of her robe into a more modest position and the reality of what they were doing—about to do—settled over them like a storm cloud. What they were getting up to went far beyond
 fornication
 , as the Church would call it, and into the realm of somewhere even more forbidden.



“Come here,” he said.



He gave her elbow a small tug, and she slid toward him, her eyes alive and burning with that same evil need he knew so well. He kissed her once, quickly, and then again, longer.



“Told you,” she whispered. “Barely made it five minutes.”



“You’re not going to be gloating about it for long.”



“I’m not, am I? Now why would—”



He interrupted her with a kiss and tore her robe open. Avery’s body was warm and steamy underneath, as if she’d just gotten out of the shower, but he knew the heat came from a different source.



He seized her by the thighs and gave her a firm yank, which drew a delightful squeal out of her. She landed on her back, robe wide open like an unwrapped present, Avery’s pale, petite, nude body, a toy for his taking. He was right — she had shaved more than just her legs.



He kissed one of her nipples and let his lips drag over the sexy tan line he’d noticed earlier. Avery drew in a breath as he shifted lower, kisses traveling down her tight little body in a tantalizingly slow march.



“Oh,” she said. “Brother Lockpick. Are you sure you’re allowed to…?”



Her question trailed off as he planted a kiss on her inner thigh, and he smirked at the shudder that ran through her. He just breathed for a minute, occasionally moving his head deep enough between her legs to make her squirm a little, but not immediately making contact.



He let his thumb trace a beautiful indentation made possible by her trim build. Avery threaded the fingers of one hand through his hair. He flicked his eyes up at her and saw she was gripping the arm of the couch with the other hand, fingers digging in as though she was afraid of falling in too deep.



He started kissing again, letting them lead to the edge of her womanhood. Slowly, gently, he started kissing there, too, teasing her lower set of lips with his, going slow and letting her anticipation do as much work as his mouth.



“Oh!” cried Avery, as Will finally got his tongue involved. “Mmm…”



He took his time, letting the pleasure build, seeing the way she tensed and moaned in reaction. He would stop now and then to take off an article of his clothing, which always made her wiggle in annoyance.



When he was completely naked, it was a lot harder to keep the pace of his teasing slow and deliberate, but he put in the effort. Avery let out a quivering exhale and pulled on his head.



Will kissed and sucked and suddenly felt her hips jerk upward. He pinned her thighs to keep her still as he finished eating her out, sensing the way it only seemed to sweeten her pleasure to be manhandled.



“That was…” She sighed and shook her head.  “Wow.”



He slid upward, staring into her sex-dazed eyes for a moment and shifting to push his cock into her face. She opened her mouth and gave it a long suck. Watching her do that, his sister, was like hearing glass shatter, an instant reminder of what made sex with Avery so wonderful in that evil, dangerous way.



“Condom,” whispered Avery.



“I know.”



He’d already pulled one out of his pants and quickly tore it open. Avery put it on for him, adjusting the fit in the same way she’d fixed a tie for him once, delicate and precise. She leaned back and spread her thighs for him.



The moment devolved into a lewd mixture of grinding hips and breathy noises. Will sank his cock into her and nearly bottomed out on the first thrust, warmed up to the situation as she was. Avery let out this little gasp as he pumped into her again, making it sound as though the movement had been aggressive enough to force the air out of her lungs.



He took her for a few minutes straight without stopping or slowing down, indulging in the essence of Avery. It was always like this, as if he was trying to outdo the first time while enjoying it like it might be their last.



He pushed into her with a slow thrust, kissed her deeply, and then started repositioning her. She let out a tired sigh as he pulled her to her feet, followed by a gasp as he bent her over the arm of the couch.



“Do you know how many times I thought of taking you like this?”



“Someone’s got a dirty mind,” she whispered. “Brother Lockpick. Lust is a sin. Lust over your own sister? Well, that’s just—”



She cut off as he thrust back into her, his body slamming against the cushion of her butt as he fucked her from behind. It was a dominance thing, a power thing. He’d admit that much. His hands were firmly on her hips, arms strong and controlling, as he drove into her, chasing each burst of pleasure.



“Just what?” he asked. “What were you saying?”



“Just…” She moaned and tried to collect her voice. “Just…”



Will slapped her ass, and Avery let out a high-pitched gasp. She tried to finish her sentence again, but her voice disappeared inside her, as though an instrument trying to play a note just a bit too high. He cupped one of her breasts, leaning over her as he pumped faster and faster, consumed by the needs of passion.



“Avery!” he growled, feeling himself charging off the cliff.



She gripped his wrist and squeezed, tight but encouraging.



Will hugged her as he came. The pleasure was unreal, a thing that felt more appropriate for a dream or a memory than living, waking life. Avery was incredible. She rubbed his arm, slowly shifting them both to a new position as he came back to reality.



She pulled the condom off and, with incredible aim, chucked it into the wastebasket next to her desk on the other side of the living room. Will kissed the spot between her breasts, and she hugged him to her, holding his face against her petite bosom for several long seconds.



He eventually slid further up along the couch and she rested her head on one of his pecs. She was soft and pliable, sleepy but not asleep. It suddenly reminded him of how she was on pills, that dreamy sense of vulnerability.



Was this Avery’s new drug? Illicit sex in place of opiates? If the feeling was as compelling for her as it was for him, it might just hit that same spot. He slowly ran a hand through her hair, unsure if he was a fan of the conclusion he’d just drawn.



“Is Mom going to mind if you don’t come home tonight?” she whispered.



“Doubt it,” he said. “Might call just to check in.”



She kissed his chest and shifted upright. “Are you going to freak out if I take my nightly pill?”



“Depends on how many you’ve already had today.”



“I’m just taking one in the morning and one before bed,” she said. “The same way a doctor might normally prescribe pain medication. Safe enough.”



“But still habit-forming. Ask any doctor. They try to wean patients off those as soon as possible.”



“Which is what I’m trying to do.” She frowned at him and walked into the kitchen, still naked, to take the pill bottle down from a cabinet.



“Hey.” Will followed after her and enveloped her in his arms. “I know how hard you’re trying. I didn’t mean to needle you. You’ll get there. Always keep in mind how much you want this.”



She closed her eyes and sighed. “It’s not just about what I want. It’s about what I have to do.”










CHAPTER 5




 



FIVE YEARS EARLIER



 



“We may have to ditch the car soon,” said Halberd.



Lockpick nodded and did his best to keep the disappointment out of his expression. They’d been on the run for a week straight after facing off against Shade and Marauder’s henchmen. The news had run a feature on the “supergang-related slayings,” and while no specific details relating to them had been released to the public, Halberd’s paranoia was still at an all-time high.



“Why don’t we just try explaining what happened?” Lockpick suggested, for probably the hundredth time.



“I’m telling you, LP, it won’t go down the way you’re hoping,” said Halberd. “They may have brought it upon themselves by coming after us, but we… well, we retaliated.”



“We could talk to Mom.”



“
 Jess
 can’t help us either,” said Halberd. “Be honest. Would you really want to break her heart like that?”



Lockpick leaned against the car’s door, watching the sunlit street and not enjoying Halberd’s question. “I guess not.”



“Exactly. We’ll get through this. I promise. How about we get some food and come up with a plan on a full stomach? That’s a Burger King up ahead, your favorite.”



It hadn’t been since he was like eight or nine years old, but Lockpick made no objection as Halberd pulled the car into the parking lot. They went inside and ordered and found a booth in the corner of the restaurant.



The burgers were excellent, the fries garbage, and the chicken was so-so. The two of them ate in silence, and Lockpick got the sense that as tired as he was of being on the run, Halberd was just as exhausted by it.



“We’ll get it painted,” said Halberd. “There’s no real risk if we go through some sketchy chop shop. Once they finish, we’ll trade it for a new car, double down on the smokescreen.”



“Double the number of people who can place our faces,” muttered Lockpick.



“It’s unavoidable. We’re not going to make it far on foot, and after the rehab thing and renting that apartment, we’re pretty low on money.”



“I guess. Maybe we could… I don’t know?”



“What?”



Lockpick shrugged. “Make some more money?”



Halberd chuckled and wiped his fingers with a napkin. “We’ll talk about that, too. Assuming you mean what I think you mean.”



“I do,” said Lockpick.



The idea of pulling off a robbery against a faceless bank or some blood diamond jewelry store seemed like something out of a Robin Hood story compared to hacking at Shade with his penknife. He ate another handful of fries, not letting his mind go there.



“Anyway, I got to take a dump,” said Halberd. “Guard my food.”



He pushed up from his chair and headed for the restroom. Lockpick nibbled a bit more on his burger, but he wasn’t all that hungry.



A woman walked into the restaurant, slowing as she approached the line to order. She was watching him and not being subtle about it. Lockpick met her gaze for a moment before realizing she was more of a girl than a woman, not that much older than he was, probably eighteen or nineteen. He felt a familiar rush of teenage awkwardness that forced his eyes back to his food.



He was shocked when she came over, walking slowly as though to give him time to anticipate her approach. She was blonde with flirty pink highlights and somehow reminded him of a younger version of Jess. She had a less curvaceous build and a heavy scattering of freckles, but otherwise, they were of a similar type.



“Mind if I sit?” she asked.



“I’m here with my dad,” he said. His voice cracked a little as he spoke, which was horrifying.



The girl smiled and shot a quick glance behind her. “It won’t take long. You want to hear what I have to say. I promise you that.”



There was a playful edge to her voice that made him want to listen, regardless of what she was saying. He nodded, and she sank down onto the bench across from him.



“I know who you are,
 Lockpick
 ,” she said. “I… Whoa, easy!”



His hand had immediately shot into the pocket of his sweatshirt to grab his penknife without him being conscious of it. He forced his fingers to relax and took a breath.



“How do you know that?” he asked.



“The long hair is kind of a giveaway from the sketches I’ve seen,” she said. “Plus, you just confirmed it. I’m a friend, don’t worry. My name is Liz. Liz Laser.”



She held out a hand, and Lockpick shook it after a moment’s hesitation. It was unbelievably soft and slightly smaller than his, even though she was a little taller than him.



“I’m going to guess that you didn’t just come here for the food,” he said. “What do you want?”



“I want to help you,” she said. “The Champion Authority is looking for Halberd in connection with an incident, but I think I know what’s going on here. If you come with me, I can keep you safe from him, but we have to go right now.”



“Safe…?” Lockpick stared at her. “From Halberd?”



“I can bring you somewhere he won’t be able to ever reach you,” said Liz. “That’s one option. I could also reach out to Relic. I’m a member of Lost Generation. She’s worked with us before, you know.”



“Did you tell anyone?” he asked.



“Tell anyone… what?”



Lockpick hissed through his teeth and looked through one of the restaurant’s windows. “Does anyone else on your team know that you’re here?”



“Don’t worry about that right now,” said Liz. “Look, I know how scary this all must be for you. Here’s what we’re going to do. Take my hand, and we’ll stand up, walk out of here, and get in my car. That’ll be the end of it.”



She held her hand out, smiling gently. Lockpick turned his head slightly on the diagonal, wondering what she saw when she looked at him. It made him feel like a kid again to have her treating him like this. It was embarrassing… but he kind of liked it, in a strange way. Just a kid. Not capable of killing a super or fighting off a gang.



“Looks like you made a friend.” Halberd appeared behind Liz and set a heavy hand on her shoulder. “How nice.”



Liz’s face went white. Lockpick gaped at Halberd, not liking at all what he saw in the older man’s face.



“How about we all go talk outside?” suggested Halberd. “Liz Laser, right? I remember you.”



“I was…” Liz swallowed and slowly stood up as Halberd guided her by the shoulder. “He’s just a kid. I was here for him, not you.”



“Outside,” he said again.



He grabbed what remained of his burger with his free hand and started walking the young heroine to the door. Lockpick followed, stomach heavy with a growing sense of dread.



The building next to the Burger King was a law office that was closed on the weekend with no sightlines to the parking lot in back. Halberd gave Liz a small push once they were alone, the fingers of his hand twitching as they always did when he was about to summon his axe.



“Do you really want to do this in front of your son?” asked Liz, a slight tremble in her voice.



“He’s seen worse,” said Halberd.



“Oh, lovely.” Liz snapped her arm out to the side, fingers splayed wide. “Fine. I might be young, but I’m no pushover.”



“You should just give up now.” Halberd conjured his axe, bits of concrete snapping up from the ground like metal filings drawn by a magnet. “I’ll give you the chance, since you are young and you still haven’t learned yet.”



“Ha. We’ll see if you still have that same tone in a minute or two.”



The taunting ended and the fight began. Halberd hurled himself forward, swinging his axe at full strength in a vicious arc. Liz hopped backward, pushing her palm forward and blasting a pink laser toward Halberd’s chest.



The big man was quick, and he spun out of the way, the laser missing by a margin of inches. He carried the axe swing through, but Liz was just as fast, dodging low and unleashing another laser at point blank range.



Halberd staggered backward, gripping a singed spot on his jacket, face contorted with pain. He wavered on his feet. Lockpick stared in disbelief, feeling like a bystander on the side of a fight that might decide the future of his life.



“Told you,” said Liz. “Next time you should—”



Lockpick tackled her sideways, ramming her into the wall of the building. Her head knocked hard against the brick, and she fell onto him in an unconscious heap. He quickly pulled himself up and stood over her, penknife out, even though he wasn’t sure he’d use it even if she did move.



“Watch her,” said Halberd. “I’ll go get the car.”



“And then what?”



Halberd clapped him on the shoulder. “We put her in the trunk.”










CHAPTER 6




 



Will was half asleep and still naked on the couch with Avery when the vibration of his phone drew his attention. He sat up, gently shifting Avery aside.



“That’s probably Jess,” he said.



“She just can’t help her mothering instincts, can she?” Avery shot him a sleepy smile and rolled onto her stomach, her naked butt jutting upward like a wondrous hill of seduction.



It wasn’t Jess. Will frowned at the unknown number for the span of another ring before answering.



“Hello?” he said.



“Hey, Pick,” said Erik. “You somewhere safe to talk?”



Will furrowed his brow. “Give me a minute.” He covered the receiver and glanced at Avery. “I have to take this.”



“K. Meet me in bed once you’re finished.”



She stretched and strode off to her room. Will waited until the door was closed before dropping back down onto the couch.



“How’d you get my number?” he asked.



“A… mutual friend of ours,” said Erik. “I didn’t think you’d mind too much.”



Mist
 . He couldn’t think of any other Mastodon alumni they both had in common and knew his digits. He sighed, not really wanting to think about their brief fling, or the way she’d betrayed him to Despot.



“Right,” said Will. “What’s up? I get the sense you wouldn’t have gone through the effort if it wasn’t something serious.”



“It’s pretty serious. I need your advice, and I’d strongly prefer to get it in person.”



“Does it have to be tonight?”



“Yeah,” said Erik.



He sighed. “I’ll meet you at Nana’s Nook in half an hour.”



Will gave Avery a quick, somewhat vague explanation. She was already half-asleep and didn’t ask questions. He kissed her, dressed, and headed out to his motorcycle.



The bar was busy enough that he had to wait in line to get in, though the bouncer didn’t stop to so much as glance at his license before waving him in. Erik,
 Algae Double
 , was hard to spot amidst the crowd. More so given the sweatshirt hood he wore to conceal his distinctive head, bald and ever so slightly tinged with green.



“Saved you a seat,” said Erik.



“Thanks.”



“Beer?”



Will shook his head. “I came on my bike. I’m not here for pleasantries, Erik. Get to the point.”



“Sheesh. You’re acting like I pulled you out of a hotel room with some babe or something.”



“An apartment, but otherwise, yeah.”



Erik chuckled and jabbed him in the rib with an elbow. “Making up for lost time, I see. I know how that is.”



He sighed and got a little more serious, glancing around to make sure nobody was within earshot.



“One of my doubles had a run-in with one of the supers called in to handle the prison break,” said Erik.



“You called me here for that?” asked Will. “You can’t be surprised that heroes are going to do their job, can you?”



“That’s not it,” said Erik. “I can see through the eyes of my doubles, Pick. I saw how it went down and… something about it was just off.”



“Off how?”



“It was the blond guy,” said Erik. “Cocky demeanor. Has a power that lets him throw things.”



“Impact,” provided Will.



“Yeah.” Erik pressed two fingers against his beer glass, turning it sideways. “Except… he wasn’t himself.”



“Where are you going with this?”



“He wasn’t talking,” said Erik. “Not a single word. No demanding my surrender. None of those cheesy quips and one-liners the heroes love so much.”



“He’s got a short temper,” said Will. “Maybe you pissed him off?”



“That’s not what it felt like.”



“How did your double run into him, anyway?” he asked. “I’m assuming you don’t have your copies strolling the streets during the day.”



“I’m watching a few of the good guys,” said Erik. “It pays to stay informed. Impact disappeared before this encounter. Was out of my reach for a couple of hours. Comes back and immediately attacks my double, like he knew it was there. Like someone tipped him off.”



“You don’t seriously think I’m tattling to the good guys, do you?”



Erik crossed his arms. “You think I forgot how you told Sheila that I was trying to escape on the day that you got out of prison?”



“Oh, come on,” said Will. “I made a passing comment about it. Cryptkeeper was walking right behind us and he was already long since wise to your ways.”



“Yeah, but still.” Erik smiled and waved a hand. “Anyway, not my point. No, I don’t think you sent Impact after me, Pick. What I’m getting at is that I think… something was wrong with him.”



“What makes you think that?”



“Because he tossed a car on top of my double,” said Erik. “Just some random person’s car. I know heroes color outside of the lines a bit when it comes to collateral damage, but this was a step beyond that in terms of recklessness.”



“What happened to your double?”



“Completely squished. I got maybe a gallon or two of the algae back. Impact intended it to be a killing blow. The silence, plus attempted murder. I’m a bit on edge, and was hoping maybe you might have an idea about what’s going on.”



“I haven’t heard anything,” said Will. “I would tell you if I had. I suppose I could keep my ears open at the next meeting of the super squad for answers. It’ll probably come up, given how chatty Impact is normally.”



“I’d appreciate it if you could pass any answers you get my way.”



“Sure,” said Will. “Man, I should have walked here. I’m suddenly in the mood for a beer.”



“No surprise there. I think a certain someone is still waiting for you to buy her a drink.”



Will frowned until Erik hooked his thumb toward a corner of the bar behind them. He turned around in his stool enough to see Mist sitting alone at a table on the far side of the room, staring at her phone and looking vaguely annoyed.



“She’s about the last person I wanted to see tonight,” he said.



“I thought the two of you were a thing?”



“She basically betrayed me to the Power Realists,” he said. “I spent a pretty shitty afternoon locked in a cell within their base in the Exclusion Zone.”



“Jesus,” said Erik. “I mean… You’re sure it was her?”



“Positive.”



Erik shrugged and took another sip of his beer. Will stewed for a bit, considering whether it made more sense to just leave and head back to Avery’s. He decided that he’d probably regret it if he didn’t confront her, and slowly rose from his stool.



“Hello, Mist,” he said, taking a seat at her empty table.



She winced, looking extremely guilty. “Pick.”



There was a moment of awkward silence that made Will wish he had been drinking after all. Mist’s black-and-blue dyed hair was tied up with a scrunchie, and had the effect of making her face and eyes seem bare and expressive.



“You never texted me,” she said, folding her arms.



“I think modern hookup etiquette goes out the window when a woman betrays you to your worst enemy.”



She frowned, almost looking like she was about to cry. “Look, it’s not like I wanted to! There are some people you just don’t make into enemies, you know?”



He gave her a cold smile. “Oh, I do know. Better than most, that’s for sure.”



“I’m sorry. If I could do it over, I would. I’m certainly not looking to get involved with them in the future, if it makes any difference.”



Did it make a difference? Not really. Not if he couldn’t trust her word. Will felt unsure of why he’d sought out this conversation in the first place. He got up to leave.



“Hey!” said Mist. “Come on. Don’t just end it like that.”



“There’s nothing to end,” he said. “We had sex once. That’s it.”



“Pretty sure it was twice,” she said, with a bit of her usual snark. “Let me make it up to you, at least.”



“And how would you go about that, exactly?”



“I owe you a favor. A big, massive, putting-my-neck-on-the-line-for-you, favor.”



“I don’t need that,” he said.



“Maybe not. But I don’t like feeling so… guilty over fucking up a good thing.”



Will looked back toward Erik, who was chatting with a young woman at the bar. “I would have to trust you for it to make sense for me to call you for help.”



“Then let’s start there. Give me a test run sometime. Let me earn your trust again.”



He could think of a dozen reasons why not, but a similar number in favor of it not being such a bad idea. Yes, she’d betrayed him, but only by telling him what he’d wanted to know. The fact that Despot and the Realists had been waiting for him in the Exclusion Zone should have been his default assumption. He couldn’t blame her entirely for a mistake that was partly due to his own recklessness.



“Let’s start back from square one,” he said. “I’ll text you. Maybe.”



Mist gave him a smile that reminded him a bit of Cammie. “I’m a very textable girl. Maybe I’ll text you something or another back.”



He shook his head, already finding it hard to shake the feeling that she was playing him, somehow, again. She would have to work to get that trust back.



“Goodnight, Mist.”










CHAPTER 7




 



One unexpected benefit of having a motorcycle was that it gave Will an extremely good excuse to rein in his drinking. He headed home instead of straight back to Avery’s, given the late hour when he left the bar; after texting her to explain as much as he could, he climbed into bed stone-cold sober.



It made the experience of waking up the next morning that much more vivid. He had a hard on, which wasn’t unusual. Someone else was in his bed, which given that he was at home, was extremely abnormal. Someone started poking him in the cheek. He turned his face sideways and gently bit down with his teeth on the next pass.



“Ow!” whispered Rue. “Seriously, LP?”



“Why are you trying to wake me up?” he mumbled.



“Because
 you
 woke
 me
 up when you came home last night, and I’ve barely slept since. I thought you were staying over at Avery’s.”



He groaned and wrapped an arm around her, sleepy and in the mood to cuddle. Rue was wearing a variation of her usual pajamas, a baggy t-shirt and boy shorts, and made an excellent teddy bear. Soft and booby.



“I was,” he said. “But then I went out.”



“What is it with you and her, anyway?” asked Rue.



“Hmm?” He pulled her closer, letting one arm drape across her stomach. His elbow was nudging the bottom edge of one of her plump breasts. No bra, which was always nice.



“You’ve been spending sooo much time at her place,” said Rue. “It’s just weird.”



“I’m a weird guy.” He shifted so they were outright spooning and kissed her cheek.



“What are you doing?” said Rue, with a small giggle. “You’re still half asleep.”



“I thought you came to wake me up? Get to it, woman.”



He kissed her again and felt brazen enough in his sleepy state to press his erection into her butt. It was a glorious thing, that butt. The kind of butt that ancient peoples would have sculpted into lifelike stone statues. The kind of butt Picasso would have drawn.



Rue let out a patient sigh, grabbed his sheets, and stripped them off him. “How’s that for waking you up?”



Will groaned and hugged himself against the oppressive cold of the warm summer day. “You’re an evil witch!”



He grabbed Rue and pulled her back onto his bed. She giggled and made a halfhearted attempt at pushing him away, and then they were wrestling, bodies flopping around together in the pretense of finding an advantage.



She cupped his crotch as she reached for his boxers to give him a wedgie. Will flipped her stomach-down and straddled her thighs. He grabbed one elbow as she started wriggling, and then the back of her poofy ponytail.



“I win,” he said. “Give up.”



“Or what?”



She wiggled in a manner that really made him want to explore that
 or what
 . The sound of laughter came from downstairs, and it was just enough to pull them back from their little sexually charged game.



“Mom sent me up to get you,” said Rue. “It’s not going to end well if she catches us like this.”



“So, admit I win, and—”



“Fine, you win,” said Rue. “Now come on. Aunt Izzie’s downstairs, and breakfast is ready.”



Aunt Isabelle, or
 Invisibella,
 was a well-known silver-haired heroine and Jess’s best friend. The two had been close since their teenage years, both attractive female supers who Will assumed had shared a similar experience in coming to grips with the attention of the world.



They’d shared more than just that, as he’d learned in his time with Halberd, though the word share didn’t really fit. Halberd had fucked her, cheated on Jess, and Will had walked in on it. And now, she was back again. Though really,
 he
 was the one back. She’d been around this entire time, carrying the secret of that awful betrayal.



“Are you coming?” asked Rue.



“I need to get dressed,” he said. “Maybe you can get away strutting around in your underwear, but I certainly can’t.”



“You won’t know if you don’t try.”



He climbed out of bed in his boxers, making no attempt to conceal his massive hard-on. He grinned at Rue’s reaction, that perfect mixture of embarrassment and intrigue that made him wish they were still wrestling and no one else was home.



“Really?” he said. “So I should walk downstairs like this?”



He made a show of swinging his junk back and forth as he took a few steps for emphasis.



“Shut up,” said Rue, smiling. “Perv.”



“You’re the one staring.”



“Shut. Up.” She headed out the door, but stopped and poked her head back in. “Hey, can we talk later today about…
 computer stuff
 ?”



“Computer stuff.” He smiled at Rue’s euphemism. “Sure.”



She left, and he got dressed. He could hear Jess and Isabelle laughing as he came downstairs, which only deepened the conflict he was now faced with.



“She was out of control!” said Isabelle, her voice clear and cultured. “Her husband was beside himself! He asked her how many drinks she had, and she answered by holding up fingers.”



Jess grinned and shook her head. “She wasn’t with her husband the entire night. I remember that much.”



“I think everybody there remembers that much!” said Isabelle.



They broke out into giggling and shushing like pre-teen girls, only turning to look at Will as he stepped into the kitchen.



“Good morning,” he said. “Jess. Isabelle.”



Isabelle’s reaction was muted, but he definitely picked up on an undertone of panic in her expression. There was no way Jess knew.



You don’t laugh and rub shoulders with the woman who fucked your supervillain husband behind your back while he was on the run.



“Finally!” said Jess, still in high spirits. “I thought you were going to sleep in all day. Look who’s here. Come say hi!”



She gave him a tight, squeezing hug and then pulled him over to the kitchen counter. Will took a breath, still unsure of what he was going to say, how to navigate the situation.



“It’s… good to see you again, Will,” said Isabelle. “I’m glad to see that you’re back on track after everything that happened.”



Her hair was true silver with that vibrant edge that separated from gray. It hung in a long braid that fell to the small of her back. Isabelle was a little taller than Jess, almost Will’s height, with a fair amount of curve in the hips and bust. She wore a tight, black, long-sleeve top and jeans, a modest outfit for the warm summer weather.



“Yeah,” he said. “So much crazy stuff happened back then. I’m still parsing through the memories of it all.”



His tone was a bit harsher than his words, and he saw Jess and Rue glancing at him in the brief pause that followed.



“I’m only in town for a few weeks to help out with the recapture,” said Isabelle. “The rest of the Crystal Triad is still in Chicago. I hope we can catch up sometime. I might be able to help you out if you need something. Anything I can do.”



She gave him a smile that looked more forced than genuine.



“Yeah, maybe,” he said. “I guess it depends on how the chips fall over the next few days.”



Again, he missed with his tone. Jess set a hand on his shoulder.



“Why don’t I fix you up a plate of breakfast, mister?” she suggested. “You sound like you need something to eat. Izzie, can I get you anything while I’m at it?”



“I was just on my way out,” replied Isabelle. “See you later today for lunch?”



“Absolutely!”



Isabelle waved and headed out the door. Will took a seat next to Rue at the counter. Jess brought him over a plate stacked with home fries, eggs, and bacon, frowning a bit as she set it down.



“You were a bit stiff with her,” said Jess.



“LP’s always a bit stiff in the morning,” said Rue.



Will snorted, but Jess clearly missed the joke. She wiped her hands on her apron and started washing a pan in the sink.



“I know it’s been a while since you’ve seen your aunt, but I really wish you’d make an effort to catch up with her.”



“I don’t really know if that’s going to happen,” he said.



“You used to love Aunt Izzie,” said Rue.



“I think I get it,” said Jess. “It must be a challenge to talk to people from earlier on in your life after everything that happened.”



“Sure, let’s go with that,” he said. “Can we talk about something else?”



He needed more time to think about how to handle the situation. Telling Jess wasn’t necessarily out of the question, but that wasn’t a conversation he was looking forward to. She and Isabelle still seemed so close, and Halberd was gone from their lives. Maybe it was best to leave the past in the past?



“You got home late last night,” said Jess. “I thought you were going to sleep over at Avery’s?”



Will glanced from Jess to Rue. “Are the two of you reading from the same script?”



“You’re just way louder than you think you are when you try to sneak through the house at night,” said Rue.



“I’m not interrogating you, sweetie,” said Jess. “I’m just curious. I thought something might have happened.”



“Nothing happened. What, would it have been better if I’d checked in with you when I got home at two in the morning?”



“You could have, if you’d wanted,” said Jess, with a shrug. “I wouldn’t mind.”



He quirked an eyebrow at that but took it as more of an offhand comment than an invitation for him to raid her bedroom in the middle of the night.



“Anyway, I have to run errands, and then I’m meeting Izzie for lunch,” said Jess. “Do the two of you have any additions for the grocery list?”



“Tofu, extra firm,” said Rue. “Some mini cucumbers to snack on would also be nice.”



“Are you dieting again?” asked Jess.



“No!” snapped Rue. “What? Do I need to?”



“Of course not, honey. You’re perfect just the way you are.”



She kissed Rue on the top of her head.



“That wasn’t an answer,” she muttered.



She glanced at Will, and he gave a small shake of the head. He actually agreed with Jess, though he suspected if he tried to elaborate it would sound more perverted than complimentary.










CHAPTER 8




 



Jess left the house, and the sound of the door shutting instantly heralded the arrival of a new mood. It was Will and Rue in the house, with no plans for the day… beyond
 computer stuff.



“So,” said Rue. “I thought I’d take a shower, and, you know…”



“You want me to join you?”



She giggled. “No, I didn’t mean like last time. I thought I’d clean myself up. Wash my hair, dry my hair, excessively brush my hair. Do my makeup.”



“You’re serious about making some money today, aren’t you?”



“You’re going to be helping,” she said with a mischievous smile. “I had an idea about what we could do to keep the stream interesting.”



“I’m all ears.” Will stood up from his stool and came to stand behind her. He set his hands on the back of her shoulders, slowly running his fingers down her arms, the tips brushing the edges of either breast.



“I’ll tell you after,” she said. “Better if it’s a surprise. You’re free for most of today, right?”



“Avery might need to steal me for probation officer stuff.”



“Avery stole you last night,” she said, a bit pouty. “It’s my turn.”



“If the choice is to do whatever my probation officer asks or go to prison, it’s not as if I have much of an option.”



Rue stood up and turned around, leaning against the counter. “The prison was destroyed during the prison break. Doesn’t that mean you can do whatever you want?”



“Yeah, that’s exactly how the criminal justice system works,” he said, shaking his head.



“I’m just saying… You already committed to hanging out with me today.”



“That’s the plan.”



He set a hand on her waist, feeling himself already getting hard. It was tricky to be around Rue sometimes without thinking about her web stream, or thinking about her naked, or thinking about… various other things.



He kissed her, and she aggressively kissed back. He pressed forward, one hand groping her thigh and toying with the idea of lifting her up onto the counter.



“It’s not weird for us to kiss, is it?” she whispered.



“No,” he said. “Well, yes. When we’re alone, it’s fine.”



“That’s sort of what I thought, too,” said Rue. “Mom would freak, but it’s not like, well, you know.”



“Yeah, I know,” he said. “We’re just fooling around.”



“Not
 fooling around
 , fooling around, though,” said Rue.



“I bet that sounded better in your head.”



“Shut up.” She pushed him in the chest, hiding a smirk. Will tugged her ponytail, delighting in the way it made her briefly bite her lip.



“Go get yourself prettied up,” he said. “You want to aim to get started around one?”



“It’s already eleven-thirty.”



He shrugged, aware that he had no idea how much time it actually took for a woman to get ready for this sort of thing. “Two?”



“Sounds good.”



“It’s a date.” He pulled her in and kissed her again. Rue grinned and tapped his chest, only reluctantly pulling away. She had a spring in her step as she bounded up the stairs to her room.



It was hard not to share in her enthusiasm, but Will made an effort to keep from getting too excited. Fooling around with Rue, but not
 fooling around
 fooling around with Rue. He still wasn’t sure how the streams fit in with the rest of his life, with Avery and Jess.



If either of them found out about what he and Rue were getting up to online, he was done. It made him feel more than a little guilty to think about it like that, especially in terms of what was going on between him and Avery.



The flipside to that was how he and Avery were, in much the same way, having sex behind Rue’s back. As much as he would have loved to be honest with both of them, it wasn’t just his secret to share.



Rue obviously didn’t want anyone, Avery included, knowing about her secret life. Will doubted Avery would want to be similarly open about just how
 close
 the two of them had gotten either, sidestepping boundaries that really had no business being crossed.



Let’s save worrying about the damage for after the bomb goes off.



He spent the early afternoon working out, lifting weights, and giving the heavy bag a solid beatdown. He was dripping with sweat when he was done. Rue had finished her shower, and he took a quick one, changing into a t-shirt and sweatpants as he waited out the last few minutes.



When two o’clock rolled around, Rue didn’t come to get him. He ended up going to her room, knocking on her door, feeling a bit as if he was there to pick her up for an actual date.



“Hey,” she said, smiling as she greeted him. “Good timing.”



“Is this new?” Will eyed her lingerie, a white bra and panty set with stockings and garters. It would have looked angelic if not for how seductive and minimalist the cut was. “I take it this is my surprise?”



“It’s new, but it’s not your surprise,” she said. “Come on in. Lie down on my bed while I get the camera set up.”



“On your bed?” He shook his head. “I’ll be in the shot if I’m hanging out there.”



“Exactly. I sort of… told a few of my fans that I have a boyfriend. They told a few more people, and then someone started copying and pasting it in my chat, and now everybody won’t shut up about it.”



“Hold on a second. You told them that I’m your boyfriend? Are you insane?”



“I didn’t mean for this to happen!” she said, holding out her arms. “I thought you’d go for it after, you know… I mean, you even called it a date earlier.”



“That’s me being playful,” said Will. “This would be me pretending to be your boyfriend in front of hundreds of people.”



“I actually peaked at just over two thousand last time.”



“Oh, well, that’s so much better.”



“Will you just hear me out?” She grabbed his hand and pulled him back as he made for the door. “All you have to do is lie on the bed while I do my usual stream stuff. I’ll position the camera so your head is out of frame.”



“It’s not what I’m doing that’s the issue,” he said. “What if it gets back to Jess somehow?”



“It already would have been a disaster if she found my stream.”



“Except now she’d see both of us in it,” said Will.



“So what? You’ll help, take a cut of the money, but wash your hands of it all if I ever get discovered?”



“I mean…” He shrugged. “Look, I’m just trying to be the voice of reason here. This doesn’t seem like it would end well.”



“I didn’t mean for it to go in this direction,” said Rue. “Now that they think I have a boyfriend, I have to find someone to play the part. You’re the only guy I trust. It’s not as if I could go message some rando on a dating app. Too much risk that they’d do something weird.”



Will rubbed his hand down his face. When she put it like that, it almost seemed logical. There was also the fact that he was taking his cut of the stream. He bore a certain amount of responsibility for problem solving if he wanted to keep that money flowing.



“I want thirty percent,” he said.



“What? I’m already giving you twenty-five, and I’m barely asking you to do anything more.”



“Take it or leave it.”



“I mean… I guess. But only for the streams that you’re actually appearing in.”



“Deal,” he said.



“Yes!” Rue hugged him, her lingerie-clad body pressing snug into his. It was really hard to keep the potential pitfalls of joining her on stream in mind with the sensation of those wonderfully plump breasts tight against his chest.










CHAPTER 9




 



Will stretched out across Rue’s bed, watching the wonderful curve of her buttocks as she bent forward over her desk and set up the stream. He caught a glimpse of the camera’s view as she finished adjusting it. His face was hidden, true enough, but his body and clothing would still give him away if Jess ever stumbled upon the stream.



With that said, he felt as though it was a safe assumption that Jess didn’t spend all that much time on camgirl websites.



“Are you ready?” asked Rue. “Remember, all you have to do is lie there and look at your phone. Don’t move your head or body if you can help it, and don’t say anything unless I ask you a question.”



“I agreed to be your boyfriend body double, not your whipping boy,” said Will.



“I’m just letting you know how this is going to go,” she said. “It’s still my stream, and like I said, I don’t want any surprises. I’m paying you for this.”



“You’re my sister, not my boss.”



Rue sighed. “I’m aware. I appreciate this, Will. I love you.”



“I love you, too. Now let’s make some money.”



The room was silent as she brought the website up and made the final preparations. Will took out his phone and tried to get into the mindset of Rue’s boyfriend. If he
 were
 her boyfriend, he suspected he’d probably be trying to pull her toward the bed instead of focusing on the stream.



If
 , he reminded himself. He was her brother, and this was just them fooling around.



“Hey guys,” said Rue, into the camera. “I’ve got a surprise for you, today. Maybe you can already see it behind me, but I’ll wait for a few more people to arrive before I make the introductions.”



Will tried to stay focused on his phone as he realized a flaw in their plan. They hadn’t discussed what she was going to call him. They obviously couldn’t use his real name, and she couldn’t call him LP or LazerPlayer without introducing contradictions into her story. He’d just have to trust her to come up with something on the fly.



“DougDanger, dude, how are you always first here?” said Rue. “Hey to you, too. Aww, thanks ChuckBuck69. Here, have a little sneak peek.”



Rue leaned her chest toward the webcam, giving the early arrivals a closeup of her cleavage. She then reached behind her to fix the fit of her panties. Will felt himself getting increasingly turned on.



He wondered what a theoretical
 Brother Lockpick
 would think of the situation, if there’d ever be a time in his life when he’d look back on this chapter through the lens of religious morality. It was… hard to imagine.



“What? Someone’s behind me?” Rue’s voice was thick with mock surprise as she looked over her shoulder. “Oh, that’s just D.”



Will furrowed his brow and silently mouthed the syllable while Rue was still looking at him. She winked and tapped a finger on her lips mischievously. D, for Decay.



She’d made a point once to paint their shared secrets as mutually assured destruction if either of them decided to out the other. Obviously, she hadn’t revealed anything by christening him with a single, innocuous letter, but it did seem as though her intention was bleeding through around the edges.



“Who’s D?” said Rue, reading the flurry of questions in the chat. “Whoa, slow down, we’ll get to that in a second. I’m the star here. I think I need a few more compliments on my new outfit.”



She started posing for the webcam, turning in a full circle, lifting her breasts and letting them fall and jiggle within the constraints of her bra. Will was hardly even pretending to look at his phone anymore. He was slightly annoyed by the passive role pretending to be Rue’s boyfriend had cast him into, but it was clearly part of her game.



“Oh, D’s camera shy,” said Rue. “He won’t show his face.”



She paused, smiling as she read some of the comments, and then let out a beautiful laugh.



“Honestly, I don’t know if he’d show that either,” she continued. “No, I’m not going to ask! He’s my, um… I mean of course, I’ve seen it before.”



“Seen what before?” asked Will. He could still talk to Rue, even if his face was offscreen.



“A few of the overeager beavers in my chat wanted you to, well, you know…” She cleared her throat. “Take your
 thing
 out.”



“I doubt that’s the word they used,” said Will. He heard the chime of camcoins, the site’s proxy currency, coming in fast and furious.



“What?” snapped Rue, reading the chat comments again. “No! I mean, of course! I touch it all the time, just…”



“Touch
 what
 all the time, Rue?”



She made a point of ignoring him. “I don’t think he’ll go for it. Yes, he is a lucky guy, MasterBlaster, I agree.”



“Hey!” Will took one of the stuffed animals sitting on Rue’s bed and flicked it at her head. It bounced off her ponytail with a satisfying spin and she whirled around, glaring at him.



“D!” she snapped. “What was that for?”



“Fun, mostly,” he said. “What was the request earlier?”



“It was nothing.” She looked back at the screen, frowning at some of the new comments as they came in. “Okay, fine. A few guys want me to, um… Take
 it
 out for you. I told them it was a bit too much for you, given it’s your first time on stream.”



Will felt a wicked smile taking up residence on his face. “I think it’s a good idea, provided we hit the right donation threshold.”



“You…” Rue gaped at him. “What?”



“You should do it.”



“But…” Rue’s mouth formed a small, confused circle. “I mean…”



“What’s the big deal?” he asked. “We do more than just touching all the time. Hell, last night we did way more than that.”



“Hey!” snapped Rue. “This is my stream. I didn’t give you permission to start divulging details of, um, our love life.”



Will chuckled, enjoying how genuinely flustered she was. Her annoyance helped sell the act, turning the moment into a bit of a lovers’ quarrel.



“Come on, chat,” Will called to the computer. “Looks like she’s the one who needs convincing. She loves money, though. I’m sure she’ll do it for the right price.”



“D!” Rue grabbed the stuffed animal he’d tossed at her before and hurled it back at him. The motion did interesting things to her bouncy, lingerie-clad body. “He’s just teasing me, guys. You don’t have to… Um, was that a typo, DougDanger?”



“What?” asked Will.



“He says he’ll donate $500 in one go if I do what they were asking before.” She looked at him, and then her eyes flicked toward his crotch.



“That’s a lot of money,” he said.



“Yeah.” One of Rue’s hands drifted down to her crotch, and she started touching herself. It seemed like an absent-minded thing, an old habit, just what Rue did when the camera was on her.



“Hey,” he said. “If you’re not comfortable with this, we don’t have to.”



“Who says I’m not comfortable with it?” she snapped. “I’ll do it, assuming DougDanger donates what he promised.”



A chime came from the computer. Rue’s eyes darted to his bulge again. He shifted to give her room to sit down on the bed and patted the spot next to him.



“What?” said Rue, still reading the chat. “I have to get him hard, too?”



“That shouldn’t be much trouble,” Will pointed out. He was already mostly there.



Rue brought her laptop over with her, carefully keeping the angle so Will’s unmasked face was never in view. She bounced slightly as she sat down on the bed, still reading the comments as they came in with a conflicted expression.



“Well?” said Will. “If we’re going to do this, then let’s do it.”



As much as he enjoyed teasing Rue, he was a bit conflicted, too. The streams had felt so different when it had just been her in front of the camera, as though his role had been minor and limited. Now, he was a full partner in crime, just as culpable as she was.



“Don’t do anything weird,” she said, setting a hand on his crotch. “I’m just going to take it out and get you hard.”



He leaned back on his elbows, watching Rue’s embarrassed face as she started to untie the draw cord of his sweatpants. A faint voice in the back of his head shouted to him about how incredibly wrong what they were doing was. He could still stop it — if he didn’t, they’d have to live with the consequences of whatever happened.



“Whoa…” Rue flinched back as she pulled his sweatpants and boxers down and his erection snapped to attention. “It’s… already hard.”



“Not completely,” he said.



She glanced at the laptop, but the approval of her followers was clear enough from the chorus of donation chimes. “Do I just, um… grab it?”



“Yeah,” he said. “Light squeeze.”



She wrapped her fingers around his cock. Will groaned at the sudden burst of pleasure. It turned into a chuckle as he saw Rue’s embarrassed face again, one of the most cutely seductive sights of his entire life.



“Hey!” she said. “I’m just doing what you said.”



“It feels awesome.”



“It does?”



“So good. Keep going.”



She started stroking. “Like this?”



He nodded, hoping she wasn’t too awestruck by giving what was probably her first hand job to keep up the act. “Like you always do.”



“Like I…? Oh! Right.”



She went a little faster, moving with her whole upper body with adorable motions. It was like she was churning butter, but with more finesse and sensuality.



“Oh…” he groaned. “That’s it.”



“Perv,” said Rue, rubbing her thumb over a sticky bead of pre-arousal. “Are you completely hard yet?”



“Keep going, and I’ll let you know.”



The chat comments were going wild. Will could only see a blur of text. What had started as Rue proving she had a boyfriend had abruptly morphed into her first hardcore stream. The guilt he felt over his role in it was blunted by the pleasure of her soft, pumping hands.



“Seriously?” said Rue, staring at the screen. “That’s… I mean, I can’t! That’s just…”



“What is it?”



“DougDanger wants me to…” She bit her lip, still stroking even with her mind elsewhere. “He wants me to suck you off. He says he’ll give us a thousand dollars, but I already told him.”



“Let’s do it,” he said.



She blinked and opened her mouth, but it took a second for the words to come. “You actually think we should… I mean, you’d want that from
 me
 ?”



Will tried to nudge her back into character with a prod of his foot. “Of course, I would. You give me head all the time. It’s not that big of a deal.”



“Don’t be an ass,” said Rue. “I know it’s not a big deal. I just think we should probably save that for another stream.”



There was an edge of authority in her voice that bordered more on bratty than stern. Will felt annoyed, and also really horny.



“Chicken,” he said. “Looks like I’m not the camera-shy one after all.”



“I’m not a chicken!” snapped Rue.



“Do it, then. Come on.”



She glared at him, looking genuinely mad. He was teasing her and figured he’d gone far enough.



“If you’re not comfortable, we can stop here,” he said, tossing her an out.



“Quit saying I’m not comfortable!”



With a spiteful amount of speed, Rue leaned forward and took his cock into her mouth. She did it all at once, skipping any introductory kissing or licking and jumping straight to sucking him off. The contrast of pleasure from her hand to her hot, wet mouth was so intense that Will almost doubled over.



“Jesus,” he muttered. “Oh, fuck!”



A chime came in as DougDanger gave them their reward. Well, the first half, for Will. He watched Rue, clad in her slutty white lingerie, reposition the laptop so the webcam had a closeup of her going to work.



He met her gaze and saw her glare soften as she pulled her mouth back, kissing the tip of his cock. He cupped her cheek, trying to say with his eyes what he currently felt in his heart. The stream and the money were secondary, a distraction almost, from this beautiful young woman. He loved her and he stroked her cheek, hoping she understood that it went deeper than fooling around for strangers.



She kissed the side of his hand, and then she started sucking again and the tenderness traded out for its evil twin, illicit sexual pleasure. Will gripped Rue’s poofy ponytail as she sank her lips lower and started controlling her pace, bobbing her head up and down, taking possession of her head and mouth.



It was just too good. He gripped her head and thrust his hips up as he ejected a massive load into the back of her throat. Rue made a slight gagging noise and tapped his wrist. Will let go, and she pulled her mouth back, a trail of cum hanging down her chin with a dangling string at the end.



“I couldn’t breathe!” she said.



“Sorry,” he muttered. “That just felt… so good.”



She blinked. “Really?”



She wiped some of the mess up with her fingers and tasted it, wrinkling her nose, but still cleaning up the rest.



“You should, um, probably turn the stream off,” he said. He was so blissed out that all he could do was lie back on her bed.



“Now who’s camera shy!” said Rue, with a grin.



He laughed. “You win.”










CHAPTER 10




 



Rue closed her laptop, and a rather awkward silence crept into the moment. Will put his pants back on and stood up from her bed, unsure of what to say, if there even was anything to stay.



“You can hang out in here for a bit,” said Rue. “If you want to.”



“Do you want me to?” he asked.



“Only if you want to.” She shrugged. “I don’t know. It just feels a little weird to do something like that and then just get on with the day.”



He sat down again and put an arm around her shoulders. “I shouldn’t have egged you on like that in the middle of the stream.”



“My followers seemed to like it,” said Rue. “And it’s not as if I hated it.”



She smiled then looked at him expectantly.



“I didn’t hate it either,” he said. “Far from it.”



“We made a
 ton
 of money. I last checked a little before the end, but we easily cleared $1800 dollars.”



“Nice.” He hesitated, considering how to ask what was on his mind gently. “Are you planning on inviting your
 boyfriend
 back on stream?”



She elbowed him in the ribs. “That depends on whether said boyfriend is planning on trying to suffocate me with his thing again the next time it comes near my mouth.”



“You really do struggle with saying that word, don’t you?”



“Girls like me don’t talk like that,” said Rue. “Anyway… thanks.”



“You’re welcome. I had fun.”



“I bet you did,” said Rue. “Perv.”



He reached a finger out and wiped a small speck of dried cum off her cheek. “Let me know when you have my six hundred bucks in hand.”



“I feel like we should go back to your cut being twenty-five percent. I did all the work, after all.”



“Well, how about next time I play with you?”



Rue tried and failed to suppress a smile. “Maybe. I bet my fans would love that.”



“I bet
 you
 would love it.”



“Tch, as if.”



Will met her gaze and set a hand on her thigh. She didn’t look away, but he felt her body tensing and reacting, shifting closer as he started to drag his fingers toward the edge of her flimsy lingerie panties.



“It’s hot in here,” she whispered.



“And getting hotter.”



“No, I mean…” She sniffed the air. “Do you smell that?”



He was about to make a joke about sex smells when he noticed what she was talking about. There was an odd scent in the air, as though something was burning.



He stood up and went to the door and opened it, staring in disbelief at what he saw on the other side.



“Fire!” he shouted. “The house is on fire!”



“What?”



The flames were everywhere, but the smoke was thick enough to make them seem muted and distant. Strangely, it reminded Will of Christmas, the way the lights on the tree would give off such vivid ranges of color and illumination. But this… was no present.



“LP!” cried Rue. “What do we do?”



“Out the window!” He slammed shut the door to her room, already moving. Rue grabbed her laptop and then hesitated, turning to move to her closet to grab clothes.



“There’s no time,” he said. There really wasn’t. Smoke was leaking into her room at a worrying rate. Will pulled open the window and moved aside so Rue could go out first.



“I can’t!” she said. “Not wearing this!”



“I’ll throw some stuff down once you’re out!”



She finally started moving, awkwardly climbing through the window and hanging from the sill for a moment before dropping down. Will tossed her a sweatshirt and a pair of sweatpants and then carefully positioned himself for his own drop.



“The pants didn’t make it,” muttered Rue.



He looked up and saw that they’d gotten caught on the window frame, but there was nothing they could do about it now. The house was going to be a total loss, judging by the intensity of the flames. The first floor was already a hellish inferno, orange and red dancing behind a veil of gray smoke.



“Come on,” he said to Rue. “I’ll… call 911.”



“I’ll call Mom,” said Rue.



The garage was, by some miracle, mostly untouched. Will risked a trip inside to grab his costume and stuff it into a bag as he explained the situation to the emergency dispatch. He grabbed Jess’s artifacts while he was at it, knowing they were probably the most irreplaceable thing within the house.



His greatsword, Tragic Darkness, would have to stay where it was currently hidden within the strut of an old, forgotten ladder. He’d just have to hope he got a chance to recover it, or alternatively, that it was melted to unrecognizability if the fire did overtake the second structure.



“Our house…” said Rue when he came back out. She was crying and staring at the devastation, barefoot and clad only in a baggy sweatshirt which she had to pull down with one hand to cover her lingerie.



“We’re alright,” he said. “That’s all that matters. Did you call Jess?”



“She’s on her way,” said Rue. “Everything’s gone. My stuffed animals… I should have thrown them out the window.”



“There was no time.”



“I’ve had some of them since I was little.”



“We can get new stuffed animals,” he said. “We can’t get a new Rue.”



He put an arm around her. In truth, he was fighting his own despair. It felt as though he wasn’t just watching the house go up in flames, but his entire life. Wherever they went next, it might not be the same. They might not all be together, and there was a chance they’d lose their familiar rhythm and closeness.



He’d lost that once before, back when he’d left with Halberd. The idea of losing it again now after enduring so much was a looming nightmare, a life he had no interest in living.



“Will!” Jess’s shout startled him out of the darkening direction of his thoughts. “Rue!”



She’d parked her car at an angle on the side of the street and ran over to yank them both into a tight hug.



“I’m sorry,” muttered Rue. “I don’t know what happened, if we did something, or…?”



“It wasn’t you,” said Jess. “This isn’t anyone’s fault. Are you both alright?”



“We’re fine,” said Will. “We got out through Rue’s window, but we didn’t have time to grab much.”



“It’s alright,” said Jess.



“I grabbed your costume,” said Will.



“Fuck,” swore Rue. “I should have grabbed mine!”



“It’s alright.” Jess squeezed tighter and then pulled back, looking at them both as though to confirm that they really were unharmed. “Um. Sweetie, were you asleep when it started?”



Jess’s eyes flicked down to Rue’s lingerie panties. Rue awkwardly fidgeted with the bottom of her sweatshirt.



“No, LP and I were…” She trailed off, almost too stunned to remember her own secrets. “I mean, yeah. I was awake but lying in bed.”



“You can sit in my car for now,” said Jess.



The firetrucks had finally showed up, sirens blaring. A few of the firefighters shot obvious leering glances Rue’s way as she hurried to the safety and concealment of Jess’s car. Will ran a hand through his hair, wishing he’d been more attentive, caught the fire early.



“The house is insured,” said Jess. “There’s no way that much damage could ever be repaired, but we’ll have money to rebuild.”



“Eventually,” said Will. “What are we going to do in the meantime? I suppose we could pool our money for a hotel? Avery could take us in for a few nights if we didn’t mind cramming into her place.”



Avery
 . Will took out his phone and called her, listening to the dial tone as he kept talking with Jess.



“Izzie can probably help us,” said Jess. “She has a huge house up in the hills. I’m sure she’d let us stay with her.”



Will got Avery’s voicemail and left a quick message explaining the fire and the fact that they were alright. He was a bit worried she hadn’t picked up, but the pills were a secondary concern at the moment.



“We still have everything that matters.” Jess threaded her fingers through his and squeezed his hand. “We’ll be alright.”



“Yeah,” he said, wanting to believe her.



“Hey.” Jess touched his cheek. “Look at me. We’ll be alright. Our home, our family… it’s more than just walls and a roof.”



She radiated a confidence that Will had forgotten about, that absolute certainty that comes so naturally to parents in protect mode. He nodded slowly. Jess leaned in and kissed him on the cheek, and then after a quick glance to make sure no one else was watching, on the lips.



“What do we do now?” he asked.



“We handle things,” said Jess. “Try calling Avery again.”










CHAPTER 11




 



They spent several hours doing little more than watching the house smolder and answering the firefighters’ questions about whether the house contained any surprises for them. Will did get in touch with Avery eventually, and she hurried over. Her face had been pale when she saw the destruction, but he’d hugged her and calmed her down, careful not to show too much affection in front of Jess and Rue.



“You guys can all stay with me,” she offered.



“Izzie already offered to put us up in her house,” said Jess. “Come on. We’ll get some food and head on over there.”



Will climbed into the front seat of Jess’s car. Avery followed in hers, and Rue rode in the backseat. They stopped at a burger joint, but the events of the day had universally muted their appetites.



The drive into the hills north of Lancaster City was a parade of increasingly extravagant gated communities and mansions. Isabelle’s was especially regal, perched at the very top of a long, sloping road, with a view of not just the city, but several mountains further off in the distance. There was a pool around back and a small apple orchard flush with ripe fruit.



“Here we are,” said Jess. “It’s been a while since I last visited Izzie at home. She’s done so well for herself.”



“She’s a modern woman,” said Rue. “No kids. No husband. She can just do whatever she wants with her money.”



Will suppressed a scowl. He wasn’t looking forward to having to accept help from Isabelle, as much because of what he thought of her as a person as because of how difficult it would be to maintain a veneer of politeness around her.



Jess parked in front of one of Isabelle’s two massive garages, and Avery pulled up next to her. Will stayed in the back of the group as they headed for the front door and Jess rang the bell. Isabelle herself answered, clad in a bikini, hair still wet from a recent swim.



“Oh, I’m so sorry!” she said. “Please, come on in. You can stay for as long as you need to. I can’t imagine how much you’ve all been through today.”



“We’re managing alright,” said Jess. “I’m in contact with the insurance company, and there was nothing left in the house that we can’t replace.”



“If there’s anything more I can do to help, just say the word,” said Isabelle. “I have a powerful law firm that I’ve worked with before that could help you deal with the insurance appraisers if they try to hold out on you.”



“Thanks,” said Jess. “This all means a lot to us, Izzie.”



“Seriously,” said Rue. “Thanks, Aunt Izzie.”



“Thirding that,” said Avery. “You’re awesome.”



There was a pause, and Jess shot an expectant look at Will.



“Thanks, Isabelle,” he said stiffly.



Isabelle smiled and seemed to pass right over his reluctance. “I only have one guest room made up right now. I don’t have my regular cleaning staff coming by, since I’m usually traveling with the rest of the Crystal Triad. It does have two beds, but one of you might have to settle for the couch.”



“That’s totally fine,” said Jess. “We aren’t fussy.”



“Will can come and stay at my place if needed,” suggested Avery.



Jess gave her and Will an odd look. “Your place is… a little small for two grown adults. You’d be bumping into each other a bit too much, I think.”



There was an edge to her tone, but it was hard to tell whether it was genuine suspicion or just lingering concern. Will tried to not read too deeply into it as Isabelle continued welcoming them in.



“I don’t think you’ve seen the place since I last remodeled, have you?” she said. “Let me give you the grand tour.”



It took a few minutes. The place was huge, with a massive foyer, a spotless kitchen, a sprawling dining room too big to be a practical place for a group of people numbering under a dozen to comfortably eat.



There was an outdoor jacuzzi next to the pool, a guest house which, according to Isabelle, was still in the process of being renovated. Four bathrooms were spread out across the premises, and the basement contained both a private gym and a movie theater, from which Isabelle boasted about once hosting an indie movie premier.



There was a lounge with a private bar, an office with a slightly smaller one, and a wine cellar. Will couldn’t help but read between the lines there. Isabelle finally led them up to the single operational guest room, which had two beds and was twice the size of Will’s old bedroom back home.



“I so wish I’d had the foresight to prepare the other rooms,” said Isabelle.



“Nobody plans on having a house burn down,” said Jess, with a smile. “This will be fine for us. Rue and I will take the guest room, and I’m sure Will can make do on one of your many couches?”



She looked at him, and Will slowly nodded.



“There’s one that pulls out down on the lower level, just outside the theater,” said Isabelle. “You’ll have your own bathroom down there, too. I hope it’s tolerable enough, William?”



Her face was a collage of uncertainty. He sighed, annoyed at how hospitable she was being. He really wanted to hate her for her hidden betrayal, but he was tired, and they’d all been through enough for one day.



“That sounds like it’ll do just fine,” he said. “Thanks.”



He split off from the others to survey his new sleeping arrangements. The basement’s main den was large and comfortable, with a thick carpet, the aforementioned pullout couch, a pool table, and a variety of beanbag chairs that looked as though they’d never been used.



It didn’t feel quite like home, but that was nothing new. Will suspected it would be quite some time before any place did again. It made the loss of the day cut that much deeper to stop and consider it, to think about how they’d go about their lives, remembering all the little things forever consumed by that fire.



“Hey, it looks at least as comfortable as your old room,” said Avery. “It’s certainly cleaner.”



Her smile waned as she came downstairs and read his mood. She looked as if she’d come straight from work, clad in a fairly modest tan jacket over a baby blue business casual blouse. She came over and sat down next to him on the couch.



“You okay?” she asked.



“Yeah.” He wiped his nose and said it again with more conviction. “Yeah, I am. It’s throwing me off a bit, I guess. I only just got back. It feels like this is the universe’s way of letting me know that I can never have anything nice.”



“That’s a touch dramatic, don’t you think?” She shifted her legs, setting her socked feet into his lap. “Nobody died. Courtesy of Aunt Izzie, everyone still has a roof overhead. Isn’t that what really matters?”



“How did you come into such wisdom at such a young age?” he said mockingly.



“Hey, I’m older than you!”



Avery brought one of her feet up and tried to drop the heel down to land a playful blow on his crotch. Will grabbed her knee and yanked, sliding her along the couch and stealing a surprised squeal from her lips.



He kissed her, the motion putting him on top of her. Avery set a hand on his chest, holding him back an inch or two.



“We shouldn’t,” she said. “Not here, at least.”



“We can be quick.”



“Speed is irrelevant when we’re at the invisible woman’s house.” Avery slid out from underneath him and fixed her clothes. “She could be here right now, for all we know.”



Will hesitated at that and glanced toward the stairs leading up.



“Good point,” he said.



“There’s also that thing Mom said earlier. About us bumping into each other if you stayed at my place. I think she might know something… or at least suspect.”



“It’s possible, I guess.” He leaned more toward his side of the couch, chewing his lip. “We’ve been careful, though.”



“Then let’s be even more careful,” said Avery. “Just for a few days. Once the three of you are settled in here, it’ll be easier for us to meet up without your comings and goings triggering Mom’s intuition.”



Will snorted at her word choice, and Avery sighed and shook her head.



“You are such a boy,” she muttered.



“Guilty as charged.” He put an arm around her shoulders and gently rubbed the edge of her breast.



Avery’s eyes narrowed, but she was smiling and didn’t stop him.



The door leading to the basement opened and they snapped apart from one another, leaving a bit too much of a gap on the couch between them. Jess didn’t seem to notice or care as she bounded downstairs.



“The Drifters just called an emergency meeting of the Lancaster City area heroes,” she said. “I know it’s been a busy day for all of us, but this sounds serious.”



Will nodded, and he and Avery hurried upstairs.










CHAPTER 12




 



They had to wait on Rue, who was taking a shower. She came downstairs in sweatpants and a tank top, clothing borrowed from Isabelle, judging by the fit. The pantlegs were too long, while the shirt was, paradoxically, too tight.



“You should come along too, Izzie,” said Jess. “Your entire reason for being back in Lancaster City was to help with the recapture, after all.”



“Are you sure?” asked Isabelle. “You might want to run it by the Drifters, first.”



“Trust me, they’ll welcome help from someone with your reputation.” Jess grinned and pulled the other woman along by the wrist.



Rue and Avery were all smiles, just as happy to have her along.



Again, Will was left chafing against his memories of walking in on Isabelle and Halberd. There were two sides to his reaction — anger over the betrayal, but also an insidious doubt in regard to what, specifically, he remembered.



He’d seen her naked in Halberd’s hotel bed. There was no question about that. But maybe… it hadn’t quite been what it had seemed. Well, it had
 definitely
 been what it had seemed, but there’d been some allowance or agreement between Halberd and Jess. Or maybe she’d already come clean to the other woman and they’d long since hashed it out.



One thing was abundantly clear. He needed to talk with Isabelle alone and get her side of the story, if only to feel justified in his own anger.



They took two cars for the sake of fitting everyone comfortably. Will rode with Avery, and he had her drop him off at his motorcycle, which he’d parked on the street not far from their now burned-down house. He followed her to the meetup point, a large park tucked into the northwestern section of town.



Jess, Rue, and Isabelle were already standing with the Drifters and a few members of the Second Advent. Will could tell something was up from their strained expressions, and a quick head count gave him an answer as to what.



“No Impact and Father Darkeye today?” he asked.



Jess exchanged a glance with Miss Mass and Sister Ivy, who seemed to be the new de facto leaders of each of their contingents. The rest of the usual faces were there — Brother Cartwheel stretching his arms in the back of the group, Breathless frowning and fiddling with a flower in her hand, Origami standing with sharp posture.



“They’ve gone missing,” said Miss Mass. “Impact hasn’t contacted anyone for three days. Father Darkeye left the church after yesterday’s service and never came back.”



Will tamped down on his impulse to immediately divulge what he knew. Erik’s tipoff about Impact going rogue was dangerous knowledge, and he doubted he could share it with the heroes without being questioned about where he’d learned it from. Admitting to his association with Erik—
 Algae Double
 —would draw too much attention his way.



“We were discussing with Rue whether she’d be willing to play a role in helping find them before you got here,” Jess said to Will and Avery.



“I already told you,” said Rue. “It’s not that easy. I tried their phones and got nothing, which is kind of weird in itself. The next best thing I could do is search public surveillance cameras, but it’s hardly any better than searching on foot.”



“I know you’ll try your best, honey,” said Jess. She set a hand on her daughter’s shoulder, ignoring the scowl Rue gave her in return.



“Are you sure their disappearances are related?” asked Isabelle.



“It’s our working assumption, but no, we don’t have any hard connecting evidence,” said Miss Mass.



“I can imagine Impact running off to do something that might make people worry for a few days, but Father Darkeye seems like a fairly mellow guy,” said Will.



“As far as we know, you were the last one to speak with him.” Sister Ivy crossed her arms and gave Will an expectant look. “Did he say anything about what he had planned for the rest of the day?”



“He said…” He frowned, trying to remember the specifics. “There was an older woman in the congregation who didn’t show up for his sermon. He was going to go check on her.”



“That sounds like what Ben would usually do,” said Sister Ivy. “It doesn’t make sense why he wouldn’t come back afterward.”



“What about Impact?” asked Will. “Last known location?”



“On patrol,” said Miss Mass. “I’ve already done a scan of his route from overhead, but I suppose it’s worth getting a second set of eyes on.”



“Let’s split up and take a look at the leads we have before the sun sets, then,” said Jess.



Jess, Avery, and Miss Mass set off to investigate Impact’s patrol route, all capable of the quicker travel allowed via their abilities. Rue begrudgingly accepted a role scanning public cameras and sending Breathless, Origami, Isabelle, and Brother Cartwheel off to investigate anything suspicious.



Which left Will with Sister Ivy, who he got the distinct impression was not a fan of his. She walked a few steps ahead of him as they left the park, talking without turning her head.



“It’s a bit far to where Lisa, the woman Father Darkeye went to see, lives,” said Sister Ivy. “We should take the bus.”



“We should take my motorcycle,” suggested Will.



“A… motorcycle?” she said.



“I have a second helmet,” he said. “Trust me.”



She nodded, though it seemed like a reach to call her expression
 trusting.
 She was fairly pretty in a bookish sort of way, well-suited to a nun. Her hair was reddish brown, and had mesmerizing green eyes peeking out from behind thick glasses.



They rode to the woman’s apartment without much conversation. It was a small, first floor condo, the kind of place that screamed affordable housing. Will climbed off his bike, smiling a bit as he saw Sister Ivy’s messy hair as she pulled off the helmet. She knocked at the door, and they waited a minute before trying again with no more success.



“It’s locked,” she said, trying the doorknob. “I suppose we could reach out to the police, see if they’d get a warrant to search the place?”



“Let me try it,” he said, palming his penknife.



“You’re going to break in, aren’t you?”



“Yup. Is that one of those things God wouldn’t approve of?”



Sister Ivy glared at him and turned around. “I don’t think he’d approve of your demeanor, but in this instance, we might be saving lives.”



Will chuckled and slid his knife through the door’s crack, opening it in less than a second. He slowly pulled it open and flicked a light switch. The apartment was as tiny on the inside as it appeared from the outside, a minimalist one bedroom with all the essentials and scant storage space.



“I don’t see anything here,” said Sister Ivy with a frustrated sigh. “She left the house. The door wasn’t forced open… well, it wasn’t when we first got here. This is probably a waste of time.”



He did a slow scan of the apartment. A single pair of shoes was missing from the line of pairs by the door, but there was a faint imprint of dust from a pair of larger boots at one end. The bed was unmade, though that wasn’t much of a clue without knowing the woman. The bathroom was untouched, various pill bottles within the medicine cabinet seeming all to be right in place.



He checked the refrigerator and found it suspiciously empty. Sister Ivy was breathing over his shoulder and started tapping her foot impatiently.



“Seriously?” she said. “What does the fact that she hasn’t gone shopping in a while tell you?”



“Do you think an older woman living in an apartment like this is eating out every night?”



“Maybe. Some places have senior citizen discounts.”



Will shook his head. “I don’t think that fits. Look at what’s left. All the condiments are still in the door.” He opened a cupboard. “Plenty of spices in the cupboard, plenty of flour. This woman did her own cooking.”



“So?” asked Sister Ivy.



He thought about it for a minute and then headed for the door.



“Where are you going?”



“To talk to her neighbors,” he said.



One of them was already waiting outside, an older man with a face wrinkled as much with concern as age.



“Are you here about Lisa?” he asked.



“That’s right,” said Will. “Trying to figure out what happened to her. Is this normal? Does she have family in the area?”



“A daughter, but she lives a few hours away, and Lisa doesn’t have a car,” said the man. “I was home when she left.”



“You saw her leave?” asked Sister Ivy.



“That’s correct. She just walked out. I asked her where she was going and… well, she didn’t even hear me. I thought she was mad at me. We get social once a while if you know what I mean. But it don’t feel right to me now. She would normally have said something.”



Will nodded slowly. “Thanks. That’s helpful. Was she alone when she left?”



“Nah, she had a guy with her. Middle-aged, too young to be with her like that, now I think about it. I thought at the time that it was like that, but thinking back on it now, I may have misread a few things.”



“Did he look like a priest?” asked Sister Ivy.



“Now that you mention it… Yeah. All black. Might have had that white thingy on his neck. Didn’t really get a good look.”



“Is there anything else you can tell us?” asked Will.



“I can try to think, but only saw them for a minute,” said the man. “There was one other person who went to her back door at one point. Only heard the sound of it, didn’t see ‘em. I figured it was her grandson. That’s how he always comes and goes.”



Sister Ivy exchanged contact info in case they needed to follow up, and the man walked back inside. Will closed the door to Lisa’s apartment, a faint smile tugging on the edges of his mouth. Sister Ivy didn’t share his mood.



“I don’t see how any of this gets us any closer to finding him,” she muttered. “He left with this woman… to go where? Beyond that, as far as I can tell, this is completely unrelated to Impact’s disappearance.”



“It’s Hive,” said Will.



She stared at him. “…What?”



“Come on.” He climbed onto his motorcycle and patted the saddle. “I’ll explain when we get back.”










CHAPTER 13




 



The others hadn’t fared much better, and Will found himself with a receptive audience once they were all gathered again in the park. The sun was setting in the distance, and the trees cast long, ominous shadows across the open grass.



“Hive was a prisoner in Mastodon, powerful enough to be permanently sequestered away in solitary,” he explained. “His power, as you might assume, involves possession. He can control large numbers of people, connecting their bodies and senses to his own into a single collective.”



“How are you drawing this conclusion, exactly?” asked Miss Mass.



“The food was missing from Lisa’s fridge,” said Will. “Logically, she’s only going to need to empty the food out of her fridge like that if she’s got people to feed.”



“Oh, come on,” said Breathless. “There could easily be other reasons. Maybe all her food went bad? Maybe she missed church because she had food poisoning and Father Darkeye left with her to bring her to the hospital?”



“Exhibit two,” he said. “The missing phones. Hive steals people like a criminal steals a car. He takes possession of Impact and Father Darkeye, both practically Ferraris in terms of how much value they’d have with their powers. If you steal a Ferrari and see a phone in it, that’s the first thing out the window.”



His analogy drew a couple of curious glances, but that was the point. He was assembling his thesis from experience. He’d been a criminal once, and wasn’t ashamed of the fact that he now knew exactly how they thought.



“It does seem to fit,” said Jess. “I do have to wonder if it’s wise to draw such a large conclusion off such small details.”



Will shrugged. He had one other detail in the form of what Erik had told him that cemented the theory in his mind. The way Erik had described Impact’s attack fit more with the way Hive might respond to a perceived threat than Impact going rogue against a villain he’d essentially lost against previously, with backup.



“Does the Champion Authority have a file on Hive?” asked Isabelle.



“I’ll look into it,” said Miss Mass. “One of the issues we’ve faced so far with the prison break is that many of the files on these villains were stored in Mastodon and lost in the destruction.”



“What was your experience with him directly, Will?” asked Isabelle.



“Extremely minimal,” he admitted. “He was permanently in solitary, and I had the cell next to him during my two-week stint in isolation. I never saw his face. He liked to whistle but wasn’t much of a talker.”



He saw a variety of different reactions from the supers in response to that. Jess looked concerned, and he realized he’d never told her that he’d spent time in solitary. Rue looked as though she had questions for him, and Avery looked faintly impressed.



“I suppose the next step is to track down any information we can on Hive while continuing the search for Impact, Father Darkeye, and this other woman,” said Miss Mass. “It’s going to be a labor-intensive process. I’ll see about getting the mundane authorities involved for the sake of efficiency.”



“Have any heroes or villains with fire-related powers recently gone missing?” asked Rue.



Everyone turned to look at her.



“That’s a really good question,” said Jess. “If so, there’s going to be hell to pay once we get ahold of this guy.”



The meeting drew to a close as they hashed out the last few details. Will walked alongside Avery as they headed back to the parking lot.



“I think I’m going to head home,” she said. “I’m feeling tired.”



“Just tired?”



Avery scowled. “Yes, I’m going to take my singular evening pill. Don’t get your panties in a wad over it.”



He let his shoulder bang playfully into hers. “I will physically twist your panties into a wad if it ends up being more than one.”



She laughed and leaned in, catching herself at the last second before kissing him. “I’ll text you tomorrow?”



“Sure.”



She drove off in her own car, and Will followed Jess and the others back to Isabelle’s on his motorcycle. The day had been long and challenging for all of them, and after a brief discussion of dinner plans, they mostly went their own ways. Will stretched out on his couch-bed, browsing the internet on his phone as it charged.



There was a flicker of movement out of the corner of his eye, and he shot upright. Isabelle had seemingly appeared from thin air next to him, using her power.



“Jesus,” he muttered. “Did you have to do that?”



“No, but I think it made sense to,” she said. “I thought the two of us should talk in private.”



He set his phone down and slowly stood up, taking Isabelle’s full measure. She was beautiful to a degree that might have intimidated another man, but his family was full of beautiful women. He searched her expression for any trace of guilt or remorse, but her face was unreadable.



“I only have one question,” he said. “Does Jess know? Did you ever tell her?”



“Will…” She let out a sigh and glanced away. “It’s not that simple.”



“How is it not that simple?” he asked, only keeping his voice level through effort. “You’re her best friend!”



“You’re still so young,” she said, shaking her head. “You don’t understand. Sometimes… things just happen.”



“Don’t give me that shit. I’m old enough to understand infidelity. Betrayal.”



He clenched his jaw, feeling himself being dragged into the past by old, jagged memories. It wasn’t just the one time he’d caught them in the hotel. There were instances of Halberd flirting openly with her long before that or touching her hand or shoulder. Times they’d split off from the group at Champion Authority gatherings, or times when Isabelle had dropped by the house when only Will and Halberd had been home.



“It wasn’t like that,” she said. “Jess is my best friend, but I was just as close with Halberd. You know how he was, Will. So much of everything, all at once. Handsome and charming… unpredictable.”



She closed her eyes, head sinking forward. Will felt a slow, creeping, unwanted realization. She missed him, possibly even more than Jess did.



“It wasn’t like I made an active choice to start it,” she whispered. “He was good at listening, and he always knew what to say. I was drawn to him. When he made advances on me, and yes, he was the one making advances, I always stopped him… until I didn’t.”



She shrugged, holding her arms out a little as though displaying herself for his judgment.



“If you really knew him, then you should have known how he is,” said Will. “Letting him run wild and do whatever he wanted was a recipe for disaster, regardless of how he made you feel.”



“I didn’t expect you to understand,” she said. “I’m not saying I didn’t know it was wrong. I let him pull me across a terrible boundary. I really did love him. Can you even imagine what it’s like to love someone and have to keep it secret?”



He scowled and shook his head, not liking the direction his own thoughts were trying to head in.



“The secrecy is the problem,” he said. “How could you ever think it would end well? You either knew how wrong what you were doing was from the start, or you were deluding yourself.”



“I didn’t come down here to have you belittle my choices, William,” said Isabelle. “I can’t stop you telling your mother the truth, but I would ask that you save everyone the pain and let the past stay in the past.”



“She deserves to know.”



“How do you think she would react?” Isabelle started playing with the end of her silver braid. “There’s a good chance she would take all the help I’ve offered her and you and Rue and throw it right back in my face. Is that what you want? Telling her won’t change anything beyond torching seventeen years of friendship.”



Will scowled and ran a hand through his hair. In terms of how much Jess was already dealing with at the moment, she did have a point. Honesty might be the simplest path, but it certainly wouldn’t simplify their current living situation.



“I’m not going to tell her,” he said. “But you should. If she’s really your best friend, you owe her that much, even if it’s hard.”



“You still have so much growing up to do.” Isabelle smiled, took a step backward, and disappeared.



He swore under his breath, more irritated by her than ever. She made it sound like an innocent little accident, as though there were no consequences to flaunting the boundaries of love. As though she hadn’t made an active choice to fuck someone clearly off limits.



And Halberd… he was just as much to blame. Though admittedly, cheating on Jess was far from the worst thing Halberd had ever done.










CHAPTER 14




 



FIVE YEARS EARLIER



 



“Let’s do one more layer of duct tape and aluminum and then tie her hands back up.”



Halberd gestured for Lockpick to pass him the scissors. The tape made a thin ripping noise as it unrolled from the spool, somehow ominous when paired with the crinkling of the foil.



“I still don’t understand why we can’t just leave her tied up somewhere and take off,” said Lockpick.



“The rest of the supers on her team are still on our trail,” said Halberd. “If we hold onto her, we’ll have a bargaining chip for when they finally do catch up with us.”



Lockpick was skeptical, and it felt justified. He glanced at the young heroine sitting on the floor of their motel room. Halberd had taped the aluminum foil in thick, crumpled sheets over her hands in the hopes that it might dissuade her from shooting any more lasers from her palms. A strip of duct tape sealed her mouth tightly shut, and another held her legs together at the ankles.



“You’re positive this will stop her from using her power?” asked Lockpick.



“Not even close. But if it doesn’t work, the melted aluminum against her bare skin will at least make it costly.”



Lockpick scowled and peered out the window through a crack in the blinds for what must have been the fiftieth time that day. Halberd came over and set a hand on his shoulder.



“I have to run some errands,” he said. “Watch her for a while, would you? See if you can get her to eat or drink something.”



Lockpick nodded, catching his meaning. Halberd had whipped up what he called a “knockout potion” earlier, out of Liz’s sight. It was a less than sophisticated combination of NyQuil and Percocet that seemed as likely to make her throw up as put her to sleep.



Lockpick had zero intention of even making a half-hearted attempt at convincing her to drink it. The past couple of hours had been some of the most uncomfortable of his life, with the hazy morality of kidnapping a hero mixing with an undercurrent of general embarrassment over being around an attractive teenage girl in front of his train wreck of a father.



“I’ll see what I can do,” he said.



“And LP?” Halberd paused at the door. “Don’t do anything weird to her.”



“I’m not going to do anything weird to her! Why would you even say that?”



“I’m just saying, I know you’re a teenager. I know your hormones are raging. I just want to make sure you understand—”



“Stop!” groaned Lockpick, pressing his palm to his forehead. “Please, just go. Please?”



Halberd laughed and gave him a thumbs up. His expression grew much darker as he turned to face the girl.



“Don’t try anything,” he said to her. “It won’t end well. For me, or for you.”



He was out the door with his next step. Lockpick was thrown off by how strange the silence felt in his absence. It was as though he’d been given room to think, time to consider what they were doing, how far off the path they’d fallen.



“Do you, um, need anything?” he asked the girl.



She made a noise that sounded vaguely like a chuckle through the tape. Lockpick glanced at the door. Halberd wouldn’t be back for a while, at least an hour, in all likelihood.



“If you promise not to scream, I’ll take the tape off,” he said. “Seriously though. If you scream, it won’t end well.”



It was the same threat Halberd had made, but it sounded so different in his own voice. Liz slowly nodded, and she stayed still as he came in close. He took one end of the duct tape and slowly yanked it sideways. She jerked her head to expedite the process.



“Ow,” she muttered. “Mmm. Tape glue is just
 such
 a wonderful taste.”



“Sorry,” said Lockpick.



“If you were really sorry, you’d let me go.”



“That’s probably true,” he said. “Anyway… Are you hungry? Thirsty?”



“Something to drink would be appreciated,” she said.



Lockpick nodded. It was a chance to force Halberd’s tonic on her, but he didn’t consider it for more than a second as he walked over to the room’s sink. He filled a paper cup with water and brought it over, crouching to hold it to her lips for her to sip.



There was an unexpected aspect of compassion to it, as if he was tending to a wounded animal. An extremely pretty wounded animal. He felt as though he could only take passing glances at her face, like he might offend her if he stared for too long, which even he knew was ridiculous.



“Thank you,” said Liz. “Are you alright?”



“Am I alright?” Lockpick gave her a flat smile and shook his head. “I’m pretty sure that’s what I’m supposed to be asking you.”



“I’ve been in worse scrapes than this.” She grinned and arched her back, stretching as though she’d just climbed out of bed. “Honestly, Lockpick, you don’t really seem like you’re here by choice.”



“Do you see anyone keeping me here by force?” he asked. “Is this the part where you try to convince me that I’ve been the
 real prisoner
 all along?”



“Nope,” she said. “I’m just calling it like I see it. I don’t have to mess with your head. My team will come for me.”



“I mean, that’s the plan,” he said. “We’ll wait for them to come and use you as a bargaining chip to buy ourselves some space.”



“They won’t make a deal with you. You were with the Crimson Five. You really think if one of you had been captured by a villain, the rest would have been level-headed and willing to talk terms?”



Lockpick shrugged. “Then they won’t make a deal with us. We’ll figure it out. I’ve also been in worse scrapes than this.”



He looked at her then, forcing himself to endure the pressure of her beauty. She was smiling as though she could tell how much of an effect she had on him. His face felt hot, so maybe she could.



“Well, good for you,” she said.



“Um…” He shrugged, feeling a bit awkward in the silence. He could simply put the tape back on her, but that didn’t feel like much of a solution. “You want to watch TV?”



“Sure. Do I have to watch from the floor, or will I be allowed to park my derrière on the couch?”



He helped her up and tried to ignore the crinkling of the aluminum as he led her to the couch. Turning on the TV with the remote, he sat down next to her, sliding a bit to the left so there was a comfortable amount of room between them.



“This is also the part where you order food,” said Liz. “Pizza or takeout would be nice. Is this your first date, or something?”



“No!” he snapped. “I’ve… been on dozens of dates before.”



Liz laughed and shook her head. “Liar. That’s okay, though. I haven’t been on many, either.”



He wasn’t sure what to make of her. She was probably just playing him, trying to get him to lower his guard so she’d have a better opportunity to escape. The safe thing to do would be to put the tape back on and wait for Halberd to get back.



“I think there’s a Chinese food place down the road that delivers,” he said.










CHAPTER 15




 



Jess called Will upstairs for dinner using the same voice she would have used at home. It was a touchstone, a reminder that even though they’d lost so much, they still had each other, along with the rhythm of their lives.



He made his way into the dining room, which still felt oversized even with four people in attendance. Jess had ordered takeout from an Indian place in town and was busy setting out each dish. Isabelle sat nearby, swirling a glass of wine and looking unaffected by her earlier conversation with Will.



Rue sat a conspicuous distance away from them, staring at her phone and frowning. He sat down near her, and when she ignored him and kept staring at her phone, he bumped her shin under the table.



“Hey,” he said. “How are you holding up?”



“Badly. I’m getting stuck in a loop of thinking of all the stuff that I lost.”



“Think of it this way,” said Will. “You lost everything.
 Everything
 is just one word, so it’s really just one thing.”



“Shut up,” she said. “At least I still have your corny commentary to roll my eyes at.”



“Roll away. I’d rather have you groaning than sulking.”



He touched her hand, and she gave him a whisper of a smile.



“Why don’t you two slide down a bit?” called Jess. “If you sit there, it’s going to be like we’re having two separate dinners.”



“That was the idea,” muttered Rue. “I’m not in a social mood tonight.”



Will did move to join them, giving Rue the space he sensed she needed. It felt strange sitting next to Jess and Isabel, knowing what he knew. Isabelle seemed entirely at ease, as though she at least trusted him to not reveal her secret then and there, if not keep it forever.



“What was his name again?” asked Jess.



“Snaketooth,” said Isabelle. “Remember? Everyone said he was a low-level villain, but he could do that thing with his mouth.”



“The jaw thing.” Jess smiled and poured herself more wine. “This was back before I had the Cord of Achilles. We nearly lost against him.”



“It wasn’t that close.”



“If you hadn’t done that trick with your invisibility, he definitely would have beaten us,” said Jess. “She stood in front of a clothing mannequin and disappeared right as Snaketooth tried to bite down on her. He was so confused when he ended up with a mouth of plastic.”



“I didn’t even mean to do that, you know,” said Isabelle.



They laughed and drank more wine. Will had a single glass, not much in the mood for drinking. The food was excellent, and he ate his fill before excusing himself from the reminiscing. Rue had left the table before him, and he found her downstairs, watching Netflix in the mansion’s miniature cinema.



It was more comfortable than a normal movie theater, with couches and love seats in place of cramped movie chairs. Will sat down behind Rue and draped his arms over her shoulders.



“What are you watching?” he asked.



“Teenage Antfarm.”



“Can I watch with you?” He leaned his face in, kissing her cheek and crowding her a bit.



“I would say yes, probably, if we weren’t staying at Aunt Izzie’s.” Rue gently shifted his arms off her and turned around enough to look at him. “We can’t… you know. Fool around. Not with how her power works.”



He caught himself before admitting that Avery had said something similar. The last thing he wanted was to get caught by Isabelle, to have her win a secret of her own that she could hold over him. But still, it was a little disappointing. The couch Rue was on looked super comfortable, and she’d changed into a pair of fuzzy pink pajamas that were seductively soft to touch.



“That’s going to get in the way of your streaming, too,” he pointed out.



“
 Our
 streaming,” she said. “I’m still trying to think of a way to do it safely. Maybe we can wait until we know for sure she’s out of the house.”



“Maybe,” he said. “Anyway. I’ll leave you to your movie.”



He kissed the top of her head. Rue caught his shirt as he tried to pull away, shifted so she was leaned back and looking up at him, and kissed him on the lips.



“You’re breaking your own rule,” he said.



“Rules were meant to be broken,” she said. “Sometimes, at least.”



He went back upstairs and started nibbling on the leftovers, of which there were still plenty. Jess and Isabelle were nowhere to be seen. Will was ready to assume they’d gone to bed when he made his way into the parlor in the back of the mansion and caught a glimpse of them outside in the hot tub.



They had their backs turned his way, both peering out over the fantastic view Isabelle’s mansion had over the city from its perch in the hills. The sliding glass door was open a crack, and Will couldn’t resist creeping close enough to overhear their conversation.



“It wasn’t a good time for it,” said Jess, with a sigh. “I suppose there’s never really a
 good time
 for your house to burn down, but… things were going so well.”



“They still will be!” said Isabelle. “You can stay here for as long as you need. I really mean it when I say that. Months, years, however long. I want you to share my home. Remember when we used to share everything?”



Jess laughed. “I remember one top in particular that went back and forth between us a dozen times.”



“Your boobs barely even fit into it.”



“That’s why I liked it,” said Jess. “It certainly drew attention.”



They had a bottle of wine out with them, and Jess shifted upward to pour herself another glass. Will caught a glimpse of her from behind. She was in her underwear, not a bikini.



“What I meant was that it felt like everything was starting to fall into place,” said Jess. “Rue had been so focused on her studies, always in her room, at her computer. Avery had really found her stride in life. It’s been years since she’s last been in the hospital.”



“She’s in her own apartment,” said Isabelle. “I doubt you have to worry about this hitting her too hard. So… What about Will?”



Jess cleared her a throat with conspicuous emphasis. “He’s also been doing well. He’s got a lot of energy and… he’s still been adjusting to the differences of being back home with Rue and I.”



“He really cares about you,” said Isabelle.



“Oh, trust me, I know,” said Jess. “I love having him back. I suppose part of my fear is that having to live in a new place might push him to spread his wings and leave the nest faster than he otherwise would have. But I don’t even have a nest anymore. My nest burned down!”



“Okay,” said Isabelle. “I think you’ve had enough wine for tonight, Ms. Melodrama.”



“I’m not being melodramatic!” Jess let out a loud sigh and shifted, splashing the water. “I’m so proud of him already, but he needs more time to take aim in life. He needs guidance, someone to nudge him when he starts sliding off track. Someone to tell him to slow down and behave.”



“I thought you said he was doing well?” said Isabelle. “Is this like a prison thing where he came home with a few bad habits?”



Will scowled at her tone, but he was insanely curious, and a little concerned, about how Jess would answer.



“Yes and no,” she finally said. “He’s a young man. Prone to… distraction. Easily excitable.”



“That’s a bit of a risk factor for a young super.”



“I know,” said Jess, with a sigh. “Especially given his circumstances. He went on a date a week or two ago. I acted like it was no big deal, but I couldn’t stop thinking about how it might have
 gone down
 , if you know what I mean. How easy it might be for him to slip up and make a mistake.”



Isabelle shrugged. “People do make mistakes, sometimes.”



“He can’t afford to,” said Jess, in a quiet voice. “I wish I could help him understand that.”



“I think you’re already doing more than enough,” said Isabelle. “You have two wonderful, well-adjusted daughters, and a son who loves you more than you realize. It’s going to work out, Jessica.”



“I hope you’re right.”



“I’m going to head inside,” said Isabelle.



“I’ll stay out here and sulk for a little while longer.”



“Feel free. But seriously, go easy on the wine.”



Will pressed himself into a blind spot behind one of the couches and waited for Isabelle to walk by. Then, he slipped out through the glass door and went to join Jess.










CHAPTER 16




 



“Enjoying yourself?” he asked.



Startled, Jess spun around to face him. Her face was flushed, though it was hard to tell whether that was just from the water. She brought an arm up to cover her bra, which made the fact that she was in her underwear and not a bikini seem that much lewder.



“Oh!” she said. “You scared me. I thought you were inside.”



“I was downstairs with Rue, but she was giving her full attention to a movie and her phone.”



He bent down and picked up the wine bottle, which was still half full, and took a swig of it. Jess narrowed her eyes, but the effect of it was undercut by her smile.



“Just because you’re 21 now doesn’t mean I’ll let you drink however much you want, mister,” she said.



“I get the sense that you’ve had a fair bit more to drink tonight than me.”



“Accurate, but irrelevant.” She let her arm drop and pulled her hair to one side. It was cute and scraggly from the moisture, a darker shade of blonde than it would have been normally.



“Can I join you?” he asked.



“You don’t have a swimsuit,” said Jess.



He took off his shirt. “Neither do you.”



“It’s different for women than it is for…”



She trailed off as he dropped his pants. His cock was partially hard and obvious in the way the imprint showed through the thin fabric, which even caught him off guard. Why was the idea of climbing into a hot tub with Jess that much of a turn-on?



He lowered himself into the water, sighing at the sensation of the warmth and the bubbles. The wine was nearby, and he took another sip, feeling his heart pounding with growing excitement as he stared at Jess. The memory of her nude breasts came to him, the way they’d fooled around in the Exclusion Zone. It was so wrong, but so deeply burned into his mind.



“Let’s add a hot tub to the list of must-haves for when it’s time to buy, or build, a new house,” he said.



Jess grinned and sank lower into the water. “It may be some time coming. I’m still waiting to hear back from the insurance company. If it weren’t for Izzie, I have no idea where we’d be right now.”



“We could have always rented a hotel,” he said. “Rue and I could help out with the cost.”



“Since when do you and Rue have stable incomes?”



“Just with what we could scrape together, I mean.”



“That’s sweet,” said Jess. “I’m so proud of you. The way you handled the situation might have saved Rue’s life. If it’d just been her at home, who knows what would have happened?”



Will nodded, though he wasn’t sure he agreed. They’d been cooped up in Rue’s room, distracted by each other. They may have been able to put the fire out before it became dangerous if they hadn’t been so busy fooling around.



“We’re all safe,” he said. “I suppose that’s all that matters. It’s not really losing the house, or the ‘stuff’ that I care about. I just want us all to still be together.”



“Oh, Will.” She came closer to him in the water and held his hand. “I feel exactly the same way. It’s been so wonderful having you back.”



“It’s been wonderful being back. Part of me is expecting to lose it all, just waiting for the trigger.”



“It’s going to take more than a burned-down house for you to lose me.”



“More than a burned-down house?” he said, smirking. “How much more, exactly?”



She grinned and splashed a bit of water at him. “Endlessly more.”



“Endless, huh? I might have to test that.”



He stared at her, her hand still cupped within his. There was a bead of either sweat or water from the tub rolling down the swell of her cleavage, demanding his full attention.



Jess shrugged, her expression turning distinctly coy. “A
 small
 test might not be so bad.”



He leaned forward, kissing her cheek. “What about a mid-sized test?”



“Easy, mister.” She gave him a playful push back as he kissed her again, this time on the edge of her mouth. “A mid-sized test would have to be supervised.”



“Chaperoned?” His hand settled on her thigh, gently rubbing.



“Monitored.” She countered, putting her hand gently on his knee. The moment felt electric, but Will didn’t want to press it too far. They’d already been through so much that day already.



“What about a big test?” he asked.



He couldn’t resist taking her hand and repositioning it, setting it right on his crotch and introducing her fingers to his stiff erection. Jess looked like she was trying to keep her smile in check. He wasn’t sure if she was past the surprise and horror that such a move would once have elicited, or just drunk enough to be extra playful.



“I think you should save the big test for the woman you eventually fall in love with,” whispered Jess.



“I love you,” he whispered.



He kissed her again, and his fingers started tracing the edge of her panties. Jess’s response was openly conflicted. She opened her legs a little wider, but also set her hand on his, trapping it in place and keeping him from going any further.



“I know you love me, but not
 like that
 ,” she whispered. “You’ll see that soon enough.”



He wanted to deny it, but honestly wasn’t sure of himself. Maybe she was right. It would make his life a lot simpler if she was, if the way she made him feel, the way he was with Rue and Avery, was all just a phase.



“What if I don’t want to see that?” he asked.



He put an arm around her and openly groped one of her breasts, letting his fingers sink into plump flesh.



“Easy,” she whispered. “You’re so grabby tonight.”



“When am I ever not grabby around you?”



“You’re more affectionate than grabby most of the time, not that the line hasn’t… blurred somewhat.”



His fingers wriggled past her guard, slipping underneath her panties. Jess’s eyes fluttered, and she didn’t stop him. The hand she had on his cock started groping him through his boxers, matching Will’s own advances on reflex.



“Mmm,” she moaned. “Sweetie, you really shouldn’t. Izzie might… be watching.”



“She can’t see what we’re doing under the water.”



“It’s not just about whether anyone can see it,” whispered Jess. “It’s still happening.”



He slid in closer and kissed her neck, pushing a finger inside her. “What’s still happening?”



“Oh!” She shifted with the motion of his hand for an instant and then let out a shaky breath. “Time out. You’re getting away with a little too much.”



Her voice had that snap to it that let him know she meant business. Will pulled his hands back slowly, still staying close to her, but not pushing the moment any further.



“It’s hard,” he said, still staring at her body.



“I know it must be for you.” She patted his chest. “Still, you have to control yourself. Show me the same respect you would show any beautiful woman.”



“You aren’t just
 any
 beautiful woman,” he said. “And I’m not trying to disrespect you. I just… I feel like I need to be close to you.”



Jess pursed her lips. “Let’s be close, then. Hugging and kissing are still fine, Will. I just have to draw the line there.”



“We’ve gone over that line before.”



Jess’s face flushed a bright shade of pink. “That was a one-time thing, and it may have been a mistake on my part.”



“I can respect that.” He drew her closer, hugging and kissing her, taking that ground while the words were still in the air. Jess kissed him back, hesitating after each press of their lips, as if recomposing herself on a loop.



He rubbed her side, kissing her neck, and letting his hand slide upward to fully cup one of her glorious breasts. They felt sculpted, works of art, more for their feminine character than just due to their size.



“Where, exactly, do you think you’re touching?” she whispered.



He stopped, giving her a coy smile, and pulled her by the waist instead. He settled back against the curved seat of the hot tub, pulling her into his lap. “Is this okay?”



“It’s far from
 okay
 , but I suppose it’s a little better. We are in a hot tub. I guess the rules are a little more… fluid.”



Interesting logic,
 he thought.
 Let’s see how fluid.



He shifted her by the hips, feeling the pillowy crush of her butt against his tool.



“We’re just kissing and hugging.” He wrapped his arms around her stomach, chastely kissing her cheek as he rocked her along the length of his cock. “No big deal.”



“You have a rather unique definition of what a hug is.” She turned her head and reached a hand back, trying to look at him while stroking his hair. “William Sorling. You are just too much sometimes. You’re lucky I love you as much as I do.”



“I really am.” He squeezed her tight. “I’ll never take you for granted.”



“I hope you mean it when you say that.” She shifted further around and kissed him. He took it deeper, his tongue slipping into her mouth.



It was too much, and it wasn’t just the fact that he was horny, or that she was beautiful. She seemed so small in his lap, so much less than Relic or the woman who’d raised him, but still so vivid. She was like a treasure, sought after by the masses, too valuable to be possessed and yet his, all the same.



He had to do it. They were past the tipping point this time, and whatever was going to happen was already in motion. Kissing her neck, Will reached under the water’s surface and nudged her panties aside. He shifted her over his cock and pulled down with a fair amount of strength.



Jess sank onto his cock… about half an inch. She didn’t move past that, her body tensing with impossible, superhuman strength, enforcing a boundary that Will would have otherwise vaulted over.



It was like getting a taste, a delicious free sample at the grocery store, a movie trailer ahead of release. He understood completely what she was doing… why she was doing it. He loved her for being like that in some ways, firm and unyielding when it mattered, but…



So unfair.



He made a single attempt at trying to spear his hips up into her, which she effortlessly foiled by rising up on her tiptoes and jabbing a palm into his chest to push him flat. Jess fixed her underwear and turned around, smiling at him.



“I believe I said kissing and hugging only,” she said.



“Your mouth said that. Your body…”



He put a hand on her hip and pulled her to him, surprised when she moved at his urging. She stroked his shoulder and, after readjusting his boxers for him, sank back down into his lap.



“I’m saying it again.” She rocked back and forth with a slow, glorious movement. “Kissing and hugging only.”



He glowered a bit but restrained himself. Whatever. It was a boundary, but clearly a flexible one, and he might be able to work it down over time.



Who thinks like that about their mom?



He muted that particular voice in the back of his head and started kissing Jess, working his lips in a slow line across her shoulder and to her neck. Pushing upward, he started rocking into her thighs, letting his cock grind against her, if not into her.



Almost instantly, his boxers slid back down. Jess attempted to pull them into place for him and ended up getting a handful of his now bare cock. She held it gingerly, fingers fondling even as Will continued to buck into her.



His restraint was fading into the wind. He added his own hand into the mix, trying to pull her panties aside. Jess entangled hers with his, stopping him with gentle firmness, like correcting a child about to knock something off a table.



“You just can’t help yourself, can you?” she whispered.



“When it comes to you, I really can’t.”



He ran his hands over her body, blatantly cupping her breasts before letting them fall through his fingers. Jess exhaled almost in time, as though the pleasure had caught her off guard and simply forced out that shuddering breath.



Will rocked into her, letting his cock slide along her thighs and lane as though he was trying to start a fire underwater. The angle shifted. One more time, one more try. It wasn’t about having sex with Jess,
 really
 trying to fuck her, but was just about the sensation.



Or maybe that was just a convenient lie to tell himself.



He sank his cock into her again, going further and groaning with bliss at the velvety, tight pleasure of it.



“
 William
 ,” whispered Jess, in shaky voice. “You’re asking for it.”



“So are you,” he growled.



“Ah!” Her gasp was beyond high-pitched, a forced, pleasured high note. She didn’t let him keep going, forcefully rocking back and pinning his cock at a new angle underneath and not inside, but she turned on his lap and kissed him.



Her lips and tongue mirrored Will’s own need, that desire to simply keep going like a sled heading down an icy hill. Her hand gripped his cock again, stroking with fast, unapologetic movements.



“Mmm,” she whispered. “You’re going to make a mess in Aunt Izzie’s hot tub.”



The words were so stupidly hot, right then and there. He kissed her and fulfilled the prophecy, blowing his load out in sticky strings that disappeared into the churning, warm water.



Jess sighed, chuckling as she rubbed his chest and traced one of his pecs. “I suppose we’ll have to hope the water filter is burly enough to strain that out.”



“I suppose I should have worn a condom.”



She shook her head, a sudden flush coming to her cheeks. “We… weren’t doing anything that would have needed one. We weren’t doing anything
 at all
 , except enjoying the hot tub.”



She stared at him until he slowly nodded. Hearing her downplay whatever it was they’d just done was discouraging, but necessary for them both. They hadn’t been doing anything. He hadn’t been insanely turned on and desperate to bury his cock inside the woman who’d raised him. There couldn’t be any shame or regret if they simply didn’t admit to it… right?



“You need to control yourself more,” said Jess, stroking his hair. “I understand how
 affectionate
 you can be, but we’re guests for the time being. It’s disrespectful to Aunt Izzie for you to be so… flagrant.”



“What I’m hearing is that once we’re moved into our own place again, further down the line…” He slid a hand up her thigh as he spoke of the transition.



Jess sighed, gave him an exaggerated and slightly drunk kiss on the cheek, and climbed out of the hot tub. “I don’t appreciate you thrusting words into my mouth. Don’t stay in the hot tub too long, alright? I’m heading to bed.”



“Goodnight, Jess.”



“Goodnight, sweetie. I love you.”










CHAPTER 17




 



Will slept surprisingly well. He’d been ready for the traditional pull-out couch experience of lumpy, uneven cushions, but even Isabelle’s secondary sleeping arrangements were first in their class.



He felt slightly odd as he dressed and made his way up from the lower level and into the kitchen. The feeling of being a guest wasn’t one he liked, especially given the indefinite timeframe in which they’d be relying on Isabelle’s hospitality.



Nobody was on the main level as far as he could see. Jess had left a note on the kitchen counter that said
 Out shopping
 , with a tiny, but lovingly drawn heart at the end. He smiled, hoping she wasn’t too conflicted by the memory of their hot tub misadventure the previous night.



A box of expensive donuts had been left by the note for breakfast, each one a masterwork of sweet toppings and adventurous fillings. He nibbled on one with shredded almond and chocolate filling as he stared at his phone.



“Is it just you home, LP?” asked Rue. She came downstairs in the same pink pajamas she’d worn the night before, her hair still messy from sleep in a fuzzy halo around her head.



“Looks like it,” he said. “Though with Isabelle’s power being what it is, it’s hard to tell.”



Rue frowned at that and glanced over her shoulder, as though that might help. She walked over to the donuts and wrinkled her nose as she surveyed her options.



“Aunt Izzie’s got to have something healthier than donuts, right?” she said. “I’m chubby enough without introducing more raw carbs into my diet.”



“You are not chubby,” said Will.



She rolled her eyes and shook her head a little. He stared at her, realizing she was speaking seriously about her own self-image. Rue was definitely curvy, but only in certain parts of her body. All the right parts, really.



“Hey,” he said. “Seriously. Cammie, your body is
 awesome
 . I hope you don’t think that you have to live up to some stick-thin, supermodel beauty standard.”



“That is such a boy thing to say,” she muttered. “I appreciate the sentiment, though.”



“It’s not just a sentiment, it’s the truth.” He came up behind her as she was reaching up into one of the cabinets in search of leaner breakfast offerings. “Your body is banging.”



“Stop it,” she said, smiling a little.



“Are you sure?” He gave her a hug and kissed her cheek. “I could honestly go on and on. Your butt, your boobs…”



“You are such a horny bastard,” she said, laughing.



“Fine. Your
 brilliant eyes
 , the rich color of your skin, your—”



“Seriously,” she said. “Enough. But… thanks. I guess I get a bit self-critical, sometimes.”



“Did something bring this on?” he asked.



She shrugged, pulling open the wrapper of a protein bar. “I had a look at the new
 Top Models
 listing on CamCasters. I’m not even in the top fifty, and all of the women who are just seem so… well, you know. Thin and perfect. Mostly blonde.”



“I see where you’re going with this.” He reached his hand out to ruffle her curly locks. “You’re thinking about dyeing your hair.”



“Oh my God, you are so lame,” she said, snorting.



“Look, I get it, and I think this is a problem I can help with. Those rankings are by engagement, right? It’s not a beauty contest, just the streams listed by views and followers.”



“I mean, yeah, but…”



He took her hand. “Let’s get you into the top fifty.”



She grinned at him but then stopped, glancing over one shoulder. “Um… Are you sure Aunt Izzie left with Mom?”



They went on a walk instead of discussing their secret business within the mansion. They took one of the many bike paths that wound their way through the hilltop district, enjoying the warm, summer weather.



“So,” said Rue. “We’re going to need somewhere new to stream.”



Will leaned closer. “I feel like the mansion could still work, we’d just have to be more careful. Wait until Jess leaves. Set up in the guest room the two of you are sharing, with the door locked.”



“What happens if she comes back unexpectedly?” asked Rue. “It’s not the same as doing it out of my room back home. It’s too risky.”



“Well… the mansion does have four bathrooms,” he suggested.



“How is it going to look if Aunt Izzie or Mom sees the two of us leaving a bathroom together?” she asked. “It would be an incident anyway.”



“Fair enough.” Will looked around and held his hands out. “We could find somewhere secluded in the park?”



“And take the risk of a bunch of weirdos showing up?” Rue made a face. “That sounds like the beginning of a porno.”



He resisted the urge to point out that her stream basically slotted into that same classification, and tried again. “What about renting a motel room?”



“If we have to, I guess it would work,” she said. “It would cut into our earnings, though.”



“We might be looking at this wrong,” said Will. “Maybe the question isn’t where a
 safe
 place would be to stream, but an
 interesting
 one. Somewhere that amplifies the heat of the moment.”



“Such as…?”



“What about one of the cross-town buses?” he suggested. “The ones with hardly anyone on them. We take a seat in back, where no one can see us…”



“Maybe,” said Rue. “I like everything about it except for having to trust the cleanliness of a bus seat.”



“We could use the vibrator,” he said. “You wouldn’t even have to.”



Rue shook her head. “I lost it in the fire.”



“Ah. Right.”



Neither of them said anything for a moment. A young mother walking a dog with two little boys passed by. Rue touched his shoulder and leaned up to whisper in his ear as soon as they were alone again.



“What about…” She gave him a mischievous smile, blushing a little. “The
 library.
 ”



“It would certainly give us a shot at privacy, given how abandoned it usually is,” he said. “You wouldn’t be able to talk to your fans, though, and you’d have to control your voice.”



“That’s the idea,” she said. “That’s kind of what makes it hot. We could make a game out of it, with you teasing me and seeing if you could make me—”



She cut off abruptly as a long line of cyclists overtook them. Will gave her a conspiratorial smile and put an arm around her waist.



“We should have brought the laptop with us,” he said. “We could have done a test run today.”



“I mean, we have to scope the place out first, anyway.” She held out her hand, and he threaded his fingers though hers.



“A scouting mission, then.”



Rue grinned at him. “It’s a date.”



 



***



 



It was a fairly long walk to the library. The park next to it was hosting an event of some sort, and Will made note of a grouping of food trucks parked along the street that might make for a decent place for them to grab lunch.



They slipped inside, both sighing at the first kiss of the library’s intensely air-conditioned environment. An older woman in thick pink glasses gave them a demure smile but said nothing as they headed past the checkout desk.



“What do you think?” whispered Rue. “There are tables and lounge chairs way in the back.”



“A bit too obvious. Let’s find a secluded aisle, somewhere out of the way.”



He set an arm around her waist, surprisingly turned on even though they were just scouting. The library’s main book hall was a veritable maze of aisles, and they found a spot in one of the far corners of the room that had a desk and a window tucked away in between two rows of dusty, obscure tomes.



“Here we go,” she said. “Yeah. I could see this working.”



“Shh…” said Will, in a teasing voice. “We’re in the library.”



She grinned and punched him in the arm. “I doubt my voice would even carry to anyone else from this distance.”



“Oh, I think it could,” he said. “Under the right circumstances, you get pretty loud.”



“Oh? And what circumstances would those be, exactly?”



He looked down the aisle. The library almost felt abandoned in how still and silent it was. Smiling at Rue, he stepped closer to her, letting his presence feed into that odd, flickering tension.



A vibrating noise came from her pocket. Will’s mind jumped to the vibrator for whatever reason, and he felt dumb as she pulled out her cellphone and checked the screen.



“It’s Mom,” she said. “She’s wondering where we are.”



“We could give her some excuse, hang out for a little longer,” he suggested.



Rue frowned and shook her head. In truth, he shared that sentiment. It was never fun to lie to Jess and it always seemed like it caught up with them whenever they did.



“Let’s come back when we get a chance, then,” he said. “Make some money.”



“Definitely.”










CHAPTER 18




 



Will and Rue stopped at one of the food carts to grab burritos for the walk back. Jess’s car was parked in front of one of Isabelle’s garages at a slightly hasty angle. It left Will wondering if something super-related was up, and he quickly got his answer as they made their way inside.



“Aunt Izzie!” said Rue. “I mean…
 Invisibella
 .”



Invisibella’s costume was a skintight black and silver bodysuit. A zipper ran down the chest, which she’d left open just enough to hint at cleavage. Sections of armor were sewn into various places, the knees, elbows, and shoulders. Her mask was reflective silver in a wide V-shape, similar to the spread wings of a bird.



She wasn’t the only one ready for action. Relic came downstairs in full hero attire, the tight black and red of her aesthetic almost making it appear a theme with Invisibella’s. Her hips were snug against the tight skirt, and the diamond window gap in her top gave its usual alluring view of the edges of her breasts.



“What’s going on?” asked Will. “Did something happen?”



“A police officer sent in a reported sighting of Father Darkeye,” said Relic. “He was seen jaywalking on the corner of Arcane Street and Hughes Ave. We’re on our way to check it out.”



“In costume?” he asked.



Invisibella cleared her throat. “Your working theory about Hive was fairly compelling. I thought it would behoove us to take your concerns seriously.”



“In all likelihood, we’ll have confirmation as soon as we make contact,” said Relic. “Rue, any chance you’d be willing to help us narrow down how far he’s wandered in the time since we got the report?”



“I don’t invade people’s privacy for free, remember,” said Rue.



Relic’s expression grew stern. “Saving the life of an ally should be its own reward.”



“A creepy ally who used to rub my shoulders in a weird way when I was little.” Rue sighed and crossed her arms, closing her eyes for a moment. “He’s at the Shaw’s Market. Looks like he has a cart full of groceries.”



“Groceries?” asked Relic.



“Bread, peanut butter, jelly, canned tuna fish, whole bunch of chips, cookies.” Rue turned a hand palm-up. “Do I really need to keep going?”



“Strange,” said Invisibella.



“It is, but in the sense that it’s not that strange,” said Relic. “Father Darkeye helps out with a number of community projects. I could easily see him buying that stuff for a church picnic, or a meal kitchen.”



“I guess that’s good,” said Invisibella. “Though I was looking forward to a fight. We haven’t teamed up in years.”



“Too long, but let’s not rule anything out just yet,” said Relic. “You want to drive?”



“Gladly.”



“Stay safe, you two,” said Relic. “Rue, keep your phone on in case we need an update on his location. LP, watch out for Rue.”



“Got it covered,” he said.



Relic grinned and hurried out the door past them with Invisibella. Will waited until he heard the sound of a car starting and pulling out of the driveway before shooting Rue a glance.



“Webcam,” he said.



“
 Decay
 ,” she replied, smiling. “You know they’re going to assume you’re a part of whatever’s going on if you show up unannounced.”



“I think whatever’s going on might be more than they can handle. I’ll be the bad guy again if it means keeping them safe.”



“Don’t park your motorcycle too close to the scene,” she said. “It’ll give you away.”



“I’m aware.”



He grabbed his costume from downstairs. His greatsword was still back at their old house’s garage, but it would have been too unwieldy for this kind of encounter, regardless. He took his penknife instead, though Rue’s comment had left him wondering, as he had often in the past, if it would be the thing to give him away.



It was a very generic-looking penknife, but he couldn’t rule out the possibility that Relic might eventually recognize it. For today, however, it was a risk he’d simply have to take.



“Stay safe,” said Rue.



“I will.” He put in a wireless earbud and tapped his phone in his pocket. “Remember, if anything changes…”



“I’ll let you know.”



It didn’t take him long to reach the grocery store. He parked his bike behind a nearby building and changed into his costume behind a dumpster. It felt blatant to be in costume during the day, out in the open, but in a way that fed into the excitement of what he was doing.



The chaos was just beginning as he sprinted across the Shaw’s parking lot. He crouched behind a car, not wanting to be obvious, and watched as Father Darkeye attempted to push his cart full of groceries out of the store.



Several employees were filming him on their cellphones, and it was clear enough that the good priest hadn’t deigned to pay for the snack food he’d picked out. Father Darkeye’s body language was stiff and unnatural, and his expression held a distinctly vacant quality. He was being controlled, Will was sure of that now.



Invisibella and Relic arrived on foot, no doubt having parked their car somewhere discrete for reasons similar to his own. Will watched from his hiding spot, still unsure whether he’d need to act even though he’d all but confirmed that Hive was involved.



“Father Darkeye,” said Relic. “Hey. What’s going on? Is there anything we can—”



The priest’s right eye suddenly became a jewel of darkness, like onyx stone with a deep, vital glow spilling out from within its core. A tendril of shadow burst forth, spiraling in a fantastic circle like a ribbon dancing through the air.



Relic and Invisibella weren’t amateurs when it came to encounters with other supers. Invisibella disappeared at the first sign of an attack, while Relic used her cloak to fly twenty feet into the air.



The shadow tendril shot upward, seizing one of Relic’s ankles and slamming her down with what must have been tremendous force. She hit the pavement hard enough to leave an imprint of her body amidst the cracks, but still managed to pull herself back to her feet.



“Now!” shouted Relic.



Invisibella appeared behind Father Darkeye and wrapped an arm around his neck. The priest wasn’t a young man, and even if he had been, slipping out of such an intense chokehold would have been an impressive feat.



A car from the side of the parking lot was suddenly tumbling across the asphalt, bouncing with a hideous crash of broken glass and twisted metal, heading straight toward Invisibella and Father Darkeye. She pushed the priest one way and dove the other, putting herself out of harm’s way and quickly disappearing from sight.



Impact strode forward with heavy, robotic steps, clad in his complete costume and watching them with that same vacant expression. He wasn’t alone — Firecracker and Tusk, two of Will’s fellow Mastodon alumni, stood alongside him, along with Mirror, a superhero from Montreal with a silver costume.



They didn’t speak to one another or address Relic. It was a heavy lineup. Impact had his enhanced throwing power, which was nothing to sniff at with this many cars around. Tusk was a hulking, seven-foot-tall strongman. Firecracker could make small-burst explosions, hence the name, and Mirror, in similarly obvious fashion, could reflect attacks.



“Relic!” Miss Mass’s voice came from overhead. “There’s one behind you, too!”



Will cursed and stood up from his hiding spot, knowing he had no choice now but to get involved. Miss Mass was carrying Breathless by the shoulders, and Breathless was seemingly using her wind breath to propel them through the air faster.



They landed next to Relic, and the three heroines formed a defensive triangle. Will circled around the Hive-controlled supers, keen on fighting from the side that let him keep every potential threat to himself in view.



The brawl got off to a hectic start, everyone quickly pairing off with an opponent on the other side. Firecracker attacked with a tiny explosion that sent Relic dodging backward, and she immediately countered with a sunburst of her own, which knocked both Firecracker and Mirror to the ground.



Breathless tried to knock Impact off his feet with a powerful gust of wind. He stumbled backward, eventually colliding with an empty tour bus, which he sent hurtling toward the supers.



Father Darkeye swung his shadow tendril in a wide circle, clearing the space around him as he searched for Invisibella. Miss Mass took on Tusk, and the two engaged in a genuine knockdown brawl, the immovable object in the queen of density versus the unstoppable force of a strongman super.



Will felt like a snake on the prowl as he moved into the back of the controlled supers, more or less unseen. He seized Mirror by the shoulders and tripped him easily, opting to only cut a single tendon in one of his ankles. He could have done so much more than that, given how easily his cutting sidestepped the nature of Mirror’s reflections, but it seemed unnecessary. Mirror was being controlled, which made him want to set a limit on his attacks.



He sensed movement out of his periphery and dodged sideways. Someone had attacked him from above, and it wasn’t one of the controlled supers. He stared up, feeling a distinct, growing sense of despair as Kestrel glared at him and prepared for a second attack.



“You’re the one who’s been stalking my moth… um, Relic!” she shouted. “I had a feeling you might be involved.”



Ugh
 .



The last thing he wanted was to end up in a fight with Avery. It was even worse than fighting Relic, given that she had the Cord of Achilles and enough durability to let him get creative in how he tripped her up.



Will sprinted around the side of the building, knowing he couldn’t escape Kestrel given how agile she was in the air, but wanting to get away from the core of the brawl. She fell upon him with a practiced drop kick as soon as they were out of sight of the others. He didn’t dodge fast enough, and one of her heels clipped his shoulder and knocked him sideways and down.



“Huh,” said Kestrel. “That was easy. How did you manage to give Relic any trouble if a single hit is all it takes to—”



He leapt to his feet as soon as he heard her touch down, seizing her by one arm and swinging her sideways into the side door of the grocery store. She let out a little gasp that was far too similar to the noises Avery sometimes made during sex. It was confusing, fighting her like this.



“I’m not your enemy!” he growled. “None of this is my doing.”



“As though you’d admit to it, regardless,” said Avery. “Take off the stupid hood, and maybe I’ll hear you out.”



“Not happening.” He made a show of looking past her. “You might want to help your friends before worrying too much about me.”



It was a bluff. Relic and the others were fighting the controlled supers evenly, but Kestrel glanced over her shoulder, regardless. Will sent the lid of a nearby trash can flying toward her shins, hoping a painful low blow might give him an opportunity to escape.



Kestrel spun back around and hissed through her teeth. The trash can lid never made contact with her shins. It stopped in midair, hovering above the ground, and then rose up to chest level, swaying slightly around the edges like a raft in choppy waters.



“Looks like you’ve volunteered to be today’s practice target,” she said through gritted teeth.



She snarled and thrust a hand forward. The trash can lid shot toward Will with enough speed to take his head off. He slashed reflexively, cutting it into two neat halves that bounced across the asphalt with metallic screeches.



“Impressive,” he said in his villain voice. He meant it, too. Avery hadn’t mentioned to him that she’d gained control over this facet of her power.



“Don’t patronize me!” she hissed. She stabbed an arm toward a larger dumpster behind him, and it groaned as it lifted into the air. The effort of the act was clear from her tight expression, the way she wavered on her feet. The dumpster rose six or seven feet into the air before Kestrel gasped and lost control, stumbling backward.



He caught her as she fainted, noticing the trickle of blood running from her nose and the pale cast to her face. The toll using her telekinetic power took out of her was one that her body still couldn’t quite pay.



“Easy,” he whispered.



Kestrel’s eyes snapped open, and she punched him hard in the face. Will grunted and let go of her, letting her collapse to the ground, kind of wishing he could fight her at full strength, now.



“Look out!” shouted Relic. “He’s going to do it!”



Will’s attention snapped over to the main fight. Firecracker had an arm pointed at an unfortunate fuel truck that had just pulled into the grocer’s parking lot. The heroes had stopped fighting the controlled supers in lieu of clearing the watching crowd out of the way.



Firecracker snapped his finger. A tiny, explosive burst hit the tank of the fuel truck, followed by one large enough to blind Will’s vision and reverberate against his ear drums. The controlled supers were using the chaos as an opportunity to escape, and he wasn’t about to pass it up, either.



“Get back here!” shouted Kestrel. She wasn’t exactly on her feet, but she was moving, gliding toward him in a lunge.



Will tried to outpace her but she grabbed his ankle, holding tight and costing him valuable seconds as the rest of the heroes regrouped.



A nearby sewer cover popped up and open, releasing a torrent of green slime from somewhere unseen. It hit Kestrel in a wave, knocking her down and away from Will and effectively distracting her. He saw Erik’s familiar face pop up and wave an arm at him and didn’t see a point in waiting around.










CHAPTER 19




 



“Good timing,” said Will as they walked down one of the dry lanes of Lancaster City’s sewers.



“I’d say so,” said Erik. “You were about ten seconds away from being in Champion Authority custody.”



“Maybe. Why were you there, anyway?”



“This is one of my doubles, Pick, not the real me.”



“You know what I mean,” he said. “Why was your double here, then?”



“I’ve been keeping an eye on Impact.” Erik shrugged. “I wanted to make sure I could handle him if he tried to give a repeat performance of the other night.”



“I have some info about that if you’re interested. It looks like it’s Hive behind all of this.”



“That fits with what I’ve found out.” Erik folded his arms. “The base of operations for Impact and the other supers he was with came down from an old radar station outside of the city, up on Candletop Mountain.”



“Really?” Will ran a hand over his chin. “That’s critical info. What are they doing up there?”



“Nothing as far as I can tell. They squashed the double I sent to investigate, but what I saw before that happened was… strange.”



“What do you mean strange?”



“Like, doing
 absolutely nothing
 strange. Hundreds of people just sitting on the floor in rows, getting up every now and then to eat or handle the call of nature. That would fit with Hive, no?”



“Yeah… If he was trying to raise an army.” Will scowled and ran a hand through his hair. “Think you could send another double up there to investigate?”



“Not a chance,” said Erik. “I see no reason to get involved here.”



“What do you mean, no reason?” snapped Will. “You just told me he has hundreds of people at his command, enough to do whatever he wants. He could attack the city tomorrow morning and stand a pretty good chance of taking it over, if not at least getting a ton of people killed.”



“You’re the former hero, Pick,” said Erik. “That’s your shit.”



Erik patted him on the shoulder, gestured to the ladder they’d stopped by, and turned to go.



“You’re just going to walk away?” called Will. “He attacked you once. If he does make a move on the city, do you really think he won’t move on you again?”



“If he does, I’ll deal with it then.” Erik’s voice was distorted by the echo. “I’m not risking my ass by taking on someone like that.”



Will kicked the bottom rung of the ladder. He shouldn’t have been surprised. Erik’s reasoning was perfectly valid, and the more he considered it, the more he wondered why he was so ready to get involved in the first place.



With Kestrel back in the mix, he now had at least two heroines he would never be able to fight directly, people he simply couldn’t justify hurting. Why did he continue to put himself in situations where that was a risk?



Because letting someone else hurt them is just as much of a risk.



He made his way up to his motorcycle, quickly changed out of his costume, and headed off.



 



***



 



“Whoa, Avery did
 that
 to you?” asked Rue.



“Kestrel,” he said. “And… yes.”



He’d called her shortly after noticing in one of his handlebar mirrors that he had a rather obvious black eye. Too obvious for him not to do something about it if he wanted to preserve his cover.



“I thought you had a super healing ability that you’d been keeping secret,” said Rue.



“It’s only for cuts and broken stuff,” he said. “It doesn’t work on bruises.”



“Alright, well, you’re going to need some makeup. I can walk you through how to put it on. Shouldn’t be too hard.”



It took him nearly an hour, and that wasn’t including the time he spent picking out the right shade to match his skin from the drug store. He kept putting it on too thick, according to Rue, which made the black eye more obvious, rather than less.



When he finally got it right, he headed out of the drug store’s bathroom only to find that it was raining outside. The ride back to Isabelle’s mansion was an uncomfortable mixture of soaked clothing and shielding his careful makeup job.



Jess and Isabelle were sitting in the lounge, which he had to walk right by to get anywhere else from the mansion’s entrance. He kept his gaze down and tried to step quietly, to no avail.



“William,” called Jess. “What had you out riding your motorcycle in the rain?”



“Met up with a friend,” he said, casually.



“Which friend?” She came closer, smiling, not overtly suspicious. She’d changed into sweatpants and a t-shirt, more borrowed clothing from Isabelle, in all likelihood.



“You don’t know them,” he said, with a sigh. “Does it matter?”



He knew it wasn’t fair to be annoyed with Jess, but it was a hard emotion to tamp down on. The fight had left him frustrated, the way he was always misunderstood, never given a chance to explain, assumed to be nefarious and never taken at his word.



“Hey,” said Jess. “Where’s this tone coming from? I’m not trying to pry, I was just curious.”



“He’s allowed to have his secrets, Jess,” said Isabelle. “At his age, can you really blame him for wanting to keep certain aspects of his life separate from his mother?”



Jess pursed her lips and shot a look at her friend. “No, but I would hope that Will knows that he can tell me anything.”



“I do,” he said, forcing a smile. “And I’ll tell you all about my boring meetup with an old friend. But I really want to get changed out of these wet clothes, first.”



“Of course, sweetie,” said Jess. “Isabelle has some old men’s clothing that she took out for you to wear if you’d like. I think a few of Halberd’s shirts even ended up in the mix.”



He nodded, wondering if she would eventually pick up on the implication there. The clothes had already been set out on the pullout couch, a reasonably comfortable outfit in approximately his size. Will started taking his wet stuff off, tired and more than a little grumpy.



“You should be mindful about your own secrets before pressing other people about theirs,” said a feminine voice.



He turned around in time to see Isabelle resolve into existence from invisibility. He narrowed his eyes, feeling the way her gaze roved across his bare chest and, more importantly, his tattoos.



“Is that a threat?” he asked.



It was stupid to press her now, but her tone had an irritating smugness to it. It was quite possible that she knew he was Decay, that she’d followed him through the sewer and back to his motorcycle. It was also possible that she’d overheard him talking with Rue, or Avery, even. He wasn’t exactly lacking in potential blackmail material. What did she know?



Isabelle strode toward with long, languid steps. She pressed a finger into his chest, touching his tattoos, tracing the P in POWER REALISTS, still smirking as though she’d won.



“Does Jess know about these?” she asked. “You’ve only been out of prison for what, a month? Makes me wonder how much you’ve disclosed to her about your past.”



He blinked, biting back on his first response, which was to admit that Jess did in fact know. If she thought she had leverage over him, he might not have to worry about her sneaking around with her power and trying to get more. Maybe this was exactly what he needed?



“She doesn’t know,” he said.



“You have your secrets, and I have mine,” said Isabelle. “I think a truce might be in order, don’t you?”



He gave her a small nod, trying to play up the fear in his expression. “Fair enough. I won’t tell her about you and Halberd.”



“Good.” Isabelle let out a breath. “I’m sorry to have to do this, Will. I just… I can’t lose Jess. Do you know what it’s like to have a secret like that? One that would only cause pain, and to have someone hold it over you?”



“Not really,” he lied.



In truth, he’d already decided against telling Jess about Isabelle and Halberd directly, at least until their family was back on their feet. It really was a volatile thing and thrusting that volatility into Jess’s face would only make life harder for everyone.



“Well,” said Isabelle. “I suppose I’ll let you finish changing.”



“How charitable of you.”



She started up the stairs but paused midway. “Oh, and Will?”



“What?”



She smiled at him. “Come to my room later tonight, after everyone else has gone to bed.”



He stared at her, and then at the space where she’d been as she did her little disappearing trick again. An invitation like that could only mean one thing… but how could it possibly mean
 that
 here? She was either messing with him or luring him into some kind of trap, and neither outcome boded well.










CHAPTER 20




 



Will found Jess sitting in the lounge with Rue, the two of them watching a new update on the wider situation of the ongoing chaos in the city. The ticker banner across the bottom dramatically announced that over three dozen had gone missing in the past week, with Impact and Father Darkeye serving as the recognizable faces driving major concern.



“I think this is more evidence that Hive is behind all of this, not that anyone was doubting you, Will.” Jess curled up on a love seat, folding her legs underneath her.



“It seems like he’s expanding out to mundane innocents,” said Will. “That’s going to complicate the situation when we try to take him down.”



“I was wondering about that,” said Rue, who sat in a reclining chair with her feet up. “Is there any way you could give me a sketch of what this Hive guy looks like? If I could catch him on camera while he’s away from his possessed henchmen, I could serve you guys up an easy fight.”



“That’s part of the problem,” said Will. “I never saw his face. I was in the cell next to him while I was in solitary, but I only heard him, never saw him.”



“What did he sound like?” asked Jess.



“He whistled a lot,” said Will.



“Well, that makes things a fair bit more complicated.” Jess sighed and shifted a throw pillow under one arm.



He did have a plan, but not one he could go into right then. There were more ways to identify a supervillain, especially one with a power like Hive’s, than just getting a look at their face.



The doorbell rang. Will turned around, one hand feeling a sudden itch to reach for his penknife.



“That would be the pizza,” said Jess. “Izzie and I both agreed that cooking felt like too much effort.”



“I’ll get it,” said Will.



“Thanks, LP. The money is on the counter.”



He grabbed the money and opened the door only to find Avery rather than the expected delivery. She smiled and kissed him on the cheek as she stepped in, her fingers brushing and lingering on his for an affectionate second.



“Hey,” she said. “Room for one more tonight?”



“Absolutely.” Will pulled her hand up in the air and guided her as though they were dancing. “Were you too lonely all alone at your apartment?”



“Sort of.” A frown flickered across Avery’s expression. “I had this weird feeling after the fight. Like someone was watching me head home.”



“That’s a little concerning,” he said. It could have been Hive. It could have also been Erik, given how careful the multi-bodied super had grown about covering his bases.



“There’s pizza on the way,” called Jess. “Come on in. Izzie’s resting up in her room, but we might be able to lure her down here for a family movie and pizza night.”



Her phrasing prickled Will a bit. He didn’t love thinking of Isabelle as part of the family, even if he’d also called her Aunt Izzie once upon a time. Family members didn’t sleep with each other’s husbands behind their back.



“Sounds good,” said Avery. “I’m exhausted. I just want to stretch on the couch and pass out.”



She kicked off a pair of slippers, revealing a cute set of bare feet underneath. She wore a white and red summer gown, the kind with skinny shoulder straps and insubstantially thin fabric.



“You must have looked like a phoenix flying here in that,” he said. “How do you even get it to stay down in midair?”



“Lots of practice,” said Avery, nudging him. “You have to be mindful of the direction of the wind.”



The pizzas showed up an instant later. Will paid and brought them into the lounge. Isabelle had come downstairs after all, which left him taking a spot on the couch next to Avery, who was already stretched out under a blanket.



“One with everything, and one with cheese and a bunch of weird vegetarian-sounding stuff,” said Will.



“Pass the second one this way,” said Rue.



“And then over this way,” said Jess. “I’m in a low-grease mood tonight.”



Will grabbed a slice of the pizza and let himself relax as they ate. Jess put on a movie, a comedy with a heavy romance subplot and a surprising number of nude scenes. It made for a peaceful night, one that left him grateful but also annoyed at how comfortable Isabel’s mansion was.



“You can stretch out next to me if you want,” whispered Avery.



“I want,” he said playfully.



The movie was loud enough that, if they were quiet, they could talk without anyone else hearing. The TV provided the only illumination, aside from a light in the hallway off to the side. Nobody could really see what they were doing, either.



He squished in behind her, feeling the press of her delightfully soft body. It was divine to have a woman he loved so close to him, and even better for that woman to be Avery. He felt himself getting hard as he considered how much he could get away with.



“Comfy?” she whispered.



“Beyond comfy,” he whispered. He rocked his hips forward and kissed her neck.



“Mmm,” she moaned. “Careful, LP. We’re not alone.”



“Nobody’s going to notice.” He shifted the blanket so it was covering them both and traced the point of one of her nipples through her dress with a single finger. “I think Rue’s already asleep.”



“But Mom isn’t,” whispered Avery. “And Aunt Izzie…”



“What’s that?” said Isabelle. “Did you say something, Avery?”



“Shh…” Will kissed her neck, lips dragging upward across her earlobe.



“I, um…” Avery hesitated, clearly distracted. “What did you do to get the money for this posh place, anyway?”



“I took a sponsorship with Stainaway,” said Isabelle. “They were keen on tying the whole invisibility thing to their bleach line. Remember when I used to have that logo running up the leg of my costume?”



“I remember,” said Will. He ran a hand up Avery’s leg, letting it slip underneath her skirt. “I bet that helped the mess come right out.”



“I suppose,” said Isabelle. “Anyway, I invested most of the money, and it eventually amounted to this.”



“Sounds like you made off like a bandit,” said Will.



He cupped one of Avery’s breasts and pushed against her more aggressively, letting his erection prod into her thighs.



“LP!” she hissed. “Try to be… subtle about it, at least.”



“Subtle,” he said, pulling her panties down under the blanket. “Gotcha.”



“What are you doing?” she hissed. “You don’t have a condom!”



“I’ll be careful,” he whispered.



The movie changed to a quiet scene just as he was finishing his sentence, which made his voice seem loud in the moment.



“What are the two of you arguing about?” asked Jess. She glanced over her shoulder, but they were further back than where she was sitting, hidden within the darkness.



“LP keeps fidgeting,” said Avery, in a shockingly convincing voice. “I told him it’s fine for us to share the couch but only if he doesn’t move so much.”



“Avery’s just bad at sharing the couch.” He slid his sweatpants down, letting his cock snap loose and brush against her thighs. “I’m a big guy. It’s a tight squeeze.”



“I can handle the squeeze,” she purred. “Just not without a real
 blanket
 .”



“I can get you both a different one if you need it,” said Isabelle. “The A/C does make it pretty cold at night.”



Will eased his cock forward into Avery’s womanhood, surprised by how wet she already was. The sensation was unbelievable, doubled or tripled by being in the open, dancing around the risk of being caught. Avery made this tiny squeaking noise even though he was barely an inch in.



“We’re good,” she finally whispered. “I think… LP is going to warm me up.”



“Aw,” said Jess. “I bet the real reason you came over tonight is to get your daily dose of cuddling from your brother. I’m so glad the two of you are still close like that.”



The movie switched to an action scene, cutting off the conversation. Avery reached back and seized his arm, digging in her fingernails.



“Three thrusts, and that’s it!” she whispered. “Then you pull out.”



“Three thrusts,” he said, obligingly.



He kissed her neck as he let his cock sink deeper with agonizing slowness. It was absolute torture to go slow, but given the limit they’d agreed upon, he was going to take as much time as possible. She was so tight and hot, and the sensation from the contact throbbed through every inch of his body.



He gently tweaked one of her nipples, feeling a secondhand thrill at the way it made her squirm. Pushing his hips forward a little more, he went as deep as he could from that angle. Avery wiggled her hips from side to side and reached a hand back to rub his leg.



“That’s… one,” she whispered.



“It’s not one until I pull back,” he said.



“Watch it,” she said in a breathy voice.



“You watch it. We had a deal.”



Avery slapped her hand against him, playful but chastising. She tried to shift her head back to kiss him but couldn’t quite get there. He kissed her neck instead, taking a small liberty as he jiggled his cock around a bit without sliding back completely.



The movie was nearing its end. As much as he would have enjoyed edging Avery until she was begging for him to take her relentlessly for as long as he wanted, it simply wasn’t an option. It wasn’t safe, either, even if she was on birth control.



She
 was
 on birth control… right?



Will groaned with pleasure as he slowly dragged his cock back, getting the full worth of his stroke and letting the tip tickle the petals of her entrance at just short of a full withdrawal. Avery took several breaths as though she’d just come up from a deep dive.



“That’s one,” he whispered into her ear.



He waited, caressing her body, but not pushing forward again. The movie suddenly shifted to a funny moment, and Jess and Isabelle burst out laughing.



“You’re so tight,” he whispered into her ear. “If you weren’t so wet, I don’t know if I’d even be able to fit this back in.”



“I have my thighs mostly squeezed together,” she whispered. “It’s not like I can just prop one up on the back of the couch.”



He groped the inside of her leg and gently lifted it up a few inches. “There we go. Fuck… It barely made a difference.”



Avery seemed to arch her back a degree further with each millimeter he packed into her. He buried his tool into her as though he was easing down the plunger of a coffee press, slow and steamy.



“Two,” whispered Avery.



She was rocking her hips, creating more movement than Will would have tried to get away with, which made him hesitate before correcting her again. He set a hand on her waist and started pumping into her with small movements, a dirty little micro-fuck underneath the blanket in someone else’s house.



“Fuck, LP!” moaned Avery. “We should… go downstairs.”



“Mom would probably notice if we both tried to sneak off,” he said.



Mom
 . He hardly ever called Jess that these days, but it was certainly what she felt at that moment. A concerned mother who would ruin their fun, if not their lives, if she caught them.



“Hurry up, then!” she hissed. “Do three already.”



She was undulating faster, the motion blatant enough to be obvious under the blanket. Will matched her rhythm, and during another pause amidst the explosions and music of the movie, the sound of their bodies tapping together was faintly audible.



“You want it bad,” he growled. “Say it.”



“You bastard!” she whispered. “Yes, whatever. I want it
 bad.
 ”



Will risked a quick glance to make sure that Jess and Isabelle were focused on the movie and proceeded to give her what she’d asked for. It was risky. It was far more than just three quick pumps. It was him and Avery, brother and sister, too horny to care about right and wrong.



She drew inward as she came, letting out a barely perceptible squeal and pulling the blanket over her face. Insanely cute, insanely hot. Will kissed her cheek and squeezed one of her tits as he flaunted her earlier limit, pumping faster and faster until suddenly he knew that he
 had
 to pull out.



He managed it, but not without making a significant mess. Avery’s thighs collected most of it, the rest spilling onto her dress and a fair portion dripping to leave a suspicious stain on the couch. She peeked out from under the blanket, breathing heavily, blushing hard.



The sensation was unreal, a soft cocoon of pleasure and warmth and satisfaction. Avery was more than just his partner in pleasure, however. He hugged her, feeling so completely and utterly glad that he had her in his life.



“You broke the rule, you jerk,” she whispered.



“I know.”



“You’re lucky I love you as much as I do.”



“I know.”









PART TWO: PAST AND PRESENT



 










CHAPTER 21




 



Will woke up, which meant that he’d fallen asleep. He was still on the couch in the lounge, but the movie was long since over. He vaguely recalled Avery deciding to head back to her own place after it had finished, saying something about missing her own bed.



He wondered if it was really about that, or if their little sex-under-the-blanket session had left her feeling confused about what they were doing. There was also the far less dramatic, though equally concerning explanation of her having simply forgotten to bring her evening Percocet with her and flown off to beat her oncoming withdrawal symptoms.



He made sure he was decent and started tiptoeing through the house. He’d only made it a few steps before someone cleared their throat behind him. Turning around, Will saw Isabelle materialize from thin air.



“Looks like I have good timing,” she said. “I thought I’d need to wake you up, but you seem ready to go.”



Her silver hair was down, and between that and her flowing white nightgown, she looked like a ghost in the moonlight. There was an aspect of truth to that. She was a ghost from his past, from Halberd’s past, a person in her own right, but also an echo of past mistakes.



“Ready to go where, exactly?” he asked.



“Up to my room,” she said, smirking.



She beckoned to him with a single finger as she strode by. Will felt his body reacting without his consent, cock jumping to conclusions and growing hard. What other reason could she have to invite him to her bedroom other than, well, the
 best
 reason?



But that seemed the wrong assumption to jump to, regardless of which way he looked at the situation. She was Halberd’s old flame. She’d known him as an awkward teenager. Romantic feelings were probably the last emotion she harbored for him.



Then again, Jess had once been Halberd’s wife, had raised him from early childhood, and things between them had certainly evolved since then. He couldn’t rule anything out. The question of what he
 hoped
 she had in mind for them was one that he felt uneasy trying to answer.



He followed her example as she tiptoed past the guest room, where Jess and Rue were sleeping soundly, down the hall to the master bedroom. The only illumination inside came from a small lamp by her bed, which gave the space a decidedly intimate feel from the start.



“Close the door,” said Isabelle.



He shut it slowly and folded his arms, watching her. “What’s this about?”



“Straight to the point,” said Isabelle. “Hal was always the same way. You remind me of him, sometimes.”



“That’s not as much of a compliment as you seem to think it is,” said Will.



“Sorry.” Isabelle shook her head. “I didn’t bring you up her to joust with you, William. I figured you’d guessed that much.”



“Yeah, I did.”



“This might be a mistake, but… it feels like one I have to make.” She walked closer to him, drawing to a stop a foot or two away. “Jess can never know about this.”



“Another secret for the pile?” Will’s heart was pounding out of his chest. “Now I’m really curious about what you had in mind.”



“I think it’s better for me to show, rather than tell.”



She flashed a coy smile and then turned around, walking toward her closet. It was massive, nearly the size of Will’s old room, and she disappeared into a shadowed section of it and returned with something in her hands.



“I wanted to give this to you,” said Isabelle. “It was… his.”



Will sucked in a slow breath, the air feeling like bits of glass raking his insides. Isabelle held a hefty axe made from pale bits of amethyst. Halberd’s work, undoubtedly, but even for him, it was a masterpiece. The edge was blunted, as though he’d conjured it with decoration in mind, which explained what Isabelle was doing with it.



“He gave you an axe,” he said.



“To remember him by.” Isabelle gave a small, sad shrug. “That’s what he said. He added that it might be the last time I’d ever see him, and it was.”



“I don’t understand.”



Isabelle shook her head. “I can’t keep it, just like I couldn’t keep him. It isn’t
 mine
 , William. I want you to have it. More than that, I want you to give it your mother, if you can. You obviously would have to find a way to explain where it came from without mentioning me, but I think she’d really appreciate having something like this. To remember the better side of the man.”



“The better side of him?” Will shook his head. “Who the hell do you think he was, exactly?”



“The man I loved, unfortunately,” whispered Isabelle. “I didn’t bring you up here to argue. Take it if you want it. I’ll probably simply bury it or toss it into the ocean if you don’t. It’s time for me to move on.”



He gritted his teeth and snatched the axe from her hands, a little surprised by the weight of it. Isabelle didn’t say anything as he headed for the door. He looked at the axe again, feeling a lump forming in his throat.



Back down in the basement, Will pulled the trash can in the corner of the room up to the couch. He sat down, pulled out his penknife, and started cutting the axe up, dropping little bits of amethyst into the garbage, bit by bit. His power made it feel like carving butter, but he would never have wasted so much butter, on principle.



“Halberd,” he muttered. “You bastard.”



 



***



 



FIVE YEARS EARLIER



 



“You know, having someone feed me individual bites of eggrolls wasn’t that far off from my idea of heaven when I was a little girl,” said Liz.



She made a show of stretching out on the couch like a lounging sultan. Lockpick poked her in the cheek as he brought the eggroll in close to her mouth for another bite. She playfully snapped her teeth at his hand, and they both smiled and side-eyed each other.



“There are certainly worse ways to spend a Saturday afternoon,” he said.



“Yeah, don’t remind me.” She tugged at the bindings around her wrists again, but otherwise didn’t push the issue of her captivity. “Last bite?”



He pushed it up to her mouth. Liz took it in a single mouthful, her lips briefly closing on the tip of his finger. It was awkward in that
 puberty
 awkward sort of way that left him wondering if she’d done it on purpose, if it meant more than it did.



“That should probably be my last one,” she said, glancing away. “My mom always told me I’d get fat if I ate too many.”



“Your mom?”



“On my old mentor team, before I joined Lost Generation.”



“Ah.” Lockpick didn’t really want the topic moving in that direction. “Well, you ate five of them, so I suppose we’ll see if that prophecy ends up panning out.”



Liz laughed and gently kicked his shoulder with one foot. He was sitting on the ground in front of the couch, back pressed up against it, as he hadn’t known exactly how to approach squeezing in next to her.



“Fried rice?” he offered.



“Sure.” She sighed and wriggled back to a somewhat upright position. “It was hard to leave my old team. I never really left, in some ways. They’re still my family, still worrying after me.”



Lockpick kept his eyes on the carton of fried rice rather than risk meeting her gaze and letting his own expression betray him. “I get it.”



“I think you probably do,” she said, with a small sigh. “They were so worried about me when I joined Lost Generation. They thought I was too brazen and sure of myself. That I’d do something stupid, take too many risks, get myself into trouble.”



“I mean… were they wrong?”



“So, you admit that I am in trouble, then?” she asked. There was a note of tension in her voice, one that felt like an intruder. They’d been getting along together, having fun… hadn’t they?



“Halberd’s chaotic, but he’s not evil,” said Lockpick. “He’s not going to hurt you. He just wants to get your team off our back.”



“He’s hurt other people before, though, hasn’t he?”



Lockpick didn’t answer. He used one of the plastic forks to scoop up some fried rice but lost a few grains as he started to transfer it toward Liz’s mouth.



“Think you’re going to need a spoon for that, chief.”



“Probably. There’s one in the bag.”



He stood up and turned to grab the bag from the table on the other side of the room. He’d taken two steps and was about to lean forward when a searing pain cut through his shoulder with enough force to drop him to his knees. He clutched a wound that seemed both burnt and bloody and looked back at Liz.



She was on her feet, wrist bindings loose, aluminum foil peeled back to unleash her powers. Strangely, Lockpick thought of Relic again as he looked at her, how scary she could sometimes be against opponents in a fight. They most definitely both had that in common.



“Sorry,” said Liz. “I thought you were really sweet, but… I’m a hero, and you’re a villain. This is just how it goes.”



She brought her hand up, considering, and then let it fall and headed straight to the door. It burst open as she was reaching for the handle with enough force to knock her back and onto her butt.



Halberd entered the hotel room, face cold with fury. He seized Liz Laser by the neck, lifting her into the air with both hands, and slammed her into the wall, her head knocking sideways with enough force to make her body go limp.



“Don’t!” shouted Lockpick. “She’s just scared.”



He jumped to his feet and tried to pull Halberd’s hands back. The older man did let go… for long enough to strike out. Lockpick didn’t feel the blow as much as he came to after it, suddenly stretched out across the floor on top of a flattened carton of chow mein.



“I told you to watch her!” snarled Halberd. “I told you to… Look, I’m sorry that just happened. But I need you to think with your head, not your dick. If she gets away, there won’t ever be a happy ending for either of us. Life in prison, LP… if we’re
 lucky
 .”



“We can’t just keep her locked up in this motel room forever,” said Lockpick. He wiped blood from his mouth, almost gasping in pain as his palm touched a deep split in his lip.



“We’ll deal with it tomorrow,” said Halberd.



“Deal with it?”



“Deal with her.” Halberd picked the unconscious girl up, set her down on the couch, and started binding her hands again.










CHAPTER 22




 



Will woke to the sound of soft footsteps approaching his bed. Once upon a time, that would have been enough to have him slapping a hand toward his penknife, a telltale sign of the heroes having caught up with him and Halberd.



These days, it mostly just meant that somebody was looking to play a prank on him, or possibly cuddle.



“LP,” whispered Jess. “It’s almost nine. Time to wake up.”



She came closer to the pullout couch and gently shook his shoulder. He kept his breathing even, wondering what she’d do if he forced her to try a little harder.



“Come on,” she said, voice patient and joyful. “Time to start the day. I have an idea about what might be fun for us to do together.”



He felt her weight shift onto the bed as she sat down next to him and gave his shoulders another shake. “I can tell you’re awake. You have a light snore when you’re actually sleeping.”



He didn’t fall for it or break pace with his breathing. Jess started pulling the blankets back and then seemed to think better of it, sliding under them next to him instead.



“I bet this will wake you up,” she whispered against his neck. “LP. Come join us in the world of the living.”



One of her hands roved over his chest, and she let her nose nuzzle his cheek. She certainly knew how to exploit his weakness. Will turned toward her, his lips brushing hers once, and then a second time as they shared a tender, sleepy kiss.



“Hey,” she whispered.



“Hey.”



He kissed her again, running his hand along her body. She was already dressed for the day, tight jeans and a black tunic style top that had horizontal slits running up one side. He threaded his fingers into them and kissed her more deeply.



“Dare I guess what kind of dream I pulled you out of?” she asked, propping her head up with her hand and elbow.



“Guess away,” he said. “I’ll give you a prize if you come close.”



He kissed her neck and let one of his hands slide toward her breasts. Jess let out a satisfied sigh but stopped his encroaching touch before he could actually grope her.



“Come on!” She kissed him on the forehead. “No time to waste. We’re going to the carnival today.”



She rolled off the couch, stealing his blanket in the process. Will sighed and spared a single glance at the pretty obvious erection he was sporting before reaching for some clothes.



“Why the carnival?” he asked.



“Because it’s in town, and it’s been forever since we last went,” said Jess. “I already called Avery to invite her. She’s going to meet us there.”



“Avery agreed to go to the carnival?” he said skeptically.



“She seemed keener on the idea after I told her that you had already agreed to go,” said Jess.



She gave him an oddly suspicious smile. Will grinned back at her and pulled a t-shirt on.



“I am a pretty popular guy,” he said. “Can I have one more kiss good morning?”



“You’re pushing it, mister.” Jess grinned and walked over with her hands behind her back. “Just one more.”



She leaned forward and kissed him on the lips. Will grabbed her as she tried to pull away, pulling her into a hug from where he was sitting and briefly running his hands over her jeans-covered butt. It was incredible how the denim combined with soft flesh to create such an incredible sensation against his palm.



“I hope you know enough to keep your hands to yourself when we’re in public,” she said, in a stern voice.



“I’ll save all my fondling for when we get back home.”



Jess sighed and ran a hand through his hair, trying to smooth out a bad case of bedhead. “What am I ever going to do with you?”



She hugged him, and he hugged her back.



“You should come wake me up in the morning more often,” he suggested.



“Okay.”



“Breakfast?”



“Already on the table.”



They went up together. Rue was waiting for them while eating her own food, clad in a pair of tight shorts and a white V-neck top that showed off a wonderful amount of cleavage and a thin sliver of her taut stomach.



“Good morning,” he said to her. “Excited for the carnival?”



“I’m only here so I don’t get fined,” she said, looking pouty.



“It’s going to be fun,” said Jess. “Did Izzie already leave?”



“She said she had to run an errand before meeting up with us,” said Rue.



“Then let’s get moving.”



Will took a bagel with eggs and bacon to go as they all piled into Jess’s Prius. The carnival was set up not far from the library he and Rue had scoped out the previous day. Jess spotted Isabelle’s car and found a parking spot next to her.



“You weren’t waiting long, were you?” asked Jess.



Isabelle shook her head. “Just looking over some of the reports that have come in about the missing people and the Hive situation. To be honest, taking today off feels a bit like dereliction of duty.”



“The Drifters and the Second Advent are keeping a close eye on the city,” said Jess. “We deserve to have a little bit of fun now and then, especially given the week we’ve had.”



“I can’t argue with you there,” said Isabelle. “I suppose the world isn’t going to fall to pieces simply because we were enjoying ourselves for an afternoon.”



“Famous last words,” said Will.



Jess shot him an exaggerated glare, and he grinned and held his hands up in surrender.



“Well, here comes Avery,” said Rue.



She hooked a thumb skyward as a shape materialized into the silhouette of a person overhead. Avery had on a skirt, sandals, a white tank top, and a big pair of sunglasses, an outfit which necessitated she fly with her legs at a certain angle to avoid flashing the world.



“Could you be a little more discrete?” snapped Jess, grabbing her by the arm as she landed.



“Relax, nobody saw me,” said Avery. “I can’t win with you, can I? If I’d taken my car, you would have started up on me about buying a new one again.”



“For good reason,” said Jess. “But I suppose that’s fair. I’m not here to chastise, I’m here to have fun. Come on, let’s get inside!”



“William,” said Avery, letting her fingers brush his as she came to walk beside him.



“Avery.” He grinned at her, thinking back to the night before. There were plenty of discrete, out of the way rides at this carnival, from what he remembered. He wondered if he could convince her to join him on one.



“The two of you are acting weird,” said Rue, who was walking right behind them.



“No, we’re not,” said Avery and Will at the same time.



Rue narrowed her eyes at them, and her gaze landed on Will with surprising weight. He still wasn’t sure how to address the situation between them, the way the secrets he kept with each sometimes chafed together at times like this.



The carnival had no entrance fee, but every ride and game had a price measured in tickets, which were sold for a premium at the booths at the front. The air was thick with the smell of cotton candy, fried dough, and something slightly more chemical, like spilled hydraulic fluid.



Will moved to stand next to Rue and nudged her in the ribs as they got in line to buy their tickets.



“Buy mine for me?” he whispered.



“What? Why?”



“Because you still owe me money,” he said.



“Rue owes you money?” asked Avery, butting her head in.



“Um, yeah,” said Rue. “He helped me out with a… thing.”



“A thing.” Avery nodded, smiling sagely. “How specific and informative.”



“I don’t mind paying for everyone if there’s an issue,” said Isabelle.



“What?” snapped Rue. “No! I can pay for him. I do owe him, after all.”



Rue grabbed Will’s hand and pulled him forward as the people in line in front of them finished paying. She bought them each a hundred tickets, which wasn’t as much as it might have sounded, given each ride costing upwards of ten.



“Here you go,” said the ticket vendor. “The Love Canal is on the park’s western side, in case you two were wondering.”



“He’s my brother!” Rue made a noise and stomped off with her tickets.



Behind them, Avery started laughing. Will bit back on the urge to go after her. Rue was like a boomerang when she reached this point with her temper in public — dangerous to interact with, but quick on the retrieve.



“I’m surprised that it’s not more crowded today,” said Jess as she and the others finished getting their tickets.



“There’s a lot of activity, just not all that many adults,” said Will. It was true enough. The park was full of teenagers and wild groups of younger kids, who seemed emboldened by their lack of supervision.



He watched as a group of teenage boys eyed his group, or rather, the women in his group, as they passed by. One of them did a double take on Jess, perhaps marking her resemblance to Relic, or perhaps just discovering the appeal of older women.



“I’m going on some rides,” said Rue. “Anyone want to come with?”



“Maybe after,” said Will.



“I think Isabelle and I are going to…” Jess trailed off as a young boy in the midst of bawling his eyes out bumped into her. “Hey! What’s wrong? Here, can I help you find somebody?”



The little boy almost immediately grabbed onto her leg, endearing and also a fairly advanced survival strategy, though he probably didn’t know it. Jess smiled and rubbed his shoulder, alternating between soothing him with shushing noises and trying to get info about who he was with.



“I’m going to help him,” she said simply.



“We’re not about to stand in your way, supermom,” said Avery. “Want to meet up by the carnival games once you’ve saved the stray?”



“It should only take a minute,” said Jess.



She rubbed the little boy’s hair, and Will got the distinct sense that she’d still be smiling and happy even if it took her ten hours.










CHAPTER 23




 



With Rue off enjoying the rides and Jess saving the day, Will and Avery had the perfect opportunity to slip off on their own. Isabelle was still around, but she veered in Jess’s direction once it became clear that she’d be the odd one out in any other pairing.



He and Avery walked close to each other, but not too close. Will was aware in the back of his head that, despite how intimate they’d become, they didn’t really do stuff like this much.



“It’s kind of like our first date,” said Avery, echoing his thoughts.



“Our first date was running from mutants in the Exclusion Zone,” he said, letting his shoulder brush hers.



“Oh, I stand corrected,” she said, smirking. “It was everything a woman could ask for.”



“I see a beer garden up ahead.” He held out a hand, though not before checking over his shoulder to make sure Jess and Rue weren’t around. “Let’s go have date number two.”



It was fairly posh as far as carnival beer gardens went, with a concierge who checked their IDs and seated them at a table. The drink menu was full of faintly ridiculous sounding options, and after some playful back and forth, they settled on one called the
 Jester’s Special
 .



“Here you are,” said the server as she set a massive plastic cup filled with some kind of alcoholic slushy concoction down in front of them. “Two straws or one?”



“Two,” answered Avery. “Thank you.”



“Did you know what we were going to be getting when you suggested this?” Will asked.



Her eyes had a spark in them that practically gave him his answer. “I had a small suspicion. The real boozy drinks are always at the bottom of the menu.”



“Alright, well, don’t drink too much,” he said.



“I have my own straw,” she said, grinning. “I’ll drink as much as I damn well please.”



She started at it. Will gave her a mocking scowl and stabbed his own straw in. It quickly turned into a race to down as much as they each could, a competitive romantic moment that he sensed he’d cherish forever.



Five minutes later, they both sported a heavy buzz and a heavier case of brain freeze. Avery pulled her chair in closer to his and leaned her head against his shoulder as she groaned in pain.



“Poisoned…” she muttered. “I’ve been poisoned.”



“Drama queen.”



“I’m going to die from the poison, LP,” she muttered.



“Ah, of course.”



“Kill me now. Put me out of my pain.”



He flicked her earlobe with a fingertip. Her lips were blue from all the food coloring in the slushy. Will wanted to kiss her, but he judged it to be too risky with Jess and the others roaming around.



“Come on,” he said. “Let’s move around and warm ourselves up.”



“I’m going to have to retire from being a hero again,” muttered Avery. “I’ll apply for whatever benefits heroes poisoned by intense brain freeze receive.”



“It’s a commendation for being overdramatic.”



Her words brought him back to the day before, as much as he really wasn’t interested in going there. He’d fought her in costume, Decay versus Kestrel, during the melee outside the grocery store. It hadn’t been his focus at the time, but he’d seen her use her full power, not just flying, but also telekinesis.



“How has it been going lately?” he asked. “Being a heroine again, I mean?”



Avery took a second before answering. “Good. Better than it used to be. I feel… empowered.”



“Is that supposed to be wordplay, or…?”



“Seriously. I feel as though I’m getting to the point where I can really start kicking butt again. I had a standoff with that guy who has been harassing Mom yesterday. Delay, or whatever his name is.”



“I think it’s Decay,” said Will.



“I kicked his butt,” said Avery. “Wish you could have seen it. I had him begging for mercy by the end of it.”



“Oh, I bet you did. So he’s in custody now?”



“Well, no, but I’m sure he’s going to think twice before thinking he can take me on.”



Will put an arm around her, smiling. “I don’t doubt it.”



They made it back to the central area of the carnival, near where they’d split off from everyone else before. Will spotted Rue right as she saw them. He let his arm drop from around Avery’s side, but not quickly enough to escape her watchful eyes.



“Hey,” said Rue. “Did the two of you go on a ride, or something?”



“We got a drink.” Avery shrugged and glanced away. “Where are Mom and Isabelle?”



“That’s what I’m trying to figure out,” said Rue, a little too quickly.



She frowned and walked ahead of them. Will exchanged a concerned look with Avery as they followed after her.



“She saw us,” said Avery quietly. “I think she’s a little weirded out.”



“I think she’s a little jealous,” whispered Will.



“Why would she be jealous?”



He hesitated, knowing he couldn’t really explain it without betraying Rue’s confidence. “We’ve gotten a lot closer since I’ve been back. I think she just likes being my go-to sister.”



“Well,
 go
 to her, then,” said Avery. “I’m not going to crumple into a heap without you by my side.”



“You asked me to kill you five minutes ago because you had brain freeze.”



“Don’t minimize my suffering,” said Avery. “Or Rue’s.”



She pushed him forward, and he jogged a few steps until he was walking even with his younger sister. “Hey.”



“Hey,” she said, unenthused.



“What ride did you go on before?”



“Does it matter?”



“I bet it was the unicorn carousel,” said Will.



Rue let out an annoyed sigh, but he could sense the smile underneath it. “Are you going to mock me for liking unicorns, now?”



“No, of course not. I think it’s cute.”



He slowed to a stop as he saw Jess at one of the games up ahead of them. It was the bottle throw, and she was chatting with the carnie running it, who was smiling as though he’d found the perfect mark to pull into his undoubtedly rigged contest.



“So, I just throw the bottle, and if I knock down all of the bottles, I can pick any prize?” asked Jess.



“That’s exactly it, ma’am,” said the man. “Simple and easy. Just give it your best try. Most women do an underhand throw. Makes it easier for them to—”



Jess’s arm blurred, and a tremendous crack came from the bottles as they ricocheted outward like shrapnel from the impact point. The carnie flinched and stumbled into the prize wall, gaping in surprise at the now empty space where the bottles had once been stacked.



“Uh…” He shook his head. “Looks like you got them all.”



“Looks like I did,” said Jess.



“I think the giant stuffed unicorn in back would make for a nice prize,” said Will, squeezing Rue’s hand.










CHAPTER 24




 



Will walked alongside Avery and Rue, the latter of whose face was completely obscured by the head of the massive stuffed unicorn she now carried. Jess and Isabelle followed just behind them as they headed through the carnival in search of their next activity, a happy super-family enjoying a day off.



“There’s the Love Canal,” said Jess. “I always had a soft spot for that ride, but I had to drag Hal by the elbow to get him to go on it with me. I mean that literally. Remember the time the three of us came here together, Izzie?”



“That was… a long time ago,” said Isabelle.



“It was the time he made a game of trying to throw bits of cotton candy into our cleavage,” said Jess.



Isabelle cleared her throat. “Oh, I remember.”



Will bristled and couldn’t help but wonder if anyone else felt the weight of the silence that followed. He felt Avery nudge him and shifted back to the moment. She was eyeing the line for the Love Canal, but it wouldn’t be a simple matter of them just announcing that they wanted to go on it as a duo.



“I kind of want to see what it’s like,” he said. “I’ve never been on it before.”



“Because you’ve never had a real girlfriend,” said Rue.



He cleared his throat. “Yeah, thanks for pointing that out, Rue. Does anyone want to join me for a nice, platonic ride through the Love Canal?”



Avery grinned and opened her mouth to answer.



“Whatever, sure,” said Rue, half a second quicker. “I’ll go on the stupid ride with you.”



“Uh…” Will scratched his neck.



“If you think the ride’s so stupid, why do you even want to go on it?” said Avery.



“Because it’s a ride,” said Rue, with a shrug. “They only let on people in pairs, anyway, so someone has to go with LP.”



“Well, since I actually think it looks campy and fun, why don’t I partner up with him and save you the trouble?” suggested Avery. “They won’t let you take your stuffed animal on, anyway.”



“I mean, I’m sure Mom or Isabelle would be willing to hold it for me,” said Rue. “Not that it matters. Will should pick who he wants to ride with.”



“Fair enough,” said Avery.



Not even close to fair
 , thought Will. He faked like he had to tie his shoe to give himself a second to think. They both seemed confident about who he would pick, which was reasonable given how close he’d grown to them each in terms of intimacy and secrets.



It didn’t matter if he picked Rue or Avery. Whoever he didn’t pick was going to take it personally, and he really wasn’t in the mood to hurt either of them.



His phone vibrated, and he pulled it out of his pocket, brandishing it like a weapon. “Why don’t you guys go on ahead? I just got a text.”



“Is it serious?” asked Jess.



He was about to lie and say that it was, and then he saw who it was from, and didn’t need to.



“Yeah,” he said.



Where are you right now?
 – Mist



 



***



 



Will put some distance between himself and the others before dropping down onto a bench and tapping out a quick reply.



I’m at the carnival. Why?



He waited, and it was only a few seconds before her reply.



I’m nearby. Get in line for the Ferris wheel.



She hadn’t answered his question, which was as annoying as it was intriguing. He saw Jess, Avery, and Rue still waiting around for him near the Love Canal. He waved a hand at them, urging them onward, and pretended as though he was in the middle of a phone call.



The Ferris wheel was one of the carnival’s more popular rides, and the line to get on was long enough to make him second guess his decision. It moved quickly, however, and he lucked out by getting a cab to himself when they stopped to let the next group on. He had a feeling he wouldn’t be alone for that long, and it proved accurate.



There was a poof and rush of air as the Ferris wheel began moving, and the seat across from him was suddenly occupied. Mist had a small smile on her face and gave him a tiny wave with just her fingers.



“Hey Pick,” she said.



She was dressed casually, tight black yoga pants along with a tan sweatshirt. Her black and blue hair was just long enough to tuck into the neckline, though the wind still played with a few stubborn locks that refused to lie straight.



“What’s this about?” he asked.



“Does it have to be
 about
 something?” she asked. “Maybe I just like Ferris wheels.”



She looked out over the sprawling mixture of rides, booths, and tents as they rose higher into the air.



“I would have figured you’d be more of a roller coaster girl,” said Will.



“Is there some kind of subtle implication there?” She smirked and lifted her feet, kicking off her sandals and setting them in his lap. He didn’t push them away, but he didn’t appreciate the gesture as he once might have, either, still wary of her motives.



“Not really all that subtle,” said Will. “I’ve seen how you ride.”



She ignored the comment. “Is that your family you’re with?”



“That’s them.” He eyed Jess and the others, who’d opted to play another game rather than cramming into the Love Canal. He thought Rue and Avery were looking in his direction, but it was hard to tell at a distance.



“Your sisters are cute,” said Mist. “I bet they absolutely hate me, don’t they?”



“You didn’t come here to make small talk about my sisters, Mist,” said Will. “What do you want?”



“Straight to the point,” she muttered. “I appreciate that, even if it makes my heart hurt. I sort of… need a favor.”



“You’re the one that’s supposed to owe me, Mist. Not the other way around.”



“I know.” She pulled her legs back, letting her knees disappear up into her sweatshirt. “Look, I wouldn’t have reached out if it wasn’t serious. I think someone has been watching me.”



“Watching you?”



“Following me, stalking me, take your pick of verbs,” said Mist. “I was hoping that you’d know what the deal was. If it’s just one of the heroes in town, I can probably ignore it, but I just have this prickling feeling in my intuition that tells me it’s not.”



Will sighed and rubbed a hand along his chin. “It’s not one of the heroes. They’ve all been busy with one of the escapees. Have you ever heard of Hive?”



Mist shook her head. “From the men’s side, I’m assuming?”



“Yeah. He can possess people with his power. He’s taken a few supers in the area already, a couple of villains, along with Impact and Father Darkeye.”



“Do you think he’s trying to add me to his collection?”



“Pretty safe assumption.”



Mist hissed through her teeth. “Well, the heroes have a plan to deal with him, right?”



“They’re working on one,” he said.



“You don’t sound overly optimistic.”



He folded his arms and leaned back against the Ferris wheel’s seat. “I think they might be underestimating him, to be honest.”



Mist scowled and fidgeted within her sweatshirt. “Look, all I really care about is getting this guy off my back. You don’t owe me anything, Pick… but is there any way you can help me?”



“How?” He exhaled and shook his head. “Moreover, why would you ask me that after how you betrayed me? Why not go ask Despot for help?”



His anger slipped into his voice around the edges, but there was no avoiding that.



“I don’t want to involve myself with the Realists again,” said Mist. “I learned my lesson the first time. It’s why I came to you.”



He still wasn’t sure if he could trust her, if he
 wanted
 to trust her, but she seemed genuinely afraid. Will folded his arms and looked down at Jess and the others again, wondering what they would advise him to do.



“I’ll keep you in the loop as the situation unfolds,” he said. “I don’t plan on waiting around for Hive to become too much of a threat.”



Mist nodded slowly. “If you want backup when you move on him, let me know.”



Will snorted. “You’d be willing to join in if it came to a fight?”



She shrugged. “Maybe. I still need to put together a costume, but I can hold my own in a scrap.”



Will nodded, holding her gaze for a second or two. Mist disappeared from view, reappearing on his lap in the same moment. She kissed him, and he surprised himself by kissing her back aggressively.



The make out ended as quickly as it began, with Mist
 poofing
 back into her own seat with a grin on her face. “I think the ride’s just about over. Want to go for a walk somewhere?”



“I’ve got people waiting for me,” he said.



“Your family, you mean?” Mist made a pouty face. “Fair enough. I don’t think I’m ready for those introductions just yet.”



Neither am I
 , he almost said. Explaining to Jess and Rue and Avery that he was
 friends
 with a young, attractive supervillain would go over like a lit cigarette in a fuel refinery.



“Watch out for yourself,” he said. “Maybe get a different hotel room for the night if you think there’s someone watching yours.”



“Way ahead of you,” she said. “Text me.”










CHAPTER 25




 



“I see you made a new friend,” said Avery. “I also see that you invited her to join you on the Ferris wheel.”



Her tone was more curious than jealous, but Will still felt like he needed to be careful in how he answered. Mist had disappeared before the Ferris wheel had dropped him off at ground level, and he’d been hoping he’d be able to avoid this conversation.



“That was Misty,” said Rue, in a sulky voice. “I recognize the tacky blue hair from the photos the two of them took at the mall. You didn’t mention that you’d invited your girlfriend, LP.”



“First of all, she’s not my girlfriend,” he said. “Second, she just happened to be nearby and wanted to chat.”



“You don’t have to explain yourself, Will,” said Jess. “As long as you’re making good decisions, we support you.”



The way Rue and, to a lesser extent, Avery, were both looking at him made him wonder about that. They decided to leave the carnival as a group, and he noticed how those two kept a deliberate distance from him as they walked outside to the parking lot.



He was mindful enough to understand where they were coming from. It wasn’t so much about whether they were irritated or jealous, but rather the fact they couldn’t express it openly, regardless.



There was a foreboding aspect to the situation that made Will wonder how long it would be before his tangled web of secrets began fraying around the edges. Something had to give eventually, whether it was his hidden relationship with Avery, or his illicit streams with Rue.



“I’m going to head home,” said Avery with a yawn. “I’m tired.”



“Fly safe,” said Jess.



Avery nodded and waved to them as she headed off toward a more discrete takeoff point. He would have loved the freedom to say goodbye to her in his own way, but it simply wasn’t possible in front of Jess and the others. He climbed into the Prius, mind still awhirl with thoughts.



 



***



 



Isabelle had arrived back ahead of them and had the TV on in the lounge, volume blaring, as a newscaster covered the unfolding situation with Hive. The ticker at the bottom scrolled across the screen on repeat, announcing that the missing person toll was now over five hundred.



“This is bad,” said Jess. “I’m calling the Drifters. We need to move on Hive sooner rather than later.”



“How, exactly?” asked Isabelle. “We don’t know where this guy is. We don’t have anywhere to move on, even supposing we could catch him alone.”



“I have a few ideas about that,” Will said. “One thing I remember about Hive from my time in prison is that he has a background with military installations and aircraft.”



It was total bullshit, of course, but he couldn’t come out and admit that he was acting on info offered up by another escaped prisoner. He just needed to give them a reason to look in the direction of the radar station and let the more blatant evidence draw them in.



“There’s the old radar station north of town,” said Jess.



“That’s got to be it,” said Will. “Rue?”



Rue frowned with concentration and closed her eyes. “I… don’t think there are any cameras inside, but there is one at a weather station about a quarter mile away. It looks as though the lights are on and… there’s definitely movement inside.”



“That’s enough for me,” said Jess. “Don’t get comfortable. We’ll meet with the Drifters and move on this tonight before people in the city start to panic.”



Glancing at the TV, Will wondered if perhaps they were already past that point. One of the newscasters was in the middle of interviewing a family packing overnight bags into their car and preparing to flee the city. Within the camera’s view behind them was another couple in the middle of a similar evacuation.



“What do you think he’s planning?” asked Rue. “Looking at this, I can’t help but think that he might be laying the groundwork to take over the city or something.”



“Unlikely,” said Will. “His motivations are probably more personal than grand and generic.”



“How would you know?” Rue scowled at him, and then seemed to realize who she was talking to. “Oh. I suppose you would know.”



That chafed a bit. He knew it shouldn’t, but it did. “Yeah.”



“I just mean—”



“I know what you meant, and you’re not wrong,” he said. “It’s why I’m probably going to have to be the one to take this guy down.”



Rue nodded, and a tiny smile played across her lips. There wasn’t a trace of doubt in her eyes, which was refreshing. She understood the full extent of his strength better than anyone and took his words at face value, like a declaration of fact.



That felt good. Really good.



“You’ve got a weird smile on your face,” she said.



“No, I don’t,” he said, smiling. “Shut up.”



Rue cackled and kissed him on the cheek.



 



***



 



The meeting of the super squad, or what remained of it, was held at a dingy diner in the northeast side of town. Aside from Will, Jess, Rue, and Isabelle, the only attendees were Miss Mass and Sister Ivy.



“This is everyone?” asked Jess. “What happened to Breathless? Origami?”



Miss Mass shook her head, barely looking up from the table. “Gone. I’m still working to uncover what I can. They went out to run errands in normal clothing and never came back to the team house.”



“They must have been taken by Hive,” said Will. “He’s really starting to build up numbers.”



He would have held a similar worry regarding Avery, who was skipping the meeting, if not for the fact that she’d texted him back a minute ago claiming to be too tired to make the meeting. Too tired or too
 high
 ; both were still preferable alternatives to her being possessed by Hive.



“We have an idea about where he might be,” said Jess. “Will tells me that Hive was a bit of an airplane aficionado, and Rue managed to catch signs of movement in the old radar station.”



“Interesting,” said Sister Ivy. “I worry what might happen if we attempt a straightforward fight. Hive has a small army of supers under his control at this point.”



“With a decent number of them being good guys,” said Miss Mass. “We need to know what we’re dealing with, first.”



“I’ll go in,” said Will.



Every super within the diner turned to stare at him as though he’d just announced that he was going skydiving with no parachute. Jess’s face, in particular, was riddled with concern.



“I don’t know if that would be the best idea,” she said.



“You’re not a licensed super,” said Miss Mass. “This violates a dozen different Champion Authority guidelines. With that said, we are otherwise lacking for good ideas.”



“I can get inside with my power regardless of how tight he has the place locked up,” said Will. “I’m not going to start a fight. I’ll just look around, figure out what we’re dealing with, and come back. Simple.”



It was simple, and it was also a lie. If he could get a shot at Hive while inside, he was going to take it. But telling them that would only get his plan vetoed in the name of recklessness.



“It sounds reckless,” said Miss Mass, astute as always. “But it might be our best shot. Our
 only
 shot. There’s no way we could take on Hive directly without finding a way around fighting the supers he’s controlling.”



“I’m not letting you go in alone,” said Jess. “It’s out of the question.”



“I’ll go with him,” said Isabelle.



“I work better solo,” he said.



“No, you don’t,” countered Jess. “I think it’s a good idea. Isabelle’s power will keep her from getting in the way and also give you a fallback option.”



“Her being able to turn invisible isn’t going to help me if her footsteps get us caught,” said Will.



“That’s not what she means.” Isabelle sat a hand down on top of his and used her power, turning not just her own hand but both of theirs, invisible. “I can pull someone else into my invisibility field if they’re close enough. If you do end up in a sticky spot, I can make you disappear, as long as you don’t mind cozying up with me.”



Will sighed, knowing that he could make a million different arguments without breaking through Jess’s insistence. “Fine. But we should move tonight.”



“Why tonight?” asked Miss Mass.



“Because we might not all still be ourselves tomorrow.”










CHAPTER 26




 



With the meeting adjourned, Will and the others went back to Isabelle’s. He threw on a hooded sweatshirt and dark jeans before joining the others in the mansion’s entryway. Isabelle was already in her costume, silver hair tied back into a ponytail, face professional and serious.



“I’m going to be on standby for the entire night,” said Jess. “If anything goes wrong, I will fly out and be there in ten minutes.”



“Nothing will go wrong,” said Will. “We’ll be in and out in under an hour, hopefully with information on how to bring this guy down.”



“Keep your phone turned on,” said Rue. “I want to be able to keep Mom updated about what’s happening.”



“I will.” He gave both Rue and Jess a tight smile and headed for the door. “I’ll be back in a few hours.”



Jess hurried to his side and kissed him on the cheek. “Stay safe, LP. I love you.”



“I love you, too.”



He walked alongside Invisibella into the garage, not really knowing what to say to the heroine. The silence grew until they’d closed the door leading back to the house.



“I know you aren’t my biggest fan,” said Invisibella. “If… you have any concerns about your personal biases getting in the way of you accomplishing this mission, I’d like to know about it now.”



“I’m a professional,” said Will. “Well, I
 was
 a professional. I’m not going to let my emotions get in the way of saving lives.”



“Good. I didn’t think you would.”



“Let’s get one thing straight, though,” said Will. “This was my idea. I call the shots.”



Invisibella was already shaking her head as she stepped forward, getting in his face. “You don’t have your CA license, and even if you did, I still have almost two decades more hero experience than you.”



“We’re not heading in there as heroes tonight. I was locked up in the same prison as this guy. I might not know his specific motivations, but I know how he thinks and what kind of person he must have been to end up in Mastodon.”



Invisibella took a breath. “I trust the depth of your knowledge, Will. I can’t promise that I won’t draw the line if you try anything crazy, but as far as the infiltration goes, I’ll follow your lead.”



It was probably the best he was going to get out of her.



“Good,” he said. “Now get on.”



He patted the back of his motorcycle, expecting her to protest further. Instead, Invisibella somewhat awkwardly pulled on her helmet over her ponytail and climbed on behind him.



“I haven’t ridden on a motorcycle since…”



“Since Halberd?” he asked.



She didn’t answer, and for some reason, he found it funny. Laughing, he revved the engine once.



“Hang on tight,” he said. “He was a much safer rider than I am.”



The garage’s door slid upward as they took off into the night. Invisibella clung tightly to him, which made the curves of her body easily perceptible through her black leather jumpsuit.



The road leading to the old radar station took them further out from the hills, up a winding mountain road with few turnoffs and excellent view out over the city. The night air was surprisingly chilly as they ascended, and Will felt a shudder run through Invisibella in a manner that made him acutely aware of her.



He parked his motorcycle half a mile out from the old radar station itself, hidden against a clump of trees. They jogged the last stretch and used the forest for cover as the building came within view.



“It looks abandoned,” whispered Invisibella.



“It might be. According to Cammie, there was activity inside earlier.”



He trusted Erik’s info, though part of him wished it was bunk. The radar station had that ominous look to it, the sort of place kids told ghost stories about, and adults were keen on having knocked down.



“How do you want to go about this?” asked Invisibella.



“We’ll circle around in the trees,” he said. “Cross the open ground right around there.”



He pointed to a spot not far from what appeared to be a side entrance in the fence surrounding the facility.



“At your lead, then,” said Invisibella.



He nodded, appreciating the fact that she wasn’t giving him much trouble. They had to move slowly through the trees to avoid making much noise, but it wasn’t far. Will slipped out of cover first, hurrying to the fence and using his penknife to snip the lock.



They held still for a minute, technically out in the open, but tight enough against the fence to be hard for anyone watching from inside to spot. Will was listening, trying to get as much of a sense of what might be waiting for them inside as he could, to no avail.



Signaling to Invisibella, he pushed forward into the overgrown grass on the other side of the fence. There were no obvious windows on the wall of the station they were facing, but there was a small door that would get them inside just fine.



He cut the lock and opened it as quietly as he could. The hallway on the other side was shadowed, lit by a single flickering light bulb that left long stretches of darkness on either side of its limited reach.



“Turn me invisible?” he whispered.



Invisibella shook her head. “It’s more of a… stationary power with two people.”



Will nodded, unsure of whether it would even be necessary, given what he was currently seeing. The radar station appeared to be empty, which didn’t jive with what Rue had told him earlier but wasn’t necessarily a bad thing. There could still be clues about Hive’s whereabouts even if he wasn’t around to be taken out directly.



Will started down the hall, feeling doubly conspicuous once Invisibella faded from view. He crept forward silently, always listening for anything that might be a threat. He tensed as something brushed his shoulder — Invisibella’s hand, hard to tell without seeing it.



“Blood,” she whispered.



He nodded, seeing what she meant as he turned his gaze to the floor. Faint streaks of blood ran along the tile, thin and directional, as though a body with a cut had been dragged down the length.



He kept going, eyes scanning the room ahead, body primed for a fight. The hallway led to an open chamber with large windows that let in enough moonlight to illuminate most of the space.



Will frowned at a row of silhouettes along one side of the room, each standing so still that he first assumed them to be mannequins. One of them turned, not looking Will’s way, and slowly began to walk toward the center of the room.



There was a small fenced-in area in the center with a wriggling shape within it. It was hard for him to make sense of what he was seeing. His mind kept jumping to a baby in a playpen, but that clearly didn’t fit with their dark, minimalistic surroundings.



“Oh, God,” whispered Invisibella.



The person who’d moved from the row of silent figures, no doubt under Hive’s control, stepped over the short fence of the playpen and lowered themselves down on the other side. The wriggling shape began crawling across the floor, moving with the grace of a beached walrus. It was no larger than a toddler, and immediately after Will came to that realization, everything else clicked into place.



“It’s an abomination,” he whispered. “He’s… feeding it.”



There was a wet, crunching noise as the tiny abomination began to feed. Its meal, the poor controlled victim that Hive had volunteered to be live meat, didn’t cry out or fight back. They just lay in place, not moving, not resisting, as the monster continued to take bites of flesh. It looked like a misshapen starfish, legs and arms stiff and more suited to water than land.



“I didn’t realize we had guests,” called a voice from the metal walkway running across the massive room’s upper level. “Please, come forward. Get a better look if you care to.”



The voice was light, cordial almost, with a distinct British accent. Will recognized it instantly, though they’d barely spoken directly to one another in solitary.



“That’s you, isn’t it, Hive?” he shouted. “You sure picked a hell of a venue for a reunion.”



“Ah.” A deep laugh came from above them. “Lockpick. I was expecting to run into you again, eventually, though this is playing out far ahead of my timetable. Are you enjoying the show?”



The baby abomination had already finished with most of the upper torso of its victim. Will could only hope that the poor soul had died quickly, by some miracle.



“What is this?” shouted Invisibella. “You’re… feeding it?”



“He’s not just feeding it,” said Will. “He’s
 raising
 it. That’s what this is all about, isn’t it? You think you can control an abomination with your power.”



“You make it sound so simple,” called Hive. “Almost trivial. A part of me appreciates that.”



“Those are people!” shouted Invisibella. “You monster!”



“Am I truly the monster here?” called Hive. “You should think on what’s occurring here, love. Think of all the lives that could be saved if it were possible to simply command an abomination, rather than having to exterminate each and every one.”



 “You’re not about saving lives,” said Will. “Don’t pretend like that’s your objective.”



“You don’t know anything about me,” said Hive. “I suppose you’ll never know, either. Unfortunately, I have more than enough male specimens, Lockpick, so I won’t be needing you. Your companion, however,… she is of breeding age, yes?”



Will sensed movement out of the corner of his eyes. He pushed Invisibella sideways and dodged low, barely getting out of the way of a tackle from Tusk as the possessed villain flung himself forward.



He regained his feet, penknife at the ready. Invisibella faded into the background, finding safety, if not a better angle. Tusk was lumbering toward Will, and another villain who was too far into the shadows for him to identify was circling around to flank him from behind.



He felt a strong aversion to hurting someone while they were under Hive’s control, but he was pretty sure Tusk’s power let him heal. He wasn’t about to inflict a killing blow, regardless, just something that would disable the man and let him and Invisibella wrestle their way out of the situation.



He dodged a punch that dragged a wake through the air behind it and then slashed at one of Tusk’s legs. His penknife cut a neat tract through tendons, muscle, and bone, and the strongman dropped like a marionette off its strings.



The air in front of Will’s eyes exploded with heat and color. Firecracker, he guessed, blinding him with his explosion power. He blinked and saw the row of people lined up to be fed to the abomination were now in motion, apparently useful as cannon fodder on top of being convenient meals.



“This way!” hissed Invisibella. An invisible hand dragged Will back in the direction from which they’d come. He followed, resisting the urge baked into him by his time in prison to hold his ground and show no weakness against Hive.



They sprinted outside with a decent number of controlled henchmen in active chase. Will didn’t stop running until they were fairly deep in the trees, and even then, he could hear their pursuers in the distance.



“Lie down!” said Invisibella. She gestured to a fallen log that had created a small, natural hollow.



It wasn’t nearly enough to hide them, but he sensed what she had in mind.



He spread out on his back. Invisibella straddled him and pushed her chest flat into his, mimicking a lover’s embrace as she used her invisibility to conceal them both. Footsteps pounded down all around them, rustling leaves and snapping branches as Hive’s henchmen began their search.



Time seemed to stretch out, each second, each breath, lingering for what felt like hours. Will’s heart pounded in his chest, and Invisibella was so tight against him that he felt like he could hear and feel hers, too.



Eventually, the possessed searchers withdrew from the trees. Will made to get up, but Invisibella pushed him back down.



“We should stay like this for a while longer,” she whispered. “Half an hour if you can handle it.”



“I can handle it,” he said.



He felt her shift around a little, her body rubbing along the length of his, and wondered if that was actually true.










CHAPTER 27




 



Will tried his hardest to stay calm, taking slow and even breaths as he pretended that a gorgeous heroine in a sexy leather costume wasn’t currently straddling the front of his body. It made it so much worse that it was Invisibella, of all people.



He would have taken anyone else in her place, a random stranger, Jess or one of his sisters, even another man. Well, okay, not another man, but any other woman. The fact that he could feel his steady, incremental reaction to her body, a gradual march toward full blown arousal, annoyed him to no end.



“It’s no big deal,” whispered Invisibella. “I’ve done this with other heroes before. They’ve all, well, you know. They got hard.”



“I’m not getting hard,” he said, through gritted teeth.



“Of course you aren’t.” She gave her thighs a small, flexing squeeze, emphasizing the obvious contact between them and his stiffening member.



It was true enough. He wasn’t getting hard; he was
 already
 hard. He was more annoyed with himself than with her. It felt like a small extra betrayal of Jess, and moreover, like a tiny exculpation of Halberd. If Invisibella could get him hard, could he really blame his father for ending up in a similar situation and doing what came naturally?



Absolutely. He could and he would. Will gritted his teeth, feeling himself reach the limit of his endurance. He pushed Invisibella off him and stood up, more willing to take a fight against Hive than his own masculine urges.



“Hey!” said Invisibella. “We aren’t in the clear yet.”



“They’re leaving,” he said. “Apparently, Hive isn’t interested in defending a secret base that’s known to the heroes.”



He watched the slow, far too uniform march of controlled men and women out of the facility from where they were hidden in the trees. Taking out his phone, Will shot a quick text to Rue.



Watch the cameras around the radar station. Baddies on the move.



“You’d really rather risk a fight with a powerful supervillain than be pressed up against me for a few more minutes?” asked Invisibella.



“You sound offended,” he said. “Still nursing the pain of being rejected by the quarterback in high school?”



“That’s uncalled for,” said Invisibella. “I would watch your tone unless you want me to have a talk with your mother.”



Will snorted and shook his head. “Yeah, go right ahead. I’ll have a talk with her right after, and we’ll see who comes out looking better.”



Invisibella narrowed her eyes. “We had a deal. If you tell her about Halberd and me, you’re forcing my hand.”



“She already knows about my tattoos,” said Will. “I was playing you when I acted as though they mattered. God, you’re just…”



“I’m what?” snapped Invisibella. “A stupid bimbo your father fucked around with when he was drunk and horny? You can go ahead and say it, Will. I know that’s what you’re thinking.”



“You have no idea what I’m thinking.” He took a step forward, almost trembling from his anger. “I care about Jess, and you betrayed her. The only reason I haven’t told her is because I know how much it would hurt her. It’s not about you, and it’s not about him. It’s all her.”



She stared at him, perhaps comparing his reasoning against her own, or perhaps just tired and ready for the night to be over.



“Your mom is lucky to have you,” she finally said.



She surprised him, leaning forward to quickly kiss him on the cheek. Will would have pushed her away if he’d seen it coming, but once it’d happened, he felt his cheek burning slightly, reacting to the lingering presence left in the wake of her soft lips.



“Come on,” he said. “We have to get back as soon as we can. I’m going to be speeding down this mountain, so you better hang on tight.”



“Yes, sir.”



 



***



 



Jess and Rue were already informed about the situation by Rue’s power when Will and Isabelle arrived back. He immediately picked up on the awkward tension in the way Rue acted toward Isabelle and realized, belatedly, that she’d heard their entire conversation through his phone. She knew about the affair, too, and it was eating away at her much like it had him.



“It doesn’t seem as though there’s much else we can do tonight,” said Jess. “I need to report this to one of the Champion Authority admins. If Hive can actually possess an abomination… We’re dealing with a situation that’s going to take more manpower than I think we currently have at our disposal.”



“He’s feeding people to that monster,” said Will. “People are literally dying for every day we wait.”



“Your mother is right,” said Isabelle. “We’ll risk more lives if we rush in without thinking. We very nearly got ourselves killed tonight. For now, it makes sense to wait for backup and let Rue keep an eye on the movements of Hive with her power… Rue?”



Rue was staring at Isabelle and clearly not listening to the conversation. “Um… sure, right. I’ll keep at it.”



“Let’s head to bed for tonight,” said Jess. “We can’t be effective if we aren’t well rested.”



Nobody objected, and over the next few minutes, the house quieted down for the night. Will gave Jess a long hug, trying to force away the horrid memories of what he’d seen with the abomination in the station.



“It’s been a hard couple of days,” she said, softly. “We’re going to figure this out.”



“I know,” he said.



“I’m so glad to have you back with us, LP,” said Jess. “I feel like I’ve been saying that on a loop for the past few weeks.”



“I just assumed there was an echo in here.”



“You’re hilarious. Sleep tight. I love you.”



“I love you, too.”



She kissed him on both cheeks. Will would have stolen a real kiss from her, but he could hear either Isabelle or Rue walking their way. He eventually made it down to his pullout bed in the basement and stripped down to his boxers, readying himself for bed.



He wasn’t surprised when he heard the basement door open and soft footsteps creeping down the stairs toward him. Rue was in her favorite nighttime outfit, panties and an oversized t-shirt. She walked over and sat down on the bed next to him, bouncing slightly in all the most interesting ways as she settled into place.



“Was that why you were so weird around Aunt Izzie?” she whispered.



He nodded. “I would have told you, but… honestly, I just wasn’t sure what to do.”



“How could she?” Rue balled her hands into fists. “How could Halberd? They were all so close. I just don’t understand, and now we’re stuck here, accepting her help?”



Will put an arm around her shoulders. “Life is complicated.”



“Don’t give me that shit.”



“It’s all I have.” He sighed and pulled her into a side hug. “I wanted to tell Jess, but I don’t want to put her in the position of having to hear it now. It would just be too much.”



“It’s like lying to her each day we don’t tell her,” whispered Rue.



“Lying to her, or sparing her? Does she really need to be upset
 right now
 over what Halberd did years ago?”



“Maybe not, but still… It’s just so messed up. Boundaries exist for a reason. Just because you have chemistry with someone doesn’t mean you can just go and run off with them.”



He let his hand slide up to her shoulder, gently comforting her. “It’s not always that simple.”










CHAPTER 28




 



FIVE YEARS EARLIER



 



Lockpick was silent as he followed Halberd out to the car. Liz stood in between them, hands bound far tighter than they’d been originally. Halberd had put a tape gag over her mouth again, running it the full length around her head to leave it sticking to the hair at the back in a manner that would probably be painful to remove.



“Open the trunk, LP,” said Halberd, tossing him the keys.



Lockpick saw Liz’s eyes get wider. She gave her head a small shake, silently pleading with him.



“Let’s just put her in the backseat,” he suggested.



“Why? So she can open one of the doors when we’re on the freeway and make a scene?” Halberd grabbed Lockpick’s shoulder, fingers digging in. “I know. I don’t like this either. But we’ve gone too far already to get sloppy now. Open the trunk.”



He put the key in, pulled the trunk open, and looked away from Liz. He heard the sound of a struggle as Halberd forced her in and felt so goddamn ashamed of himself that he had to tune out for a couple of seconds, dissociate from reality.



He was in the front seat when the world became comprehensible again. The car’s interior had the somber ambiance of a funeral, with a heavy splash of guilt, as if they were on the way to a funeral of someone they’d killed. Liz started kicking against the inside of the trunk. Halberd turned up the music.



“Maybe we should go to Canada,” said Halberd.



Thump. Thump.



“Toronto, or Montreal, if we could stomach all the Frenchies.”



Thump. Thump.



“Great food. Interesting night life. Could be a new start for us.”



Silence.



They were heading west instead of north, but it made little difference, given the spurious nature of their short, mid, and long-term plans. Halberd kept the car on the interstate for long stretches, only getting off to refuel and relying for food more on the vending machines at rest stops than on more populated venues.



“I got to take a dump,” he said, after pulling into one. “Hey. Chin up, kiddo. It’s going to work out.”



He gave Lockpick a playful punch on the shoulder and climbed out of the car. He left the keys in the ignition this time around. Lockpick had already settled on what he was going to do… what he
 had
 to do, for the sake of his own conscience.



He waited until Halberd was within the building and out of sight and then went and unlocked the trunk. Liz rolled over, bangs messy across her forehead, eyes wide with fear as she saw the penknife in his hand.



He cut the bonds holding her wrists, carefully cut the tape across her mouth, and put the keys in her hand. Without saying a word, he went and sat down on the edge of the sidewalk. He was just tired, too tired to keep dealing with the shitty feeling in his chest.



Liz climbed into the car and reversed out of the parking spot in a rush. She glanced at him, hesitating instead of speeding straight toward the exit leading back to the highway.



“Lockpick,” she said. “Will. You… could come with me. If you wanted to.”



He shook his head.



“Look, just because I attacked you to escape doesn’t mean I don’t, you know…” She shrugged, looking awkward and young for her age. “I don’t want to stop knowing you yet. It doesn’t feel like you belong here, with him.”



“Yeah, well, where else would I be?” he asked bitterly. “Hurry up and drive. He’s going to be out soon.”



“He doesn’t deserve you,” said Liz. “You enable him. I know you’re not stupid. If you come with me, right now, it might mean a happy ending for you both.”



Lockpick snorted and shook his head.



“A
 happier
 ending,” corrected Liz. “Look, there’s no time. It’s up to you. I know it might seem impossible to leave him after everything you’ve gotten up to, but it’s your life.”



She looked away. The car rolled forward a few feet. Lockpick stood up, a war raging in his chest. Somehow, the thought of watching her drive off while knowing that he could have gone with her was more painful than the alternative.



He got into the car, and Liz sped off just as Halberd was running out of the rest stop. Lockpick watched his father giving chase for a couple of comically useless seconds before coming to a stop and slumping down to sit on the curb.



“Hey.” Liz reached over and touched his hand. “You made the right choice.”



 



***



 



They drove through the day and into the night. Liz told him they were going to her old mentor team’s house, and that her mom would help them figure it out.



“Do you have any money?” she asked as they neared another highway exit.



“Not on me,” said Lockpick. “I could still get us a motel for the night.”



“You mean break into one?” She smirked at him and shook her head. “That’s not how things work on the hero side, Lockpick.”



“It’s a victimless crime. Besides, I’m not really seeing many other options for us.”



“I see one.”



She drove for a while longer, pulling into another rest stop and parking the car in the section for overnighting trucks. Her smile took on a devious quality as she took off her seatbelt and wriggled into the car’s backseat over the center console.



“We sleep in here,” she said.



Lockpick snorted. “It’s not going to be comfortable.”



“We’ll take turns stretching back,” she said. “It’s pretty spacious back here, you know.”



“It’s my car,” he said. “I’m aware of how much room there is.”



Liz laughed and slowly crossed her legs, making eye contact with him through the rear-view mirror. “You sure about that?”



“Positive.”



“So what you’re saying is you don’t want to come join me in the backseat, Lockpick? I’m telling you… it’s
 pretty spacious
 .”



“I…” He felt a sudden flush come to his cheeks. It was altogether too hard to keep looking at Liz, even through the buffer of the mirror. She really did look so much like Jess, but also like a girl his age. She
 was
 a girl his age, within a few years of him… in the backseat of his car.



He climbed over the seats in the same way she had except with more haste and far less grace. Liz laughed and stared at him, and for once, for a few hours, Lockpick got to feel like the teenager he was.










CHAPTER 29




 



Will woke up late the next morning and made his way through the mansion’s ambient silence with slow steps. Jess was in the lounge, curled up on the couch near a plate of various types of bagels and a matching variety of spreads to top them with.



“Morning,” he said.



“Good morning, sweetie,” said Jess. “Off to a late start, aren’t you?”



“Apparently. I guess I was a little more tired than I’d realized after yesterday.”



Jess nodded, but she didn’t seem to want to engage on that topic. Will could understand why. They were on the backfoot against Hive, bleeding allies and unable to mount a strong counter. It didn’t exactly make for upbeat breakfast conversation.



“What’s Cammie up to this morning?” he asked.



“Class,” said Jess. “She’s been missing a few too many of her in-person lectures for my liking, so I insisted she go today.”



“I bet she loved having you prod her on that.”



Jess sighed and sipped her coffee. “I’m surprised the argument we had didn’t wake you up. You should have seen how rude she was to Isabelle when she offered to give her a ride into town.”



Will nodded and tried not to let anything show on his face. He really hoped that Rue didn’t decide to confront Isabelle and start issuing ultimatums. As much as he hated having to sit on the secret of the affair, the last thing they needed was another helping of drama while in the middle of a cold war against a supervillain.



“Do you have plans for today?” he asked. “I’ve got no good ideas for what to do with myself.”



“As a matter of fact, I was going to ask you to come house hunting with me.” She grinned and pulled her robe tighter around the front of her body. “It’s not the most exciting thing in the world, but we could grab lunch, make a day out of it.”



“House hunting?” He shook his head. “Right now?”



“Why not? Until the Champion Authority gets back to me about sending in some reinforcements, we can’t exactly do much in terms of challenging Hive. I see no reason for us to put our lives on hold over a single supervillain.”



“You have a point,” he said. “I guess I’m just surprised that the insurance company came through so quickly.”



“They’re working with the bank to preapprove us for a modest-sized loan so we can start looking immediately,” said Jess. “It might take us a while to find a good place, given how competitive the market is right now. The sooner we start looking, the better.”



There was an edge of weariness in her voice that Will couldn’t resist exploring. “Isabelle has been fairly insistent that we can stay here as long as we need to. Am I missing something?”



“No, it’s just…” Jess shrugged, one finger rubbing the lip of her mug. “She’s been so accommodating. It’s always been the case, even back in the days of the Crimson Five. Whenever Hal and I needed something, she was quick to make herself available. It feels wrong to take advantage of her kindness beyond what’s necessary.”



He chose his words extremely carefully as he replied. “I don’t think you taking advantage of her kindness will ever be an issue for her. You two have… a lot of history.”



“Maybe, but still…” Jess shrugged. “I like the feeling of having a house. A house for
 us
 , you and me, and Rue, and Avery, when she deigns to grace us with her presence.”



She held her hand out and Will set his inside it, smiling and feeling how warm and soft her skin was against his.



“Then let’s go house hunting,” he said. “Who knows? Maybe we’ll find something really nice.”



 



***



 



He gave Jess a few minutes to get ready, which was code for just over half an hour. She came downstairs in jeans and a thin white smock top that was just sheer enough to imply the hint of her body’s outline underneath.



“All set?” she asked.



“Yeah.”



They took the Prius into town, weaving through various streets until they found the address of the first house Jess wanted them to take a look at. It seemed as if a showing had just drawn to a conclusion, as a car pulled out of the driveway just as Jess was looking to pull in.



“I had a list of potential warning signs to look for while buying a house,” she said, searching through her purse. “Shoot. I printed it out, but I might have left it at Izzie’s. You go on in so they don’t think we’ve blown off the appointment. I’ll just look it up again on my phone.”



“Sure,” he said.



He eyed the place as he made his way up the pristine entryway. It looked expensive, certainly nicer in terms of general size and location than their old home. The door opened before he’d knocked, and an attractive young woman with curly brown hair greeted him with a wide smile.



“Oh!” she said. “Good timing. I’m assuming you’re my eleven o’clock, mister…?”



“Sorling,” he said, shaking her hand. “And your assumption would be correct, missus…?”



“Miss Ellis, but you can call me Anna.” She turned sideways and welcomed him in with a flourish of her arm. “Please, come right on in. This house has been on the market for a while now, so its previous occupants have all moved out. Feel free to delve into whatever catches your eye.”



She was still smiling and holding his gaze. He couldn’t resist.



“
 Whatever
 catches my eye?” he asked.



“Anything inside the house is fair game, Mr. Sorling,” she said, with emphasis. “Just don’t try to haggle down the price.”



“I am going to haggle you senseless.”



Anna laughed and slapped his shoulder. “Well, you’re certainly going to be more fun than my last showing. I just spent half an hour explaining to a middle-aged couple that yes, the central air can be set to a specific temperature, and no, the house would not be inherently
 too cold
 for them to live in.”



“Did you offer to turn the heat up?”



“Of course,” she said. “I think they were just trying to work me up.”



“As opposed to working you down?”



“Is that what you had in mind, Mr. Sorling?” she asked, smirking at him.



He was about to answer when the front door opened again and Jess walked in. Anna took half a step away from him, clearing her throat and looking more than a little flustered.



“Oh!” said Anna. “You should have told me you were waiting on your wife. Mrs. Sorling, I take it?”



“I, um…” Jess bit her lip, shaking the agent’s hand. “I mean, I’m Jessica Sorling, but—”



“Found the list?” Will interrupted and quickly kissed her on the cheek and took her hand into his, unable to resist teasing her.



“Hold on a second, mister,” she said. “There’s a small misunderstanding here.”



“She’s still nervous when it comes to house hunting,” said Will, putting an arm around her.



He could feel her glower shifting into something more amused as Anna reacted to them together. It was an easy enough mistake to make. The age gap between wasn’t all that pronounced at a glance, given how much younger Jess looked than her age, and his own slightly prison-worn appearance.



“Anna was just giving me the rundown on the air conditioning,” he said.



“Right,” said Jess, giving him a subtle glare. “I was just going to say that it felt a little chilly in here.”



Will and Anna both chuckled. He watched Jess’s eyes narrow again and wondered if perhaps he’d prodded her a bit too far.










CHAPTER 30




 



The viewing was remarkably straightforward, and, in Will’s opinion, deliriously boring. Anna told them the price within the first few minutes, and he knew instinctively upon hearing it that it was out of their range.



“And here we have the master bedroom,” said Anna. “It is still furnished. I like to make sure that prospective buyers get a good sense of how it might feel to actually live within a space.”



Jess walked over to the bed and sat down, smiling and looking as though she was having the time of her life. “Look at the view, LP.”



“Pretty,” he said, looking at her.



Anna stepped back out into the hallway. “Why don’t I give the two of you a few minutes to visualize your life together here?”



She closed the door most of the way, leaving it open just a crack, like any responsible real estate agent likely would. Jess shot a pouty glare at him as soon as they were alone.



“That wasn’t funny,” she said.



“What wasn’t funny, darling wife?”



She crossed her arms and looked as if she was trying not to smile. “She didn’t really believe us. She was just being polite.”



“I have no idea what you’re talking about,” he said. “Come on. We’re supposed to be visualizing our life here together.”



Jess sighed and shook her head. “I suppose it would be nice to have this much room, with you and Rue growing up so fast. We could pick rooms so we were a little more spread out and not bumping into each other so much.”



“I think this room would be perfect for us,” he whispered, kissing her cheek. “Rue could take the one downstairs, and we wouldn’t even have to share a bathroom.”



“You just can’t stop, can you?” she said with a patient sigh. “Even setting aside how incredibly inappropriate that would be, I think we’d run into major issues the second you met a girl your own age to get serious about.”



“Who says that’s what I want?”



“Believe it or not, I have a fairly good idea of what boys want,
 William
 .” She shifted his hand away as he started stroking her thigh. “You forget that I’ve been fending them off for almost my entire life.”



“You don’t have to fend me off,” he said. “It would sort of defeat the point of us being married.”



He started kissing her neck and gripped her thigh again, digging his fingers in a little more aggressively. Jess let out a sexy noise somewhere in between a sigh and a moan.



“You are going to be too much to handle for whatever sweet girl you eventually end up with,” she whispered.



“Are you implying that I’m too much for you to handle?”



She pressed a hand to his chest. “I can certainly handle you, mister. Watch yourself. Don’t think you can get away with whatever you want.”



Will smirked at her. He bounced up and down a few times on the bed.



“We’ll certainly have to get a quieter mattress,” he said. “Too much creaking from the springs would just be unseemly.”



“Stop it!” said Jess, laughing. “You’re going to give the real estate agent strange ideas about what’s going on in here.”



“She’s going to get strange ideas if the bed
 doesn’t
 start creaking.” He bounced even harder. “Do you really want her thinking we’re a couple of sexless weirdos?”



“Enough!” said Jess, laughing so hard she almost couldn’t speak. “You are way over the line.”



She grabbed him by the shoulders and pinned him flat to the bed, shifting to straddle him. The bed was still moving, bouncing them up and down for a few glorious seconds as they came to a stop. Her butt felt fantastic on his crotch, and if not for her pinning his arms by the wrist, he wouldn’t have been able to resist sneaking a grope.



“If you keep it up, I’m going to use my powers on you,” she said, feigning sternness.



“Don’t threaten me with a good time.”



She shot him an exaggerated scowl and got up in his face. Will kissed her, and the moment took on an electric intensity, bodies pressed together, the bed soft and suggestive beneath them.



He rolled her sideways, testing her threat about using her powers. She didn’t stop him, and he felt her tongue teasing into his as he kissed her more passionately.



“Mmm… Sweetie, this game has gone a little too far.”



“What do you mean?” he whispered into her ear. “I haven’t even scored a point yet.”



He slid a hand into her jeans, but they were so tight that she didn’t have to stop him for it to be a wasted effort. He started at the button, but Jess shifted to make it harder for him, though she was still planting soft kisses on his neck.



“Can you at least wait until we get home?” she whispered.



“We’re pretending that this is our new home.”



“We can only
 pretend
 so far, mister.”



He took her hand and set it on his crotch. She started caressing him, and he groaned as his cock stiffened even more under her glorious touch.



“I let you get away with far… too… much,” she said, unzipping his jeans.



“I have the best wife,” he said.



She glared at him but was smiling underneath it. After shooting a quick glance at the door, Jess shifted down the bed slightly, running her hands over his boxers as she carefully worked his erection out.



She started stroking him, letting out a loving sigh, cheeks flushed with a mixture of embarrassment or arousal. She kept glancing at the door, as did Will. They really were playing a dangerous game.



“Feel good?” she whispered.



“Incredible,” he said.



“Are you close?”



He shrugged. “I could be, if…”



“If?”



He cupped her cheek and let his thumb brush her lips.



“Mmm, sweetie,” she whispered. “You are an evil little brat.”



“Oh, you don’t know the half of it.”



“We are going to have a serious discussion about this when we get home,” she said. “About boundaries, about what’s appropriate, and potentially… a punishment.”



She trailed off, her head sinking lower and lower, lips parting, tongue extending, and then…



Bliss. Total, complete bliss. Every little step and flirtation that it had taken to get Jess to this level of friskiness had been worth it. Will stifled a groan as he watched her licking his cock with long movements of her tongue, as if she was eating a popsicle on a hot day, trying to finish it in a hurry.



“You need more discipline in your life,” she whispered. “I need to start being stricter with you.”



She kissed the side of his cock. Will entangled his fingers into her hair and tried to shift her to suck directly, but Jess was in no mood to be handled.



“You have so much to learn about how to treat a woman,” she said.



“So teach me.”



She took the hand he’d grabbed her hair with and gently shifted it down to the bed. “I do, when I can, but you’re clearly not the most attentive student.”



“Detention, then,” he said, smirking. “Private lessons in your office after school, when everyone else has…”



He completely lost the ending of his sentence as she began sucking him off in earnest. The pleasure was overwhelming, and it was a lesson in its own right. It felt unbelievably good, dangerously good. He wondered if she realized just how easily she could have him singing her tune, obeying her every word, just by dangling certain rewards over his head.



Will watched Jess’s head bobbing up and down, each pass feeling twice as good as the one before, the pleasure veering off into exponential levels. He felt himself grasping at the fantasy he’d teased her with before. Would it be so bad to live in a house like this with her, sharing a bed, playing at being husband and wife? To have that with Jess, his mother… could it ever be more than just a dream?



He felt his cock at the back of her throat, tongue spinning, lips slurping. He grabbed her head and groaned, pumping a massive load of cum deep into her mouth. Jess made a slightly peevish noise and shifted his hand back, but she didn’t stop sucking until his release was over and done.



“Mr. and Mrs. Sorling?” called Anna, from further down the hall. “If the two of you are finished, I’d love to continue with the showing?”



Hearing the real estate agent’s voice was an unwanted reality check, and not just for Will. He saw Jess wipe a hand across her mouth and close her eyes, dealing with emotions that he knew ran deeper than what he could see on the surface. He slid closer to her and kissed her on the cheek.



“I love you,” he said. “Mrs. Sorling.”



“Mr. Sorling.” She gave him a small smile. “I love you, too. Even if you drive me a little crazy, sometimes.”



“It’s one of my skills.”










CHAPTER 31




 



They finished the viewing and looked at two other houses, finally calling it a day and heading to find somewhere to eat lunch. Will suggested a sub shop that he knew Jess loved, and they sat outside, eating across from each other, application sheets for each house laid out across the center of the table.



“Unfortunately, it looks like every place we looked at today is out of our price range,” said Jess, with a sigh. “I didn’t realize the housing market had gotten this wild. The loan the insurance company approved us for would still leave us short by a huge amount.”



“We’ll figure something out,” he said, setting his hand on hers.



“I know,” she said. “Izzie seems more than happy to have us for the time being. I just don’t want us to downgrade from where we were. It would honestly break my heart. We already lost so much in that fire.”



“We still have everything that really matters.”



“I think so, too.”



Will’s phone vibrated, and he pulled himself out of the moment for a second to check the message. It was from just about the last person he’d been expecting to hear from… Mist.



Someone attacked me. Can you meet asap?



He sighed, wondering if he had the patience to deal with her issues. Jess noticed his shift in mood and touched his hand.



“What is it?” she asked.



“Just… a friend of mine,” he said.



Where are you
 , he texted back.



“A friend,” said Jess. “Of course.”



I’m at the mall
 , texted Mist.
 Hurry if you can.



“Hey, I hate to cut our house-hunting date short, but is there any way you can give me a ride to the mall?” he asked.



“That’s no trouble at all,” said Jess. “Also, I’m not sure I would call today a
 date
 , William. We just… had some quality time together.”



“Well, I’ll have to keep in mind that I get way more action from you during
 quality time
 than on dates.”



“Watch it, mister, or you won’t be getting more of either.”



They finished their food on the way. Will had been expecting Jess to simply drop him off out front, but she found a parking spot.



“I can wait here for you if you want,” she said.



“Sure. This shouldn’t take longer than five minutes, and if it does, I’ll make it up to you.”



“I’ll hold you to that,” she said, smiling.



He found Mist down by the outdoor section of the food court, sitting at a table along the edge. She had a sweatshirt on with the hood up, which gave off sufficient anonymity that he might have missed her had she not waved as he was passing by.



“Pick,” she said, revealing her face. “Thanks for coming.”



He dropped down into the table across from her. “What happened?”



“Early this morning, a group of men tried to grab me,” she said. “I don’t have any evidence, but I think they were under Hive’s control. Something about the way they moved… how little they spoke.”



“He’s been specifically targeting supers,” said Will. “With a… focus on women.”



Her frown deepened, but she didn’t ask for further elaboration, which was a relief. He still was struggling with the abomination he’d seen at the radar station and how Hive’s comment about Isabelle being of
 breeding age
 .



“When are the heroes going to take him down?” asked Mist.



“You’ve got it backwards. He’s all but taken down the heroes. It’s basically just Relic, Kestrel, Invisibella, and Miss Mass left.”



“When are you going to take him down, then?” she asked.



He snorted at that, appreciating the fact that, from her tone, she clearly believed he could do it. Aside from Rue, who’d never seen him at his most dangerous, there were precious few people in his life who held him in that assessment.



“How close did these men actually come to grabbing you?” he asked.



“With my power, I don’t think I was in any real trouble,” said Mist. “I don’t think they’re going to give up yet, though.”



“So if they come after you again, think you can turn the tables on them? Use your power to fade away, and then follow them to see where they go back to?”



He knew they’d have ditched the radar station after his foray into their base with Invisibella. Taking on Hive would mean starting the hunt from step one.



“I suppose there’s no harm in trying,” said Mist, with a shrug.



“Good,” he said. “If you can get me that much, I can figure out the…”



He trailed off as he noticed someone coming toward them out of the corner of his eye. Not just someone. Jess.



“Hey,” she called. “Sorry to interrupt, but your wallet fell out of your pocket in the car. I figured you’d probably need it. Is this your
 friend
 ?”



He brought one hand to his face, furiously trying to think through the dangers of the situation. It was entirely possible that Jess would recognize Mist as a supervillain, given the general nature of her work as Relic, but it didn’t seem as though she had yet.



“Um…” Mist seemed to have come to the same realization and stared at Jess like a deer in the headlights. “Hi.”



“I’m Jessica, Will’s mother,” said Jess. “Pleasure to meet you.”



“M…Mist,” said Mist.



“
 …ty
 ,” Will quickly added. “Misty.”



“I’ll admit, I was looking for an excuse to come and see you in person,” said Jess. “Will is so secretive with certain aspects of his life.”



“Jess…” said Will, suddenly and inexplicably embarrassed.



“I noticed that, too,” said Mist. “I was starting to worry he wanted to keep me secret from his family, or something.”



It was absolutely what Will had wanted to do, for a variety of justifiable reasons.



“I just hadn’t found a good chance to introduce you to them yet,” he said, through clenched teeth. “They can be a little intimidating.”



“Don’t listen to him, I’m perfectly harmless,” said Jess. “So are his sisters. I think you’d get along fine with them.”



“We were just finishing up, right Misty?” said Will.



“See?” said Mist, getting back into her usual attitude. “He’s already trying to sweep me under the rug. Aren’t you at least supposed to buy a woman gifts when you treat her like your secret mistress?”



“You are being a little rude, Will,” said Jess. “You’re more than welcome to come over for dinner if you’d like, Misty.”



“We’re staying at Isabelle’s,” said Will. “We’d have to check with her, first.”



“I’m sure she’d be fine with it,” said Jess.



Mist grinned and seemed keen on the idea for a couple of seconds before coming back down to reality. It would be dinner in a house of heroes, and far too much of a risk for her to take on a whim.



“I’m actually meeting another friend of mine in a little bit,” said Mist. “Rain check?”



“Absolutely,” said Jess. “Though I suspect I might have to nag Will into scheduling the date.”



“Sounds fantastic,” said Will, standing up. “Alright. So, keep that
 thing
 we talked about in mind.”



“I will.”



Mist stood up and stepped toward him with open arms. He hugged her, feeling a little strange in the knowledge that Jess was right there, watching him. Mist waved and headed into the mall, and he walked with Jess back to her car.



“She seems really sweet,” said Jess.



“I’m not sure that’s the word I would use to describe her.”



“She’s right about how it seems as if you’re trying to keep her secret.” Jess climbed into the car and pulled on her seatbelt. “Care to explain to me why you insist being so…
 affectionate
 toward me when that young woman would clearly be happy to have you?”



“No, I wouldn’t care to explain that.” He sighed and sank down into his seat. “Look, there’s nothing like that between me and her.”



“Have the two of you had sex yet?”



“Mom! I mean…
 Jess.
 ”



Jess laughed and swatted his shoulder. “You’re way too easy. I do want an answer, though. I care about you being safe.”



“Once,” he said. “We were… mostly safe.”



“William Carol Sorling, you’d better have used a condom.”



“Look, there’s no point in talking about this,” he said. “We had sex one time, and that was it.”



“That isn’t really how it works.”



“It is when the girl you’re hooking up with betrays you.”



“Oh…” Jess made a sympathetic noise and rubbed his shoulder. “Sweetie, I’m so sorry. I had no idea. Why didn’t you tell me that before I started being nice to her?”



“It’s not something you just drop in casual conversation,” he said. “It’s okay, though. It’s in the past, we’re still friends.”



“In that case, I’m officially retracting my invitation to have her over for dinner. Unless that’s what you want?”



“I’m starting to realize that I have no idea what I want,” he said, with a sigh. “Maybe I will have her over for dinner, someday? But not now.”



Jess took out her phone, quickly scanning a text message while they were waiting at the intersection outside the mall’s entrance. “We’re swinging by the college to pick up Rue. What’s her stance on your
 friend
 Misty?”



“She’s not a fan,” said Will.



“Good.”
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Lancaster Community College’s campus was fairly modest, much like the city from which it took its name. The main academic center had a plain concrete exterior, and it was surrounded by various other buildings of jarring styles that almost seemed to have been captured by school’s gravity rather than planned in advance.



The college was, in many ways, an extension of the local high schools, with lots of programs for seniors to get early college credits, lots of overlap between staff and events. Groups of students across a wide spectrum of ages milled about outside the school, listening to music, riding skateboards, enjoying the summer.



“Did she say where she’d be?” asked Will as Jess pulled in to the drop-off area.



“She likes to study in the quad. Do you mind running in and grabbing her?”



“Not at all. Be right back.”



He leaned over and kissed Jess on the cheek. A tiny smile danced across her lips, as though she was wondering if he might use the opportunity to seek more than just that. After the run-in with Mist, he decided he’d rocked the boat enough for one day.



The college was surprisingly busy with summer classes, and Will had to navigate a small crowd of people to enter the main hallway. He felt an odd draw toward the school, especially as he passed by a group of cute girls his age. It wasn’t so much that he felt compelled to grind out a college education, but rather he was intrigued by the idea of a version of him that might fit in with a place like this.



The quad wasn’t far within the main building. A large door revealed the greenery of the courtyard, which had a number of students milling around, Rue among them. She was walking toward another door leading into the building… with a group of boys following after her.



Even before Will was within range to hear their catcalls, he had a good idea of the situation. Rue was in her denim cutoffs and a flirty top, more than hot enough to attract a certain amount of unwanted attention from men. Her face was blank, but she was walking quickly, not interested in engaging with their energy.



One of them made a joke that Will didn’t need to hear to be infuriated by it. Another looped around in front of her, holding his hands up in mock passivity, trying to steer her back toward hanging out with their cocky little group. A tall guy in a baseball cap crept up behind her and slapped her ass.



Will realized that he’d thrown a punch a second or two after the fact. The guy in the baseball cap lay in a heap in front of him, blood gushing from a busted nose. One of the other guys let out a shout and tried to swing at him with a comically telegraphed right hook. Will stepped out of the way and punched him hard in the jaw.



“LP!” shouted Rue. “Come on!”



She grabbed him and pulled him away from the situation. The rest of the group was too busy looking after their fallen comrades to give chase, which was probably for the best. Will didn’t want to think about how much damage he would have ended up doing if the situation had devolved into an all-out brawl.



“Assholes,” he muttered. “Do they harass you like that often?”



“Whenever they see me,” said Rue. “I just ignore it most of the time, but lately they’ve been getting bolder. I can’t believe that stupid bastard slapped my ass. Thanks, by the way.”



“Yeah, anytime,” he said. “Just do me a favor and don’t tell Jess about… this.”



Jess was waiting just down the hall for them, arms crossed, eyes narrowed. Will didn’t really need to draw any major conclusions to guess that she’d seen the scuffle.



“Are you alright, Rue?” she asked.



“I’m fine, Mom,” she said. “LP was my knight in shining armor.”



“LP is on
 probation
 ,” said Jess sternly. “What were you thinking? There were a dozen different ways you could have handled that situation without punching people in the face.”



“Did you see how the first guy touched Rue?” he asked. “That was sexual assault.”



“The correct way to address something like that, on a college campus, is to report it, not to respond with violence.”



Will shared a glance with Rue, who shared his skepticism.



“I wanted to make sure they got a taste of what will happen if they ever try to harass her like that again,” he said.



“Okay. That’s enough.” Jess sighed and shook her head. “I think your probation officer needs to hear about this.”



He didn’t protest much as she drove to Avery’s apartment. Secretly, he was kind of glad to have a chance to spend some alone time with her, even if it was technically in an official capacity. Avery met them at the car, and Jess explained the situation to her.



“LP!” said Avery, setting her hands on her hips. “You punched someone?”



“Two guys, actually,” said Rue.



“It wasn’t entirely without good reason, but still.” Jess shifted her arm along the car’s open window. “Can you give him a serious talking to about the potential consequences?”



“Absolutely,” said Avery. “He’s been a bad boy. I’ll make sure to teach him his lesson.”



He climbed out of the car and watched Jess and Rue drive off before turning to Avery, who wasn’t smiling.



“Alright,” she said. “Upstairs. Let’s figure out an appropriate punishment.”



“Punishment, huh?” Will pulled in close behind her and planted a kiss on her neck. “I like the sound of that.”



“Well, you shouldn’t.” She slapped his hand away from her breast and started walking. “I’m dead serious. I’m your probation officer, and it pisses me off to hear that you’ve been fighting.”



“Yeah, and I’m really sorry, but—”



“It
 really
 pisses me off.” Her expression was cold as she turned around to look at him. “This is my career, Will. If you’d been grabbed by the campus authorities, guess whose ass would be on the line for your behavior?”



“So, what? I should have just let those guys run wild with harassing Cammie?”



“Yes, clearly your only two options were to let them grope her or start throwing punches,” she muttered. “I honestly don’t understand why your reaction was that extreme.”



“She’s my sister. I would have reacted the same way for you, too.”



“Well, yeah, but you and I have…” Avery blinked, and her mouth twitched slightly as she looked at him. “Oh my God. You and Rue… you’ve been fooling around with her, haven’t you?”



He was so surprised by the question that he didn’t notice when she stopped walking and bumped right into her. Avery was watching him, reading his expression, and he knew it was already too late for anything but the truth.



“Sort of,” he muttered. “Avery… please, just listen to me for a second.”



She started laughing and pressed the button for the elevator as they came to stand in front of it. “I fucking knew it! God, that’s so weird.”



“You’re… not mad?”



“More relieved than mad,” said Avery. “A little concerned, too. You didn’t like take advantage of her while she was sleeping, or drug her, or something, right?”



“Of course not! Why would you even ask that?” Will brought a hand to his forehead, hating the fact that they were having this discussion inside an elevator. “Also, what do you mean, you’re relieved?”



“Hard to explain.” Avery tapped a finger against her lips. “I suppose it takes a weight off my shoulders to know that it’s not just me. Rue is just as messed up and slutty as I am.”



He stopped himself just short of mentioning that he and Rue had never gone all the way, and that the entire basis of them fooling around centered on pretending for her stream. He’d given up too much of Rue’s secret already. She was going to kill him if Avery brought up the fact that she knew even just some of what they’d been up to.



“Please don’t tell Jess,” he said, with a defeated sigh.



“I’m not trying to ruin your life, little brother,” said Avery. “Let’s just hope you’re mature enough to keep this from blowing up in your face. Rue isn’t like me. I get the sense that she might react badly if she knew that the two of us were, well,
 you know.
 ”



“I haven’t told her anything yet.”



“Good. Well, maybe not
 good
 . In my experience, these kinds of secrets do end up hurting people eventually, but at least we still have some breathing room. You’d better stay on her good side.”



He nodded, feeling a little overwhelmed by how much Avery had just uncovered. The fact that she was taking it in stride did little to reduce how much more complicated her newfound knowledge would make his life.



Would she start getting suspicious whenever he and Rue were alone together? Could he really count on her continuing to be alright with him fooling with both, or would jealousy eventually rear its ugly head in some form or another?



Avery unlocked her apartment and led him inside. She kicked her shoes off and then seemed to have a thought, stopping and gesturing to the entry mat by the door.



“Why don’t you start by going and knocking the dirt out of that, and then vacuuming it to really get it clean?” she said.



Will slipped behind her, putting an arm around her waist. “I’m sure there’ll be time for you to properly punish me after, right?”



“Nice try, but no.” She spun out of his embrace and held up a finger. “I hope you don’t think that I’m going to set aside my duty as your probation officer for the sake of bodily pleasure.”



“You just gave me a pointless chore to do. How does that relate in any way to the terms of my probation?”



Avery narrowed her eyes and didn’t say a word. It was cuter than it was intimidating, but he sensed her backbone behind it. She was in charge, and they both knew it. She could submit a report to the parole board that would put him under house arrest, or even back in prison if she were so inclined.



“Fine,” he said, with a sigh.



“Once you’re finished with the entry mat, you can move on to cleaning my bathroom,” said Avery. “Do a good job, and maybe that will be the last chore I have for you today.”



“I don’t like this power dynamic.”



“I
 adore
 this power dynamic.”










CHAPTER 33




 



Will handled his slave duties with as much speed and efficiency as he could muster. It took a lot longer than he’d first expected to get the entry mat clean, as Avery had no doubt left it untouched since first moving in.



Cleaning Avery’s bathroom was relatively straightforward, but he still took his time. It gave him an opportunity to spy a bit, one that he justified with his concern for the state of her health. They hadn’t talked much about her pills and whether she was sticking to her limited dosage plan, and he had no qualms about surveying the contents of her medicine cabinet.



He found a pill tray inside with letters on it corresponding to each day of the week. There were exactly two pills in each of the full compartments, the rest being empty until she refilled it. He acknowledged that it was possible she was still taking more out of a separate stash, but seeing the orderly setup made him want to believe in her.



The bathroom itself was mostly clean, but where it was dirty, it was
 seriously
 dirty. A part of Will’s soul shriveled up as he pulled a clump of hair out of the shower drain and lobbed it into the toilet.



“You are incredibly lucky that you live alone,” he called to Avery. “If you had roommates, they would string you up by the ankles.”



“Sounds kinky,” called Avery. “How close are you to being done?”



He wiped down the counter. “I’m finishing up now.”



“Good. I want you to clean out my fridge next.”



Will growled but obeyed. Avery was the type of woman who tended to put nearly empty containers back into the fridge to be endlessly forgotten, which left him with a few surprises and a fair amount of stuff to throw away. It wasn’t a hard job, and he finished in less than half an hour.



“Done,” he said.



“Good,” said Avery. “Laundry time. You’re going to have to separate out stuff by tag. Not everything thrives in hot water.”



Will massaged his temples, deciding a change of strategy was in order. Avery was reading a book in her bed, and he sat down next to her and began tugging on her t-shirt.



“What do you think you’re doing?” she snapped.



“Looking for the tag,” he said. “Is it down here?”



He pulled her shirt up, exposing her navel. Avery squealed and tried to force the shirt back down, glaring at him over a smile.



“You have work to get done,” she said. “Business before pleasure.”



“I think you misunderstand.” He slid a finger into the waistband of her leggings and slowly traced the edge. “I’m hard at work right now.”



She gave his hand a small slap and pushed her other hand against his chest. “You are goofing off right now. Avery, your sister, may have found that funny, but Avery, your probation officer, doesn’t.”



“What about this Avery?” He set his hands firmly on her hips and let his crotch grind against her butt. “I want her opinion.”



“Mom was right to drop you off with me,” she said, whirling about. “You’ve gotten entirely too full of yourself recently. You can’t just do whatever you want all the time and think you’ll get away with it, Will. There are limits, appropriate times and places, responsibilities that go beyond what’s written down on paper.”



He put his arm around her and cupped her ass, fingers groping, taking the measure of each soft, petite buttock. “You’re absolutely right. I’ve been incredibly naughty.”



She jabbed a finger into one of his pecs, glaring at him with obvious effort. “I am seriously going to beat you up if you don’t knock it off!”



Will slid away from her and held his arms out to the sides, still smirking despite his minor retreat. “I don’t think you could take me in a fight.”



“Excuse me?”



He leaned forward again, getting in her face. “You heard me.”



Avery snapped a finger, and several pillows lifted from her bed and hurtled toward Will. He dodged two of them and caught the third, using it to lightly club her in the shoulder.



“I win,” he said.



“You are just…” She balled her hands into fists, her expression reminding him of the way she’d get sometimes when she grew angry during their childhood. “Give me that!”



She seized the pillow and tried to yank it out of his hand. Will drew it back, overpowering her easily with his strength. She grabbed him by the wrist. Will set a hand on her waist, but Avery shifted forward, her body banging against his before pulling back.



She jumped on him, wrapping her legs around his waist and snarling playfully as he teetered from the extra weight. They fell onto her bed together, each of them bouncing on the springy mattress before returning to their spur of the moment wrestling match.



Avery wasn’t above using her power to fling pillows at him and entangle Will in the sheets. Will wasn’t above openly groping her for the sake of distraction and keeping her flustered. He flipped her over onto her stomach and grabbed her hips, listening to her laugh as she tried to buck backwards against him.



“I felt that!” she said. “That’s a rule violation.”



“What’s this then?” He grabbed her leggings and yanked downward, taking her panties with them. Avery let out a high-pitched gasp and spun around, tugging at his shirt in a way that brought it up over his face, blinding him.



They fell upon each other again in a tangle of limbs and exposed flesh. Will didn’t care about wrestling her anymore, or whatever chore she might have in mind. He took his jeans off, and then his t-shirt, pushing Avery back as she continued to wrestle with him.



“I’m going to pin you and then put you back to work,” she said.



“You’re all talk,” he said.



“You cocky bastard!”



Avery tried to get him in a surprisingly aggressive chokehold, and he used the opportunity to flip her down onto the bed and strip her shirt off. She was just in her bra now, no pants, no underwear, though she still had her socks on, which was absurdly cute. He was just in his boxers and really felt as though… it was time to put a condom on.



Avery kept a small stash in the drawer next to her bed. Will pulled one out and tore it open.



“You’re not going to pin me, so I really don’t see why you’re putting that on,” she muttered.



“You’re saying if I pin you, I get to fuck you?”



“I didn’t say that!” she snapped. “I just… supposing you
 did
 pin me, I wouldn’t be able to stop you. I’d probably just, you know… let it happen.”



It was hard to understand Avery sometimes, but this wasn’t one of those times. She was blushing and staring at his cock while alluding to some kind of wrestling rape fantasy.



“Well, I’m going to pin you, Avery,” he said. “And then I’m going to do whatever I want.”



She made a little whimpering noise and bit her lower lip. “I… guess we’ll see if you can back those words up.”



She shifted onto her knees and held her arms out in a fair imitation of a wrestling defense pose. Will was absurdly turned on by their little game, and he lunged at her with real aggression.



Despite his pronounced weight advantage, Avery put up a surprisingly good fight. She shifted and rolled, crossing her thighs and shifting her hips to guard against his probing cock, all while making incredibly hot noises. Her breathing was hot and bothered, and she’d occasionally make these sounds that strode the line between lustful and offended.



Will started stealing kisses whenever he could, finding spots all over her body that demanded his attention. He finally scored on her lips, and the sheer passion Avery kissed him back with made him think their game was about to dissolve into frantic sex, but she kneed him in the hip and rolled again, still indulging her little fantasy.



He was a fair bit bigger than her, however, and eventually, his size advantage won out over her feistiness. He pinned her arms and watched her play up her struggle to escape, a tiny, budding smile on her lips, cheeks flushed with arousal.



“Pinned,” he whispered into his ear.



“I have… three seconds to get loose!”



“One.” Will slid his cock forward, letting it nestle into her thighs, but not quite entering her.



“Two…” He pressed it against her womanhood, a battering ram knocking at the gates.



Avery’s eyes fluttered, and she struggled against him even more, openly smiling now, and tensing in weirdly erotic ways.



“Three!” He thrust forward hard, sinking his cock as deep as it would go and pressing his chest down to dominantly pin her to the bed.



Avery tipped her head back in ecstasy, and her breath came out in an absurdly horny gasp.



“Oh God, Will!” she cried. “Oh… Oh!”



“I pinned you,” he growled. “Feel that?”



He pumped into her again. Avery whimpered, biting her lower lip and looking blissed out and in the moment.



“I feel it,” she whispered. “Mmm…”



“Whatever I want,” he whispered into her ear. “Turns out my probation officer is a total freak.”



“I’m not!” she cried dramatically. “Only… because you pinned me!”



Will rolled her over and grabbed one of her arms by the elbow. He wanted to give Avery the full experience of being dominated by him. He sank his cock back into her and slapped her ass as he got back up to speed.



“Oh fuck!” she cried. “LP!”



“That’s it,” he said. “Roll your hips back into me, little miss wrestler.”



She did without hesitation, letting out tiny little squeaks of pleasure as their bodies clapped together.



“You’re
 making
 me,” she whispered. “I’m… a good girl.”



“You’re a good little slut.”



He slapped her ass again and Avery twitched and dug her fingers deep into the mattress, her body tensing with the same rigid finality as a frozen computer. He let out a cocky chuckle and kept thrusting into her. She slapped a hand back against his leg halfheartedly, annoyed by how far things had gone, but too blissed out to stop it now.



Will had plenty of stamina left and he kept going, working Avery back up to a second orgasm with a few more dirty words. He drove into her like a man possessed, the bed creaking with insanely lewd noises underneath him, until he finally reached his own limit.



He pressed down on her as he blew his load, letting the bliss flow over him. A primal part of him wished that he’d done it without a condom, even though his logical mind knew all the reasons why that would have been a terrible idea.



“Wow…” muttered Avery. “I, um… I only let you get away with that because you pinned me.”



“Oh, of course,” said Will. “Better brush up on those wrestling skills.”



“I’m going to!” she snapped. “Don’t think it’ll be so easy for you next time.”










CHAPTER 34




 



Will cuddled with Avery, content and nude and a little sweaty, for nearly an hour before either of them began to stir. Avery found her panties and pulled them back on, heading into the living room to peer out through her window.



“What are you doing?” he called.



“Nothing.”



He got up, finding a few articles of his own clothing, and went to join her. She was beside the window rather than in front of it, as if concerned about being seen.



“Expecting someone?” he asked.



Avery tensed and spun around. “Oh! I didn’t hear your footsteps. No, I just… I’ve been getting this weird feeling for the past few days.”



“What about it?”



“It’s nothing,” she said. “I always get a little paranoid whenever I use my power for telekinesis instead of just flying. I think it’s part of the mental toll it takes on me. Just glad I’m not hearing any voices this time around.”



She smiled, and Will couldn’t tell if she’d meant that as a joke or not. He remembered what Mist had said about someone following her, but bringing it up with Avery would only raise questions and feed into her paranoia, regardless of whether it was a valid concern.



“You should probably dial back how much you’re using your power,” he said. “Also, given that there are more than a few villains still on the loose, make sure you always lock your door.”



“You’re as bad as Mom,” said Avery. “Obviously, I’m locking my door. Windows, too. Really, though. I think I’m just overreacting. I need to take a few rest days once we’ve settled things with this Hive guy.”



“I think that’s a good idea,” he said, pulling her into a hug. “I worry about you.”



“Worry about yourself.” Avery took the hand he’d punched Rue’s harassers with earlier and kissed the scraped knuckles. “Seriously, LP. Quit getting in stupid fights if you value your freedom.”



“I do, and I will,” he said.



 



***



 



Avery dropped him off at Isabelle’s late that afternoon, just before dinner. Will didn’t risk giving her a goodbye kiss in case anybody was watching from the mansion’s interior. He headed inside and was immediately greeted by the delicious smell of garlic and ginger wafting in from the kitchen.



“The man of the hour,” called Jess. “How did it go with your
 probation officer
 ? Did you learn your lesson?”



“Oh, most definitely.” He hugged Jess from behind and kissed her on the cheek. “What’s all this?”



“Ginger beef stir-fry,” said Jess.



“Which is my favorite,” he pointed out.



Jess nodded slowly, still stirring the food cooking in the pan as she eyed him over her shoulder. “I spoke with Rue some more about the guys who were giving her trouble. You were rash in acting how you did, but all things considered… you did save the day.”



“You know, it would have been convenient if you’d realized all of this before dropping me off to do chores at Avery’s place.”



“I’m not saying what you did was appropriate, mister,” said Jess. “The issue is not with whether those boys deserved to get punched, it’s with you and whether you personally should be punching.”



“I see. So you’re making my favorite food for dinner because…?”



“Rue thinks you’re a hero and insisted on it,” said Jess.



“I don’t just
 think
 he’s
 a
 hero,” said Rue, who’d come into the kitchen through the other door. “I think he’s
 my
 hero.”



She hurried over and glommed onto Will’s side, hugging him even as he started walking into the lounge. The only thing keeping him from hugging her back was the fact that he hadn’t seen Isabelle yet, and not seeing her was always potentially the same as being observed by her.



“Glad to see that my efforts in protecting your dignity as a woman haven’t gone unappreciated,” he said.



“Not in the slightest.” She grinned and leaned closer. “Ask me about your reward later.”



He took her hand and led her into the lounge, where they both sat down on the couch.



“Hey,” he said. “I need to tell you something.”



“What?” Rue frowned. “I don’t like that face.”



He watched the kitchen, waiting until he’d seen Isabelle join Jess and start helping her with the cooking before feeling safe enough to say it out loud.



“Avery… might suspect something with us,” he whispered.



“Suspect something? You mean… the stream? Jesus, LP, what did you tell her?”



“She doesn’t know about the stream,” he said, quickly. “She assumed some stuff from the way I came to your defense.”



“How could she assume anything from that?” asked Rue. “You’re my brother. You would have punched those guys regardless.”



“True, but Avery is weirdly perceptive like that.”



“Or maybe she’s just projecting,” said Rue. “I’ve seen the way she looks at you. And talks about you. And touches you, sometimes.”



Will winced, wondering how much he could reveal of the truth behind Rue’s suspicions. He felt as though he was in the midst of a balancing act, weighing Avery’s right to secrecy against Rue’s right to know the truth, and vice versa. And then over again with Jess, with Mist standing somewhere in the background.



“Avery and I… have also gotten pretty close,” he admitted.



“Oh,” said Rue. “You mean… Wait, what do you mean? Do I even want to know what you mean?”



He shrugged. “You know what? If you want to know, ask her.”



“How is that fair?”



“Would you expect me to start blabbing if she asked me about your stream?”



“Obviously not, but that’s different.” Rue blinked. “Wait, is it different? Is Avery camming, too?”



Will made the motion of zipping his lips shut. Rue sighed, grabbing a pillow from the couch to lob into his face. What was it with his sisters and using pillows as projectiles?



“Anyway,” he said. “I just thought I should let you know. The ball is in your court if you want to talk to her about it. I’m not making any executive decisions about revealing anyone’s secrets.”



“Fair enough. Maybe I should talk to her. Avery’s not really the judgmental type. I suppose it wouldn’t be so bad to have that conversation.”



“I think she’d be receptive.”



Rue slid closer to him. “Hey. Guess what?”



“What?”



“I found Isabelle’s old N64 in the closet of the guest room upstairs.”



Will felt a smile creeping onto his face. “Any games with it?”



“Mostly boring stuff, but I did see Mario Kart in the mix.”



“Two controllers?”



“Four controllers,” said Rue, smirking.



“Let’s go!”



They brought it down, and spent a solid ten minutes attempting to connect to the massive flatscreen with little success. The passage of time had left behind the old console’s input cords, leaving no way to actually do anything with it. Rue looked crestfallen and sat on the couch with a heavy sigh.



“It’s no big deal,” said Will. “There’s probably some adapter we can get that’ll make it work.”



“It’s not that,” she muttered. “It’s just… ugh. Like everything is its own little reminder of all the stuff we lost. I go to get dressed in the morning and remember that all of my clothes got incinerated. Go to put on makeup and remember that, oh yeah, that’s all gone, too. It just really, really sucks.”



“I know.” He put an arm around her shoulder. “The place Jess and I went to look at today was pretty nice.”



“I don’t want pretty nice. I want our old house back.”



He let one of his fingers play with a stray lock of her hair, wishing there were something he could say to make it better. There wasn’t, and he knew that, but as Rue sighed and leaned her head against him, he wondered if just being there with her was the next best thing.



Jess called them in for dinner a few minutes later. The food was fantastic, stir-fry with sticky white rice and little eggrolls that Isabelle had bought frozen and cooked in an oil fryer.



“What did Avery have you doing, anyway?” asked Jess.



“Slave labor,” he said. “It was a grueling affair.”



“Good,” said Jess, with a smile. “That makes me feel slightly better about rewarding you so much with your favorite food.”



“I don’t think you did anything wrong, Will,” said Isabelle. “You were sticking up for your sister.”



“Izzie!” hissed Jess. “Don’t encourage him.”



Isabelle laughed and poured herself more wine. “You can only do so much to keep a boy his age out of trouble. Be grateful that he’s getting into it for the right reasons.”



“Glad I have at least one person on my side,” he said, flashing a reluctant smile at Isabelle.



“We’re all on your side,” said Jess. “We just have slightly different opinions about what that means.”










CHAPTER 35




 



The food was delicious, and Will was left feeling more rewarded than punished as the night rolled toward its conclusion. Rue went to bed early, tired from a busy day of classes and mild sexual harassment. Jess and Isabelle lounged outside in the jacuzzi, and Will left them to their discussion, feeling like joining them would make him into the obvious third wheel.



As it happened, he had other places to be. His phone vibrated just after nine, and he turned on the screen to read a text from Erik.



Drinks at Nana’s Nook tonight?



Will frowned at his phone as he tapped out a response.
 Did something happen? New info on Hive?



A few seconds passed before the response came in.
 Sort of. Got something you might find interesting.



Meet you there in a bit.



He chuckled and only stopped to consider the logistics of heading out for the night as he slipped his phone back into his pocket. Jess would no doubt take issue with him heading to the bar after his scrap earlier, as much out of her desire to enforce a minimum level of punishment as due to her general distaste for such things. Nana’s Nook wasn’t near enough to Isabelle’s for him to simply walk the route, either.



He settled for wheeling his motorcycle out of Isabelle’s garage. The engine wouldn’t attract as much attention if he wheeled it down the road before starting it up. He’d only be able to have a single drink unless he parked it in town and hailed a cab to get back, which was always an option.



“Going somewhere?” Isabelle’s voice nearly made him drop the handlebars as he neared the end of the driveway with his bike. She walked down the steps of the porch, still dripping wet and bikini clad from the jacuzzi, silver hair ethereal and wispy across her shoulders.



“Yeah,” he said. “Meeting up with a friend.”



“Did you let Jess know?” she asked.



The question, at least coming from her, prickled his anger. “Did you?”



Isabelle gave him a sad smile, looking suddenly cold in her bikini, under the midsummer sun. “I’m not here to impose myself on you as an authority figure, Will. Secrets might start small, but they always end up catching up with you.”



Her words primed his paranoia, even though he was innocent in the moment. Had she figured him out? A better question, perhaps, was which secret she was even implying that she knew?



“Enjoy your night,” said Isabelle. “I never saw you.”



She walked back inside, leaving him alone to consider her point. Maybe secrecy did come too naturally to him, but the time to cast off the veil was not on a night when one of his villain friends had information for him.



He wheeled his bike down the hill before starting it up and climbing on. Out of an abundance of caution, Will had stuffed his costume into one of the bike’s saddle bags. Having it with him served the dual purpose of giving him the option to become Decay, while foiling potential snooping from Jess or Isabelle while he was out.



Nana’s Nook was across town from the hilltop district. Will made the drive in twenty minutes, finding a spot to park his bike on the street. He approached the stairs leading down into the tavern, expecting it to be much busier than it apparently was. Aside from Erik, there were only two other people — Nana, the owner, and someone sitting in the corner with their hood up.



“About time,” called Erik. “Did you take your time with your makeup?”



“No, I was painting my nails,” said Will. He settled into the seat next to Erik. “Can I get a beer, Nana?”



She nodded and wordlessly began pouring him one. Will wasn’t planning on doing more than just sipping, but there was a layer to Erik’s vibe that made him think he was going to need it.



“This Hive thing is starting to get a little old,” said Erik. “I wouldn’t be snitching on a guy like this if it wasn’t for the nature of the situation.”



“You’re talking to me, not the CA,” said Will.



Erik drummed his fingers on the bar, looking from Will to his mostly empty beer mug. “Notice how empty it is here tonight? Half the people who’d usually be in attendance have already been taken by nutjob. The other half are too scared, too
 smart
 , to risk coming out.”



Will leaned closer and lowered his voice. “That’s no fun at all. Come on, Erik. Point me in the right direction, and let’s take this guy out.”



He smiled a little, wondering if all it had taken was a slow night at Erik’s favorite bar to motivate him into treating the threat of Hive seriously.



“High Bend Hospital,” said Erik. “He’s taken it over.”



“What?” Will frowned and glanced up at the tiny flatscreen TV Nana had set up in the corner against the ceiling. The local news was on, and there were no flashing tickers or emergency announcements heralding a hostage situation.



“My girlfriend is diabetic,” said Erik. “I help her get her insulin from High Bend Hospital in an… off-prescription sense. They have plenty, they never miss it. The thing is, as of yesterday, it seems like the place has opened its doors to a few members of the usual suspects.”



“Some of the former Mastodon alumni, now controlled by Hive?”



Erik nodded. “There’s no way it’s a coincidence. Some of them manage to blend in well enough under the cover of scrubs and hospital masks, but Tusk was there. There is no doctor who looks like that.”



“This is exactly what I need,” he said. “High Bend isn’t far from here. We could swing by tonight and check it out.”



“
 We
 , he says,” mocked Erik. “We’ve talked about this, Pick. I don’t have the same appetite for justice that you do.”



“You wouldn’t have called me if that was true,” said Will. “Come on. Just give me one of your doubles to watch my back. That would be more than enough.”



“Not happening. But good luck.”



Will made a noise and downed the rest of his beer. Sneaking into a hospital at night wouldn’t normally be all that much of a challenge, but the addition of Hive and a scattering of supers would certainly make it interesting.



He headed straight there, opting to leave his motorcycle in the parking lot of a building down the street. The risk of a fight was high, and a fight meant using his power, so he pulled on his costume and made sure his penknife was at the ready.



A few nurses milled around the hospital’s lobby, enough to make sneaking by them a challenge. Will opted to circle around to one of the building’s inaccessible side doors, making short work of the lock and slipping past into the brightly illuminated hallway that lay beyond.



The faint beeping of a heart monitor sounded from a nearby room, and the air held a sour, chemical scent. He felt incredibly obvious in his costume, but there was no getting around it now. He checked each corner, dodging a blank-faced doctor with Hive’s touch all over him.



Will made it to the elevator before stopping to critically unwrap the info that Erik had given him. He was inside a fairly large building. What did Hive even want with a hospital, anyway? There were descriptions of which specialties resided on each level, and Will scanned it, wondering if anything might jump out at him.



Something did.



He pressed the button for the fourth floor, the hospital’s maternity ward.
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The elevator door opened, and Will was greeted by two heavyset men in masks and scrubs. Their heads lolled forward as though they’d been sleeping on their feet, but their gazes immediately snapped up to him as he stepped out into the hallway.



“Gentlemen,” said Will. “I’d appreciate it if you’d get the fuck out of my way.”



Both men attacked with a shocking amount of symmetry, each throwing a right hook with muscle movements that made the punches seem like choreography. Will dodged one blow, but the other caught him at a strange angle across the neck that sent him stumbling back into the elevator, coughing hard.



He slammed his finger into the
 close door
 button, and the two possessed henchmen seemed to short circuit for a second, unsure of whether to let him go or give chase. Will opened the door again as soon as he caught his breath, hurling himself out and going on the offensive.



He punched one of them in the face and shouldered the second into the wall. As easy as it would have been to whip out his penknife and cut some tendons, he knew that his opponents were not fighting by choice. Hive was his enemy, and the more possessed innocents he could subdue without inflicting major injury, the better it would be for everyone involved.



He tripped the last henchman standing and winced as the man’s head hit the tile hard enough to bounce twice before going still. Concussions were bad business, and he wondered if perhaps he should reconsider what qualified as a serious injury.



After confirming that both men weren’t getting back up, Will started down the hallway. He didn’t have to go far — the sound of heavy breathing paired with a calm, encouraging male voice brought him to the door of a delivery room.



He stared at the scene that awaited him, trying to make sense of it. A woman lay sweaty and exhausted in bed, fresh out of labor, but from the look of her face, possessed and unaware. Hive wore a doctor’s coat and held the woman’s newborn in his hands, his expression decidedly one of disappointment.



Impact, Tusk, and Firecracker were all there, as well, standing like painted mannequins with stiff shoulders and blank expressions. Will was struck by the ridiculousness of the moment as he listened to Hive gently shushing the baby, which was working itself up to cry.



“I wasn’t expecting company,” said Hive. “At least not so soon, that is. Decay, isn’t it?”



“What is this supposed to be?” asked Will gruffly. “Are you stealing babies now?”



“I’m looking for a replacement,” said Hive. “My last one absconded from duty. It is… rather difficult to control abominations. But that’s where everything lies. Power, yes, but salvation as well… along with the self-realization of an entire race.”



“Put the child down,” said Will.



Hive laughed, gave a small shrug of his shoulders, and lobbed the newborn in Will’s direction. It was so cruel and unexpected that he almost just stood there, only moving to desperately dive and catch it at the last possible second. His penknife clattered to the ground, and the baby screamed at the top of its lungs as Will fumbled it into his arms, trying to support its head.



“Are you out of your mind?” he shouted.



“Of course not,” said Hive. “That’s just a normal baby, not even a super. Useless to me. I assumed that because this woman had an ongoing sexual affair with a super, I might get lucky, but the husband’s seed is strong in this case.”



Hive waved a hand, and both Impact and Tusk started moving toward Will.



“I’m saving the world,” said Hive. “Do you understand how many people will be saved by laying the groundwork for this research?”



Impact and Tusk both attacked Will, throwing punches that would have been much, much easier to dodge had he not been cradling and shielding a baby. He took a glancing blow and felt a decent cut open up on his forehead. There was nothing in the hallway, nowhere to put the child down. Impact slammed a kick into one of Will’s knees, and he hissed in pain through his teeth.



“I had a wife once,” said Hive, casually sitting down in one of the visitor’s chairs. “A wife, and a child. Briefly, mind you. Tragedy finds us all, regardless of how effectively our hopes and dreams convince us that it won’t.”



Will juked a blow from Tusk that might well have otherwise shattered his skull. He tried to kick the hulking super back, but the weight difference between them was extreme enough to reverse the result. He staggered a few feet down the hall, finally spotting a hospital gurney on which to set the screaming child down.



“This isn’t the right way to go about this,” called Will.



“This is the
 only
 way to go about it,” said Hive. “I need to understand the anomalies,
 abominations
 , as you call them. Breeding one is messy but straightforward business.”



Impact seized a side table and hurled it at Will with the full strength of his power. Will snatched his penknife back up from the floor and cut it in two just before it took his head off, sending each half of the knife skittering past him down the hallway.



He heard footsteps behind him and swore under his breath. A quick glance over his shoulder revealed Breathless standing with stiff, controlled posture, preparing to use her power to blow him straight into the path of Tusk and Impact’s attacks.



Not just him. If he let her get that breath out, the baby was going flying as well. Will hurled himself backward, slamming into Breathless and falling to the floor in a tangle of limbs. She didn’t cry out or react to the landing, instead just battering him with her fists and opening her mouth wide to suck in air.



“No, you don’t!” Will clamped a hand down over her lips. He felt a blow rain down on the back of his head hard enough to make reality wink out of focus for a passing instant.



A high-pitched scream came from the delivery room, and it was followed shortly after by the previously possessed mother. Will, still in the midst of a struggle on the floor with Breathless, watched her grab her baby and sprint down the hall out of the edge of his vision.



“I’m not a monster,” called Hive. “I don’t need her or her child. Useless to me. But as it happens, I don’t need you either.”



His relief, as he watched the woman and her child disappearing into the elevator, was extremely short lived. Breathless bit his finger and exhaled as soon as his hand flinched back. Will rushed up as though he’d been thrust into a wind tunnel, slamming into the ceiling and then falling back to the floor with matching force.



“Hold him,” said Hive. “He could be useful.”



Tusk’s massive hands seized Will’s arms and stretched them out to either side, pulling him upright. He watched as Hive slowly strode toward him, serious but confident in his control of the situation. Hive held his hand out and wiggled his fingers, mouth tightening into a line as he mastered his concentration.



“This appears to be a slightly unpleasant sensation to those unfortunate enough to be on the receiving end of it,” said Hive. “My apologies in advance.”



Unexpectedly, Will found that he could see Hive’s power manifesting. A faint, wriggling cord that was altogether too reminiscent of a snake slithered outward from the back of Hive’s head, right around the meeting point between spine and brainstem.



It was ghostly and bluish, and if Will widened his eyes, it disappeared for him like the depth in an optical illusion. He gritted his teeth as he saw the end of the possession cord slithering toward his own head, readying itself for the possession of a new target.



Becoming one of Hive’s controlled henchmen wasn’t on his to-do list for the evening. He sucked in a quick breath and slammed his head backward into Tusk’s chest. The hulking super staggered, and the grip of one of his hands loosened slightly.



“Hold him!” snapped Hive.



Will twisted free, snatching his penknife back up and slashing at one of Tusk’s ankles. He was merciful, but not to the point of delivering himself to his enemy. Impact came at him next, throwing a punch that missed his head and ricocheted off the wall behind him. Further down the hall echoed the noise of pounding footsteps — more henchmen incoming.



An earsplitting bang sounded as a chunk of wall exploded just behind Will’s head. Was that Firecracker attacking from behind the others? Breathless hissed through her teeth, summoning a wind that slammed Will sideways into a line of chairs. He flipped one at Tusk, who was shambling toward him on one knee, still strong, if not mobile.



Impact started throwing shit at him, anything within reach, with no real discernment or logic. It wasn’t really like fighting Impact would have been under normal circumstances, which made sense as Will considered it. Hive was controlling the man directly, pulling the strings of his movements without the decades of experience the hero doubtlessly had under his belt.



Will spun toward Hive and kicked him in the nuts. All at once, every controlled super present let out a winded squeak and collapsed to the floor with a surprising amount of symmetry. It was an opening, likely the only one he was going to get.



He sprinted into the nearest hospital room and threw himself out the window… four floors up.









PART THREE: COLLATERAL DAMAGE



 










CHAPTER 37




 



Every landing from on high is unique in its own way, like a snowflake made from shattered ankles and blown knees. Will couldn’t see the ground as he fell, which was every bit as dangerous as it sounded. Landings were all about timing, and he was gauging it off a barebones hunch.



His teeth clicked as he hit the concrete, which was followed immediately by… a gap in his consciousness. He was on his back in the dark, with something sharp, probably a shard of glass, stabbing him in the ass. The sensation in his legs shifted from a weary, lactic acid tightness to a faint burning, to near unbearable pain.



He wanted to scream, but it would only give away his position and get him killed. Surviving was all that mattered, but goddammit… it wasn’t going to be easy. Will took a breath and let it out through tightly gritted teeth.



He rolled over, and a spike of intense pain greeted the movement, stunning him and jarring his reality. His cheek was pressed against the bare ground… cold concrete. Felt kind of nice, actually.



Both of his legs were broken, and in ways that would make putting them back together with his mending a lengthy and excruciatingly unpleasant process. He started dragging himself, sensing the shadow of a large truck nearby.



There was room for him underneath it, though not much. He felt his hands sliding over the mess of an old oil slick and had to dig his fingernails in for extra purchase, but he managed it, pulling his legs after him at the expense of another stab of agony.



Heavy footsteps announced the arrival of the search party. It was strange hearing them walk as a group, each person’s steps overlapping in near perfect sync. Will held his breath and waited, as resigned to the situation as he could be. It felt as though he’d bet his life on a dice roll.



Hive’s henchmen walked a slow circuit around the entire hospital parking lot. They searched efficiently but not thoroughly, and he sensed their attention and efforts shifting to the surrounding properties after just a few minutes.



He let out a groan and tried to think. Thinking took effort, almost more than he had at the moment. Mending his legs immediately was out of the question. The truck was fine to hide under for a few minutes, but hours?



Calling someone for help seemed his best bet. His first instinct was to call Rue, but without a license or a car, what could she do? Calling Jess was out of the question, even if it represented the option with the best odds of survival. Same for Avery, though he wondered if she might react slightly better to discovering that he was Decay.



He paused as he scrolled through his not all that long list of contacts, getting an idea. He needed someone who’d been in his shoes before.



“Pick?” answered Mist. “What’s up?”



He heard a sound nearby and hurried to cover the phone’s overbright display. A rat scurried by, the source.



“Hey,” he whispered. “I need to call in that favor.”



 



***



 



She didn’t show up immediately, but that was probably for the best. Hive’s henchmen did a second scan of the parking lot on their way back to the building. Will had been sure they’d spotted him at one point when someone crouched low with a flashlight, but nothing had come of it.



He was listening for a car, but that wasn’t how Mist arrived. A sudden shift in the shadow in his peripheral vision alerted him to the fact that she’d just appeared next to the truck he was hiding under. She normally made a noise when she did her misting thing, and he wondered if she had the ability to suppress the sound.



“Pick?” she whispered.



“Down here,” he said. “I’m going to need help walking.”



He’d done a small amount of basic mending while waiting for Mist to arrive. His bones were more or less in place, but still brittle at the break points.



“We’re not walking,” she whispered, dropping flat to her stomach. “Put your arm around me.”



“Uh…” he said, hesitating. “Are you sure about this? Extending your power? You’ve done this before, right?”



“A few times,” said Mist, with what looked like a shrug. “We don’t have a choice. They were watching from the window. They saw me, they’re seeing us now.”



Her face wasn’t far from his, and he locked eyes with her. Truth be told, he didn’t trust her, not in the way he needed to for something like this. It was a larger question of trust — relying on her now, like this, was letting her in. She might not betray him again here and now, but she had in the past… she could, in the future.



He inched forward, narrowing his eyes, seeing the way she reacted. There was a countering coyness in her eyes, as though she was starting to enjoy this aspect of their complicated relationship.



He kissed her and put his arm around her shoulder. Mist kissed him back and lifted one hand to drape over his.



The sensation was so much weirder than anything Will could have imagined. They did her mist thing together, and for a fleeting instant amid the transfer, together was exactly what they were. It was a bonding more intense than sex, and only less euphoric due to how quickly it came and went.



“Whoa…” he muttered. He was in the back seat of an SUV, with Mist straddling his lap.



“Yeah,” she said. “It’s always that fun. I’m taking you to my place, Pick. Can you put on a seatbelt?”



“I’ll manage.”



She drove fast, bouncing him around enough to give the question of a seatbelt new relevance. Mist’s place was a hotel, a new one from the last time he’d slept over at her place. She brought him upstairs with a series of mist teleportation, car to elevator, elevator to room.



They poofed into existence atop her bed, with Mist pressed erotically against him. It would have been perfect… if he didn’t still have two mostly broken legs.



“After,” he said. “I need to make sure I can still walk in the morning.”



“Jesus,” whispered Mist, taking in the full extent of the damage. “Yeah, of course. Are you sure you’re alright?”



“I will be.”



He leaned his head back and slowly exhaled, reaching down to feel for the lingering damage.



“Thanks, by the way,” he added.



“I’m glad I could help,” she said. “You didn’t have to call in your favor on this, you know. I would have helped you out of my general fondness for you.”



“I appreciate that.”



Mist hugged her arms across her chest, frowning thoughtfully. “What was he up to, anyway? This Hive guy is an unpredictable lunatic, but I would still like to know why he’s after me.”



Will shook his head. “You don’t want to know. I’ll tell you if you insist, but… you really don’t want to know. Just make sure he never catches you.”










CHAPTER 38




 



Will spent the next couple of hours carefully shoring up the bones in his legs with his mending power. Mist gave him space and silence to work, taking a bath, and then sticking to her side of the bed when she got back.



She didn’t ask any more questions, not about Hive and not about him. It was kind of refreshing to not have to explain, justify, or obfuscate. Mist wasn’t like Jess or Rue, or even Avery. She had a more flexible nature in terms of right and wrong, along with more personal experience of the appeal of reckless decisions.



He tried to call Jess, knowing she would start worrying if he wasn’t back in a reasonable timeframe. As it happened, his phone was dead. There was no avoiding the trouble he’d be in tomorrow after disappearing so suddenly, not unless he felt like walking all the way back to his motorcycle and riding straight home, which he didn’t.



“Pick,” whispered Mist. “You awake?”



She sat up in bed. Will could see her silhouette in the otherwise near darkness of the hotel room. She took her crop top off and let it gently fall to the ground next to the bed. He could see the tip of one of her nipples perfectly outlined in shadow, vague and erotic.



He shifted closer to her, testing his legs a little, which were still raw from all the mending. They were brimming with tiny aches and pains, but those would fade by morning. He ran his hand along the side of Mist’s bare abdomen, facing her in the dark.



He still didn’t trust her completely. Maybe he never would again, or maybe they’d build a new kind of trust over time. It didn’t matter, not then, in a cushy hotel bed, in the dark of a summer night. She was beautiful, and she would let him do whatever he wanted.



They kissed, fumbling with each other’s clothing until they were both completely naked. Will was incredibly aroused, and each brush of her bare skin against his sent a jolt of hot excitement and need bursting through him.



She pressed something against his chest that made a small crinkling noise. A condom, still in the wrapper. He tore it open without breaking pace, appreciating that she had protection on hand this time around, all the more after seeing Hive’s horrible agenda.



It wasn’t the time to think about that. Mist sank low as he fiddled with the condom, trying to sense which way it wanted to roll. He felt her lips slide over the tip of his cock and was altogether on the fence about whether he ever wanted to give up the heaven that was her mouth.



Will let out a low sigh and ran his hand through her hair. She was putting in work, making little noises of effort as her head bobbed back and forth. He wanted to hear more of her noises, the sounds she made when she was truly in the moment.



He pushed her down on the bed and kissed one of her nipples, pulling the condom onto his slick erection. Mist curled her body toward him, shifting to better lock it into place against his. They both gasped as he sank his length into her tight womanhood, sharing that instant of erotic perfection.



“Pick…” whispered Mist.



Hearing her call him that, during sex of all times, stirred him up something wicked. She knew him through rumors of who he’d been in prison — the worst side of him, the darkest days. She moaned his name again, and he grunted and pinned one of her legs up over his shoulder, thrusting faster and harder.



“Pick… Pick… Oh fuck!”



“That’s right, Mist,” he growled. “You remember this.”



She let out a whimper. Will pressed down on her, fucking her hard enough to test the limits of the hotel bed. It was surprisingly sturdy, probably bolted down to the floor just for such aggressive exertions.



Mist wrapped her legs around him as she came. Will wasn’t done, not even close. He pulled her toward the center of the bed by her thighs, seeing only the barest details of pale nudeness in the pitch-dark room.



He played with her, cupping her breasts, groping her buttocks, and slowly pumped into her. It was easy to focus on his own pleasure with her, to be a little selfish with how he used her body.



They were too much alike for him to have any illusions about true romance or love. He would take her tonight in whatever ways he wanted and wake up knowing there was no guarantee of a next time.



She rocked her hips, matching his thrusts even as he went faster and faster. He hit a speed that was all about him, each contact of their bodies a hard slap of horny flesh. All at once, Will was blissed out, lost within his own release and squeezing himself down against Mist.



“You love it,” she whispered. “Having your own little villainess to wrestle around in bed with.”



“Maybe,” he said.



“I only let you have me like this, Pick,” she whispered. “I’m Mist… when I want to be.”



“That’s really deep.” He pressed his mouth against her stomach and blew a massive raspberry.



Mist let out an exaggerated scream and broke into a giggling fit, slapping him in the shoulder.



 



***



 



Will woke up alone in Mist’s hotel room the next morning. He felt wonky, as though he’d gone to bed at the wrong time and woken up at the wrong time, which he supposed was close enough to the truth.



As much as he would have enjoyed waiting around for Mist to get back from wherever she’d run off to for a quick round of morning sex, he knew he had to get home. Well, get to
 Isabelle’s
 , the closest thing to a home his family now had. Navigating the housing market to find a new home was going to be a battle of epic proportions in itself.



He doubled back to where he’d left his motorcycle the previous night, changed out of the parts of his costume he still had on, and rode into the hills. It was almost ten, far too late in the morning for him to plausibly sneak back inside without detection.



Jess was waiting by the door leading to the lounge, still in her night clothes, a baggy t-shirt and tight leggings. The frown on her face told him everything he needed to know about how much trouble he was in.



“Would you care to explain just where you were last night?” she asked stiffly.



“Out,” he said. “I was with a friend and lost track of time.”



“Without returning any calls or texts, for whatever reason?”



“My phone died,” he said. “Look, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to worry you.”



Jess’s expression didn’t soften any, which surprised him. She was normally quick to forgive, especially when someone was admitting their wrongdoing.



“You were with Avery, weren’t you?” she asked in a soft voice.



“What? No, I—”



“She wasn’t picking up her phone either,” said Jess. “I know how much time the two of you have been spending together recently behind my back. Will you at least tell me the truth?”



He stared at her, caught off guard by being confronted by this now, when he actually hadn’t been at Avery’s. What did she know? How much did she know?



“Hold on a second,” he said. “I wasn’t with Avery last night. Really, I wasn’t.”



“I’m not an idiot, LP,” said Jess, with a sigh. “I know what’s been going on. I wasn’t born yesterday. It’s so obvious… I don’t understand how I didn’t see it earlier.”



“Jess…” He winced, feeling so unprepared for this particular conversation. “We… It’s not like we planned for any of this to happen.”



“I know that,” she said. “I get it, Will, more than I think you realize. You forget how long I was together with your father, how much I put up with.”



“We weren’t trying to hurt anyone else,” said Will.



“No one ever is. Will you… at least give me the details? Is it just the drinking and the pills? I knew Avery was using her medication off label, but how much of it have you gotten into?”



“Uh…” He blinked, realizing he’d miscalculated. “What?”



Jess held her hand out and opened it, revealing a small baggie with a single white pill inside. It was the one he’d taken from Avery’s apartment when he’d first discovered her habit. He’d remembered losing track of it at some point, and no doubt Jess had found it and read into what him having it in his possession implied.



“Let me in, Will,” she said, touching his hand. “I know you must have developed some of these habits in the time before. It’s not as though you’ve been given a chance, really, to break free from the source of your addiction. I didn’t want to pry when you first came home, but I suspected it, with all the sneaking around, the late nights.”



He stared at her, strangely offended by the conclusion she’d drawn. She thought he was an addict. It did fit his behavior from a certain perspective, but it felt like an insult to have her assume so much about his motivations.



Two things came into view as he prepared to deny it. He’d already said too much, revealed that yes, he and Avery did have a secret that would hurt Jess to uncover. On top of that, this might be the perfect alibi, in its own way. Jess had connected his unpredictable schedule and occasionally erratic behavior to drug usage, which was better than having her tie it to Decay.



“It started in prison,” he said. “There were drugs inside, smuggled contraband, and… way too many empty hours.”



“Oh, Will.” Jess stepped forward and pulled him into a hug. “It’s okay. I’m glad you’re finally talking about this.”



“It’s been hard since I’ve been back.”



“I’m sure it has,” she said, still hugging him. “As soon as things calm down a little, we’ll get you into treatment.”



“Treatment?” He hesitated, touching her waist. “I mean, I think I just start cutting back. I’ve only dabbled on a few occasions. I’m not an addict.”



“Of course you aren’t, sweetie,” said Jess. “But just for my peace of mind, I think you should approach this with all the help you can get. We can start with just a weekly program, something to keep you accountable.”



He kept his expression as blank as he could as he nodded, wondering how much trouble he’d just made for himself down the line.



“Also, can you confirm for me that Avery is still alive and breathing?”



“I honestly wasn’t at her place last night,” Will admitted. “I told you, I was, um…”



“Ah,” said Jess. “Misty, then?”



Fuck. He felt as though he’d bungled the interrogation in more than just one way. He saw a patient sort of disappointment showing through Jess’s expression and had to endure it like a powerful wind.



“Yeah,” he said. “We were safe.”



“Safe as in…?”



“Condoms,” he said, feeling his face heat up. “We only had sex. No drugs.”



Jess’s eye twitched at the corner. “Oh. Right. Well, that’s good.”



Her tone of voice made it sound anything but good. Will sighed and tried not to think about how much esteem he’d just lost in her eyes over the past five minutes.










CHAPTER 39




 



Will didn’t get much downtime that morning. Jess continued peppering him with various questions related to his alcohol and drug usage, which he answered as carefully as he could. Within an hour, he’d painted a picture for her of a young man who was in the danger zone, but not in the grips of an active addiction, which he hoped would still give him some wiggle room to have fun.



He was munching on the remnants of breakfast, a bagel and thick slices of bacon, when the doorbell rang. Jess rose and went to answer it.



“That would be Miss Mass,” she said with a sigh. “There was another incident involving Hive last night. I wanted to organize a meeting with both the Drifters and the Second Advent, but there’s hardly anyone left of either group to meet with.”



“We can’t let this go on for much longer without attacking Hive directly,” said Will.



Miss Mass came inside and took a seat at the table, nodding to Will. Jess called Isabelle and Rue down from upstairs and made another unsuccessful attempt at getting hold of Avery.



“This is everyone?” asked Miss Mass.



“Just about,” said Jess. “I think Avery may just be… sleeping in. I plan on heading to check up on her as soon as we’re finished here.”



“That would be prudent,” said Miss Mass. “This villain has taken a toll on our numbers, not to mention the mundane innocents he’s captured from within the city. There was even an attack on a hospital last night, which in my opinion, is just unfathomably cruel.”



“A hospital?” Jess frowned. “Why would Hive have any interest in attacking a hospital?”



“Not just Hive,” said Miss Mass. “The new report I watched reported that the villain Decay was there with him. I wonder if it may have been a play against someone powerful. The mayor’s mother was there receiving treatment overnight.”



Will chose his words carefully, not wanting to reveal too much about what he knew. “Where were they within the hospital? Maybe that could tell us something.”



“The fourth floor,” said Miss Mass. “That’s… obstetrics, the maternity ward.”



“It fits with what Will and Isabelle reported from the encounter at the hangar,” said Jess. “I don’t understand this bastard’s fixation with newborns, but it’s in line with his past behavior.”



“Oh God…” Miss Mass started shaking her head, one hand tightening to dig her fingernails into her palm. “There’s… something I know that’s relevant. It’s not my secret to share, so I have to trust all of you to be discrete.”



“Of course,” said Jess.



Miss Mass sighed and shook her head. “Impact and Breathless were…
 close
 to one another. They weren’t a couple, exactly, but they did have a sexual relationship. Breathless came to me a little over a week ago to ask for my advice about missing her period.”



“You think she might have been pregnant?” asked Isabelle.



“I told her it was too early to tell when she asked me, which it was, but that they still needed to take precautions,” said Miss Mass. “The speed at which abominations can grow within the womb is unpredictable. They’re nearly always premature when they are born.”



“How in the world did that end up happening?” asked Jess. “Impact and Breathless are both grown adults, aware of the risks.”



“The same way it happens for normal people,” said Miss Mass. “They were horny and made stupid mistakes, I would assume.”



“Even if Hive doesn’t realize that she’s pregnant, the abomination poses a risk on its own,” said Will. “This is a bad situation all around.”



“It seems like he’s trying to control an abomination with his power,” said Rue. “I don’t understand what the point of that would even be. He’s already got so many supers under his control.”



“He’s a villain,” said Miss Mass. “He simply wants more. They always do.”



“Yeah, it’s not that simple,” said Will. “Villains are still human. There’s no evil gene inside them enticing them into creating chaos.”



“Why doesn’t it surprise me to hear you expressing empathy for the madman trying to take over our city?” asked Miss Mass.



“The same reason why it doesn’t surprise me that you’re incapable of it,” he countered.



 



***



 



FIVE YEARS EARLIER



 



Lockpick stared at Liz as she wriggled back into the front seat in her underwear. He didn’t feel like he’d thought he’d feel after losing his virginity. He was very much the same person, it was more that the rest of the world looked different, as if he’d taken off a set of blinders he hadn’t realized he’d been wearing.



“Well?” asked Liz as she found the missing sock she’d been searching for and rejoined him in back. “Are you glad you came with me yet?”



He chuckled. “Is that your idea of innuendo?”



She grinned and stretched her foot out to pull on her sock. “I was wondering if you’d pick up on it or not. I… take it that was your first time?”



He shrugged, almost wanting to claim otherwise, but finding it hard to be anything but honest with her. “Yeah, it was.”



“Oof,” said Liz, with a sigh. “I hope you aren’t going to judge me too harshly for corrupting you.”



“The corruption was mutual,” said Lockpick.



They hung around a while longer before settling back into the front of the car. Liz climbed into the driver’s seat, smiling as she turned the key.



“Get some rest,” she said. “You look exhausted.”



“Thanks,” he said. “Wake me up when it’s my turn.”



He went to sleep feeling satisfied. As far as he could tell, a few hours had passed by when he woke up. The car’s blinker was what roused him. Liz was off the highway, taking a turn.



“Getting gas?” he muttered.



She shook her head, and it was only then that he took in her expression, the heaviness and uncertainty in her eyes.



“I’m… bringing us back,” she said. “To my team.”



Lockpick reached of the door handle on reflex, only hesitating as Liz frantically hurried to explain.



“Just listen!” she said. “Please, Lockpick. Will. If you trust me at all, just hear me out.”



“There’s nothing to hear,” he said. “I took a chance helping you because I knew you were in a bad spot, not so you could betray me to your friends.”



“I’m not betraying you. Would you just stop and think for a minute? You’re still a teenager, not even eighteen yet. You went along with Halberd because he’s your father, but it’s not as though you really had a say in what was going on. You’re not responsible for his crimes.”



“No,” said Lockpick. “I’m responsible for my own crimes. I’ve…”



He didn’t say it. He couldn’t say it. But he’d killed someone. A villain, sure, but still a body in his wake, blood on his hands.



“My team will understand,” said Liz. “They’re only going to care about the fact that you saved me. I know how much you’ve already risked in trusting me… can you just trust me a little bit further?”



She took one hand off the steering wheel and touched his leg. Again, he was struck by how much she reminded him of Jess, even in this small gesture. Thinking of his family, Jess and Rue and Avery, made him wonder if this might be a safe way back to them, and that decided it for him.



They met up with the rest of Liz’s team inside a parking garage. They were waiting outside their car, all in plain clothes. A stocky man with a shaggy beard stood smoking a cigarette apart from the two others, a young woman with curly brown hair and a short bald guy.



The young woman immediately ran to Liz and pulled her into a tight hug as she climbed out of the car. Lockpick stayed a good way back from their reunion, feeling the attention of the other two. He found himself wishing he’d asked Liz what their powers were.



“Is this him?” asked the woman.



“Yeah,” said Liz. “That’s Lockpick. He helped me escape. Halberd was getting desperate, and—”



“Get his hands,” said the guy with the beard.



“On it.” The bald man started circling around behind.



“Hold on!” said Liz. “I wouldn’t be here right now if not for him. He’s one of the good guys!”



“There are at least three murders connected to this kid,” said the guy with the beard. “It doesn’t make much difference whether he did the killing or Halberd. He’s complicit.”



Lockpick glanced toward the car. Liz had left the keys in it. If he could move fast enough, get inside, maybe…



He went for it, jumping toward the open door. The bald guy was on him in an instant, sending forth a water blast that struck Lockpick, flinging him off balance with enough force to sting his skin.



He still managed to get his penknife out… the penknife Halberd had given him. He slashed through the air, but he was still blinking water out of his eyes and couldn’t aim. The shaggy guy leapt into the fray, doing his best werewolf impression, minus the howling. Some kind of strength or agility power, Lockpick guessed.



He slashed the air in front of the bald guy again, watching him grimace in concentration as he tried to aim another blast of water. Lockpick kicked him hard in the stomach before he could bring his attack to fruition, and the bald guy crumpled harmlessly to the ground.



“Stop!” cried Liz.



Lockpick spun to face her, but she hadn’t been talking to him. The curly-haired woman set her hand on the frame of the car, her eyes glowing lightning white. An instant later, an arc of electricity shot from the edge of the car’s headlight directly into Lockpick’s shoulder blades.



He gasped and crumpled to the ground, muscles still twitching. The shaggy bearded guy was on him in an instant, putting him in a submission hold and stripping away his penknife.



“See?” he called to the others. “Look at how quickly this little psycho pulled that knife out.”
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There wasn’t much left to discuss once Miss Mass, Jess, and Isabelle had finished going over the attack on the hospital. Rue agreed to help keep an eye out for Hive, though she’d admitted she’d been doing that when she could for a couple of days. It was more of a matter of him doing something obvious, rather than her searching the field of view of every security camera.



“I’m concerned about Avery,” said Jess after Miss Mass had left. “She’s still not answering my calls.”



“It’s not unlike her to go silent every once in a while, but it is a little worrying,” said Will. “I’ll come along, if you don’t mind.”



She gave a tired but patient smile. “I would love your company, LP. We’ll take my car.”



Jess had to change first. Will would have loved to take a shower and clean himself up for the day, but there didn’t seem to be time for it. He met Jess in the garage by her car but didn’t immediately climb in.



“Are you upset with me?” he asked.



It was a hard question to simply throw out there, but he had to do it. Jess still had that horribly disappointed look on her face. He may have dodged having her work out a couple of his secrets, but the lie he’d used to buy himself that space was emotionally expensive.



“I’m not upset with you,” she said with a sigh. “How could I be, LP? I consider myself lucky to even have you back in the first place, which is why I’m so worried!”



“Hey.” He stepped forward, pulling her into a hug. She was shorter than him, not by a ton, but enough to catch him off guard every now and then. Jess was just a woman, superpowered, authoritative, but still human, still vulnerable.



“I just… don’t want to see you making impulsive decisions,” she said, sighing as she rubbed a hand on his chest. “You know so much better than that. Will, I can see how much you’ve matured from everything you’ve been through. Why would you set all of that on the sidelines for drugs and drinking and… sex?”



He didn’t have to lie to answer that one, not really. “I just… slip up every now and then. I need help. From you, most of all. Help staying on track.”



He kissed her on the lips. Jess didn’t kiss back immediately, but when she finally did, it was full of passion, full of the conflicting emotions she was no doubt struggling with. Will pushed forward, briefly pressing his body against hers and pinning her against the car.



Jess let out an amused sigh. “Just what kind of help do you think you’re asking for, mister?”



He grinned, seeing her teasing expression. “Whatever kind of help you’re offering.”



“Well, we’ll have to see just what that might be.” She turned around in his arms and bumped her butt against his crotch to gain a bit of room to open the car door. “Good behavior, keeping respectable hours, helping out with chores, even here at Isabelle’s… If you take steps toward pulling your act together, I can be
 generous
 with my help.”



“I like the sound of that word.” He gave her one last squeeze, grinding her soft body against his and delighting in the breathy noise she made in response.



“Then you should start behaving,” she said. “I’m generous to the good boys and rather stingy to the bad ones.”



They both climbed into the car and set out to Avery’s. He appreciated the nature of Jess’s concern for him a lot more as he struggled with some of his own concerns over what might have resulted in Avery’s radio silence. She’d seemingly cut back on the pills, but a single wild night, a temporary lapse in consistency… there was no telling what might have happened.



They headed straight up to her apartment once they reached the building. Jess walked ahead of Will, taking heavy steps down the hallway. She had a key to Avery’s place and quickly unlocked the door, pushing it open.



“Oh, God…” muttered Will.



The place was a mess, with obvious signs of a struggle strewn all over. One of the windows was broken, and there was a large, person-shaped dent in one of the walls. The couch cushions were scattered across the floor, along with various pieces of clothing.



“Hive,” said Jess. “It could only have been Hive! He must have come for her. Avery… she’s a young woman, it fits the pattern.”



“Fuck,” said Will. “She mentioned thinking someone was watching her the other day. I asked her about it and she brushed my concern off, saying that she tends to get paranoid when she uses her power.”



“Has she been using anything else recently?” asked Jess. “Drugs? Alcohol?”



“No, I mean… not really. She’s cut back a lot.”



“But she has been using her power so much more broadly recently,” said Jess, with a sigh. “There’s also a chance that this might be… an episode. I don’t know how much you remember from when she was in her early teens, LP, but Avery has had her struggles with mental health.”



“She’s been fine recently,” he said.



Even as he articulated the sentiment, he questioned it. Fine? She’d run off to the Exclusion Zone to score pills, and then gone into withdrawals and attacked herself with her own power. Before that, she’d had a complete meltdown over a paranoid fantasy of him and her ex-girlfriend. Oh, and she’d also been fucking her brother, not that he was complaining.



“I need to look for her,” said Jess.



“I’ll come with you.”



She shook her head. “Sorry, but I’ll be in costume. We’ll have to search separately.”



“Then I’ll stay here,” he said. “See if there are any clues we might have missed.”



Jess left the key to Avery’s apartment with him and drove off to get her costume. Will sighed and gave the living room another quick survey. He needed to go after Avery, which in all likelihood, meant going after Hive. If his little hospital adventure had taught him anything, it was that sometimes, there was only so much he could do alone.



Will took out his phone and dialed Erik’s number.
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“No,” said Erik.



Will paced across Avery’s living room, a few bits of glass crunching underfoot. “You didn’t even let me finish asking my question.”



“I got to the part where you were talking about making an enemy of the city’s new most powerful supervillain and hit the eject button.”



“Didn’t he make a move on you already through Impact?”



“Yeah, and it scared me shitless,” said Erik. “I’m good, Pick. You run along and do the hero thing. That’s not my play.”



“Come on!”



“Nope.”



“Seriously, come on!” snapped Will. “I’m not asking for an army. Give me a couple of doubles.”



“No.”



“Just one, then. They don’t even have to fight! Advice and another set of eyes would be more than enough.”



“Not happening.”



Will let out an annoyed breath and hung up on him. Erik, Algae Double, had been a longshot, but it still prickled him to be unable to secure the help of someone he considered to be a friend. He dialed a more promising number and tried not to think too hard about what he considered Mist to be after the previous night.



“Hey,” she answered. “I was just thinking about you.”



“I need your help,” he said. “Hive attacked my sister’s apartment. She’s missing.”



“Fuck.”



“Yeah. Did you ever put together that costume you mentioned?”



Mist chuckled on the end of the line. “Funny you should mention that…”



He met her at her hotel, walking from Avery’s, which wasn’t that far away. He knocked and waited for Mist to answer, and his jaw dropped open when she finally did.



“Whoa,” he said.



She wore her costume, which was, well, rather
 adventurous
 , by both superhero and supervillain standards. She wore a gray, partially sheer robe over… not much else, though he could see a hint of a bra and a slip underneath. Her face was hidden by a matching veil that hung from the robe’s hood. It fit her well thematically, and gave off a sexy, ghostly aesthetic.



“Do you like it?” She turned around, showing off the outline of her hips and butt through the insubstantial fabric. “It’s definitely more of a summer outfit than a four seasons deal. I got it from a cosplay store online.”



“Great minds think alike,” he said. “But are you entirely sure that store sold cosplay stuff and not lingerie?”



“Aw, thank you!” said Mist. “I tried it without underwear, but my nipples were
 super
 obvious underneath. I wonder if that might help me in a fight?”



“We’ll do a test run later. One on one. Mist vs. Decay.”



“Mmm, I like the sound of that.”



He cleared his throat. “I still have to get my costume from the mansion. I figured we’d take your car.”



“How are we going to track down Hive?” she asked.



“We’ll have help,” he said. “Rue will serve as our eyes and ears.”



“Who is Rue?”



“My sister,” said Will. “It might be better if we save the introductions for another time. First and foremost, we—”



A heavy knock came at the door of Mist’s hotel room. The two of them glanced at each other, silent and tense.



“Were you expecting more company?” he whispered.



She shook her head. Will crept toward the door with silent footsteps, pausing with his hand on the handle. Mist got into place next to him and signaled for a three count. He threw the door wide.



“Hi,” said Erik.



“Hello!” said a slightly chubbier, slightly shorter version of Erik, with enthusiasm.



“Ha,” said Will, grinning and leaning against the door frame. “I see you changed your mind.”



“In a… manner of speaking,” said Erik. “Meet Charlie.”



“Hello,” said the shorter double. “My name’s Charlie, and I’m supposed to help you.”



“Uh, nice to meet you, Charlie,” said Will. He shook the strange-looking double’s hand and winced under the weight of a crushing grip.



“Sorry,” muttered Charlie.



“I’ve been experimenting with making small changes to my doubles in order to increase their fitness and abilities. Charlie is… one of those experiments.”



“Am I being helpful?” asked Charlie.



“Yes, Charlie, you’re being incredibly helpful,” said Erik, patting his head. “And you’re going to keep being helpful for Pick and Mist, alright?”



“You’re giving me your
 reject
 double?” groaned Will.



Charlie’s mouth fell open, and a sound eerily similar to a foghorn sounded as he began to weep openly. Mist glared at Will and punched him in the shoulder.



“Don’t be mean!” said Mist. “I’m sure Charlie is… capable.”



“He said… He said… He… He… He…” Charlie got stuck on the syllable a few more times before returning to his regularly scheduled sobbing.



“Don’t underestimate him,” said Erik. “He’s a bit single-minded, but trust me, he hits hard. I know it might
 seem
 like I’m pawning him off on you because I don’t know what else to do with him, but that’s totally not the case.”



“Totally,” said Will, unamused.



“Have fun, kids,” said Erik. “Make sure nobody dies, alright Mist? Nice costume, by the way.”



“Thanks, Erik,” said Mist.



Will, Mist, and Charlie set off in her car. Mist insisted on driving, and Charlie’s lack of familiarity with being a passenger meant that Will needed to be in the back with him to ensure that he didn’t take off or open the door.



“We’re going fast,” said Charlie. “I like it.”



“Yeah?” said Will. “I have a motorcycle. You should see how fast that goes.”



“I don’t like you, mean guy,” said Charlie.



Mist cackled with laughter from the front seat. Will tried a few more times to get Charlie to open up to him, but he seemed fairly distrustful after the reject comment, which was fair.



“I’ll only be a second,” said Will as they arrived back at the mansion. “I’m grabbing my costume and hopefully, Rue. Stay in the car, and don’t do anything suspicious.”



“Why?” asked Mist. “Is there something I should be worried about here?”



“This is, um… Invisibella’s house.”



Mist stared at him in abject shock. “You’re joking?”



He shook his head, shut the door, and hurried into the mansion. Rushing around would almost certainly draw Invisibella’s attention, so he tried to act casual as he collected his costume from his bike’s saddlebag and went searching for Rue.



He found her lying on one of the couches in her underwear at an implausible angle, feet lifted high, head dangling at a diagonal, almost upside-down angle.



“What are you doing right now?” he asked.



“Online stuff,” she muttered. “Why? Did something happen?”



“Avery’s missing, and it looks like Hive attacked her apartment,” he said quickly. “I need your help.”



“What?” Rue rolled backward off the couch, briefly flashing her bra to him as her shirt rolled up. “Oh, God. Alright, let me just throw pants on, and I’ll meet you at your bike.”



“I’m with friends right now.” He winced, trying to bridge the topic gently. “One of them is a clone of someone I was locked up with. The other is Misty.”



“Oh.” Rue quirked her mouth sideways and set her hands on her hips. “Hmm. I could always just help from here, I guess.”



“It’s up to you, Rue. The only thing I care about right now is helping Avery, and I’m not being picky about where that help comes from.”



“I’m not a child, LP,” said Rue. “I can be polite to the creepy girl you’re boning. Even if she has weird hair, and crazy eyes, and probably will cheat on you eventually and—”



“
 Thank you
 , Rue,” he said, through a clenched jaw. “How about you go throw some pants on and meet us outside?”



She nodded and headed for the stairs. Will hurried back outside, only to discover another complication lying in wait. Invisibella was outside, heading toward Mist’s SUV with a frown on her face.



“Hey,” he called, hurrying to catch up with her. “Have you heard anything from Jess?”



“Heard what?” asked Isabelle. “Also, whose car is that?”



“Avery’s gone missing,” said Will.



He explained the situation while gently steering Isabelle away from Charlie and Mist in the SUV. It worked, more or less, though only just. Rue came outside right as Isabelle was heading back in to change into her costume.



“Good timing,” he said. “Come on. You can either sit up front with Mist, or in back with Charlie.”



“I thought her name was Misty?” said Rue. “Also, um… who is Charlie?”
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“It’s nice to meet you, Rue,” said Mist. “Pick has told me literally nothing about you.”



“Is that right?” asked Rue dryly. She was upfront, which rendered Will in the position that felt a little like being a bystander watching a car crash. “He hasn’t told me much about you, either. The first I heard of you was looking at a photo strip of you sitting on his lap like a party girl.”



“A party girl? That’s so funny. You don’t get out much, do you?”



“Not as much as I’m sure you do,” said Rue. “I’m busy with college and real-world responsibilities. No offense.”



“None taken,” said Mist, slapping a hand up on the turn signal toggle with more force than was necessary. “You’re a super, like Pick, right? I’m guessing you must go to the Super Academy. Are you home on break, or…?”



Rue cleared her throat. “I’m taking classes through their online program. Which is still prestigious in its own right.”



“Of course, it is,” said Mist. “There’s nothing to be ashamed of! I remember back when I was being pushed in that direction. I always figured that the online program was just a shadow of being on campus, so I never bothered to apply. Good to know that you’re satisfied, though.”



“I am!” snapped Rue. “I’m very satisfied with it. I love your hair, by the way. It’s amazing that you manage to pull it off as well as you do. The way you let the roots grow out like that is
 so
 brave.”



“Oh, you’re so sweet,” said Mist. “I love your hair, too! It’s so wild and messy, almost like you don’t even care.”



“Like I don’t even care!” said Rue, laughing way too hard. “Kind of like your costume? That’s why you picked it out, I’m guessing. Smart! You don’t have to worry about it getting stained if it’s something cheap off the internet.”



“The fabric is stain-resistant, so I’m not too worried.”



“Should come in handy for you!”



Will cleared his throat. “How about we listen to some music? What do you like to listen to, Charlie?”



“I like the ABC song, but big brother says I’m only supposed to listen to it with my headphones,” said Charlie.



“Let’s just see what we can find on the radio, then,” he said. “Rue? Notice anything unusual in the wide world of cameras?”



“Not yet,” said Rue, shifting to look at him in the backseat. “I’ve been splitting my focus between watching Mom and hunting for Avery. Relic is currently airborne, scouting a few of the more obvious abandoned warehouses along the edge of the city.”



“Yeah, those places are villain bait,” said Mist.



“Let’s turn our attention elsewhere, then,” he said. “What’s going on in the city that looks out of the ordinary? Hive isn’t rolling alone, obviously. I’m talking about a group of people, closer to a hundred than ten.”



“Um…” Rue’s brow furrowed in concentration. “There is a gathering happening north of town, in the old fields near the highway. I just assumed it was a festival or something, but now that I think about it, I’m not sensing any cameras from the people. No phones.”



“Nobody goes to a festival without their phone,” said Will. “It could be them.”



“It is,” said Rue, nodding. “I just saw Impact from the dashcam of a car passing by. It has to be them.”



“North, then,” said Mist, taking a turn to head in that direction.



“Should I call Mom and tell her?” asked Rue.



It was a good question, and one Will needed to consider carefully. Relic was the definition of a double-edged sword, now more than ever. Even setting aside the usual animosity between her and Decay, there was also the risk that Hive managed to use his possession ability on her, which would all but secure their defeat.



“Wait until we get there, and then five more minutes,” said Will. “If I haven’t beaten Hive by then, it probably means I need help.”



“Are you sure she’ll help you when she does come?” asked Rue.



“No. But if it comes to it… I’m not going to let my secret get in the way of saving Avery.”



“LP,” whispered Rue. “You shouldn’t tell her. You really shouldn’t.”



“If this goes well, I won’t have to.”



Mist drove surprisingly fast, weaving her SUV through highway traffic. They took the exit they needed, and the festival fields were basically the next turn. Hive’s little gathering was clearly visible in the distance. They’d be giving the afternoon commuters quite the show when the fight broke out.



“Is everyone ready?” asked Will. He hurried to put his costume on, nudging Charlie for more space in the cramped backseat.



“I’m good,” said Mist. “I assume I’ll be going in with you?”



“Yeah. You and me. Rue, you’ll be more effective here in the car. Mist will leave the keys so if any of Hive’s supers tries to do anything, you can just drive away.”



“Mist will leave the keys in?” said Mist. “That’s news to Mist.”



“Come on,” he said, giving her a look.



She sighed and slid the keys back into the ignition, face pulling into an exaggerated pout.



“When do I get to go to the bathroom?” asked Charlie.



Will snorted and set a hand on his shoulder. “Can you hold it until the end of the fight?”



“Think so,” said Charlie. “Fights are funny.”



“Can
 you
 fight, Charlie?” asked Will.



He sensed he already knew the answer. Erik could be a jackass sometimes, but he wouldn’t have sent one of his doubles along just to get trounced. Well… probably not.



“I get mad when people hit me and make them stop!” snarled Charlie.



Mist grinned and clapped her hands. “That’s perfect, Charlie! That’s exactly what we want you to do.”



“I want you to stay low against the grass,” said Will. “See that bank in the hill over there? If you lie down against it, you’ll be nearly invisible.”



“Lie down,” said Charlie. “Good boy.”



“Wait for my signal,” said Will. “I’ll whistle, and that means to run toward me and follow my lead.”



“I can’t whistle,” muttered Charlie.



“No, I’ll whistle,” said Will. “You’ll listen, and when you hear it…”



“I can’t whistle.”



“You know what?” Will set a hand on his shoulder. “I’ll wave. A big wave. Like this. That means come help me make the people hitting me stop. Got it?”



“Uh-huh.”



“Mist, let’s go,” said Will. “Stay safe, Cammie.”



“You, too.” Rue gave him a long look. He wanted to kiss her, but it was weird with Mist right there, in an unexpected, unavoidable way. He settled for giving her a quick peck on the cheek before pulling his hood up and slipping out of the car.
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Will didn’t often wear his costume during daylight hours. Experiencing the brunt of summer’s heat in a black sweatshirt with the hood up gave him similar quick reminders as to why. He ignored the sweat already beading along the back of his neck and stepped toward Mist.



“How far can you teleport someone using your power?” he asked.



“A hundred meters, give or take a few,” she said.



“Could you get me from there…” He pointed out a small thicket of trees near where the festivals usually set up their porta-potties. “To there?”



The center of Hive’s little gathering held a large gathering tent. Most of the people standing around it were mundane, at least judging from how few of them Will could easily recognize, but there were a few supers mixed in. Father Darkeye was among them, standing with dirty clothing and greasy-looking hair. Hive was apparently not overly concerned with maintaining the hygiene of his targets.



“You want me to teleport you into the tent?” asked Mist.



“Could you pull that off?”



“Without seeing what’s inside, it’s going to be pretty fucking dangerous,” she said. “I can sense if I’m about to materialize into an object or not, but it’s not perfect, and it doesn’t extend to you.”



“Is that a yes or a no?” asked Will.



“Hey, this isn’t my show?” Mist held up her hands. “I’m just explaining the risks. The decision is firmly on your shoulders,
 Decay
 .”



She whispered his villain name against his neck. Will tried to contain a smile as he eyed her costume, the loose, wispy fabric looking seductive and sheer under the bright sun.



“Good,” he said, affecting a bit of his villain voice. “I may have to kill Hive. I hope that doesn’t bother you, either.”



“I don’t really do blood,” said Mist. “But that’s okay. I can always avert my eyes and think pleasant thoughts.”



“Excellent.”



“Are you sure that will release everyone he’s possessed?” asked Mist.



“It should. All of the cords connect back to Hive.”



“Um… cords?”



Will shook his head. “Just trust me.”



He set off with Mist, watching as Charlie crept toward his own position with exaggerated, but effective stealth. They reached the trees, the point of no return, and he took out his penknife.



“Ready?” he asked.



“Your word is my command,” said Mist playfully.



She wrapped herself around him from behind, inhaling against one of his shoulders. Will eyed the tent again, trying to reassure himself about how much space would be inside. Enough to guarantee they wouldn’t have any teleportation accidents? Probably. Hopefully.



“Do it,” he said.



There was a tiny
 poof,
 coupled with a sensation not unlike having his ears pop at high altitude. He was in the mist again, which was intimate, though far less erotic than being
 inside
 Mist
 . It was warm and floaty and disorienting, and he struggled to stay aware of what was going on.



Quite suddenly, his feet were touching the ground again. He knew he wasn’t in the tent from the character of the sunlight and the sound of chirping birds. Mist let out a small grunt of effort and stepped back from him.



“Too many people inside,” she muttered. “If I’d tried to rematerialize us and someone stepped into that spot, or even brushed their hand through it, well… as I said, I’m not really a fan of blood.”



“Dammit,” he muttered. “Alright. What if we take the tent down? I might be able to simply cut it open with my penknife if you put us right outside of—”



The tree branches behind them suddenly rustled with ominous intensity. Will spun around, already sensing an attack coming toward him in a blur of movement. There was no time to dodge, but luckily, Mist had fast reflexes.



She grabbed him roughly, and they were instantly mist again. Will felt a nauseous tug around where his stomach would have been, had it not been gaseous, and then they were re-embodied, standing in a new position on the far side of the trees.



“Um,” said Mist. “I think that was
 Kestrel
 .”



Will exhaled through his teeth, watching the spot where they’d just been as Avery lurched out of the trees in full costume. She had the same stiff, robotic gait as the others he’d seen Hive controlling, but it cut him somewhere deep to see her shackled by his control.



“There’s nothing you can do for her,” whispered Mist.



His head knew that, but his heart didn’t. The urge to sprint across the field and simply try to brute force her out of Hive’s possession was almost impossible to ignore. Hive and several other supers were coming out of the tent, drawn forth by the disturbance. One problem solved, at least.



“He’s there!” hissed Mist. “Look! Pick! We can go. We can get him!”



“Do it,” he said. “I’m ready.”



She hugged him from behind, and they crossed the distance in a couple of seconds through her power. Will felt exposed as he appeared amidst the possessed supers, but his target was right there, not just in front of him, but within easy cutting distance, with his back turned.



He pulled his penknife back… and hesitated. There were no cords connecting into Hive’s neck and skull. He almost dismissed that fact, given that nobody seemed capable of seeing them, but the moment suddenly felt wrong all over.



Mist gasped as Kestrel flew through the air and slammed into her, knocking her away from Will. She used her power to escape before she’d even hit the ground, but she wasn’t near enough to him to take him along.



Father Darkeye seized Will’s shoulder with his shadow arm and yanked him sideways, knocking him off balance. He cut through it with his penknife, spinning and ducking under a whistling tent stake that Impact sent sailing toward his head. He turned to face Hive again, except… he knew it wasn’t Hive as the details clicked into place.



“Thank you, Slipskin, for so expertly serving yourself up as bait.” The real Hive slowly strode out of the tent, flanked by Firecracker and a tall female super. “I had a feeling our unannounced visitor was going to be Decay. You really are dead set on killing me, aren’t you?”



“Killing you, stopping you, whatever needs to happen,” said Will. “This ends here.”



“You are correct about that.” Hive’s eye twitched toward a spot back and behind Will. He’d been expecting Hive to try this, and he was ready for that. He spun and slashed with his penknife, cutting through the possession cord the villain had been sneaking toward him.



Hive let out a roar and clutched at his forehead. The other supers under his control flinched in unison, but quickly recovered. Hive let out a throaty snarl and glared at Will.



“You tricky little cunt,” he said. “Well, I have options with how to deal with you. My latest prize should be more than adequate.”



Will took a step back, fighting a growing sense of dread as Kestrel floated forward from amidst the other supers. Her face was blank, eyes glassy and unblinking, but he could still pick up a powerful sense of turmoil from behind that stoic mask.



“Don’t do this,” he muttered. “You have to fight him! You’re strong.”



The issue with trying to appeal to Avery’s will while dressed as Decay was that his message was, from her perspective, coming from an enemy. She brought up her hand and made a choking motion, and Will felt a sudden pinch as he was lifted by the neck into the air.



From behind Hive, within the tent, he could hear someone sobbing. It was odd, the way his focus jumped around as his body fought with the desperate need to draw breath. Kestrel drew nearer to him, coming to stand within just a few feet.



“Let’s see who’s underneath the mask,” said Hive. “It’s so much more fun to pry this secret from a super whose still alive to obsess over what it will cost them.”



Kestrel reached a hand forward, fingers brushing the top of Will’s hood. He fought against the grip of her telekinesis, swinging his leg forward and managing to kick her in the stomach. Kestrel staggered backward a few feet.



Wind rushed overhead, and Will sucked in a breath and looked up in time to see Relic finally joining the fray. She landed between him and Kestrel and… seized Will by the shirt and flung him across the field.



I always knew Avery was the favorite…



“Kestrel!” shouted Relic. “I’m here! Pull back, I’ll get the situation under control, and then you can… Kestrel?”



Will was still pulling himself back to his feet and could only watch what came next. As casually as though he was plucking an apple from a tree branch, Hive brought one of his possession cords up to the back of Relic’s neck and sank it in.



Relic’s eyes bulged wide, and then her expression went slack. The sobbing from within the tent grew louder, though Will had no idea who or what the source was. Did it even matter at this point? With Relic under his control, Hive had already won, and he knew it.



The villain began laughing maniacally. He reached out a hand, drawing Relic in like his preferred dance partner at a fancy ball. Impact and Father Darkeye were approaching Will again, both primed for violence.



He’d always assumed that he’d end up in this position eventually, cornered by the city’s supers, outnumbered and desperate. The way he’d always visualized it, however, had it resulting from his own decisions. He felt a little cheated to be on the receiving end of the heroes’ ire without having recently robbed a bank or destroyed a city block.



He fought as though a wounded animal, slashing at the air in front of Impact and Father Darkeye to keep them at a distance. The world seemed to lurch sideways as an unseen object slammed into his legs and swept them out from underneath him. Kestrel’s telekinesis, maybe?



Impact and Father Darkeye seized him by the shoulders as soon as he went down. One of them made to strip his penknife from his hand, but he’d already hidden it back in his pocket, and they weren’t savvy enough to pat him down.



“Well,” said Hive. “That made for an entertaining afternoon, but unfortunately, I have other business to attend to this evening. I may have to pop a bottle of Champagne. Today has been far more productive than I was expecting.”



“Congratulations,” said Will darkly.



“Oh, chin up, my boy!” Hive grinned wide and gestured to the tent. “Would you care to get a sense of what it takes to save the world? Breaking an egg to make an omelet, and all that? Bring him into the tent.”



Impact and Father Darkeye dragged him forward by the shoulders. He was roughly pushed through the tent flap, and a single glance around the interior was enough to tell him that it was the last place he wanted to be.



Breathless was lying on a cot in a pool of her own blood. Her face was pale, and the empty look in her eyes told Will that she was either dead or very near it. She’d been in labor, no doubt the source of the crying he’d heard before. Her child, if it could truly be called that, lay on the ground, covered in a mixture of dirt and blood.



The baby was tiny and clearly premature, but that was all it had in common with a normal infant. It was covered in an ivory white exoskeleton, and it had a large circle of eyes, more like an insect than a human. It was taking massive breaths that seemed to contort its body on each inhale, deflating on each exhale.



“Marvelous,” whispered Hive. “This will be the specimen which saves us. I’ve waited so long for this. Charlotte… this is for you. This is for you, and for Katie, for all of the brave women and unborn children we’ve lost to this hidden disease.”



Hive let out a shaky sigh and knelt to scoop the monsterish baby up into his arms. It made a hissing noise and swung at him with a tiny, clawed hand, and then rose up into the air.



Intense white energy began swirling around the abomination, too bright to look at without squinting. Will heard a low, thrumming hiss and tried to wriggle free from Impact and Father Darkeye to no avail. It usually took days, sometimes weeks, for newborn abominations to come into their full power, a fact which made this one’s intimidating display that much more ominous.



“Hold it still!” shouted Hive. “Turn its head toward me!”



Slipskin made an attempt at doing just that. Will watched in numb disgust as the shapeshifting super attempted to grab the floating baby only to have his hands burned off. Not the skin on his hands burned off, but completely incinerated, leaving his arms ending in useless nubs.



The distinct poofing noise of Mist’s teleportation sounded from just outside the tent, and she wasn’t alone. Charlie hurled himself forward, flinging Impact and Father Darkeye off Will as though they were inflated balloons.



“You never waved,” said Charlie.



“Don’t worry about it,” said Will. “Go! Get Hive.”



Charlie let out a high-pitched screech and hurled himself at the supervillain, who was trying to loop around them and slip out the other side of the tent. The abomination flashed again and flew up higher, melting a hole through the tent’s canvas and continuing into the air above.



Charlie’s tackle brought Hive down to the ground. Will ignored the man’s protests as he whipped his penknife back out.



“Don’t kill me!” cried Hive. “I was just… please!”



“I don’t have time to kill you,” snapped Will. “Well, I mean… probably I do. But Mist isn’t a fan of blood.”



He seized Hive by the hair, which terrified the man even more, but it wasn’t his neck he was looking to cut. The possession cords extending from the back of his head looked like the wires in an electrical box. He’d already proven that he could cut through them, but he had to take it on faith that breaking the connection would free Hive’s victims from their possession.



His penknife went straight through all of the cords in one pass, not catching, and not slowing down. Numerous gasps, shouts, and a couple of more nauseous noises sounded from all around him. Will made the executive decision to slam Hive’s head down into the ground, ignoring the villain’s earsplittingly loud scream, and then went looking for Relic and Kestrel.










CHAPTER 44




 



Will found Kestrel without much difficulty, though approaching her was a different matter. He was still
 Decay
 , in costume and, in Avery’s mind, a supervillain. He didn’t have a choice but to keep his distance.



Which made it all that much harder to watch Avery shielding her head and face, struggling to reel her power back in as it began to overwhelm her. He remembered her breakdown in the Exclusion Zone, the way she’d begun to self-harm during withdrawals with seemingly no ability to control it.



If anything, her situation was even more volatile this time around. Will gritted his teeth as he saw rocks and branches hissing through the air, pelting into her with no rhyme or reason. Aside from protecting her head, Avery seemed almost removed from the situation, dissociated from a mental horror that had taken on a mind of its own.



He watched from the edge of the trees as Relic tried to approach Kestrel, arms spread wide in reassurance. Rue was with her, standing a few feet behind Relic, face scrunched up with worry. It was just as it had been with him back in the Exclusion Zone — Kestrel didn’t have any inclination toward attacking anyone but herself.



Will was tempted to simply say
 fuck it
 , rip his mask off, and pay the price to be with his family in the moment. Unfortunately, it just wasn’t possible. The chaos hadn’t been snuffed out; it’d simply changed hands.



The abomination was already raging as it floated over the highway and toward the city. The cars below seemed to be entered into a lottery of destruction, some flipping into the air as though they’d been launched by psychic landmines, others erupting into a searing glow and incinerating their screaming occupants.



“Kestrel!” cried Relic. “Please! Try to hear my voice! Try to breathe!”



Avery needed him… but the city needed him more. She wasn’t the only former possessed super struggling with the aftermath of Hive’s mental domination. Most of them were still sitting or lying on the ground. Only Relic, who’d been possessed very briefly, seemed well enough to rush around, and she’d been confronted with the same choice as Will.



“Mist,” he said.



There was a poof of air, and Mist was next to him, arm looped through his. “Time to get out of here?”



“In a manner of speaking,” he said. “I’m going after the abomination.”



“What?” She frowned, shooting a glance in the direction of the demonic newborn. “That’s not on us, though, is it? We took down Hive. Can’t the heroes do the rest?”



“It’s funny that you, of all people, have so much faith in the heroes,” he said.



“I suppose it is.”



“These are most of the heroes in Lancaster City,” he said, gesturing to Father Darkeye, Impact, and the tent which still held Breathless’s body. “Either we do something, or the abomination destroys the city.”



“I mean…” Mist shrugged. “Do we have to? It’s just a city.”



Will shot her the most effective glare he could manage through his mask.



“Right, right,” she sighed. “Saving lives and all that. You’re a sweet guy, Pick.”



Will sent her to bring her car around, judging it to still be the fastest way forward. Charlie was already in the front seat, so he hopped in the back. The lanes leading into the city were shockingly empty compared to the crush of traffic created by people quick minded enough to evacuate at the first sign of trouble.



“Get closer,” said Will, leaning forward through the front seats.



“It’s in the air,” said Mist. “Also, is that its penis or its umbilical cord?”



“Tail,” muttered Charlie.



“Follow it as close as you can,” said Will. “The second it stops moving or touches down, just pull onto the shoulder, and we’ll go after it on foot.”



“This feels like a really bad idea,” said Mist. “I’m wondering if maybe… Oh, God!”



The abomination suddenly shifted left, into and through a building, incinerating a perfect hole with blinding heat. There was a groan from the structure’s compromised supports, followed by an ominous rumble as six stories of concrete and glass, and God knows how many people collapsed into a heap of dust and debris.



“Just… park here,” said Will. His mouth was dry. He felt dizzy as he considered the insane power of the opponent he was about to pick a fight with. How many more buildings would suffer a similar fate if he didn’t stop it, here and now?



“This is insane,” whispered Mist.



“I should have brought my sword,” he replied, opening his penknife.



“I’m going to… fall back a little bit,” said Mist, retreating as the abomination descended to the ground near Will. “Shout if you need me.”



“That was loud,” said Charlie. “Buildings are not supposed to fall down.”



“Nope,” said Will. “You can fall back too, Charlie, if you don’t want to fight.”



“Okay.”



He heard the double’s footsteps retreating and felt exposed standing there, facing off against the most powerful abomination he’d ever seen in person. One of its arms seemed to keep shifting shape, flowing like a liquid for a while before finally solidifying in the shape of a scythe.



Will made the first move, even though every muscle in his body was tense and reluctant. He rushed forward and slashed at the monsterish newborn’s torso, trying to end the fight before it started.



It shot upward like a fly dodging the swatter. Ending it with a single slash would have been too easy, he supposed. The abomination slapped its arm down, extending it into a whiplike attack in the same motion. He dodged, hearing the concrete hiss and blacken from the tendril’s apparent heat.



He seized the opportunity, slashing at the arm instead. This time, his attack landed, and the penknife snipped the appendage off without slowing down. The abomination let out a hideous scream, and its many eyes burned with a terrifying red glow.



“You,”
 rumbled the monster.
 “Yes. The one who cuts. We know of you. We will use you.”



“What the fuck?” Will took a step back. He’d never heard of an abomination talking. He’d never heard of a newborn talking. Strange that his mind held both of the feats on the same level.



“I am eternal,”
 rumbled the monster.
 “I know of the beginning. I eat the middle. I dream of the end. I am Genesis.”



It rose a few feet higher into the air, and more tendrils extended from its body. One of them seized a street mailbox and sent it hurtling toward Will at an unforgiving speed. He slashed with his penknife, doing more to spill various postcards and letters into his face than deflecting it.



Genesis seized a car next and hurled it his way. He really started wishing he’d grabbed his sword before the fight as he dodged out of the way of it. A chunk of the collapsed building, which was on fire now, came hurtling through the air next, too fast for him to get away from.



He slammed his penknife into the debris, punching through it as much as cutting it. His fist felt as if he’d punched a wall afterward, which wasn’t far from the truth, and one of his knuckles required a quick mend to get it back into place.



The abomination came at him directly, attacking with long tendrils like an airborne octopus. Will preferred it up close, even if everything about the monster made him uncomfortable. He slashed off two of its wriggling arms in quick succession and aimed his next attack at its neck.



Genesis moved backward, air whistling as it dodged Will’s strike by a margin of millimeters. He attacked again, leaning into that same savage thrill that had kept him afloat in prison. He made contact, cutting a tiny groove into the side of one of the abomination’s stubbly legs.



Genesis let out a horrible hiss, and a red glow poured forth from the hairline cut. It began healing instantly, and the monster extended its tendrils outward, facing Will with an unnerving finality to its posture.



“This world has run its course
 ,” rumbled Genesis.
 “Is there sadness in death if it’s shared by all?”



The abomination lunged forward, tendrils reaching toward Will’s neck. He snarled in disgust and swatted sideways with his free hand. The flesh on the side of his wrist hissed and burned as it made contact, and he stumbled backward in pain.



Genesis began glowing an ominous, bright white, and it rose into the air, casting shadows across the city like a second sun. Will swore under his breath, suspecting that if he didn’t do something then and there, the city would be destroyed by whatever the little monster had planned.



“Time to get out of here?” asked Mist, appearing next to him.



“Time to go up.” He nodded his head toward Genesis in the air above them. A cloud of debris had begun swirling around the abomination like tiny hornets defending their nest.



“You’re not serious, are you?”



“It’s within one hundred meters,” he said, with a dark smile.



Mist shook her head and started to walk off. Will seized her by the shoulder and pulled her back.



“It’s either attack or die,” said Will. “You won’t make it far enough away in time to escape what it’s probably going to do.”



“This is insane,” muttered Mist. “You’re going to get us both killed.”



“Trust me.” He patted her butt and held his arms out so she could grab onto him for the teleport. He felt her sigh into the back of his shoulder, and then they were both mist.










CHAPTER 45




 



Coming out of Mist’s teleport in midair was, in Will’s opinion, the most disorienting experience of his life. He thought he was upside down at first, but he started falling toward the direction of his feet and realized that Mist had simply put him above the glowing abomination, which he’d briefly mistaken for the sun.



His second impulse, after confirming which direction was down, was to scream his lungs out. He was falling fast, around a hundred meters up and dropping like a stone toward unforgiving concrete. He’d imagined that Mist would stay attached to him, sort of like a parachute or ethereal hang glider, but that was apparently not the case.



He’d gone into the situation with a job to do, however, and still saw the opportunity to get it done. Time seemed to slow to a crawl as he sank into the sphere of debris spinning around the abomination. Bits of glass and chunks of concrete tore into a spot on his neck and the back of one of his calves. He could mend those wounds later. Right now, he was all offense.



Will brought his penknife forward in the most accurate slash he could manage while in the midst of a terrifying freefall. The edge of the blade struck the abomination between neck and shoulder, digging in at a diagonal that ran at a ragged angle through its entire body.



Red light pulsed forth like hot blood, and a hideous ringing noise battered Will’s eardrums with the intensity of a dentist’s drill. Genesis spilt into halves, each spinning opposite ways into the air.



He felt a moment of triumph, sandwiched between moments of terror as he continued to fall and realized he was going to die anyway. His request to Mist had been to bring him up, not catch him on the way down. She either had a dark sense of humor or very literal personality.



“Gotcha!” came a feminine whisper.



Relief surged through him as he felt her arms wrap around his chest. The sensation of disappearing into the air was wondrous to him this time around, second only to the sensation of coalescing back into his body with his feet safely on the ground.



“I… think I did it,” he muttered.



“Um…” Mist coughed awkwardly. “Not quite.”



Will looked up in time to see the halves of Genesis snapping back together like powerful magnets. There was a flash of red light. Pulses of energy burst forth from the abomination’s core, each striking down elsewhere in the city, landing with enough power to make the ground rumble and send long cracks through the concrete.



He’d done what he could, but it hadn’t worked, not in the way he’d wanted it to. He wondered if perhaps he’d just made the situation worse by picking the fight, but it was a fleeting thought as the destruction around them intensified. Mist grabbed him and teleported him back into her car, where Charlie was whimpering and covering his head in the front seat.



He clutched Mist, worried for himself, but worried even more for Avery, Jess, and Rue. Buildings were crumbling on either side of him, with a chorus of car alarms audible on the edge of hearing. Dust rose in thick enough plumes to make the hour seem like twilight as opposed to midafternoon. Chunks of debris pinged off Mist’s SUV like giant pieces of hail.



Genesis let off one last pulse of red energy that struck the city somewhere unseen, and then abruptly disappeared. Will blinked as he stared up at where the abomination had previously been floating, his eyes fighting off an afterimage left from the intensity of the monster’s glow.



“I want to go now,” said Charlie.



“Same,” said Mist. “Fuck. That thing killed a lot of people.”



“Yeah,” muttered Will. He didn’t need to see the bodies to know that the death toll was going to be in the hundreds, if not thousands. Pushing open the SUV’s door, he started walking through the ruined city, dazed to the point of wondering if it all might just be a dream.



A firetruck attempted to navigate the intersection ahead of him, making a try at going around the wreckage of the building before finally pushing through the debris at its thinnest point.



A man ran by shouting for
 Laura
 , face and hands so thickly coated with dust that he looked like a living statue. Someone was crying… someone else was screaming… impossible to tell from what direction as the noise picked up. It was as though the city had been numb from the trauma and was only now feeling the brunt of the damage and pain.



“Shouldn’t we at least be safe now?” asked Mist. “It ran away, didn’t it?”



“It left,” he said. “I’m not sure I’d describe it’s departure as running away. I didn’t kill it. I know that much.”



He winced as he touched a few of his lingering injuries, taking the time to mend the cuts on his neck and leg. His mind felt sluggish, and it was hard to come up with an objective that made sense beyond just standing around and waiting for something to happen.



“I have to find my family,” he said.



“You might want to change out of your costume first,” said Mist.



He nodded. His clothes were still in the back of her SUV. He quickly put them on and shouldered his backpack.



“What are you going to do?” he asked Mist.



She shrugged. “Try to find a way to get my car out of here, I guess. I can drop off Charlie with Erik on the way, assuming he’s alright.”



“After that?”



She shook her head. “I have no idea. I don’t even know if the hotel I’m staying at exists anymore, or if it would be safe for me there. Well, at least I don’t have to worry as much about being recaptured now.”



Will let out a tired chuckle. “Yeah. The heroes are going to have their plates full with the cleanup. The prison break is going to fall to a distant second or third on their list of priorities.”



“Text me when you get a chance.” She kissed him on the cheek and paused as she started to climb into the driver’s seat of her car. “I’m glad you convinced me to help you with this. I think as bad as this was, it would have been worse if you hadn’t done the whole hero thing.”



“I hope so.” He leaned against the car’s window, looking past her. “How you feeling, Charlie?”



“I’m hungry,” he said. “I have to go to the bathroom.”



“Cool. Thanks for the help, big guy. And you too, Mist. Honestly… thank you.”



“If you want to thank me, take me on a nicer date next time,” she said, smiling. “Somewhere I’m not breathing dust and dodging collapsing buildings.”



“Count on it.” He stepped back and patted her car on the roof, watching as she began what would no doubt be an arduous drive out of the ruined section of the city surrounding them.



The faint sound of someone screaming for help was the predominant noise in the distance. It took Will a minute to orient himself on the route which would lead back to Isabelle’s. The city had taken enough damage to leave him second guessing familiar landmarks.



Strange. He’d taken down Hive, chased off the abomination, and yet… it still didn’t feel like a victory.



Closer to a draw, maybe.










CHAPTER 46




 



FIVE YEARS EARLIER



 



In a stunning reversal of roles, Lockpick found himself stoutly locked in the trunk of a vehicle of some sort. He’d been unconscious when they’d put him in, but there was no mistaking the shape of his current prison.



His first few moments of wakefulness had been comfortable, before he’d realized where he was. He almost wished he could undo that knowledge, convince himself that he was just asleep in an uncomfortable bed, return to his otherwise pleasant dream of being on vacation with Relic and Kestrel and Cammie.



He parlayed with his general sense of claustrophobia, reminding himself over and over again that prisoners were generally not left in the trunks of cars indefinitely. Near-term storage — he and Halberd had let Liz out every hour or so even when it hadn’t been necessary.



Remembering that was enough to convince him there was such a thing as cosmic justice. The thought soothed him, as ridiculous as it was. It made sense to frame it as an earned punishment, one he’d had coming for past crimes.



They’d handcuffed his wrists and taken his penknife. He slowly shifted from side to side, trying to feel for anything useful which may have been left in the trunk with him while knowing there wouldn’t be.



The car hit a bump, and it reverberated through every inch of his body. He tried to keep from focusing on how stale the air was becoming within the trunk, how long it might be before he was given an opportunity to stand up, stretch his legs.



His fears were quickly put to rest. Lockpick felt the car roll to a slow stop. A few random noises, ticks and pops, sounded in the silence that followed the engine cutting out, along with a back and forth between muffled voices.



He waited, not knowing what to expect and not having any other options. The trunk swung open, and he could see a few streetlights overhead, bright and surreal, like the lights of UFOs.



“Get up,” growled a gruff voice. “On your feet.”



Lockpick obeyed more from a desire to be out of the trunk than any urge to be a well-mannered captive. He blinked, eyes adjusting to the darkness. It was the middle of the night, which felt strange to him. He’d been in the trunk for long enough to feel disassociated from the passage of time.



“See, princess?” said the shaggy-haired man. “He’s fine. Personally, I thought he’d be about ready to piss his pants, but I guess the kid’s made of tough stuff.”



Lockpick knew who they were now. He’d overheard a bit of their conversation when they’d stopped at a gas station and had plenty of time to connect the various names he’d heard to heroes he was familiar with.



The short, bald guy was Deep End, a hero with water conjuration power. The shaggy-haired, somewhat disheveled bearded one was Midnight, an agility brawler. Livewire was the other woman, capable of turning any electrical object into a lightning bomb.



“What do you want?” he muttered.



Deep End chuckled and wagged a finger in his face. “You ask that like it isn’t obvious. We’re heroes. You’re a villain. We make you go bye-bye.”



“Can you talk to him like an actual person, Deep?” asked Livewire. “Look, kid. We know you’re in over your head. They’ll probably only give you a slap on the wrist. It’s Halberd with the contracts out for him. If you behave, don’t try anything stupid, we might be able to throw you a bone in front of the judge.”



“An actual person,” muttered Deep End. He wiped a hand across his mouth and looked away from the others for a long moment. “See, that’s why you always fuck these captures up.”



Lockpick felt the blow in the same moment he saw it coming. Deep End struck him hard across the temple with an open palm, putting enough force to the blow to send him staggering to one knee. His hands were still cuffed, and he felt his leg scrape painfully as it struck the concrete with nothing to break the impact.



“Stop!” shouted Liz. “Please! He’ll listen, he’ll do whatever we ask.”



“Easy, princess.” Midnight pulled Liz back as she tried to help Lockpick stand back up. “Best you just let this play out for now.”



“Get to the point if you have something to ask him, Deep,” said Livewire. “At least make it quick.”



Deep End seized Lockpick by the front of his shirt and hauled him back to standing. He held the hero’s gaze, feeling no real sense of intimidation. Nothing compared to what he’d felt staring down Shade. An unhinged hero was still a far cry from the villains he’d faced down.



“What’s he going to do when he gets here?” asked Deep End. “I know he’s not going to play this straight. How is he going to fuck us?”



“Up the ass, probably,” muttered Lockpick.



Deep End slammed forward, knocking his elbow into Lockpick’s chin. His teeth snapped together with a hard click, and he tasted blood on his lip. Deep End seized him by the neck, and the next thing Lockpick was aware of was water surging into his mouth, up his nose, keeping him from breathing on all fronts.



He struggled, unable to suppress his body’s natural response to thrash and find a way to suck down fresh air. Liz was screaming, but the sound was faint and far away. Deep End was whispering something, mocking him, probably, or promising relief in exchange for cooperation.



Lockpick coughed as the water assault finally relented. He’d fallen to the ground at some point, which explained why Deep End was painfully hauling him back up by one shoulder. He could feel the handcuffs digging in at the edge, along with his elbow twisting at an unintended angle.



“He’s going to be here soon,” snarled Deep End. “Trust me. You’re going to want the next few minutes to play out smoothly. For your sake, for your dad’s sake. Might not end so pretty.”



He didn’t say anything. As much as Deep End’s water torture trick was effective, and it
 was
 effective, seeing him slowly start to get angry was a hell of a motivation to hold out. He wasn’t sure he could speak to how Halberd would react to this situation, regardless. Lockpick knew him better than anyone else in the world and wouldn’t claim for a second to be able to predict his behavior.



“That’s him,” said Livewire. “He’s on foot, and it looks like he’s unarmed.”



“Good,” said Deep End.



“Keep cool now, boss,” said Midnight. “Remember — he used to be a hero. We can talk this out.”



“Yeah, we’ll see about that,” said Deep End.



Lockpick couldn’t look Halberd in the eye as the tall, broad-shouldered super strode into the illumination of the parking lot’s streetlights. They were in the middle of nowhere, outside of a closed store that appeared to sell power saws, judging from the labeling on the window.



Part of him had been hoping Halberd would have the sense to just… leave him, strange as that was to admit. It was an impulse born as much out of spitting on a bunch of arrogant heroes as it was one created from his own shame and guilt over how he’d ended up captured in the first place.



He’d betrayed Halberd. He had no right to be rescued, if a rescue was even in the cards. The thought that he might be about to watch his father die at the hands of a bunch of supers Lockpick had basically surrendered to made him want to throw up.



“You alright, LP?” called Halberd.



“Alright enough,” he said.



“What happened, Hal?” called Midnight. “The things I’ve heard about what you’ve been up to… Well, I won’t say I don’t believe it. I will say I don’t understand it.”



“I didn’t come here to justify my choices, Night,” said Halberd. “We talked on the phone. Are you going to honor the deal or not?”



Midnight looked toward Deep End, along with all the other members of Lost Generation. The bald super ran a hand across his chin, making a show of thinking the question over.



“We still have a deal.” Deep End reached into his pocket and pulled out a pair of handcuffs. “Turn around, put these on, and we’ll let your boy go.”



“Don’t!” shouted Lockpick. “They’ll never do it.”



“Let him go first,” said Halberd. “He’s just a kid. He’s not going to do anything to hurt you with his power.”



“You can’t expect us to make that sort of compromise to a villain,” said Deep End. “That’s what you are now, Halberd. Make the right decision, and maybe you won’t have to watch him end up as one, too.”



Lockpick strained against the handcuffs. He still couldn’t look at Halberd’s face, or Liz’s, for that matter. He felt a deep sense of fury unlike anything he could remember. It wasn’t all directed at the heroes, either. He was pissed with himself, annoyed with a bunch of decisions he’d made that had seemed so perfectly logical in the moment.



“I wasn’t born yesterday,” said Halberd. “I know a double-cross when I see one.”



“Put on the handcuffs, Hal,” said Midnight.



Halberd let out a long sigh. He reached into his coat, the movement drawing a flinch from all of the heroes present. Pulling his hand out slowly, he unscrewed his flask and took a deep sip.



“How close are you on those cuffs, LP?” asked Halberd.



Lockpick hadn’t even started on getting them off, but that wasn’t the point of the question. Deep End immediately shifted his attention toward Lockpick’s wrists. Halberd was attacking in the same motion, conjuring his axe from minerals in the concrete and slashing at the water-powered super like a dark age warlord.



Livewire leapt toward the car, setting a hand down and no doubt preparing an overload attack using her power. Lockpick threw himself sideways, knocking the small woman down with his shoulder. Liz was screaming, but she didn’t join Deep End and Midnight as they engaged with Halberd.



It was a fight between supers. It was no fight at all. Two against one, both with powers that Halberd would have struggled against individually. Midnight was too fast and flexible for him to land a hit against with his axe, and Deep End was maintaining his distance, slamming him with blasts of water as intense as the stream of a firehose.



Lockpick managed to get back to his feet and tried to fling himself into Livewire a second time. She dodged, but he pivoted, managing to entangle himself with one of her legs as she fell. She shouted to Liz, who now had her back turned to the entire affair. Lockpick hurried to straddle Livewire, pressing down on her with his weight, knowing it would do little to change the outcome.



Midnight slammed a kick into one of Halberd’s knees, which let out a discouraging pop. He staggered back, favoring the other leg, and twirled his axe.



“It’s over, Halberd,” said Deep End. “Looks like we’ll be taking you both to—”



Axes of the length that Halberd preferred to conjure are, by most sane people’s standards, far too large and unwieldy to throw. That didn’t stop him, though from the look on Halberd’s face, he was as surprised as anyone that his attack struck true.



The head of the weapon sank into Deep End’s skull almost perfectly in between the eyes, and the hero’s mouth kept moving wordlessly for a couple of seconds before he twitched and fell backward, very much dead.



Livewire screamed and pushed Lockpick off her. He didn’t try to keep her ensnared, instead rolling toward Deep End’s body and hurriedly getting a hand into the pocket which he’d seen the tip of his penknife poking out from earlier. Midnight was slowly backing away from Halberd, unnerved by the extent of the violence unleashed across the last few seconds.



“You killed him!” screamed Livewire. “You monster! I’ll—”



Halberd conjured a new axe and struck her across the face with the flat of it in the same motion. Continuing forward, he seized her by the hair, pulling until she was kicking on her tiptoes to keep from being lifted off her feet.



“You’ll what?” asked Halberd. “You’ll die, along with him? You didn’t think any of this through. You had no fucking clue who you were dealing with.”



“Please,” said Liz. “We can still… come to terms.”



“He killed Deep,” muttered Midnight. “We can’t just let him…”



Lockpick stepped in behind Midnight, pressing his newly recovered penknife into the small of the hero’s back. “It’s over. Settle down, and nobody else has to die.”



Midnight tensed, and then tried something stupid. Lockpick didn’t think. His penknife slid in, bisecting the hero’s spine with so little effort that he almost thought the man was pretending as he flopped down to the concrete.



“Fuck!” cried Midnight. “My… My legs! What did you do? What the fuck did you do?”



Halberd spun, raising his axe for a second strike. Liz was the nearest remaining hero, and his eyes locked onto her.



“Not her!” cried Lockpick.



“Oh!” said Halberd. “Right. Sorry. Got a little bit bloodthirsty there for a second.”



“It happens.” Lockpick wiped off his penknife. “Car keys?”



“Already got them,” said Halberd. “Are you going to be chill about this, Little Miss Circuit Breaker, or can we call it a day?”



Livewire stared at Halberd, backing away slowly, and then to seemed to realize that backing away put her nearer to Lockpick, who she seemed equally wary of. She gestured toward Liz, who hurried over, hugging her chest.



“This isn’t over!” cried Livewire. “The Champion Authority is going to come after you! I’ll be there when you’re captured, and I’ll take revenge for my team.”



“Is that so?” Halberd lifted his original axe free from Deep End’s face and started walking toward Livewire. “So what you’re saying is that I should just kill you now?”



“Don’t,” said Lockpick. “Come on.”



Livewire’s eyes went wide. She glanced around, looking for something to use her power on, maybe, and then shook her head. “I… I just mean…”



Halberd let his fingers slowly tense and relax along the handle of his axe. He gave Livewire a cold look and then feinted as though rushing in her direction. She flinched and shielded her head, and Halberd burst out laughing.



“Come on, LP,” he said.



Lockpick looked at Liz. It was hard to read anything from her expression, but he could at least recognize the despair in it. He still felt as if he had so much to say to her, and couldn’t help but think that it wasn’t over between them just yet. It hadn’t even really begun.



He climbed into the car next to Halberd, who fiddled with the lights for a few seconds before pulling out of the parking lot.



“Sorry,” he said, in a quiet voice.



“It’s okay,” said Halberd. “I don’t think there was any avoiding that. She was pretty cute, too. Reminds me of your… ah, never mind.”



“It was stupid to run off with her like that,” he said. “I just thought… I don’t know. I guess I knew it was going to end badly, and I wanted to avoid that.”



“Trust me, I get it,” said Halberd. “So you and she were on your own for a few days. Did you, well…
 you know.
 ”



“I’m not answering that,” said Lockpick, cringing.



“I’m just saying,” said Halberd. “If you go fishing in rough waters, you at least want to get your rod wet. Jiggle the tackle around. Feel a few pulls on your line.”



“I’m turning the radio on,” said Lockpick.



Halberd let out a bellowing laugh, and they drove off into the night, victorious and aimless.










CHAPTER 47




 



The aftermath of Genesis’s attack was worse than what Will had expected… and he’d had some gnarly expectations. He stopped to help people on his way through the city where he could, first freeing a woman from a flipped car, then helping a family out of an apartment on the verge of collapse.



It reminded him of his days in the Crimson Five, but not in a good way. The world hadn’t evolved in the time since he’d been a licensed superhero. It felt like realizing that humanity, or at least, what was left of America, was stuck in the mud, waging a war that had fallen into the background but never de-escalated.



There was a fairly good chance that Lancaster City would be condemned. It was near enough to the Exclusion Zone that the city could simply be evacuated and marked as a no-go zone.



The fence might eventually be extended to include it, or perhaps one of the land baron billionaires would swoop in to buy out everyone’s property at bargain prices and convert it into a factory city. The possibilities were both endless and endlessly unappealing.



Will was dirty, with eyes stinging from smoke, when he finally reached the hilltop district. It had been hit just like the rest of the city, Genesis apparently taking the egalitarian approach and trashing neighborhoods regardless of the wealth of their residents.



Isabelle’s house was partially collapsed and on fire. That alone would have gutted Will to see, had it not been for Isabelle herself standing in front of her car outside, waving to him as he approached.



“I’m glad to see you’re alright,” she called. “Your mother was extremely worried about you.”



“I’m fine,” he said. “I was… running a few errands.”



Isabelle nodded, her expression more tired than judgmental. “I should bring you to them. Will, I don’t know how to tell you this but… they’re at the hospital.”



“What?”



Isabelle gave him the saddest of all smiles. “Avery. She wasn’t
 well
 after Hive’s possession.”



“You mean she… what? Did she get hurt?”



“I don’t have the full details,” she said. “Let’s just get you to your family.”



They climbed into her car. The drive through the city was silent, the tense circumstances within the car blunted by the reality of destruction outside of it. He tried to keep his imagination in check as it began to run wild with all the awful scenarios that might be waiting for him at their destination.



Shieldblaster Memorial Medical Center was, by some miracle, relatively untouched. Cars were all but overflowing from the parking lot of the hospital’s larger mundane section, but the wing intended for treating supers was simply busy, rather than packed.



Will guessed that Hive’s other possession victims were probably also receiving treatment. Isabelle dropped him off while she found a place to park, and he sprinted inside, stopping only long enough to figure out what room Avery was in with the help of the woman behind the front desk.



He found her on the fourth floor, which he’d never been up to before. A security guard stopped him at a checkpoint with heavy double doors, getting his information and radioing his superiors before letting him through. It felt a little too similar to Mastodon for his liking.



Jess and Rue were sitting in chairs, both looking as though they’d been waiting in the same place for at least an hour or two. Jess saw him and stood up, waking Rue who’d been sleeping with her head against the other woman’s shoulder.



“Will!” she said, pulling him into a tight hug. “Oh, I was so worried. I tried to call you, but the cell lines aren’t working.”



“I’m alright,” he said.



“Where were you?” asked Jess.



“With a friend,” he said. “It doesn’t matter. Is Avery alright? What happened to her?”



There was a noise from the door they’d been sitting across from. It was thick metal, with a slot for food at the bottom and a reinforced glass window at the top.



“Avery was possessed by Hive during the fight,” said Jess. “So was I, but it didn’t affect me in the same way. I think… it had something to do with the intensity with which Hive made her use her power.”



Will stepped up to the door. He peered through it, but the light was off inside, and he could only see a vague silhouette deeper within the room.



“Was it like when she was younger?” he asked. His throat felt dry, and it had a lump in it that hurt to talk around.



“I’m surprised you remember that,” said Jess. She took a breath and took one of Will’s hands, squeezing it and closing her eyes. “LP… It was worse.”



She sniffed, and he could see that she was either crying or about to cry, not that the distinction mattered.



“She hasn’t agreed to take the medicine they want to give her yet,” said Rue, from behind them. “They want her on Normexital, for controlling her power, but also… some antipsychotics and tranquilizers and… I don’t know, a bunch of other stuff.”



He gritted his teeth and reached for the door handle. “I want to see her.”



“They’re not letting anyone in,” said Jess, touching his shoulder.



“Let me talk to her,” he said. “I can help her. She’ll hear me.”



“Hi.” A doctor stepped forward, reaching to shake Will’s hand. “I’m Doctor Sandberg. I was Avery’s attending physician during her last episode. I know it might seem like being with her right now is what she needs, but… what are you doing?”



Will had his penknife out and was already bringing it toward the door handle. A firm grip on his wrist stopped him from doing what he’d been about to do as one of the security guards intervened.



“LP,” whispered Jess. “Don’t do this.”



“Let me talk to her!” he shouted. “Avery!”



He banged on the glass, feeling so many different emotions at once. It wasn’t fair. Avery didn’t deserve this, her condition or her treatment. He remembered the fear in her voice when she’d spoken about the old treatment regimen they’d had her on, a battery of chemical warfare designed to keep her mind stable and her power sedate.



“Avery!” He banged on the door again and then hissed in frustration, kicking over a trash can next to it.



Jess and Rue were both tugging on him now. He couldn’t just leave her, not like this, all alone and in an awful state.



There was an answering shout from inside the treatment room, followed by a hailstorm of banging noises against the door. She was definitely still using her power. Everything she’d told him about her addiction shifted into new focus, the way she’d stressed that the point of the pills was to keep herself under control. Had he helped her by trusting that assumption, or just left her primed for a breakdown like this?



“Please, LP,” said Rue, in a shaky voice. “It’s too much after everything else.”



Isabelle had finally caught up with them, but she stood a way down the hallway, not intruding on the moment. Jess threaded her fingers through Will’s and led him to sit back down in one of the chairs.



“She’s… going to have to stay here,” she whispered. “For tonight, at least. Once the doctor settles on a treatment, and once it starts working, she’ll be able to come home.”



He wanted to ask
 what home
 . Where were they even supposed to go? But that was so far from his main concern in the moment that there was no point.



“She was taking Percocet,” he said, closing his eyes. “I knew, and I didn’t say anything. She thought it helped her control her power and stay level. I never questioned it because it seemed as though it really did help her.”



“It’s okay, LP,” whispered Jess. “None of this is your fault. I’ll explain that to the doctor. It might be relevant.”



He nodded, releasing her hand to let her get up. Rue’s immediately replaced it. She was in a bad state herself. The day had raked them all emotionally, and Avery wasn’t the only one who needed to recover.



“I should have done more,” she whispered. “I could have been watching her apartment. I could have warned her, if only…”



“No,” said Will. “It’s not your fault, either. We tried our best. Now we have to keep trying our best. Right?”



Rue sniffled and nodded. “Right.”



“Visiting hours are about to end for the evening,” said Jess as she came back over. “The hospital is understaffed, so they don’t extend as late as they normally would.”



“Does this even qualify as a visit?” Will stood and peered through the glass of the door to Avery’s room, cell, whatever it was.



He set his hand on the window, part of him hoping she’d come up to the door and set hers against his. They’d compared the size of their hands once like that, after sex, both of them sweaty and happy and invincible.



He couldn’t see her. She was in the corner of her unlit room, which may as well have been the other side of the world.










CHAPTER 48




 



Will and Rue rode in Jess’s car, while Isabelle followed behind them in hers. He listened and did his best to feign surprise as Jess recounted the events of the afternoon, most of which he’d been there for as Decay.



They returned to Isabelle’s to scavenge the ruined mansion for whatever was still in good shape within. Will’s motorcycle was untouched within the garage, though it was hard to get too excited about it with so much else on his mind.



“Looks like you’ll be joining us as a shopper in the search for a new home,” said Jess.



“We’ll see,” said Isabelle, with a sigh. “I’ll have to get back to my team, first. I might end up living as a nomad for a while.”



Once they’d gathered everything they could, they set out again, their destination set by the dwindling evening sun. They needed somewhere to stay for the night, which was a larger ask than it once had been.



None of the hotels and motels within the city that were left untouched by the destruction had any rooms available. Will followed Jess and Isabelle’s cars as they headed further out, driving for a solid hour north, and then another half hour after discovering a similar situation in the first town they’d stopped at.



Finally, nestled within the tiny valley town of Granston, they found a motel with a vacancy for a medium-sized room with two beds. Will was mildly outraged by what the opportunistic owner charged them, but it was somewhere to sleep, and that was all they needed.



“I paid ahead for the week,” said Jess. “If we’re lucky, we won’t even have to stay that long.”



“Let’s hope we are,” said Will as he surveyed their new home for the time being.



The room was tiny and well-worn, clean, but with a carpet with numerous stains on it. There was a TV that looked like it was a couple decades out of date, a massive CRT with a thick knob to change the channels. He sat down on one of the beds and listened to the springs squeal as it absorbed his weight.



“We’ll have to figure out the bed situation,” muttered Rue. “Four people and two mattresses doesn’t sound like a lot of fun.”



“Three people,” said Isabelle, with a tired smile. “I’m going to head out. I can tell from my lingering adrenaline level that I won’t be getting much sleep tonight, and I really should be getting back to my team.”



“Are you sure?” said Jess. “We can figure something out here if you want to rest for a while.”



“I’m sure.” Isabelle ran a hand through her silver hair, her expression turning serious. “Can I… talk with you for a minute before I go, Jess?”



“Of course.”



“The two of us alone, I mean.”



Jess furrowed her brow and looked at Will and Rue before nodding. Will watched as she and Isabelle stepped outside the motel room into the parking lot. He shared a knowing glance with Rue before hurrying to the window to at least watch if not eavesdrop.



“Do you think she’s going to tell her?” whispered Rue.



“Probably,” he muttered. “On top of everything else that’s gone wrong today, Jess now has to hear about how her best friend and her husband betrayed her.”



“We need to be there for her,” whispered Rue. “God. I’m just… so sick of the world.”



Will put an arm around her, feeling her soft body, wishing he could do more, for her, for Jess and Avery. For everyone. He was only one man, and sometimes that didn’t seem like enough.



They couldn’t hear what was being said, but they didn’t really need to. Jess blinked in surprise and shook her head. Isabelle dropped her gaze, expression thick with guilt, making small motions with her hands as she explained, justified, and apologized.



Their conversation seemed to just… end, with no real closure. Jess folded her arms and turned away from both Isabelle and the watchers at the window. Isabelle waited for a minute before climbing into her car, waiting some more, and then finally drove off.



Jess’s shoulders shook a bit, and she wiped her eyes before finally composing herself and coming back inside. She forced a smile for them that nobody in the room was fooled by, but nobody would ever dare question.



“Aunt Izzie had to… get on the road,” said Jess. “Always so busy, you know?”



“Yeah,” said Rue. “We know.”



“Jess, I found a pizza place that delivers nearby,” said Will. “I’ll order. You don’t have to worry about dinner.”



“Oh,” said Jess, touching her forehead. “I hadn’t even stopped to think about dinner. I was just so… Do you mind if I take a quick shower?”



“Of course not,” said Will. “We’ll be fine out here.”



She tried to flash a convincing smile again before slipping through the door of the bathroom. Will heard Rue sniffle and pulled her into another hug.



“You want me to see if they have any vegetarian pizza options?” he asked.



“I don’t care about the fucking pizza,” she muttered.



“We’re going to be okay,” he said. “We’ll get through this.”



Rue nodded and rested her head on his shoulder. “Promise me something?”



“Anything.”



“Don’t ever leave again,” she whispered. “Promise me for real, and don’t break it like you did last time.”



“I’m not going anywhere. I promise.”



He ordered the pizza. Jess was still in the bathroom when it arrived, and the delivery wasn’t quick. Rue shot him a worried glance as he set the pizza down on the motel’s table.



“You should go check on her,” she said.



“She’s in the shower.”



“You don’t have to go in. Trust me, I think she’d prefer for it to be you.”



She gave him a serious look that left Will wondering how much she knew about his recent relationship with Jess. He trusted her enough to believe in her assessment, so he walked up to the bathroom door with soft steps and gently knocked.



“Jess?” he called. “Are you alright?”



She didn’t answer for long enough for him to start to worry. Will glanced at Rue, and she shrugged and motioned for him to go in. He eased the door open, averting his eyes as much as he could, heart starting to pound as some of the darker outcomes loomed in the distance.



“Oh!” said Jess. She was naked, wet, and ineffectively clutching a towel against her to cover her breasts. “Sorry. The shower was loud, and I just turned it off. I heard something, but I didn’t realize you were knocking.”



“I should have knocked louder,” said Will, unable to tear his eyes away from her. Drops of shower water beaded on the plump flesh of her upper left breast, a constellation of droplets against a background of Jess,
 Relic’s
 nude flesh.



“Well, it’s not… that big of a deal.” Jess tried again to shift the towel into place while simultaneously turning to grab her clothing. The result was a side profile out of a boudoir shoot, a passing flash of a gorgeous, mid-thirties blonde with godly assets who also just happened to be his mother.



“The pizza is here in case you were hungry,” he said.



“Starving.” She gave him a smile, and all at once, it felt as though she was the one watching him, seeing him exposed. “I’ll be right out.”



She started running the towel over her body even before Will had left the bathroom completely, flashing him a nipple for a brief instant, and then a perfect view of the neatly trimmed triangle of hair adorning her crotch.



Jess eventually joined him and Rue in the motel’s main living area. She wore one of Isabelle’s nightgowns, a plain black slip with thin shoulder straps. Her hair was still wet from the shower, legs and feet pale and bare. She looked young, though that wasn’t really the right word for it. It was more a sense of rawness, like all the years had been stripped away.



They called the hospital, and Jess put her phone on speaker so everyone could hear the doctor updating them on Avery’s condition. She was asleep, which was good in her condition, but still hadn’t said anything, which implied that she was still working through her episode.



“She’ll be alright,” said Will. “Avery’s tough. She… knows how much we all love her.”



He winced from the effort of trying to find words that matched what he was feeling without revealing too much.



“I’m so relieved that we at least managed to get her help with everything else that’s going on,” said Rue. “The Champion Authority is going to have a hell of a time figuring out what to do about the prison break after this.”



“Screw the Champion Authority,” said Jess. “They can do whatever they decide to do. My only priority right now is looking after the three of you.”



“Rue and I are fairly self-sufficient,” said Will. “But I can get behind that sentiment. We’ve been through a lot. I think we all just need to take some time for ourselves. To breathe and recover.”



He sighed, wondering what he could have done differently with Avery for the hundredth time.



“Isabelle… told me something,” said Jess. “Just now, before she left. She said that…” She paused, running her thumb across her lips, shoulders tight with tension. “She said that Halberd and her were
 closer
 than they should have been during our marriage.”



Neither Will nor Rue said anything. Will wanted to comfort her, had planned on comforting her, but up until that moment, he hadn’t realized just how hard it was to even know what to say.



“Closer as in the two of them were… having sex.” Jess folded her arms and flashed the saddest smile Will had ever seen. “I’m still processing it.”



“Oh, Mom!” Rue bounced closer to Jess on the bed and pulled her into a hug. “I’m so sorry! That bastard! And Isabelle! What a fucking whore!”



“Language, young lady,” said Jess. “She’s still my friend, and your aunt. We’ll work through this. It might take time, but I’m not going to throw our relationship away just because of a single… betrayal.”



“Jess,” said Will. “I’m so sorry.”



He sat down next to her and Rue and started to pull them both into a hug. He had a sudden thought, remembering a night in Isabelle’s mansion, and a certain request she’d made of him.



“Hold on,” he said. “I’ll be right back.”



He hurried outside to his motorcycle and pulled something out of his saddlebag. He made a show of hiding it behind his back as he came inside again, taking Jess’s hand as he sat down and pulling it into his lap.



“Here.” He pressed his gift into her palm. “For you.”



“Oh, LP,” said Jess, smiling, despite herself. “I don’t need a present just because my husband cheated on me.”



“You get one anyway,” he said. “It’s from me. I made it myself.”



She opened her hand, and her eyes went wide. It was an amethyst 5, the same style 5 they’d once all worn on their costumes, carved from the amethyst axe that Halberd had once gifted his illicit lover. He’d thrown most of it away that night he’d been cutting it up, but it had felt like a shame to waste so much gemstone.



“This is so beautiful,” muttered Jess.



“There’s a hole at the top for a cord or a chain in case you wanted to wear it as a pendant,” he suggested.



“I kind of want one,” said Rue.



“Now is
 so
 not about you,” said Will.



Rue laughed and elbowed him in the ribs. “Whatever. I actually have a list of gifts I’d prefer from you, anyway, so be sure to check it before whittling some jewelry.”



“I’m going to put it on right now,” said Jess, grinning. “Thank you, Will. This was exactly what I needed.”










CHAPTER 49




 



They watched TV for a while once they’d finished eating, decompressing after a truly hellish day. Jess shared the second bed with Rue, but she came over to sit next to Will on his as the hour grew late.



“It wasn’t a complete surprise,” she said quietly.



“I… saw a few signs,” he replied. As much as he would have loved to be completely honest and admit that he’d known, that he’d discovered it almost five years earlier while still causing chaos with Halberd, he felt like she deserved a break.



“It’s strange what that sort of suspicion does to your mind,” muttered Jess. “I thought I was paranoid, and insecure… jealous. Crazy, even. When you are that close with someone, the very idea that they could be keeping such a massive secret is just so hard to accept.”



“Yeah,” he said. “I can imagine.”



“What’s actually crazy is that part of me wishes she’d just kept her mouth shut,” said Jess. “What does it even change now to know that Isabelle and Hal were going behind my back? Why did I need to know that so long after the fact?”



Will shrugged, feeling guilty for how he’d pushed Isabelle in the direction of honesty. Jess’s words held a double meaning for him, and he wondered again if he was doing the right thing by hiding his secret identity from her. Maybe he was. Maybe it was just like this… or maybe not.



“It is closure, of a sort, I suppose,” said Jess. “It really is just us now. Me and you, and Rue, and Avery. I’m not going to waste any more time looking back and wondering what might have been.”



“I think that’s a good attitude to have,” he said.



Neither of them said anything else. Rue’s faint snoring could be heard from the other bed. Jess didn’t leave to join her, instead staying where she was, both of them watching the TV as it played the rerun of some cartoon on low volume.



He fell asleep, or very near to asleep. He didn’t open his eyes when he woke up, instead focusing on the sensation of Jess’s hand, which had started rubbing his shoulder. He thought of the glimpse he’d gotten of her in the dingy motel bathroom, eroticism dripping from her body underneath the towel like heavy sweat.



“Will,” she whispered. “Are you still awake?”



He started to groan out an answer, and her hand immediately stopped. He felt as though he understood her mood. After everything she’d been through today, she wanted to be close to him, but not
 close
 in that confusing way that so often felt like flying too close to the sun.



She’d already confronted one hard truth that evening. For him to wake up and start trying to fuck her… might well bring her to the brink of another.



There was that, and then there was Avery. He’d been having a dream about her, seeing various moments where he could have made a different choice, put them both on a path that would have kept her healthy. It didn’t matter whether he and Avery’s sexual relationship had contributed to her episode. It was the kind of dirty secret that bled into every outcome, too infused with questions and illicit regret to not be a factor.



Jess let out a soft sigh and began rubbing one of his pecs. He felt something cold brush against his shoulder as she drew closer, cuddling against his side. It took him a moment to realize that it was the amethyst 5 he’d given her, still hanging around her neck as a pendant.



One of her fingers started tracing his abs, and he felt his cock stirring to life. He’d taken his jeans off and only had his boxers on. It felt like the right move in retrospect. He wanted to sit up and start kissing Jess, start touching her back, but even as he fell out of his regular breathing pattern, he felt her hesitate.



She was only game if he was asleep. It was kind of selfish, kind of molesty, but exactly the type of thing Jess would do. She didn’t have to confront anything new about herself if she didn’t look him directly in the eyes, see the way he looked at her, and have to examine her own emotions alongside fending off his unrestrained lust.



Avery came to mind again, and he felt so conflicted to be in a comfortable bed, with Jess so close. He and Avery had been, by his reckoning, maybe a week or two of doing… whatever it was they’d been doing from having a serious talk. Would they have tried to be exclusive with one another? Maybe. Probably.



Jess started toying with the waistband of his boxers, treating it like more of an obstacle than it really was with the way her fingers traced and teased along its upper boundary. He tried to keep his breathing even, weathering a storm of emotions underneath.



He wanted to be honest, to admit that he’d been getting serious with Avery, but how would that conversation even go? Moreover, how would it not be a massively cruel thing to do to both women involved?



The last thing Jess needed to hear, at that moment, was how two of her beloved children had started rolling around in the sheets. The last thing Avery needed was to have her deepest, dirtiest secret laid bare in front of her mother.



Jess slid her fingers into and beyond Will’s waistband, and he had to stifle a groan. She was just massaging him. Just being thorough. Just… letting a finger tease through his pubic hair, trace a tiny half circle around the base of his rapidly hardening cock.



His breath caught as she slid her thumb along the side, almost gripping it. Jess immediately pulled her hand back, the motion speaking to her guilt as she began rubbing his pecs again.



“So strong,” she whispered. “On the inside and out.”



She kissed his cheek, nuzzling her body into his. He loved her so much. What had he gone and done for them to end up here? It
 really
 wasn’t right for his predominant impulse to having her this close to be rolling her onto her back and spreading her thighs open for easy access.



Jess’s hand started sliding downward again, and she planted another loving kiss on his cheek. It was about control for her, he realized. She had control over how she touched him, how she loved him, while he was asleep like this. It was different from the control she’d lost over her memories of her relationship with Halberd, but still emotionally relevant.



She let out this wonderful sigh as her hand reached his boxers again. She cupped his erection through his boxers, appreciating it with affectionate fingers that made him immensely proud of his size.



There was a tiny wet spot from how worked up she’d gotten him. Jess rubbed her thumb over it, treating it like the stains he used to end up with on his shirts that she’d always tisk her tongue over. She worked the fly of his boxers open and slowly worked his cock out, clearly still afraid of waking him up.



“I’m so glad to have you back,” she whispered, kissing him just underneath his ear.



Keeping his body still was an unreal challenge as Jess began stroking him with slow, loving movements. Perversely, it made the pleasure that much more intense and erotic. He was going to make a mess in the sheets in short order, and they didn’t exactly have spare bedding materials to swap in at a motel.



It wasn’t her hand that had him going, but
 her
 . She kissed his shoulder and rested her chin on it, and he knew that she was watching him, probably thinking thoughts more in line with her role as a mother than as a lover. It stirred such a strange conflict to realize that, to appreciate that basic fact of their relationship would never change and always be hanging over them.



“What am I doing…?” she whispered. “We both need our sleep.”



He felt a flash of disappointment as her hand pulled back from his tool, followed by a rush of excitement as he felt Jess slipping not out of his bed, but below the sheets. He risked opening his eyes in time to see the shape of her head shifting over his crotch.



She gave his shaft a long lick, and then engulfed the tip within the hot confines of her mouth. The noise the sheet made as she began bobbing her head up and down sounded blatantly erotic. The sensation… was several tiers beyond that.



He couldn’t stop himself from groaning from the pleasure. Jess started sucking faster, one hand stroking his thigh with such love and affection that it almost didn’t match with the lewdness of what her mouth was doing. He loved her so much, and it all fed into the moment, making it impossible for him to hold out for even just a minute, even just thirty seconds.



Will managed to elongate his pleasured moan into more of a sigh as he blew his load. Jess kept sucking, letting out a satisfied sigh as she licked him clean, swallowing every drop. He shut his eyes as she slid back to cuddle next to him and kissed him on the cheek.



“Will?” she whispered.



He made a convincingly sleepy noise and said the first thing that popped into his head. “Mom?”



“I love when you call me that,” she whispered. “Were you dreaming just now?”



“Mmhmm,” he muttered.



“Good dream or bad dream?”



“The best dream,” he whispered. “I love you.”



“I love you, too.”



She kissed him again, this time a soft peck on the lips, and slipped out of his bed to share the other one with Rue. Will shifted his head against his pillow, feeling as though he was floating on a cloud. Tomorrow was another day, and they’d face it together.



 



THE END
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PART ONE: SIGHTS AND SOUNDS





CHAPTER 1

   
 In Will’s experience, there was always a certain ambient texture, a certain level of lingering smell and humidity, that explained the price of a particularly cheap motel. He was spread out on one of the two twin beds, doing his best to ignore the thick cloud of steam and vaporized shampoo wafting out underneath the generous crack along the bathroom door. 
 Rue took above-average-length showers, which wasn’t a problem in itself. He didn’t care that she was naked behind that door, busy soaping the luscious dark curves of her body and running her hands through the thick curls of her hair. Whatever was taking her so long, be it getting clean or something else, was none of his business. 
 It was pouring outside, which only made it worse. The humidity from the shower had no outlet, and neither did he. He turned the TV up, trying to immerse himself in a decades-old cartoon show he hadn’t cared for even when he’d been in the target age demographic. 
 The faint hiss of the shower cut off, and a minute later, Rue emerged in a cloud of steam. Will kept his eyes locked firmly on the screen. He noted that she was wearing two towels, one for her hair and one for her body, and yet somehow, that still didn’t seem like enough. 
 “Close the door,” he said. “I’m not in the mood to breathe steam.” 
 “I’m going to, jeez,” said Rue. “I just needed to grab a pair of clean panties.” 
 He saw her bending over to rifle through her bag out of the corner of his eye. The towel pulled open along the slit, straining the carrying capacity of the fold that held her plump breasts in check. 
 “Just… hurry up,” he said, very nearly gritting his teeth. “You shouldn’t be parading through here with nothing on.” 
 Rue let out a mocking chuckle. “Nice Mom impression. I’m very clearly wearing a towel, and besides, it’s not like you haven’t seen me in less.” 
 There was a wistful edge to her tone that Will both loved and hated. The past few days had been torture, all of his emotions and urges twisted together around the inescapable fact that Avery was still in the hospital, fighting a battle against her own mind. 
 He got up from the bed, turning his gaze safely sideways as he walked by Rue and into the bathroom to wash his face with cold water. A puddle of shower runoff next to the shower mat immediately soaked into his socks. He swore under his breath and spun around. 
 “How many times have I told you to dry off before getting out?” he snapped. 
 “Whoa, relax,” said Rue. “It’s not that big of a deal.” 
 “I don’t have another pair of clean socks to change into.” He yanked them off his feet, balled each one up, and tossed them at her for added emphasis.  
 She dodged the first one, holding her towel with one arm as it toyed with the idea of slipping loose. The second brushed her cheek as it went by. 
 “Gross! You jerk!” Rue yanked the second, smaller towel free from her damp hair and whipped it through the air at him.  
 He caught it in his hand as it hit his wrist and yanked, but she didn’t let go. The motion drew her to him, and they both went down to the floor in a heap of towels and limbs. Rue swore and immediately started wriggling, which stirred an orphaned impulse within him to pin her down, hold her still. Her body was still hot to the touch from the shower, droplets of water glistening against the nape of her neck. 
 A wicked smile played across Rue’s lips, and she jutted her chin up at him, shifting her hips upward against him in an interesting way. He wanted to wipe that smile off her face, and he had a few ideas about how to do it, but then he thought of Avery, and everything just felt… wrong. 
 “Get dressed,” he muttered, pulling himself back up. “Jess is going to be home soon.” 
 “I was about to get dressed.” She scowled at him and fixed her towel as she stood up. “Why do you have to be so grumpy? We’re all struggling through this together, Will.” 
 “I know that!” he shouted. “I just… I miss Avery.” 
 The anger on Rue’s face faded into something more forgiving, more understanding. She walked over, and they both sat down on the bed. He didn’t love her looking at him as though he were a wounded puppy, but it was better than arguing. 
 “Hey.” She set a hand on his leg. “She’s going to be okay.” 
 He wanted to believe her, and a part of him did. Neither of them said anything for a moment that stretched on for long enough for his unease to fade and his eyes to settle back on the towel and its valiant battle to restrain her impressive cleavage. 
 Will leaned in close and kissed her, not really knowing what he wanted from her or why. Rue ran her hands through his hair and made a soft, satisfied noise. They fell sideways onto the bed, sliding in closer, bodies snapping together like horny little magnets. 
 He pulled the towel loose from her, and the sight that greeted him drove him absolutely wild. Rue’s naked body was unreal, plump breasts nearly too much to handle, with a butt that begged to be handled and pounded from every angle. 
 She wasn’t quite in the same impulsive, volatile mood that he was. She grabbed the towel, attempting to stretch it back into place to cover her nudity. Will kissed her again and felt her hesitating in the way she kissed back. 
 “Not funny,” she whispered. “You said it yourself. Mom’s going to be back soon.” 
 He let his fingers slide along Rue’s thigh, feeling her reaction in the way her body tensed and opened toward him. “We have time.” 
 “Slow down,” she said, setting her hand atop his before it could slip any further. “You’re all over the place right now, LP.” 
 He kissed her again and let his rapidly stiffening erection poke against her thigh. He was all over the place, and he knew it. He wanted to be all over her, to go buck wild and think of nothing else but the way various parts of her would jiggle once they were both in motion. 
 “Seriously, enough!” said Rue, setting a hand to his chest. “What are you even doing?” 
 “Does it matter?” He resumed kissing her neck. She seemed caught between stopping him and participating, but in her voice she maintained her resolve. 
 “How about you express yourself with your words, instead of groping?” she suggested. “Fooling around with me isn’t going to make you feel better about Avery.” 
 “I know that.” He sighed through his teeth and sat up, pulling away from her. Rue moved to sit beside him, not really helping the situation by staying so close and so naked. 
 “I get it,” she whispered. “It’s obvious why you’re upset, even if you don’t want to talk about it with me.” 
 He felt like doubling down on his secrecy, mainly because he wasn’t even sure how he felt about anything anymore. It was a pointless urge, and he saw no reason to lash out at her further. 
 “Well, good then,” he said. “Next time make sure you wipe the floor down with a towel if you get it wet.” 
 “I will,” said Rue, smirking. “Want to borrow a pair of my socks?” 
 “My feet are huge compared to yours,” he said. “They’ll never fit me.” 
 “I don’t mind if you stretch them out a bit. They’ll tighten back up after a wash or two.” 
 She put her towel back on and pulled a ball of socks out from her bag. A devious smile flickered onto her face as she brought her arm back to fling them into his face, mimicking the way he’d lobbed his own socks at her earlier. He caught them at the last second and flipped her off. 
 “Thanks,” he said dryly. 
 “You’re welcome.” 






CHAPTER 2

   
 Rue returned to the bathroom to change, and Will stretched out on the bed again and did his best to ignore how worked up she’d gotten him. It was a fairly common occurrence, one that often left him aching for a release given that he shared the tiny motel room with both Rue and Jess. 
 He hadn’t come since the first night, when Jess had touched him while he’d been sleeping. It was partly due to how scarce the opportunities were, given how rarely he was alone with either Jess or Rue or even by himself. It was also partly due to the constant ache in his heart, the hole that Avery had once filled, the despair he felt over everything that’d happened. 
 He heard the blow dryer start up from beyond the bathroom door and figured he had at least a minute or two. Pulling one of the sheets of the motel bed up over him, he slid a hand down and started taking the measure of his stiff tool. 
 The door opened within five seconds of him unzipping his pants. Jess came in from the pouring rain, folding up an umbrella that clearly hadn’t done its job from the way water dripped from her scraggly blonde hair. 
 “A bit early for bed, isn’t it, LP?” she said, with a sigh. Her eyes flicked down to the rather obvious tent over his crotch, but she looked too tired to press the point. 
 “I felt like an afternoon nap might do me some good,” he said. He tried to pull his fly up slowly enough to avoid the obvious noise of the zipper with mixed success. 
 “I picked up some chicken wings,” said Jess. “Which was probably a mistake. The delivery pickup window was outside, and there was a line. I know it’s still early for dinner, but I have no urge to go back out into that rain today.” 
 “Early dinner works for me.” He got up and took her bag from her while she took her shoes off. Jess’s jacket was soaked, and the white blouse she wore underneath was wet enough to reveal the outline of her bra. She scowled as she shook a few water droplets out of her hair and headed for the bathroom. 
 “Rue’s in there,” he said. 
 “Of course,” sighed Jess. “Where else would she be?” 
 She knocked on the door.  
 Rue answered in a peevish voice. “What do you want now, Will?” 
 “It’s your mother,” said Jess. “Don’t take all day.” 
 “I wasn’t planning on it.” 
 “And be sure to clean up after yourself,” said Jess. “That includes wiping up the floor so it’s not soaking wet.” 
 “Jesus, I know!” snapped Rue. 
 Jess closed her eyes and massaged her temples as she walked away from the door. Will went over to her, pulling her into a hug from behind that had him pressed against her in all the right ways. 
 “I am completely and utterly exhausted,” she muttered. 
 “What can I do to help?” he asked. “Back massage?” 
 He kissed her on the cheek. Her skin still felt cold from the rain. 
 “No,” she sighed. 
 “Foot massage?” 
 “Maybe.” She leaned back, letting her butt grind against his crotch for a glorious instant before spinning out of his arms. “But only if you promise to limit it to just my feet. No traveling hands tonight, mister.” 
 He smiled at her and headed for the food. “Heard anything from the hospital?” 
 Jess shook her head. “Not today. No news is good news, Will. Try to keep that in mind.” 
 He nodded, though he wasn’t entirely sure he agreed. Jess took the remote and changed the channel, setting the TV on the local news. They were still covering the aftermath of Hive and Genesis’s attack. A ticker across the bottom of the screen proclaimed that the confirmed death toll had just risen past 600. 
 “How are the heroes in the city holding up?” he asked. 
 “Father Darkeye and Miss Mass are doing what they can to help, but the problems the people are facing aren’t really ones they can use their powers to solve. Impact is… still recovering after what happened to Breathless.” 
 “Blaming himself?” 
 “She died in part because he got her pregnant,” said Jess. “I doubt anyone could talk him out of feeling guilty.” 
 Will’s thoughts jumped back to Avery, once more picking at his own choices and decisions. If he’d told Jess about the pills when he’d first found out, or if he’d advised her against returning to her career as a hero… If he’d never begun with the games and the flirting, the sex… 
 “Done!” announced Rue, as she came out into the main room. “Please tell me we aren’t having wings for dinner again?” 
 “It’s one of the few places in this tiny town that offers takeout,” said Jess. “Trust me, I would have preferred to cook, but that’s not an option right now.” 
 Rue sighed and eyed the bag with disdain. They settled down to eat, still watching the somber news report, nobody saying much of anything. Will’s appetite was muted, and he only nibbled out of a desire to be respectful toward Jess and the effort she’d put in wading through the storm to buy the food in the first place. 
 Jess’s phone rang as they were finishing up, and she wiped barbecue sauce off her fingers with a napkin with a quick movement before answering. “Hello? Yes, this is her. Uh-huh… Immediately as in… alright?” 
 She stood up and took the call into the bathroom, lowering her voice. Will and Rue exchanged a glance as she closed the door behind her. 
 “Probably one of the higher-ups at the Champion Authority,” he said. 
 “How would you know?” 
 “When does Jess ever answer her cell phone during dinner?” he asked. “It’s work related, for sure.” 
 Jess reemerged a few minutes later, frowning, arms folded tight across her chest. “That was one of the Board of Directors of the Champion Authority. They want me to report to the Lighthouse, the eastern Champion Authority HQ in Maine.” 
 Will exchanged a told you so glance with Rue, who rolled her eyes. 
 “I would think they would want you to stay close to home after everything that’s happened,” he said. “Lancaster City doesn’t exactly have many heavy hitters right now. Genesis could still be in the area, along with the Power Realists and the other prison escapees.” 
 “Not to mention Decay,” said Jess. “I brought up that same point. He was vague about the details, but it seems as though I’m being brought in for review.” 
 It had been a while since Will had given much thought to the Champion Authority’s review system. Halberd had frequently been brought in for review back in the Crimson Five days, but never Jess, never Relic, given her reputation and good behavior. 
 “That’s ridiculous,” said Rue. “They should be sending more heroes in to help contain the situation. You didn’t do anything wrong.” 
 “I agree, but the decision isn’t mine,” said Jess, with a sigh. “It’s frustrating to have this dumped on my plate right now, but we have to trust the process.” 
 “I guess,” said Will. “Anyway, Rue and I should be able to manage well enough here on our own.” 
 “I’ll make sure LP doesn’t do anything stupid,” said Rue.  
 “Pretty sure you’re the one she’s going to be worried about, Rue.” 
 She stuck her tongue out at him, and he lobbed a pillow at her. 
 Jess cleared her throat. “No, you’re both coming with me. I wouldn’t feel right about leaving you both here in a motel room by yourselves with nothing to do for the next few days.” 
 Will and Rue exchanged a glance at her phrasing, but it was a passing moment of tension as they both came to the same conclusion. 
 “What about Avery?” asked Will. 
 “That’s part of why I want all of us to go,” said Jess. “I think it might be in Avery’s best interest to transfer out of the hospital in Lancaster City. There are doctors and specialists at the Lighthouse who have more experience treating supers.” 
 “Is Avery well enough to travel right now?” asked Rue. 
 “She’ll have to be.” Jess sighed and ran a hand through her hair. “To be honest, that’s not what I’m most worried about.” 
 Her gaze flicked toward Will, and he knew exactly what she was thinking. For him, the infamous former supervillain Lockpick, heading into one of the Champion Authority’s main bases of operation was going to thrust him into a particularly awkward situation. He’d be lucky if it was just awkward, and not outright dangerous. 
 “We’ll all look out for each other.” He reached out and took both Jess and Rue’s hands.  






CHAPTER 3

   
 They set out within the hour. A summons from the Champion Authority’s Board of Directors wasn’t something Jess could ignore for long, and even in the pouring rain, none of them were overly sad to say goodbye to the stuffy motel room. 
 Will had put his motorcycle into storage shortly after the battle with Genesis, partly because of how little riding he’d been doing and partly because it needed some repairs which he couldn’t afford. He rode in the Prius with Jess and Rue as they headed back into Lancaster City proper. 
 It wasn’t an enjoyable ride. The highway’s southbound lanes leading into the city were completely empty, while the northbound ones were packed to a standstill with people choosing to preemptively evacuate. 
 He couldn’t fault them for their caution. The city’s modest skyline was missing a few familiar buildings, and tendrils of smoke curled upward from underground fires yet to be extinguished. He felt strange looking at it, as though he’d somehow convinced himself during the battle itself and the immediate aftermath that the damage wasn’t as bad as it truly was. 
 It was home to him, even if they’d technically lost their house to the fire a few days before the attack. Where would they even go if the city was evacuated? It felt like too big of a question to think about right then, a cloud looming overhead with the promise of thunder and rain. 
 The area looked like a warzone, a place that didn’t want to host humans anymore. A piece of Will’s heart shattered as they passed by a collapsed apartment building with people outside digging through the rubble or praying for loved ones with tightly clasped hands. A long line of pictures and memorials and assorted sadness was plastered to the fence behind them. 
 He wanted to say something, but nothing seemed like it would be enough. Jess closed her eyes and took a long breath as they reached the next stop sign, fingers tightening on the wheel. 
 “Hey,” said Will. “You did everything you could.” 
 “I know,” she said. “It’s just… I don’t know if it was enough.” 
 “We’ve been here before,” said Will. “Remember what you and Halberd used to say back in the Crimson Five? You can’t take the losses personally.” 
 It was one of the few times where evoking Halberd actually seemed to give Jess strength. She nodded slowly and started driving. 
 “You’re right,” she said. “I suppose it’s just harder for me to compartmentalize it all when the chaos hits so close to home.” 
 “Just do your best. We’re here to support you.” 
 It was true, especially for him. He needed to be the family’s rock, in terms of emotions if not defending them in a fight. A part of him felt like it was why he’d come home in the first place, why it felt so right to be living with Jess and Rue, the strong urge to be close to them. 
 Shieldblaster Medical Center had come through the battle relatively unscathed, but it was still a hospital in the aftermath of a crisis. A small encampment of tents and makeshift shelters had blossomed in the parking lot — people with loved ones in treatment with no home to return to. 
 The three of them walked closer together than they normally would have on their way inside, as though afraid one of them might disappear on the way across the asphalt. Will found Rue’s hand and held it, feeling her squeeze back hard to let him know it wasn’t just his imagination. 
 They took the elevator up to the psychiatric ward, and after passing through an uncomfortably thorough security checkpoint, found themselves outside Avery’s heavily fortified room. Doctor Sandberg was talking with another patient, but he turned their way as soon as their conversation ended. 
 “Ms. Sorling,” he said, with a small bow toward Jess. “Will, Rue. Avery’s awake, if you’d like to see her.” 
 “We would,” said Jess. “We’re also going to be taking her with us when we depart for the Champion Authority’s Eastern HQ. They have their own hospital there with specialists who I think can help her.” 
 Doctor Sandberg nodded, though the way he blinked suggested the pronouncement struck a blow to his pride as a physician. “Of course. You’re her mother. If that’s what you judge to be best.” 
 “Thank you, Doctor Sandberg,” said Jess. She turned and began approaching the door to Avery’s room. 
 “Ms. Sorling!” said Doctor Sandberg. “I’m curious if you know anything about, well, the city and… the evacuation. We haven’t been told anything by any of the heroes. If there is going to be a forced exodus out of Lancaster City, any heads up you could give the hospital would be hugely appreciated.” 
 “I’m sorry,” said Jess. “I haven’t heard anything official. Or unofficial, for that matter.” 
 Doctor Sandberg nodded a few times. “I understand. I’ll get a copy of Avery’s file for you to take along with you for the transfer, along with her current prescriptions.” 
 He walked off. Jess gently knocked on the door to Avery’s room and opened it a crack. 
 “Avery?” she called. “Hey. How are you holding up?” 
 She moved forward, letting Will and Rue crowd into the small space behind her. Avery sat on her bed, staring straight at nothing in particular, clad in a sweatshirt and leggings that Jess had dropped off for her a few days earlier. 
 “Fine…” said Avery after a significant pause. She was heavily sedated and back on a range of other medications that Will couldn’t remember the names of, and it showed in her face and posture. 
 “We’re getting you out of here today,” said Rue. “Hungry? We could get food on the way out of town.” 
 “Sure,” said Avery, with no enthusiasm. Jess and Rue helped her to her feet. She swayed on her legs once she was upright, only then noticing Will, eyes blinking with recognition and nothing more. 
 It was like staring at a life-size cutout of an actor at the movie theater. Avery was in front of him, but missing most of her depth and vivacity, squished flat under the weight of her prescriptions and the trappings of her fragile mental state. 
 He felt something itching in his eye and had to turn sideways as a lump caught in his throat. He made himself turn back toward her, made himself approach, not daring to hope that he might catch a glimpse of the real Avery, the healthy Avery. 
 “Hey,” he said. 
 “LP,” she whispered. 
 He couldn’t stop himself from surging forward and pulling her into a tight hug. Her body felt tiny and insubstantial in his arms, and she barely hugged back. The guilt which he’d worked so hard to manage surged to the fore, and seeing her like this made it feel undeniable. 
 She’d been stable with her Percocet habit. It wasn’t a pretty truth, it might not have been endlessly sustainable, but it had been working for her. He’d pushed her to cut back, to quit, with good intentions, and all but set her up for this. 
 “I’ll get better,” whispered Avery. She kissed him on the cheek and rubbed his shoulder with a clumsy hand. 
 “I know,” said Will, and then again, with more certainty. “I know.” 
 “We should get on the road,” said Jess, taking Avery’s hand. “We’re heading to the Lighthouse. It’s been years since you’ve last been there, hasn’t it?” 
 Avery nodded, moving at the pace of a sleepwalker as she followed the rest of them out of the room. Will let himself fall behind the others once they’d gone down the elevator. Rue stayed close to Avery, holding her arm and talking enough for them both. Jess stopped to lean against a pillar in the medical center’s lobby. 
 “LP,” she said as he passed by. “Can we talk for a minute?” 
 He glanced at Rue and Avery, who’d just exited out into the parking lot. 
 “Yeah, sure,” he said. “What’s up?” 
 She took a breath and hesitated for a moment before speaking. “I need you to tell me everything. I put off having this conversation while Avery was still at the hospital, but you have to come clean. About how much drinking the two of you were doing, all of the drugs you were taking… anything else that was going on.” 
 “I’ve told you everything.” He hated lying to Jess, but this wasn’t just his secret. 
 From the look on her face, she wasn’t buying it. “I’m not an idiot, Will. I know… how much you care about Avery. Caring about her right now means being honest, even if it’s hard.” 
 Anger surged in his chest, pointless anger, aimless anger. “What does it matter? Isn’t helping her with her recovery what’s important right now?” 
 “Exactly. I just want to make sure you know what’s going to help her. She’s going to be confused. It’s going to take time for Avery, your sister, to build herself back up. Do you understand what I’m saying to you?” 
 “I’m going to help her however I can,” he said. “End of conversation.” 
 He turned and walked away, as though he could simply outdistance her suspicions. Life, unfortunately, wasn’t that simple. 






CHAPTER 4

   
 Will tried to keep from sulking too much as he rode in the car with the others but mostly failed. His heart continued to race for long minutes after his confrontation with Jess. He couldn’t help resenting her a little for what he considered to be the sheer hypocrisy of it. 
 He knew if he’d brought up the various intimate trysts he and Jess had engaged in, she would have dismissed them as a different situation, just fooling around, as she sometimes described it. There was some truth to that, and he could see the core of her perspective. 
 Avery was vulnerable in her current state. If anything, Jess was managing her reaction to two of her children having sex remarkably well. He wondered if she would have simply ignored it if not for Avery’s breakdown, and that idea made him uneasy. Would that have been any better, for it to be a dirty secret in the foreground, for them to never speak of it, to pretend it wasn’t happening? 
 He was sitting in the backseat with Avery, and he reached over to touch her hand. She reacted slowly, moving a finger to rub against his, but otherwise continued to stare blankly out the car’s window. Jess’s concerns were hard enough to process on their own without stopping to consider what Avery herself would want during and after her recovery. 
 Maybe it was already over between them, and she just hadn’t told him yet? The idea of asking her about where things stood the next time they got a moment alone felt incredibly reactive and selfish. She wasn’t in the place to have to answer that question right now. 
 Jess drove them first to Avery’s apartment, which had escaped the battle against Genesis without taking much damage. They dropped off the few remaining belongings they’d retained after the housefire, taking only clothes, Jess’s costume, and a few other things they’d need for their trip to the Lighthouse, and then set off. 
 The first few miles of the drive went at a snail’s pace as they joined the bumper-to-bumper traffic of evacuees fleeing the city. Once they were on the highway, the road slowly opened up, and the mood in the car felt lighter by degrees as the destruction faded into the rearview mirror behind them. 
 The Champion Authority’s Eastern HQ was about a six-hour drive, just over what they could manage that day unless they drove deep into the night. Jess drove southeast, eventually reaching the coast, and giving them a range of views of the various oceanside towns of New England. 
 Living directly along the coast was, in some ways, more dangerous than living against the Exclusion Zone’s fence. There were a variety of aquatic abominations running rampant through the world’s oceans, a number of which were capable of corrupting life in a manner similar to the way Meltdown had created a legacy of mutants in the area surrounding his hibernation crater. 
 Each town had its own distinct, rugged character, some with wooden barricades, others with lookout towers or hulking concrete emergency shelters. The danger posed by literal sea monsters roaming the ocean limited trade to a few well-protected shipping lanes, but the threat wasn’t isolated to the water. Mutant seals and, as ridiculous as it seemed to Will, mutant seagulls posed a major threat to humans. 
 Few of the people fleeing Lancaster City had opted to travel coastward, which was both a blessing and a curse. Despite being on a critical highway route, there were still several instances in which Jess had to drive around massive sinkholes or abuse the car’s underside across barely traversable sections completely washed out by storms.  
 They came to a complete stop near sunset, though it was due to an obstacle separate from the road. A flock of mutant ravens was busy picking apart the heavily decayed corpse of a deer in the highway median. The birds suddenly moved as a swarm, diving for Jess’s Prius. One of them struck the windshield hard enough to leave a thin crack in the glass. 
 “Damn it!” swore Jess. “Would someone please pass me my circlet?” 
 Will grabbed it from behind the backseat and passed it up to her. Jess put it on, took a breath, and brought a sunburst down on the swarming birds as they regrouped in the sky overhead. It was quick and efficient, a blinding blast of fire, followed by a rain of incinerated birds falling like meaty hailstones. 
 “Well, that’s one solution,” said Will.  
 “I’m going to keep this up front in case we encounter anything else,” said Jess, setting her circlet down around the car’s shifter. “The coast isn’t as safe as inland towns and cities.” 
 “Most places aren’t.” He left it at that instead of expounding on how safe they’d been in Lancaster City, up until recently. It felt too much like rubbing salt in an open wound. 
 They stopped to have dinner at a fast-food joint, and inevitably, they also had to stop to rest for the night. Jess did her best to find a cheap motel, but the area they were driving through didn’t seem to be the type of place people visited casually. It was pitch black outside when she finally gave up and pulled into the back of an abandoned highway rest stop, defeated by the situation. 
 “Well, I suppose we could put our bags outside and then fold the seats down,” she suggested. “Two people could sleep in the back of the car, one of us in the tent, one of us in the front seat, I guess?” 
 “It’s fine,” said Will. “Right?” 
 He glanced at Rue and Avery. 
 “Yeah,” said Rue. “It’s fine, Mom. It’s no big deal.” 
 “We’ll be at the Lighthouse tomorrow, and I’m sure they’ll be able to provide us with a suite,” said Jess, with a sigh. “I’m sorry. I wish we could have taken another day, set out in the morning, but they wanted me back as soon as I could make it.” 
 “We get it,” said Will. “It’s no big deal.” 
 Will volunteered himself for the front seat, but Jess insisted he take the tent, being the largest of them. He couldn’t help but wonder if perhaps Jess also sought an opportunity to have a conversation with Avery about him, possibly one with Rue as well. He brushed the feeling off, uncertain of how much of his paranoia was justified. 
 The tent was more comfortable than it had any real right to be, with the exception of a few mosquitos that found their way within the canopy. He was more tired than he’d realized, and it didn’t take him long to fall asleep. 
   
 ***  
   
 “Will…” 
 Avery’s voice pulled him from sleep. He sat up, eyes darting toward the tent’s partially unzipped entrance. He couldn’t see her face, but she was backlit by a halo of moonlight. 
 “Hey,” he said. “How are you feeling?” 
 She didn’t answer him, simply beckoning and stepping back for him to follow her out. The car’s windows were dark, with a thin layer of condensation on each one that would make it near impossible for Jess and Rue to see either of them even if they were awake. 
 He couldn’t stop a grin from spreading across his face as he saw Avery skipping off across the otherwise empty parking lot. She had that spark back in her movements, that slightly wild edge that he’d always found so attractive and dangerous. 
 He followed after her as quickly as he could, a little surprised at how fast she was moving. She wasn’t skipping, he realized, but flying just over the ground. Odd. Wasn’t she on Normexital to control her power? 
 “Avery,” he called. “Where are you going?” 
 She didn’t answer, but continued beckoning to him, urging him to come after her. He almost caught up to her, reaching out with his hand to grab hers. She rose upward, her fingers brushing his for an instant before rising out of reach. 
 “LP,” she whispered. 
 He watched her rise into the air, higher and higher, pointlessly high until she was even with the moon in the sky, a feminine silhouette against a ghostly disc of silver. 
 “Come down,” he called. “Hey? What are you…” 
 She lifted one arm into the air, and then abruptly began falling as though her power had been turned off with a switch. She didn’t scream or flail as she dropped, but neither fact was enough to keep Will’s heart from skipping several horrified beats. 
 “No!” he shouted, sprinting toward where she’d land. He wasn’t fast enough. He’d never make it in time. He… 

“A field of flowers,” came a voice from directly over his shoulder. 
 He spun around in time to stare into the eyes of Genesis. The abomination was visibly older than it had been the last time he’d seen it, closer to the age of a prepubescent child in its physical form. Will stared into its sunken eyes, unable to breathe, and then came awake. 
 He sat up in the tent, dripping with sweat. No Avery, no Genesis. Just a dream. Just a nightmare. 






CHAPTER 5

   
 “Good morning,” said Jess. “How did you sleep?” 
 Will groaned and made a feeble attempt to shield his eyes from the sun with his sleeping bag. “Poorly. I woke up midway through the night and have been tossing and turning ever since.” 
 “Oh, that’s no good.” She leaned forward, slipping into the tent far enough to sit down next to his legs. “Listen… I wanted to talk to you about yesterday.” 
 He sighed and leaned his head back on his camping pillow. “What else is there to say?” 
 “I may have taken a more accusatory tone than I should have.” She set a hand on his leg, looking abashed. “I apologize if that was the case. It’s hard for me to look at your choices and keep the context of what you’ve been through in mind.” 
 He brought his head up on one arm. “What does that mean?” 
 “I know you just got out of prison,” said Jess, rubbing his knee. “I know that you’ve been away for five years. It’s not fair for me to judge you for anything that may or may not have happened in the moment.” 
 His instinctive reaction was to still deny it, despite her conciliatory tone. But that wasn’t fair, especially not to Jess, who had every right to be concerned about what her children were doing. 
 “I understand where you’re coming from,” he said. “We both want what’s best for Avery, though. You know… if something had happened between us, I’d be betraying her trust by admitting it to you.” 
 Jess let out a sigh and gave him an odd smile. “It sounds like you’re stuck between a rock and a hard place.” 
 He reached up and put his arms around her waist, pulling her until she was stretched out next to him in a sleepy embrace. “An extremely hard place, but it’s not so bad.” 
 “I love you, Will,” she said. “I just wish you’d make better decisions. I know how boys your age can get when it comes to your energy and impulses. You need to find someone appropriate to serve as an outlet for all of that.” 
 He kissed her shoulder and squeezed her against him. “Right now, all I care about is looking after you, Avery, and Rue. Everything else comes second to that.” 
 She nodded slowly, a strange variety of pride bursting forth from her eyes. “It makes me feel all warm inside to hear you say that. But seriously… keep this talk in mind. It’s one thing to want to look after us, but there are still boundaries. Don’t make things too complicated for everyone, alright?” 
 “I know,” he said. “You’re right.” 
 It was still morning, and having her so close tempted him in ways that seemingly contradicted everything they’d just talked about. Will let out a low, horny groan and rocked forward against her side, his morning wood prodding her thigh. She rubbed his back patiently and looked like she was trying not to smile as he started kissing her neck. 
 “You’re worse than your father was,” she said. “Sorry. I just mean—” 
 “I know what you mean.” He let his hand gently brush the bottom of one of her breasts. 
 “I’m serious,” she said. “William Carrol Sorling. It needs to stop. Whatever happened between you and Avery. This.” She took the hand he was groping her with and gently kissed the back of his knuckles, holding it afterward like she wasn’t sure what else to do with it. 
 “Would you believe me if I said I was trying?” he asked. 
 “I’m not sure I would, mister. If you’re trying, try harder.” 
 “And if…” He looked away, strangely embarrassed about what he was about to ask. “What if it’s still hard for me even when I’m trying?” 
 Jess rolled over to face him directly and cupped his cheek. “Then come see me.” 
 “What?” 
 “If it’s too much for you, and Misty isn’t available… then come see me. I’ll help you. I’ll talk to you.” 
 She gave him a slow kiss that fell somewhere between a mother’s peck and a lover’s searching lips. He stared at her, questioning what she’d just said, what she’d meant by it, especially how far she’d let him go. 
 “I shouldn’t have brought her up,” said Jess quickly. “Sorry. I didn’t even ask if you’d heard from her since the attack.” 
 “She’s alright,” he said. “She’s a survivor.” 
 “Good. Now, you’re probably going to take a minute before coming out for breakfast.” 
 Her eyes darted down to the obvious tent in his sleeping bag. 
 “I suppose that’s true,” he said. “How about you take a minute with me?” 
 “Ha. Nice try.” She opened the tent and slipped out. 
 “I thought you said I should come see you,” he whispered after her. 
 “If that’s what you heard, you weren’t listening.” 
   
 Will joined Jess and the others outside the tent a few minutes later. Breakfast was nothing special, granola bars and little cans of coffee that had warmed to an almost convincing temperature within the car’s interior. 
 “Good morning,” he said to Rue and Avery. 
 “Morning, LP,” said Rue. 
 Avery didn’t say anything. Will drew nearer to her as he opened his canned coffee, not giving up on drawing her out just yet. 
 “How was the car last night?” he asked. 
 She gave him the barest of shrugs.  
 Rue was pulling her hair back into a ponytail and answered in her place. “It was a little rough, to be honest. I can feel each individual vertebra in my spine from the way the angles in the folded-down car seat dug into my back.” 
 “Should only be a one-night thing, given that they’ll have lodgings for us at the Lighthouse.” He turned back to Avery, touching her hand. “We’ll be there soon.” 
 “Good,” she whispered. 
 He struck down the tent as he finished eating. Jess gave Avery her pills, and he couldn’t help eyeing the impressive number of them, each a different size and color. It all came back to the pills, fun or sedating, stolen or prescribed. 
 He realized in that moment how right Jess was. Avery wasn’t just in the midst of a mental health episode. She’d been building to this point, with the drinking, the drug usage, her decisions in general. They’d been symptoms, warning signs, that somebody should have picked up on. 
 He wasn’t ego-centric enough to blame himself for everything, but he should have noticed it was more than just her drug habit at play. 
 “There’s no point in wasting time,” announced Jess. “Let’s get back on the road. Be careful about crumbs while you’re eating in the car.” 
 “You always remind us about that, and we always are,” said Rue. 
 “Really?” asked Jess, with the hint of a smile. “Do you remember the time I picked you and Becca up from the movie theater and let you share that popcorn in the backseat?” 
 Rue stiffened. “I… haven’t heard from Becca yet. Not since before the attack.” 
 “Oh. Sweetie, I’m so sorry.” 
 “It’s fine,” said Rue. “I’m sure she’s just with her family. I should probably just check her phone’s camera.” 
 Her eyes took on a passive, vacant quality, but that wasn’t what stole Will’s attention. For an instant, he could see something just behind Rue, almost like the image cast by a projector in a room with too much illumination. He blinked, and it was gone, and he felt a stab of pain in the side of his head that made him wince. 
 “She’s fine,” said Rue. “Staying with her relatives, like I thought.” 
 “LP?” said Jess. “You alright?” 
 “Yeah,” he said. “I’m fine. Just tired, I think.” 
 They packed up their stuff, climbed into the car, and set off. 






CHAPTER 6

   
 They traveled through most of the morning without passing by more than a couple of cars. The highway itself was their main obstacle, potholes and patches of mud and more typical problems like figuring out when they needed to take an exit. 
 The Lighthouse finally came into view early in the afternoon. It was a skyline of one, a conspicuously tall tower that, at a distance, seemed to rise from the ocean itself. It was, in fact, built upon one of the islands in the Bay of Fundy near the old border between the United States and Canada. 
 “Wow,” said Rue. “It’s taller than I remember. When was the last time we came here, anyway?” 
 “I’m not sure,” said Jess. “Maybe eight or nine years ago? We had to report in regularly during the early days of the mentor team. I’ve made a few trips out in the time since. Not much has changed.” 
 “I can’t say I have fond memories of this place,” said Will. “It was always so crowded, especially compared to how empty the surrounding area is. And everyone seemed so busy, despite there being nothing to do.” 
 “You used to run off with the other super children,” said Jess, smiling at him in the rearview mirror. “I remember more than a few instances of the mischief you and your little friends got into.” 
 “He always used to ditch me,” said Rue. 
 “That’s a bit of an exaggeration,” said Will. “I wasn’t ditching you, we just rolled in different crowds.” 
 “Oh, like that time I ran after you and your friends yelling wait for me over and over again, and you all laughed and ran faster?” 
 “Okay, well, that time we ditched you.” He smiled and put an arm around her. Rue gave him an exaggerated pout and shifted sideways, setting her feet in his lap. 
 The view felt like a mirage as they neared Lamar, the tiny coastal town that acted as the Lighthouse’s mundane sister. It was in rough shape, a collection of rundown buildings, empty lots with overgrown grass, and homeless vagrants. A few women in skimpy outfits who were undoubtedly prostitutes eyed Jess’s car as she slowed down on the way through an intersection. 
 It seemed inexplicable to Will for such poverty to be in the Champion Authority’s back yard. The Lighthouse was a marvel of architectural engineering, housing the incredible talents of some of the most powerful supers known to mankind. Seeing the hollow faces of a few young girls among the women on the corner, faces which couldn’t have been any older than Rue, made no sense whatsoever.  
 “They could rejuvenate this town with a tenth of their yearly budget,” said Will. 
 “They probably could,” said Jess. “I’ve always been critical of this aspect of the Champion Authority. They give more weight to the so-called big problems. Supervillains and abominations, recruiting supers with promise. They wash their hands of issues involving poverty, or public health, or, God forbid, infrastructure.” 
 “It used to be nicer, though,” said Rue. “I remember playing here when I was little.” 
 “Times have gotten hard,” said Jess. “We were privileged in Lancaster, at least before the recent troubles.” 
 They were quiet as they entered the lane for the several-mile-long tunnel that would take them to Isle Lamar and the Lighthouse itself. The acoustics of the car’s tires shifted to a faint echo as they passed underground, the equally spaced lights overhead creating a strobe effect as they drove by each one. 
 “I heard that a super built this,” said Rue. “Rockbite, or Rockboar, or something.” 
 “Rockblood,” said Will. “He’s certainly capable of it. The guy can shift earth like nobody’s business.” 
 “You’ve met him?” asked Rue. 
 Will winced. “Yeah. Sort of. Halberd and I… ran into him once.” 
 He rubbed his elbow, remembering how it had felt to have a rock spire shatter his arm into uselessness. It had dangled in segments, like sausages still connected at the casing. 
 There was a security checkpoint on the other side of the tunnel, just ahead of the various parking lot options. Will felt a little nervous as they rolled up, but then again, he was with Jess. She held a lot of influence in the world of supers and wasn’t the type of woman who usually had her actions questioned. 
 There were four mundane security contractors clad in black uniforms with a variety of different weapons, tasers, pistols, and assault rifles, most of it more for show than anything. Standing behind them was a muscular superhero in a costume of purple and yellow that Will didn’t recognize. 
 “Hi,” said the hero. “What’s your business here today?” 
 Jess pulled her CA ID out of her shirt and held it up to him. “Current passphrase, elephants over Neptune.” 
 The guard squinted at her ID and gave a sharp nod. He leaned forward, glancing around at the other faces in the car. His gaze passed over Will once before snapping back to him and narrowing into a line. 
 “I’ll have you pull over right here, please,” said the hero. 
 “Is there a problem?” asked Jess. 
 “Ma’am, I’m going to have you just pull over right here, please.” He stood up, pointing to the detainment area off to the road’s right. 
 “I guess we should have expected this,” said Will as Jess obeyed the request. 
 “We haven’t done anything wrong,” said Jess. “You served your time. If they make your past into an issue, I’m holding them accountable. They’ll be looking for new jobs by the end of the week.” 
 “It’s nothing I’m not used to.” He unbuckled his seatbelt and lifted his hands into view. 
 “Lockpick,” came the hero’s voice. “I’m going to ask you to step out of the car slowly.” 
 Jess and Rue talked over one another as they expressed their irritation to the man. Avery was still silent in the front seat, asleep or at least not fully in tune with the situation. Will slowly opened his door and climbed out, smiling as the treatment stirred memories from a wilder time. 
 “Is something funny?” snapped the hero. He pushed Will forward roughly, making him set his hands on the car. 
 “Your costume color scheme,” said Will. “Did you get fitted by the intern, or something?” 
 A hard elbow ground into the space between his shoulder blades. Instigating the man wasn’t wise, he knew that, but it was a hard habit to break after years of being on the other side of the law. If they were going to treat him like a villain anyway, he wasn’t going to censor himself. 
 The mundane guards patted him down roughly, as though he might be hiding grenades down in the loose pockets of his gym shorts. The hero made a point of rustling his clothing a few times to see if anything fell loose. 
 “Put the knockout cuffs on him,” he said, nodding to the guards. 
 “This is ridiculous,” said Will. “You’ve got nothing on me.” 
 He really, really hoped that it was true. It seemed unlikely that the Champion Authority had uncovered the fact that he was the man behind Decay, the hot new supervillain on the block, but it wasn’t impossible. He assumed they’d have told Jess immediately, but perhaps they saw her familial relation to him as enough reason to keep her out of the loop. 
 “You’re going to let him go,” said Jess, climbing out of her seat. “He’s going to get back into the car, and my family and I are going to continue on our way.” 
 “Ma’am, I have orders to detain anyone I encounter related to the Mastodon prison break.” 
 “You have five seconds to explain to me how a man released before that incident could have anything to do with that incident.” 
 “Uh…” The hero glanced at the security guards as though in desperate need of backup. “I’m sorry. I’m just following orders.” 
 “Of course, I understand that completely.” Jess reached and set a hand on his shoulder, fingers digging in with super strength. “Now, do I need to ask you again, or are you going to let us by?” 
 The man let out a rather ungainly grunt of pain and quickly nodded his head. Will tried to keep his expression smug despite feeling more than a little emasculated by having his mother come to his defense. He could have easily handled the man and the guards himself, but not without revealing his power, and certainly not without making trouble for his family. 
 “I’m reporting you!” called the man. 
 “Go ahead,” said Jess. “I’m sure the Board of Directors will be eager to levy a punishment against Relic.” 
 He stared at her blankly, perhaps only then making the relevant connection. They were waved through into the parking garage without any further interference. 






CHAPTER 7

 FIVE YEARS EARLIER 
   
 “We’re not going to make it out of here, are we?” asked Lockpick. 
 Halberd sighed and leaned his head against the back of the car. They were both outside sitting in the sand in what little respite the shadow offered against the dry desert and blazing sun. 
 “In a reasonable timeframe, you mean?” asked Halberd. 
 “I mean at all,” said Lockpick. “It was enough of a gamble to begin with to think we could ditch the heroes by driving out into the middle of the desert. Going off road with this car and its balding tires was, well… poorly thought out.” 
 “We didn’t have many options at the time,” said Halberd. “It’s easy to criticize a plan. Harder to come up with one.” 
 They’d tried everything to get the car out of the rut it had sunken into. Pushing, slipping bits of cardboard and rocks under the front tires for traction. Halberd had even tried digging them out with one of his axes. They were a hundred miles from the nearest town, with no food and half a bottle of Dr Pepper to split between them. 
 “We’re going to have to drink our own pee,” said Halberd. 
 “Just… shut up.” 
 “No, it’s a thing, trust me,” said Halberd. “You have to make dew.” 
 “We won’t make do by drinking our own fucking pee. We’ll just be humiliating ourselves before we die of thirst.” 
 Halberd snorted and then let out a pained sigh. He sank down lower against the wheel he was sitting against and then suddenly straightened. 
 “Do you see that?” he asked. 
 “Yeah,” said Lockpick. “It looks like… smoke.” 
 “The only place there’s fire out in the desert is near people.” 
   
 ***  
   
 Traveling through the desert with the resources they had was a hellish affair, but they endured. It took them about an hour to reach their apparent destination, and then they eyed what appeared to be a large and rather dangerous gathering of people from a distance of about half a mile, hidden behind the bulk of a dune. 
 RVs, ATVs, and various other less acronym-prone off-road vehicles littered an old salt plain, along with dozens of tents, but those weren’t what drew Lockpick’s gaze. He could see a few hundred people at least, and about half of them were armed, most just with knives or holstered pistols, but others with full-on assault rifles. 
 A massive bonfire blazed in the center of the arrangement, and several figures were busy feeding it with shriveled tree branches to build it even larger. Lockpick spotted a super, some guy with a nifty jumping power who was making a show of clearing the flames with deft leaps that brought him a hundred feet or more into the air. 
 When he started looking, he spotted them everywhere. A muscular guy in full desert camo kept sinking into the sand and emerging in new places as though swimming underwater. A blonde woman with incredibly long hair glowed with a faint golden aura, though he wasn’t entirely clear what her power was.   
 “What is this?” he muttered. 
 “The Sandsnail Gathering,” said Halberd. “Damn. We might want to try the pee thing after all.” 
 “What? Why?” 
 “I suppose you could say it’s a yearly gathering of unlicensed supers and wild, off-the-beaten-path types. They all get together to build a huge bonfire in the desert, do drugs, have sex, make art. That kind of thing.” 
 “That doesn’t sound bad at all, really.” 
 “Recognize any of the supers down there?” asked Halberd. “Golden Lantern is pretty easy to spot, and if she’s there, so is Double Down.” 
 “What? You’re saying this is a gathering of villains?” 
 “Yeah, LP. I’m not sure they’ll take kindly to a pair of former heroes stumbling into their party.” 
 They spent half an hour discussing without coming to a decision as the sun set over the horizon. The desert was cold at night, but still bone dry. Lockpick was too thirsty to sleep, but even if he’d managed it, his body was telling him that he probably wouldn’t wake up in the morning. 
 “I’ll go,” said Halberd. “If they don’t attack me on sight and are willing to help, I’ll come back and get you.” 
 “I’m not waiting behind,” said Lockpick. “Who knows? We might stand a chance together if it does come to a fight.” 
 Halberd snorted, eyeing the numerous guns and villains. “Right. Well, it’s your choice. I won’t stop you this time.” 
 They approached the edge of the gathering, making their way down the slope of the dune with their arms held slightly out to the side. A man with an assault rifle noticed them immediately and swept the barrel of his weapon over them for a menacing moment. 
 Then he held it sideways like a guitar and started pretending to play it while rocking his hips side to side, hopping from foot to foot.  
 “You guys got your wristbands already?” he called. “If not, you have to go around front.” 
 “Ah,” said Halberd. “Right.” 
 He and Lockpick exchanged a glance and started walking around the edge of the gathering. 
 “Is that a… pool on the back of that truck?” asked Halberd. 
 “A pool with a water slide,” said Lockpick. “I wonder how it goes under bridges. What’s with that red tent in back? The one with the, um, woman in the bikini?” 
 “That’s not a woman, that’s a hooker,” said Halberd. “And that’s not a bikini, that’s lingerie.” 
 Lockpick nodded, walking a little faster to keep up with Halberd, who seemed keen on getting one of those wristbands. They both reached the same realization as they approached the woman sitting in the booth at the entryway and saw the prices on the sign next to her. 
 “$500 per person?” said Halberd in disbelief. “That seems… high.” 
 “I’m under eighteen,” said Lockpick. “Is there at least a children’s discount?” 
 “Hilarious.” The woman was reading a magazine, and she eyed them over the top of it. “A lot of logistical prep goes into a celebration like this. You should have looked up the price in the online invite before coming all the way…” 
 Her eyes went wide, and without looking away from them, she grabbed a radio on the table next to her and whispered something into it. 
 “Something tells me that she recognizes us,” said Halberd. “Awesome.” 
 Lockpick took a step back. “Too late to run?” 
 “Yeah.” 
 They held their ground, waiting as a group of men and women hurried toward the front of the gathering. One or two of them had weapons, but the man in the front was unarmed, and dressed in somewhat ridiculous clothing. He wore a straitjacket with unclipped sleeves, with an oversized tie around his neck. 
 “Halberd,” said the man. “Do you remember me?” 
 “I feel like I do,” said Halberd. “I feel like I want to. I’ve done a lot of drinking, so the memory isn’t quite what it was. It was Smile, or Grin, or something like that, right?” 
 “Smirk, actually,” said the man. “You chased me and the Blood Circus through three different cities.” 
 “Right!” said Halberd. “Um, sorry about that. My motivation has shifted a good deal since then. I’m not exactly allied with the Champion Authority these days.” 
 Smirk narrowed his eyes and wagged one of the overlong sleeves of his straitjacket at them. “So I’ve heard. Nice work taking down Deep End and Midnight. Their team was an annoying clump of superpowered stalkers. You guys need bracelets?” 
 “Um, yeah, we do,” said Halberd. 
 Smirk waved a hand, and one of the women standing behind him came forward and buttoned an entry bracelet around each of their wrists. 
 “I have people waiting back at my tent,” said Smirk. “Let’s talk later when things calm down.” 
 He waved, heading off down a lane formed by an RV and a truck with massive treaded tires. Halberd and Lockpick exchanged a glance as a group of young men and women in swimwear sprinted by, wet footprints trailing in their wake. A guy with dreadlocks blew out a massive cloud of weed smoke from a tent to their left and broke out into a coughing fit. 
 “I may have misjudged these people,” said Halberd. “You mind if I, you know… enjoy myself a bit?” 
 “What do you mean by that, exactly?” 
 “Oh, you know.” Halberd shrugged. “We’ve been through a lot. The sobriety thing has been interesting.” 
 “You haven’t been completely sober.” 
 “Another reason why it shouldn’t matter if I get a bit crunk,” said Halberd. “That’s the right word for it, right? Getting crunk?” 
 “Um…” 
 “If you get lost, we’ll meet up by the entrance in the morning,” said Halberd. “Stay safe!” 
 He took off in a seemingly random direction. Lockpick scowled and crossed his arms, annoyed, but not surprised. His throat was still bone dry, so he set his concern for Halberd aside and started looking for some bottled water. 






CHAPTER 8

   
 “I can’t believe that asshole treated LP like that,” said Rue. “Please tell me you really do have enough influence to get him fired?” 
 “He was just some no-name cape on guard duty,” said Will. “Not even worth going through the effort.” 
 He climbed out of the car, eyeing Jess, who was helping Avery on the other side. In truth, he doubted it would be the only time he’d encounter someone with an attitude or a grudge over the next few days. The Lighthouse would be full of supers who would recognize him, if not some he’d encountered and fought directly.  
 “I’ll bring it up with one of the directors, but remember, we’re here for Avery,” said Jess. “Getting her to the infirmary takes priority over everything else.” 
 It felt strange listening to Jess talk about Avery like she wasn’t there, but in a certain sense… she wasn’t. Her face was blank, and her eyes had that dreamy, far-off look. She’d mentioned to him a few times before that using her power too heavily made her hallucinate, mostly voices, but occasionally visuals. What was she seeing right now, he wondered? 
 They walked through the parking garage, which was surprisingly empty given its size, and took the elevator up to the main lobby. Will held his breath as the doors slid open, fighting the long-engrained impulse to treat heroes in costume like threats to his existence. 
 The lobby was a wide, circular space at the bottom of an open shaft in the center of the tower that ran all the way up to the top. A group of glass elevators intended more for observation than practical use ran straight up to the top floor. Numerous couches and lounge tables were arrayed around the edge of the space, though few were in use. 
 He recognized a fair number of the heroes he could see, though luckily, it was from his time with the Crimson Five rather than the chaotic years that had followed. They were just names and costumes to him now, Red Renegade, Sable, Ticking Saint.  
 He watched their reactions to both him and Jess, Lockpick and Relic. For most of them it was an exercise in conflicting emotions, caught between enthusiastically greeting Jess and outright glaring at him. Jess didn’t seem to notice, or maybe she was just ignoring it for his sake. 
 An older black man wearing a comically thick parka jogged over to them, stopping to catch his breath as he came close. He brushed a hand across his forehead, freezing a few droplets of sweat rather than wiping them away. 
 “Oof,” he muttered. “I gave up elevators as part of my New Year’s resolution to get into better shape. It was absolute hell getting down here to greet you guys.” 
 “Good to see you, Ice,” said Jess. “Have you met the rest of my family?” 
 “I know Kestrel, but think the other two were still kids back when I took my directorship,” said Ice. “This beautiful young lady must be Webcam, and I’ll go out on a limb and guess that this healthy lad is Lockpick. It’s nice to meet you both. Ice Nine, at your service.” 
 “Ice Nine?” said Rue, blinking. “The same Ice Nine who took on Meltdown with Astroman and Galaxy Maiden?” 
 “I was just there to freeze him up after they did all the heavy lifting, but yes,” said Ice. “It was a long time ago. I’m not an active hero anymore.” 
 His eyes flicked to Will, but he seemed more awkward and uncertain than outright hostile. 
 “Do you mind telling me what the Board of Directors thought was important enough to summon me here in person, Ice?” asked Jess. 
 “Afraid I can’t do that just yet,” said Ice. “It won’t be the full board in attendance, just GM, Pulse Master, and I, but we’ll get to that once you’re settled in. You mentioned that your daughter was suffering from a condition?” 
 Avery stiffened slightly, though her expression remained muted.  
 “Yes,” said Jess, frowning. “I’d like to get her down to the infirmary before anything else.” 
 “My assistant, Cricket, will escort you down,” said Ice Nine. He gestured to a gangly-looking teenager who bowed to them awkwardly. 
 “Of course!” he said. “Mrs... er… Ms. Relic, ma’am, if you’d come right this way.” 
 “We’ll catch up later,” said Ice. “If you run into GM, try to be polite. I know you two have history.” 
 “Ancient history,” said Jess. “I’m not worried about it.” 
 Ice waved to them as he took off toward the stairs at a jog. The teenage hero, Cricket, seemed to weight under the sudden attention of Jess, Relic, and the rest of them.  
 “Who is GM?” asked Rue. 
 “GM, Galaxy Maiden, I would assume,” said Will. “You never mentioned that you had history with her. Any chance it’s related to—” 
 A hero in a black and yellow costume bumped into him with a hard and deliberate shoulder check. He stopped, watching him walk off without apologizing, and felt a strange, unwanted nostalgia for his time back in prison. 
 “That was rude,” said Rue. “What’s that guy’s problem?” 
 “Probably me,” said Will. “It’s no big deal.” 
 “It’s no small deal, either,” said Jess, glaring at the offender. “Let me know if it happens again, and I’ll talk to Ice about it.” 
 “Um,” said Cricket, voice cracking a bit. “The elevator is right this way, Ms. Relic.” 
 “Just call me Jess,” she replied. 
 Cricket chuckled nervously. “Of course, Ms. Jess. If you would follow me?” 
 They climbed into one of the main glass elevators, and it brought them down into the Lighthouse’s sublevels. The scene wasn’t as impressive as going up through the open shaft would have been, but several floors passed by and gave them a better sense of the scale of the structure. It felt more like a mall than a base of operations. 
 “We’re almost there, Avery,” whispered Will. “The doctors here should be able to help you.” 
 He squeezed her hand, ignoring the look that Jess gave him. It felt like Avery was ignoring him in much the same way, but he had to believe that his words were getting through, even if it didn’t seem like it. 
 “The, um, infirmary is on the second-lowest level,” said Cricket, fighting the increasingly awkward silence. “Only the generator and various storage areas are below it. It’s quiet down there, and there aren’t many people passing through.” 
 “Good to know,” said Jess. 
 The doors silently slid open when the elevator finally came to a stop. The infirmary looked like any other hospital, white floors, busy nurses in scrubs, tired doctors in long white coats. Jess set a hand on Avery’s shoulder and gently guided her forward. A woman in glasses with a clipboard stepped forward to greet them, her expression full of empathy. 
 “Hello,” she said. “I’m Doctor Yuri. It’s been a while, Jess.” 
 “It has.” Jess smiled and nodded. “This is my daughter, Avery. She’s been… unwell recently. She was possessed by another super and forced to use her power in a way that went beyond what she normally finds comfortable.” 
 Jess passed Avery’s file from her original hospital to Doctor Yuri, who quickly scanned the first page. 
 “Power fatigue,” she muttered. “I would agree with that diagnosis, but just looking at her now… it’s possible that there’s also a greater underlying condition.” 
 “It’s in her file,” said Jess. “She’s had similar episodes in the past.” 
 Doctor Yuri flipped to the file’s next page. “I think in-patient treatment would be appropriate, given the nature of her case. Are you going to be at the Lighthouse in the interim?” 
 “I’m here on business with the Board of Directors anyway,” said Jess. “The plan was for us to stay until Avery makes a recovery.” 
 “Perfect. I’ll get her checked in and review her prescriptions. If you want to talk with her for a few minutes first, make sure she understands what’s going on, I think it would help.” 
 It felt far too much like saying goodbye for Will’s liking, even though they’d simply be staying in a different part of the building. Rue gave Avery a tight hug and whispered something into her ear. Jess held her hand and reassured her in that soothing way that only she could manage. 
 “Hey,” said Will. “We’ll get through this, alright? I know firsthand how tough you are.” 
 “Thanks,” muttered Avery. 
 He glanced around and decided to risk going for a kiss. She didn’t move her lips much, but he thought he saw the smallest edge of a smile on her mouth afterward. Jess cleared her throat disapprovingly. 
 “We should let her rest up,” she said. 
 “She’ll be in one of the central rooms,” said Doctor Yuri. “We mostly use them for supers who have trouble controlling their powers. I’ve seen some cases of power fatigue in which people end up discovering a new facet of their power. It’s not unlikely that she might have an expanded skillset once she recovers.” 
 “A new facet of her power?” said Will. “Do you mean like a second power, or…?” 
 Doctor Yuri nodded. “Normally it’s a companion power, or just a stronger version of the original. There are a couple of different theories as to how it’s connected to power fatigue itself, but the general consensus is that the human body naturally holds back when a super has a power that might place a dangerous amount of strain on them.” 
 Will nodded slowly, his thoughts drawn to his own recent peculiarities. He couldn’t bring it up with a doctor without potentially outing his secrets, but he’d been seeing that strange blue glow around certain supers, like he was seeing a visual representation of their power. He’d been the only one who’d been able to see Hive’s cords, and it had happened again with Rue and her camera sight after that. 
 “She’ll have everything she needs here,” said Doctor Yuri. “I can guarantee you that. Visiting hours run all the way through until midnight, so feel free to check up on her as often as you want. I only ask that you be mindful of how much rest she’s going to need.” 
 “Of course,” said Jess. 
 They said their final goodbyes to Avery and followed Cricket back into the elevator. 






CHAPTER 9

   
 “She’ll be alright,” said Jess. 
 “I know,” said Will. 
 “It might take some time for her to get back on her feet, but Avery is a fighter,” she said. 
 “I know.” He took Jess’s hand and squeezed it.  
 Rue pulled closer to Will on his other side, and he put an arm around her waist, ignoring Cricket, who was awkwardly standing next to the elevator’s controls. 
 “Um…” Cricket cleared his throat. “Director Ice Nine arranged lodgings for you on the tenth floor. It’s one of the suites we prepared for another mentor team that trained here last year. I hope you find it to be suitable.” 
 He led them forward into an area of the Lighthouse that had the mellow ambience of an upscale apartment building. The doors opened with keycards, and Cricket passed them each one after leading them to where they’d be staying. 
 It was basically a small two-bedroom apartment, with a living area with a couch, kitchenette, and fridge, and a small desk against one wall. It was practically paradise to them after so many days in their previous motel room, and Rue immediately collapsed into the couch with a satisfied sigh. 
 “This is perfect,” said Jess. “Thank you, Cricket.” 
 “Of course,” he said. “I’ll let the three of you get settled in. Director Ice Nine will probably send me to escort you to the boardroom once they’re ready for you, so I’ll see you again in a few minutes.” 
 He bowed to them again and did an odd back shuffle out of the room. Will exchanged a glance with Rue. 
 “What’s his power, anyway?” he asked. 
 “I have literally no idea,” she said, with a shrug. “Maybe jumping or something? Or shrinking down to the size of a cricket?” 
 “You know, female crickets sometimes eat the males after mating,” said Jess. 
 “Ew!” said Rue. “Mom! Why would you say something like that?” 
 “I just thought it was interesting,” said Jess. “I doubt it has anything to do with his power, but it’s something that happens in nature.” 
 “Fascinating, and gross,” said Will. He walked over to the fridge and opened it to find, unsurprisingly, that it was empty. “We should have asked him what the food situation is like here.” 
 “There’s a main café on the third floor, I think?” said Jess. “I know there’s also a basic grocery store on one of the shopping levels. It looks like we have a stove and some pans in here if you two want a homecooked meal over whatever they’re serving up for free.” 
 “I’ll take the café,” said Rue. “No offense.” 
 “Just because you say no offense doesn’t necessarily negate your implication,” said Jess, crossing her arms. “I think my cooking would hold up against whatever they’re serving here.” 
 “You can cook for me,” said Will. “We can have a nice, candlelit dinner while Rue eats a tuna sandwich, or plain hamburger, or whatever their meal plan entails.” 
 He wrapped his arms around her waist and hugged her from behind, hearing Jess let out an amused chuckle. Rue furrowed her brow at them but said nothing, apparently used to Will’s displays of affection. 
 “I… wouldn’t be opposed to that,” said Jess. “I miss cooking. Strange to admit that, given how much of a chore it could sometimes be, but having to eat out every night during our stay at the motel gave me new appreciation for my own homecooked meals.” 
 “Give me a shopping list, and I’ll hunt everything down at the grocery store here,” said Will. “Along with a bottle of wine. Possibly two.” 
 “You know all the right things to say,” said Jess. She grinned and turned around in his embrace, kissing him on the cheek and hugging him. “I don’t mind gathering the ingredients. I’m not sure what they’ll have, so I can’t settle on a meal plan until I’ve surveyed the landscape.” 
  “Fair enough. But the wine is essential.” 
 “I’m still getting used to you being old enough to legally imbibe,” said Jess. “I have to suppress the urge to chastise you every time you mention drinking.” 
 “I respond far better to positive reinforcement,” he said, letting his hands slide down her back. 
 “Well, I will have to keep that in mind.” There was a playful gleam in her eyes that Will found to be far too much of a turn on. 
 “Can the two of you either end your PDA or move it out of my field of vision?” called Rue. 
 Jess stiffened and pulled back from Will’s arms, despite Rue’s comment obviously being a joke from her tone. He couldn’t help but smile when he saw Jess’s face, a veritable cluster of conflicting emotions. 
 “We were just being friendly with each other,” she said defensively.  
 “Is that what the kids are calling it these days?” teased Rue.  
 “Rue!” said Jess. “That’s not appropriate to joke about.” 
 “Everything’s appropriate to joke about,” said Rue. “Honestly, if the two of you are going to act so lovey dovey all the time, you should expect to occasionally get called out on it. It’s not like I’m being serious or…” 
 She’d been looking at her phone while talking to them, and the hand holding it clenched visibly, knuckles white against the edge of the pink case. 
 “What’s wrong?” asked Will. 
 “Nothing!” She scowled and tapped away at her phone. “Nothing’s wrong.” 
 “Alright, if you say so.” 
 “I’m going to take a shower,” said Jess. “Reduce the amount of competition there will be for the bathroom later tonight.” 
 She grabbed her bag and slipped into the bathroom. Will waited until he heard the door click shut before heading over to sit down next to Rue on her bed. She didn’t say anything, instead simply turning her phone toward him to let him read the notification email she’d been browsing. 
 “They suspended you from CamCasters?” he said, frowning. “Why? What did you do?” 
 “Nothing!” snapped Rue. “And it would be what we did, if it was something. I haven’t streamed since the day of the fire.” 
 “Then why did they suspend you?” 
 “I have no idea! That’s why I’m freaking out!” 
 She swore under her breath and began tapping on her phone again in a panic. 
 “It’s probably some kind of glitch or mistake,” he said. “Email the website and ask them what’s going on before getting any more worked up, alright?” 
 “I’m going to, but what if it’s not?” she muttered. “What if there’s like, some rule I violated without realizing it? I don’t think I even read the rules when I signed up. God, I’m such an idiot!” 
 “Hey, come on,” he said. “Let’s try to maintain perspective here. Even if we assume they suspended you for a justifiable reason, there are other websites.” 
 “I’d have to start over again from zero building up my fan base. It’s not like I have any way of contacting them to let them know where I’ll be streaming.” 
 “I don’t know about that,” said Will. “I bet you could figure one out with your power. At least for the major donors.” 
 “I suppose I could try.” She gave a tiny shrug and finally set her phone down. “Am I being ridiculous for getting so worked up over this?” 
 “Maybe a little, but I love your ridiculous side.” 
 “No, I mean…” She looked away from him. “Does it say something about me that I enjoy it so much? I’m taking off my clothes for a bunch of random internet strangers. And… I want to keep doing it.” 
 Will put an arm around her. “You did more than just that, Cammie.” 
 “Jerk. You did it too.” 
 “I enjoyed it, too,” he said. “I want to keep doing it just as much.” 
 She smiled reluctantly and prodded him in the chest with a finger. “Well, that means you’re just as bad as I am.” 
 “Worse.” 
 She held his gaze for a powerful moment, with the sound of the shower in the background confirming and reconfirming that Jess was occupied in the other room. Will kissed her on the lips, softly at first, and then with more force and rising intention. 
 Rue let out a sigh of longing and reached for her phone. “I’ve got to get unsuspended. I’m going to email them right now.” 
 “Email them after,” said Will, kissing her neck. 
 Rue giggled. “The sooner I email them, the sooner we can start plotting ways to stream here. They must have like, a computer lab somewhere, and if we sneak in there when it’s empty…” 
 “Risky,” said Will. “I like it.” 
 “Figures you would.” She stretched on her stomach on the bed, staring into her phone. The curve of her butt was so pronounced and perfect in her tight leggings, soft and sculpted. 
 He straddled her, letting his crotch press into her ass and running his hands over her back. Rue made a faint moaning noise and wiggled slightly. Will felt himself getting hard and tried to remember how long ago Jess had gotten into the shower, how long she usually took. 
 Rue ignored him even as he leaned over her more heavily and started rocking into her. He let his breath tickle her neck as he ran a hand along the side of her body, toward her breast, fully expecting her to stop him at any moment. 
 “I could sit on your lap in the computer lab,” she whispered. “Then you could, I don’t know… play with me, I guess. I bet my fans would get a kick out of that.” 
 “We could get away with a lot,” he said. “Especially if you wore a skirt.” 
 Rue let out another soft moan. The hand she wasn’t holding her phone with splayed out flat on the mattress. Will pressed his down on top of it, still rocking into her, openly groping her breast with his other hand. 
 “A skirt,” he growled into her ear. “And no panties.” 
 Rue gasped and rolled over underneath him, grabbing his shirt. Will kissed her, sliding in between her thighs, his body moving against hers as the moment accelerated out of control. They were both too horny, too young and stupid, to stop themselves. It was a game of chicken where they both wanted to crash hard, over and over again, until they were sweaty and sticky and spent. 
 The shower turned off. It took Will a second to realize what that meant, and a few more to extricate himself from their mutually aroused embrace. Rue left her hand on his thigh, rubbing the edge of his cock through his shorts, and he didn’t have the willpower to remove it. A little bit of touching… could Jess really fault them for that? 
 She came out wearing just a towel, which was absolute torture for Will to behold, and spared them only a passing glance as she began rifling through her bag for a change of clothes. Rue nuzzled in closer to Will as soon as Jess’s back was turned, and they shared another greedy kiss. Rue’s fingers teased his cock, testing its hardness as though checking to see if a fruit was ripe enough to eat. 
 There was a knock at the door. Jess ran a comb through her scraggly hair and went to answer it, still in just a towel. Cricket stood on the other side, and Will watched the teenager’s mouth drop open in complete awe. 

Welcome to my world, a place of eye candy and frustration.

 “Um,” said Cricket. “I was… I’m sorry!” 
 He shielded his eyes and turned around. Jess laughed and shot an amused glance back at Will and Rue. 
 “I should be apologizing,” said Jess. “I just got out of the shower. I suppose I should have gotten dressed before greeting anyone at the door.” 
 “It’s fine!” said Cricket. “I mean… thank you. I mean, um… I’m here to take you to the meeting with the Board of Directors, if you’re ready?” 
 “Could you give me a minute?” 
 “Of course, ma’am!” 
 Jess closed the door and turned around, looking incredibly pleased with herself. “It makes me feel a decade under my age to have a young man react to me like that.” 
 “I bet if you dropped the towel you’d drop another five,” said Will. 
 “Shush, mister.” 
 She hurried to get dressed. As much as Will would have loved to use the time with her back in the bathroom to pick up right where he left off with Rue, they both knew there was no telling when Jess would come out. 
 “Sorry for the wait,” Jess said to Cricket, reopening the door. “I’m ready.” 
 “The, um, meeting is for both you and your son,” said Cricket. “They requested to see Relic and Lockpick.” 
 All eyes turned to Will. He stroked his chin, curious about what the Board of Directors of the Champion Authority would want with him. From Jess’s growing smile, she’d already jumped to the obvious conclusion, the one that he’d never let himself make. 
 “Your suspension,” she said, grinning and walking over to grab his hand. “Will… They might be considering restoring your hero license!” 






CHAPTER 10

   
 Will stood next to Jess in the elevator as they rode it up to one of the Lighthouse’s exclusive higher levels. Jess was still smiling, still full of hope for what the meeting might hold. He shared in some of that enthusiasm but wasn’t about to let himself trust it. 

It’s just as likely that they’ve discovered you’re Decay.

 Was that why his heart was pounding so hard in his chest? It was a challenge to separate the fear from the hope, budding excitement from anticipated disappointment. He looked over at Jess again, and her hand brushed against his. 
 “Hey,” she said. “You served your time. You deserve this, LP.” 
 “Life isn’t always about getting what you deserve.” 
 “Sometimes it is.” She threaded her fingers through his and squeezed. “Sometimes we get lucky.” 
 The elevator doors swung open. The hallway on the other side was opulent to the point of ostentation, with marble statues of deceased heroes in costume, some displaying their power, others stoic and confident. 
 Their footsteps echoed as they followed Cricket down the hall, passing by a series of identical rooms and turning around a corner before stopping at a set of heavy wooden doors that looked capable of forestalling a siege. Cricket took a breath, looking almost as nervous as Will felt, and then knocked on the door. 
 “Come in,” came a deep, feminine voice. 
 Cricket bowed to Will and Jess and stepped out of their way, apparently not treating the invitation as one extended to him. They entered the boardroom side by side, mother and son, Relic and Lockpick… hero and villain. 
 It spoke to the confidence and strength of the people sitting around the long, oval table within that they needed no additional guards, despite their importance. Not all the board was in attendance, with the notable absence of Executive Director Astroman, but Will recognized everyone who was there. 
 Ice Nine sat to the left, fingers steepled on the table in front of him, still wearing his heavy parka and looking like he’d just stepped out of an Alaskan blizzard. 
  Galaxy Maiden was in the central seat, a striking woman of perhaps fifty or sixty years with a fit body and streaks of grey running through her black hair.  
 To her right sat an old, bald man who wore a massive pair of headphones — Pulse Master, if Will guessed correctly, given his reputation for having sonic hearing. 
 “Relic,” said Galaxy Maiden, nodding. “Lockpick.” 
 The tone she spoke his former hero name in told him just about everything he needed to know about how the meeting was, or wasn’t, going to go. He was glad he hadn’t let that budding hope build into anything more. 
 “Please,” said Ice Nine. “Have a seat. We’re just here to discuss a few things. You can relax.” 
 “Thank you,” said Jess. 
 The room was deathly silent as they both slid their chairs out and sat down. Will felt a familiar tension in his jaw and neck, like his body was anticipating a fight, readying itself for impact. 
 “I wish this could be a social visit,” said Galaxy Maiden. “Truly, I do. It’s been, what? Six, seven years since we last spoke?” 
 “Seven, I think,” said Jess. 
 “You were still with Halberd at the time, if I recall.” Galaxy Maiden flashed a curious smile. “That man was something else.” 
 “It was a long time ago,” said Jess. 
 “Right. Well, to get straight to the point, we have some questions about the recent spate of villain-related incidents in Lancaster City.” 
 “Just to be clear, we aren’t questioning your conduct,” said Ice Nine. “We’re just trying to get a better idea of what’s been going on.” 
 “I understand,” said Jess. 
 “And we’ll have questions for both of you,” said Ice Nine, nodding to Will. 
 “I’ll answer,” he said. 
 “What?” shouted Pulse Master. 
 Galaxy Maiden sighed and leaned toward the old man. “He said he’ll answer any questions we have for him.” 
 “Questions we… oh, yes.” Pulse Master cleared his throat. “Carry on, then.” 
 Galaxy Maiden nodded, folding one arm across her body and perching her elbow against it. “Lockpick. I understand that you were serving time at Mastodon Supermax shortly before the prison was attacked. Did you have any advance notice of the escape?” 
 “No,” said Will. “I wasn’t the most popular person on the inside, as you can probably imagine.” 
 “You didn’t hear anything?” asked Galaxy Maiden. “Anything at all?” 
 “Nothing.” 
 “Did you assist the escape in anyway?” asked Galaxy Maiden. 
 “Of course he didn’t!” snapped Jess. 
 Ice Nine cleared his throat. “Best if you let your son answer. We know already, we just need to hear it from him.” 
 “No, I had nothing to do with the escape,” said Will. “Is this why you brought me to this meeting? To treat me like an escaped prisoner by association?” 
 The directors ignored his remark. Galaxy Maiden had a notebook in front of her, and she flipped to a new page. 
 “In the time following the escape, the Drifters arrived in Lancaster City to lend their aid to the recapture,” she said. “Your daughter, Kestrel, also came out of retirement and received a travel permit to do flyovers of the Exclusion Zone.” 
 “That’s correct,” said Jess. 
 “We also have a report from the guards stationed at one of the gates near Lancaster City that both you and your son returned from the Exclusion Zone on motorcycle. Am I to understand that you both were trespassing within those grounds for a period of time?” 
 “Are you going to write us a ticket if we say yes?” asked Will. 
 Galaxy Maiden glared at him. Jess nudged him with her leg under the table. 
 “Due to extenuating circumstances, I was briefly engaged in combat against several escaped prisoners within the Exclusion Zone,” said Jess. “They were members of a gang known as the Power Realists, and they’d taken William hostage. I assume it was to use him as leverage against me.” 
 Her explanation, though a slight fabrication of the truth, was practically bulletproof. Will could see the gears turning in Galaxy Maiden’s head as she frowned and flipped to a new page in her notebook. For whatever reason, he was getting the sense that she had a grudge against Jess. 
 “Moving on,” said Galaxy Maiden. “Tell me about the incident with Hive.” 
 “Another escaped prisoner,” said Jess. “His possession power made it difficult for myself, the Drifters, and the Second Advent to react to him.” 
 “He’s in the custody of the Second Advent now?” asked Galaxy Maiden. 
 “I believe that’s correct,” said Jess. “I was occupied in the aftermath of the fight.” 
 “That aligns with our report from the Drifters,” said Galaxy Maiden. “Curious that nobody seems to know much about the abomination that attacked the city just after that encounter. We’ve yet to confirm who actually engaged with the monster, and what, exactly, forced it away from the city.” 
 Will tried to keep his face as neutral as possible as he thought back to his duel against Genesis. He remembered the dream he’d had the previous night, and an odd tingling sensation ran up the back of his neck. 
 For an instant, he could see a blue aura around Galaxy Maiden, a faint, surreal shimmer, like a heat mirage but more defined. Her power involved channeling and capturing starlight, and he realized that the glimmer reminded him of just that — the flicker of a shimmering star. 
 “Lockpick?” said Galaxy Maiden. “Are you listening?” 
 He sat upright in his chair. “Sorry, what was the question?” 
 The directors frowned at one another, and Galaxy Maiden continued. “Tell us about your life on parole. The reports from your parole officer have been spurious and lacking in detail. Have you found a job yet?” 
 “Not exactly,” he said. 
 “A simple yes or no will do.” 
 “Then no, I don’t have a job,” he said. 
 “Have you begun the process of enrolling in school?” 
 He shook his head. “It hasn’t been a priority.” 
 “If you have an interest in remaining a free man, you might want to make it one,” said Galaxy Maiden. 
 “Excuse me?” said Jess. “That’s a little uncalled for.” 
 “Jess.” Ice Nine gave her a pleading look, sliding his hand flat across the table. 
 “On top of your complacency, the other factor which appears to be a glaring oversight is your treatment itself,” said Galaxy Maiden. “This abstinence meditation treatment is a complete farce. I’m sending you down to the infirmary to receive a prescription for Normexital.” 
 “This seems like something that should be run through my parole officer first, doesn’t it?” asked Will. 
 “You’ll be receiving a new one shortly.” Galaxy Maiden narrowed her eyes at him. “Don’t think I missed the fact that your sister was previously serving in that capacity.” 
 “It’s her job, and she takes it seriously,” said Jess, through gritted teeth. 
 “As for you, Relic, I’m afraid for the time being we’re going to have to appoint a new lead hero for Lancaster City,” said Galaxy Maiden. “Miss Mass seems capable of performing the role in the interim until we find a new permanent candidate.” 
 Jess stared at the three directors in abject shock. Will set a hand on her knee under the table, still reeling from his own dressing down. Normexital. Unbelievable. 
 “Do either of you have any questions for us?” asked Galaxy Maiden. 
 He and Jess shook their heads. 
 “Do any of my fellow directors wish to ask anything else or comment?” 
 Ice Nine shook his head. Pulse Master was asleep, faint snoring rumbling out of his nostrils. 
 “As always, I appreciate your professionalism, Relic,” said Galaxy Maiden. “Shame about the Crimson Five.” 






CHAPTER 11

   
 “Unbelievable,” muttered Jess. “That woman is a power-crazed witch.” 
 They’d taken the elevator midway down the tower and stood on one of the balconies overlooking the main lobby. Will was leaning against the railing on his elbows, and he slowly shook his head. 
 “She has no idea what’s going on in her city,” he muttered. “It feels like she just decided to use this as an excuse to flex her power.” 
 “It would have been different if Astroman had been here,” said Jess. “He’s kind and understanding. Always reminded me of the grandfather I never had. He would have cut her off as soon as she started up with her power trip.” 
 “Are you going to be alright?” he asked. 
 “Of course. Being demoted out of the position of lead hero does mean I’ll have to take a pretty significant pay cut, but it’s not that big of a deal in the grand scheme of things. I could always reach out to another area, see if there are some openings for the role elsewhere, assuming you and Rue and Avery don’t mind making the move.” 
 He shrugged, slightly reluctant toward the idea. He still had unfinished business in Lancaster City, not to mention a new crop of friends. Erik and Mist, and even Charlie. 
 “Let’s just get through the next few days,” said Will. “I’m assuming we are still staying here while Avery is in the infirmary?” 
 “Yeah, until the doctor has a solid idea about her treatment plan,” said Jess. “It’s not much of an inconvenience, given that we don’t have any way to return home yet.” 
 “The upside of having your house burn down.” 
 Jess chuckled. “Yeah. Hey… do you still want to eat a homecooked meal tonight?” 
 “Absolutely.” 
 “I am going all out, then,” she said, with a smile. 
 “Don’t forget the wine.” 
 “Never. Recent events have inspired me to add an extra bottle to the quota. Want to come with for the shopping?” 
 “Nah, I’ll stay here a while longer,” he said. “I’ll meet up with you later.” 
 She nodded and kissed him softly on the cheek, lingering with her face close to his. “I love you, Will.” 
 “I love you, too.” 
 He was surprised by the different emotions he felt as he watched Jess walk off. He was angry, galled, really, by how Galaxy Maiden had treated them both, but there was disappointment there, too. 
 He knew it’d been childish to get his hopes up, but a part of him really had wanted everything to simply go back to normal, or at least as close to it as he could get. To become Lockpick again in costume and name, even if it came with a clouded reputation, appealed to him far more than he liked to admit. 
 He was sick of running into Relic as Decay, Kestrel as Decay. Looking at his hands, Will stared down at the various heroes interacting in the lobby below.  
 A teenager in black leather and a playful cowboy hat mask contraption was pulling on a young woman in a purple costume’s cape, reeling her in for a kiss. Two greying older supers with the classic-style eye masks stood along one wall, chatting with one another in hushed tones.  
 There was an order to it, tradition and prestige and camaraderie, distilled together and harnessed for good. The Champion Authority wasn’t perfect — far from it — but there was a simplicity underlying that way of life that he missed dearly. 
 “So forlorn were the thinker’s eyes, dare one interrupt the human buffering?” 
 Will realized that somebody had joined him at the railing, a young man around the same age as him with thick-framed glasses and curly, brown hair. He wore a suit jacket over a t-shirt and jeans, along with a strange watch that had an array of pulsating dots for a face. 
 “What?” said Will. 
 “You look like you’re thinking. Want me to leave you alone?” 
 Will snorted. “No, it’s fine. What’s up? Are you another messenger for the board?” 
 The man narrowed his eyes, waiting for something. “You don’t remember me, do you?” 
 Will was used to hearing that question asked with far more derision in the undertone. Villains in prison had popped it to him on the regular, and it’d always meant a fight with some former enemy of the week of the Crimson Five.  
 There was no anger or resentment in this young man’s voice, however, and he did seem familiar, somehow. 

Those glasses… Way, way back.

 “Complex,” said Will. “Holy shit.” 
 Complex chuckled and shook his hand. “It’s been a while, LP. Would it be rude for me to ask how you’ve been?” 
 “Depends on whether you want to hear about all the people I stabbed in prison,” he said. 
 “I’ll have you know that I remain a fan of both violence and dark humor,” said Complex. “Over or under fifteen?” 
 “Over.” 
 “Twenty?” 
 Will paused. “Over.” 
 “Fifty.” 
 “Under.” 
 “Well never mind, then,” said Complex. “Here I thought you were some scary supervillain, but you’ve only stabbed, at most, forty-nine people.” 
 “It’s not the number of the stabs, but the quality of each one,” he said. “How long has it been?” 
 “Tenish years? I think the last time we hung was at that CA gathering in Toronto. We were a pair of pubescent terrors back then.” 
 “Remember those twins?” asked Will. “Nina and…” 
 “Nila. Nina and Nila. We spent the better part of a day trying to put kick-me signs on their backs.” 
 “Flirting was so much simpler back then,” said Will. 
 “Didn’t you outright ask one of them to marry you?” 
 “I’m pretty sure we both asked them to marry us,” said Will. “I can’t remember which one said yes.” 
 “You should see them now,” said Complex. “They joined up with Color Spray. They have matching costumes and incredible bodies. How are your sisters, by the way?” 
 “They’re fine,” said Will, narrowing his eyes slightly.  
 Complex chuckled and held up his hands in mock surrender. 
 “It was only a question, LP,” he said. “Anyway, I’m on my way upstairs to report to the queen bee. Just wanted to let you know that not everyone here at the Lighthouse is out for your blood.” 
 He started to turn away and then hesitated, coming back to grab Will’s shoulder. 
 “Some people are, though,” said Complex. “Seriously. Be careful. Try to avoid walking through the hallways alone when you have the option.” 
 Will blinked. It was hard to tell when Complex was being serious sometimes, but this felt like one of them.  
 “Thanks,” he said. “I will.” 






CHAPTER 12

   
 Will headed back to the suite that had been prepared for his family, taking Complex’s advice to heart as he made his way through the Lighthouse. It was easy to tell when someone recognized him, but much more difficult to get a sense of their level of animosity, along with any inclination toward violence. His sense for that sort of thing had dulled since leaving Mastodon. 
 The place was empty. He figured Jess was still out shopping. Rue had left a note on the table saying she was heading down to the café on the second level. Lacking anything else to do in the moment, he decided to go check in on her. 
 The hallway outside the café was far busier than the other sections of the Lighthouse he’d explored. Will was concerned that more people might mean more danger, but the crowd had the opposite effect, letting him blend in and feel inconspicuous. 
 He spotted Rue as soon as he made his way inside the café. She was sitting at a table with three other girls her age, chatting away, smiling and animated. He considered just leaving her be, letting her make friends and be an independent nineteen-year-old, but she spotted him and waved him over before he could exercise the option. 
 “Will!” she said, smiling and bursting with energy. “This is my brother. Will, this is Kaci, Surana, and Kyoko.” 
 “Hi,” said Kaci. She was tall, with dark brown hair and dimples and playful eyes. “So you’re the evil villain everyone has been talking about. You don’t look so evil.” 
 There was something decidedly flirtatious about her tone that he wasn’t about to explore in front of Rue. “Former villain. I’m just a regular, boring guy now.” 
 “I somehow doubt that very much,” said Kaci. 
 “Um…” Rue shot her a frown. “I’d invite you to join us, but we just ordered our food.” 
 “It’s fine.” He patted her on the shoulder. “I was just checking in on you. Do you have plans for later tonight?” 
 “We might steal her to go see a movie,” said Kaci. “You could join us, if you wanted?” 
 Rue looked hesitant, if not conflicted by the suggestion, which he could understand. He had no interest in glomming on to her party, especially given how rare it was to see her hanging out with new people her own age, other teenage girls with superpowers who understood her perspective. 
 “Maybe next time,” he said. “I figured I’d check on Avery and then retire back to our rooms. Boring, like I said.” 
 “Too bad,” said Kaci. 
 “I’ll see you later tonight?” said Rue. “Possibly tomorrow morning, depending on how late I stay out.” 
 “Sure,” he said. “Have fun.” 
 He waved to the table as he walked away, grinning to himself at the way they immediately started whispering to one another once he was out of earshot. The crowd parted for him as he headed back out into the hallway, but he only made it a few steps before slowing down. Someone was following him. 
 “Hey,” called a female voice. “Lockpick, right?”  
 He scowled and prepared himself for potential trouble. “Yeah. What do you want?” 
 “Whoa, easy there, mister muscles.” A short, blonde woman of perhaps thirty-five or forty stepped toward him, sipping from a steaming latte. “My name is Sprinter. I am a shameless recruiter looking to fill an empty slot on my team. Color Spray, maybe you’ve heard of us? I was wondering if you might help me out a little.” 
 “Depends on what you’re asking,” he said. He kept walking down the hall, and she fell into step beside him. 
 “Has your sister ever thought about joining another team before?” asked Sprinter. “She’s exceptionally powerful. I’m sure you know that better than most people. We would love to have Webcam providing support for us and would certainly reward her handsomely for her help.” 
 Rue, on a team. Strange how the idea twisted at his heartstrings. He wanted to see her succeed, to become the confident, mature woman he so often saw flashes of in her behavior. But at the same time, it would mean letting her go. 
 “Have you talked to her about this?” he asked Sprinter. 
 “I got about two sentences into introducing myself, and she held up her hand and said I don’t talk to recruiters without appointments.” 
 “You should probably try to make an appointment, then.” 
 “See, that’s where you come in,” said Sprinter. “She’s obviously not keen on the idea. Could you maybe talk to her, put in a good word for me?” 
 “She’s her own woman,” said Will. “I’ll mention it to her, but no promises.” 
 “I would appreciate that. It’s a great opportunity for her. A lot of teams won’t consider heroes that haven’t trained on campus at the Super Academy. This might be the best shot she gets at being part of a serious team, one that she can grow into, build a life around. Isn’t that what you’d want for your sister?” 
 “I’ll mention it to her,” he said again. 
 He slipped into the elevator just as the doors were closing. Sprinter stutter-stepped forward as though considering diving through the tiny, closing crack, before ultimately deciding against it. She crossed her arms and stared back in the direction of the café like a hunter trying to get into the mind of their quarry. 
 Rue, Webcam, back on a team. It wasn’t just that he didn’t want to lose her. A part of him was actually a little jealous, and as ridiculous as that was, he couldn’t shake it off. He would tell Rue about the offer the soonest chance he got. He’d also push her to seriously consider it, even if it meant losing her, even if it meant watching her live a life that would forever be denied to a former supervillain, a suspended hero. 

I can’t look at it like that. This is about Rue, not me.

   
 ***  
   
 Will gave into the urge to go and check up on Avery in the infirmary. It was a little risky, given that Galaxy Maiden might have phoned ahead with the details of his newly required Normexital prescription. He had no interest in being forced into chemically neutering his powers, which meant he needed more time to figure out a workaround. 
 Luckily, none of the doctors or nurses confronted him about it as he scribbled his name down on the check-in sheet. He headed for Avery’s room, hoping for the best, preparing himself for the worst. 
 He didn’t get either extreme. She was asleep in bed, her face tranquil, with tangles of red hair loose across the pillow. Will stood outside her room, concerned that even just opening the door and heading inside might wake her up and interfere with her fragile recovery. 
 “We made a few small adjustments to her treatment.” Doctor Yuri came to stand next to him, smiling gently. “The goal is to taper her off the medications which I suspect are contributing to the general mental fog she suffers from and see if we can’t find a more nuanced way to help her control her power.” 
 “That sounds reasonable enough,” he said. 
 “She’s already making progress,” said Doctor Yuri. “It is going to be incremental, of course, but the best thing you can do to help her is to just be there for her. When she’s awake, that is. She’s also going to need a lot of rest for her body to adjust to all the changes.” 
 “Right.” 
 “You’re a good brother. She’s lucky to have you.” 
 Doctor Yuri moved on, and Will was left watching Avery from the other side of the glass observation window. He felt a hand touch his shoulder and turned to see Jess, shopping bag in tow, standing behind him. 
 “Hey LP,” she said. “I thought you might be here.” 
 “I just wanted to see how she was doing,” he said. 
 “So did I. She’s asleep?” 
 “Yeah.” 
 Jess set her hand against the glass, watching her daughter. “How about we come back tomorrow?” 
 “I thought I’d stay in the waiting room for a while,” he said, with a shrug. “See if she wakes up. Maybe she’ll want company.” 
 “It’s already past eight,” said Jess. “I think she’ll be out for the night.” 
 “Still…” 
 “What happened to us having dinner together?” asked Jess. “Are you really going to have me buy all of this wine and drink it by myself?” 
 He chuckled and shook his head. “Fair point. You want to head back upstairs?” 
 “I should check in with Doctor Yuri,” said Jess. 
 “You just missed her. I think she went that way.” 
 “Meet me at the elevator?” 
 He nodded, relieved her of her heavy shopping bag, and headed out of the infirmary. He didn’t have to walk far down the hall to reach the elevator, but apparently, it was far enough. Someone was walking behind him, and it wasn’t Jess. 
 He set the bag down and slid it sideways under a discarded wheelchair just in time to avoid spilling the groceries across the floor. A heavy fist slammed into the side of his skull hard enough to bounce his head against the wall. 
 He reached for his penknife, but of course, he’d left that back with his motorcycle and costume in the storage unit outside Lancaster City. Still blinking stars out of his vision, Will tried to swing at his attacker, a bald man he didn’t recognize. 
 Another punch from a new direction slammed into his stomach and he crumpled to the floor. Someone spat on him, disgustingly hot saliva marking the side of his neck. He stumbled upright, but the fight was already over, already lost, and his attackers were safe behind the closing elevator doors. 
 His lip was bleeding, and his head still felt like a drum circle was taking place inside it. He wiped away the spit and started looking for the nearest bathroom to examine the damage and clean himself up. 
 “Will?” Jess arrived before he could. “What happened? Oh my God!” 
 “I’m fine,” he said. “I just… bumped into someone. I wasn’t paying attention.” 
 “Who was it?” she growled. “Where did they go?” 
 “I don’t know, and it doesn’t matter,” he said. “You’d just be wasting your time if you tried to report it.” 
 “Who said anything about reporting it?” she asked. “I’m going to strangle the bastard!” 
 He chuckled and put an arm around her and hit the button for the elevator. “How about we just have dinner instead? I’d prefer a full stomach to pointless revenge.” 
 Jess hugged him back tight enough to make him wonder if she was drawing from her superstrength. 






CHAPTER 13

   
 The suite was empty, and Will guessed that Rue was still out having girl time with her friends. He took his shoes off and sighed, letting some of the tension out of his shoulders. Jess slid in to hug him from behind, her large breasts pressing into his back as she kissed him softly on the shoulder. 
 “I’ll make us dinner,” she said. “Why don’t you take a long shower? I’ll have a glass of wine and tasty food waiting for you when you get out.” 
 “Thanks, but you don’t have to spoil me,” he said. “I’m not upset over this.” 
 “Well, I am!” she snapped. “Heroes should be above these kinds of petty grudges.” 
 “Is it petty?” he asked. “Jess… I’ve fought against a lot of heroes before. I’ve done worse to them than what they just did to me a hundred times over.” 
 “That was before you served your sentence,” she said. “A lifetime ago, practically.” 
 “I might have done a lot of changing in those years, but that doesn’t mean they have,” he said. “Really. It’s no big deal.” 
 He turned around, smoothing a few beautiful strands of blonde hair away from her face. She looked worried but happy at the same time, like she was trying to cherish a moment while simultaneously fearing that it might end too soon. 
 “Why don’t I go take that shower?” he said. “I’ll get it nice and hot and steamy…” 
 He kissed her cheek, her lips, and her neck, in that order. 
 “And then you can come on in and join me,” he finished. 
 Jess laughed and ran her hands up and down his back. “You just can’t help yourself, can you? You better use your time in the bathroom to calm yourself down.” 
 “Tonight will be a lot more interesting if I don’t.” 
 “Comments like that are exactly why you need to, mister,” she said. “Especially with wine flowing.” 
 Her tone made him wonder how she actually felt, if maybe she wanted him to try something, but just couldn’t bring herself to admit it. Dangerous thinking, especially with Jess. She was forgiving, but only to a point. 
 He tried to take her advice as he showered, but it felt counterproductive when all of his sexy fantasies kept leading back to her. As wrong as it was for him to want to touch her, kiss her, and more… something about masturbating in the shower while imagining her moaning on his cock felt even dirtier. 
 He leaned his head against the wall underneath the shower’s spigot, staring down guiltily at his erection. Why did Jess have to be Relic, first among the sexiest heroines? Why did she have to be so gorgeous and smart and loving and affectionate? Was it really his fault that he felt such strong desire for a woman who, by anyone’s standard, was unbelievably attractive in both body and mind? 
 Obviously yes, when she was his mother, but he still felt like he kind of had a point. 
 Will dried off after his shower and pulled on a t-shirt and shorts. Jess was cooking two steaks on the stove, listening to an audiobook on her phone as she shifted the meat across the pan. She’d changed, too, into a plain cotton nightgown, purple with white trim along the edges. 
 “Feel better?” she asked, muting her phone. 
 “Much better.”  
 He was more than a little tempted to slide into place behind her and blatantly grind his erection into her shapely butt, but he felt like playing the night with a little more nuance. He took a seat at one of the chairs by the small dining room table and turned it so he was facing her, his bulge incredibly obvious against the thin fabric of his shorts. 
 “The wine is open if you want to pour yourself a…” Jess did a double take as she looked his way, clearly trying not to smile as her eyes took the measure of his arousal. “Ahem. If you’d like to pour us both a glass.” 
 “I would love to.” He stood up, grabbing the bottle and drawing nearer to her, but still keeping enough distance to balance out that electric vibe in the background. “Just say when.” 
 He drew nearer to her as he poured, not letting his body come into contact with hers, but testing the waters of her personal space. Her breathing sped up a little, as though her body was on a different page than her mind, and Will saw her correct her posture with a subtle, back arching movement. 
 “Thank you,” said Jess quietly. 
 “Any time.” He smirked at her and saw her hiding her own smile with a sip of wine. 
 It took an effort to pull back and give her the room she needed to cook their dinner. Will watched her cook, not saying anything else at first. It wasn’t the first time he and Jess had shared a quasi-date night together, but this time it felt like they were in truly uncharted territory. 
 “The selection at their grocery store wasn’t awesome,” said Jess. 
 “Sometimes you just have to eat what’s in front of you.” 
 “It’s easy for you to say that,” said Jess. “You have the appetite of a young man.” 
 “You sell yourself short,” he said. “I don’t enjoy just anyone’s cooking.” 
 “Well, tonight,” said Jess, “you can have as much as you want.” 
 The tension didn’t ebb even as she finished the food, and they shifted to eating at the table. Will felt as though he was staring at Jess too much, but any time he stopped, he’d notice how much she was staring at him and his eyes would find their way back. 
 Eventually, the wine helped them to fall back into a pattern resembling their normal, comfortable rapport. Jess was on her second glass, and Will was on his third. 
 “Today was frustrating,” she said, with a sigh. “I can’t apologize enough for getting your hopes up over what the board wanted from you at that meeting. I may have been… projecting my own desires onto the situation.” 
 “It doesn’t matter,” he said. “I’ve resigned myself to being the Champion Authority’s dirty little secret.” 
 “You’re so much more than just that. Maybe it’s selfish, but I still do hold out hope that one day you’ll be back in costume by my side.” 
 Half a dozen coy, suggestive replies tingled on his lips, but he wasn’t drunk enough to risk implicating himself for his own amusement. 
 “I might not be in costume, but I’m by your side where it really matters.” He slid his hand across the table and touched hers. “Don’t forget that.” 
 “How could I ever?” Her eyes sparkled as she played with his fingers. 
 “Hey, remember Complex?” he asked. 
 “Complex?” 
 “Old friend of mine from when I was eleven or twelve,” said Will. “We used to run around the meetups together.” 
 “The curly-haired kid with glasses?” 
 “Yeah. He’s here in the Lighthouse. I ran into him today, and we talked for a bit.” 
 “The two of you were little monsters when you were together,” said Jess. “No offense, but my most vivid memory of him is the time you tried to use one of his gadgets to spy on the girls’ changing room.” 
 “That was a one-time thing,” said Will. “Well… a few times. One weekend.” 
 Jess let out a dramatic sigh. “If only I’d had the foresight to recognize such an early warning sign…” 
 Will shot her an exaggerated glare and gently kicked her foot under the table. She kicked back, but he caught her leg, and for a charged instant, his bare fingers ran across the smooth skin of her thigh. Completely smooth — she’d shaved that day. 
 “How about we relax on the couch and watch a movie?” he suggested. 
 Jess looked like she might say no, but when she opened her mouth, all that came out was “I’ll grab a blanket.” 
 He grabbed the wine.  






CHAPTER 14

   
 Will’s heart was pounding as he took a seat on the couch. Jess walked over so slowly, her expression unreadable in a way that made him all too aware that she was the woman who’d raised him. She could put a stop to this, if she wanted to.  
 She sat down next to him, curling her legs underneath her and extending him one side of the blanket. The moment was laced with confusing emotions, strange expectations, and an unspoken erotic promise. They’d watched movies like this before, but it had never felt quite like this, like an actual date. Not a first date either, but the kind a woman made sure to shave her legs for. 
 “What are you in the mood to watch?” asked Jess, her voice wavering with each tight syllable. 
 “Something with lots of action.” He picked one out, barely taking his eyes off her. 
 Jess let out a slightly nervous laugh. “You are such a boy. All about adrenaline. Explosions and car chases.” 
 “You can always veto my choice.” 
 Jess leaned closer to him, pulling her hair over one shoulder. “I think… I’d rather just go with it.” 
 He nodded. “Good.” 
 He put his arm around Jess slowly, and she let out a little breathing noise as his thumb began stroking her shoulder. It felt so wonderfully natural, and he supposed that was the core of the problem. It was as easy to kiss Jess as it was to hug her, as easy to touch her as to kiss, and everything beyond that flowed with no regard to any familial boundary. 
 He slid a hand under the blanket and let his fingers touch her bare thigh. She let out a breathless gasp, looking away and then back toward him, her eyes striding the line between challenging and eager. 
 He kissed her, feeling like it was only the surface of what he wanted to express. He touched her body, his fingers running up her leg and bumping into the edge of her panties before shifting to gently touch one of her breasts and tracing the outline of her bra. 
 Jess stopped him as he went to kiss her again, and he felt a surge of crushing disappointment. She cupped his cheek, but she didn’t push him back. Instead, her thumb ran across his lips, gently touching the small cut he’d gotten earlier in the fight.  
 “Does it hurt?” she whispered. 
 “No.” He silently cursed himself for not thinking to simply mend the injury while he was in the shower. 
 “We’ll just work around it.” She pulled forward, gently kissing him on the other side of the mouth with such tenderness, such concern. 
 He was far too horny to match her soft touch, her gentleness… but she didn’t seem to mind. Will kissed her aggressively on the neck, stretching out sideways with her on the couch. He groped her body with the finesse of a horny teenager, indulging in her tiny noises and reactions. She didn’t sound like Jess — she sounded like a woman ready to get fucked. 
 They were moving together, going through the preliminary motions that horny bodies fall into on the way to sex. Jess had her legs open, and her hair was splayed out in a lewd halo, golden and sexy. Will got his thumb into the waistband of her panties and started to pull down. 
 “Whoa there, mister,” she whispered. “Rein it in. That’s… too much.” 
 He made himself stop, but couldn’t keep in the question. “Why? Jess… What if we just…?” 
 He wasn’t sure how to end that sentence, really. Just what? Have sex, and then pretend they hadn’t? Have sex, and let the fallout destroy their family? Plunge into an impossible dynamic for the sake of giving in to the ultimate temptation? 
 “What do you mean, why?” She cupped his cheek, turning his face so his eyes met hers. Her hips were still rocking into him with subtle, unconscious motions. “Will… I’m your mother. I love you too much to let you do something that I know you’d one day regret.” 
 “I wouldn’t regret it.” 
 “You’re barely old enough to drink,” said Jess. “You have no idea what you’ll end up regretting.” 
 “So what you’re saying is you want me to be sure?” 
 “How is that what you just heard?” Jess sighed and massaged her temples. “What I’m saying is that you’re still adjusting to being back in the world and being back around women. You’re confusing one type of love for another.” 
 “What if I’m just feeling multiple types of love?” 
 “Oh, sweetie.” She wrapped her arms around his neck and drew his head down to her chest. “I’m sorry.” 
 “I’m not.” He started kissing the upper flesh of one of his breasts.  
 Jess made a slightly annoyed noise, but was soon back in the flow as his kisses traveled up her neck. 
 It felt inevitable. He wanted her, and she was giving him far too much slack on the line to get her. She didn’t stop him this time when he started tugging on her panties, but she didn’t help him, either. The question of how many pumps he’d be able to last once he got his cock inside her was one he really, really wanted to answer. 
 “Whoa!” said Jess as he slid the panties down the curve of her butt. “Time out. You need to take a breath and relax.” 
 She pushed him back and sat up, expression serious and authoritative. “Why didn’t you take my advice before?” 
 “Your… advice?” 
 “To, you know…” She made a jerking motion with her hand that was altogether too lewd for this world. “To just handle that ahead of time.” 
 “Is that what you want?” He closed the distance for what felt like the millionth time that night. “For me to go into the bathroom and do that, right now?” 
 Jess bit her lip, her eyes darting down to the obvious tent in his shorts. “Maybe.” 
 “And what do you think I’d be imagining while I was in there?” he whispered into her ear. “Who do you think I’d be imagining?” 
 Her cheeks flushed red, and she looked like she was trying not to smile, fighting a losing battle against a crude but incredibly flattering compliment. She surprised him, standing up from the couch. Will made to rise too, but she pushed him back down to a seated position with surprising, potentially superhuman strength. 
 “Don’t move,” she said sternly.  
 “What are you doing?” 
 “Just lie back and relax,” she said. “You’ll be back in the bathroom, after all, if you try to push your luck this time, mister.” 
 He was about to try to do just that anyway, but Jess reached behind her back and, with a few quick movements, undid her bra underneath her nightgown. She leaned away from him as she took it off and dropped it to the floor, shaking her bust side to side with delicious jiggles that were obvious through the thin fabric before descending to her knees in front of him. 
 It was such a power play that Will could only stare at her in shock, his entire body tingling with arousal. Jess stared into his eyes as she pulled his shorts and boxers down, but the second his stiff cock came into view her gaze immediately snapped to it. 
 “There are rewards for young men who know how to behave and play by the rules,” said Jess.  
 “The entire point of rules is knowing when to break them.” 
 Jess pulled back the hand she’d been reaching forward to touch his member with. Will cleared his throat, smiling despite how much her teasing annoyed him. 
 “But I’ll admit that now doesn’t seem to be one of those times,” he added. 
 “Good.” Jess ran her hands up his thighs, sliding forward from where she knelt in front of the couch. “Now just relax and let me take care of you.” 
 She was still holding his gaze as she brought her lips forward and planted a tender kiss on the tip of his cock. Will’s body reacted on its own, hips flexing upward to briefly shove an inch or so of his length into her hot mouth. Jess giggled, wiping away a small string of pre-arousal that hung from her lower lip as they broke contact. 
 “I have something new in mind for you tonight,” she whispered. “This isn’t our first date, after all.” 
 She undid one shoulder strap of her nightgown, and the other. Will’s viewing angle wasn’t awesome, but Jess’s nude breasts were an incredible sight from any direction. They were plump and surprisingly firm for a woman in her late thirties, with thick little gumdrop nipples that begged to be sucked on. 
 He would have tried to pull her up to do just that, but she was the one doing the sucking. Will felt her lips close around his tool and almost blacked out from the sheer pleasure. Jess didn’t stop there, sinking lower to coat the upper three quarters of his tool with her hot lips.  
 She pulled back, but instead of stopping, she simply shifted to using her chest to pleasure him. She pressed her breasts against either side of his cock, hugging her arms around the front of her bust to squeeze his erection in the middle of the soft flesh of her boobs. 
 “I’ve only ever done this for one other person,” she whispered. 
 He really didn’t need to picture her giving Halberd a boob job at that moment, but the image was a passing wisp as Jess picked up speed. The room was silent aside from the faint noise of sliding flesh. She started trying to bob low enough to kiss his cock on each pass, sometimes succeeding, sometimes drawing just short. 
 It was one of the sluttiest performances a woman had ever put on for him, but from Jess, it wasn’t slutty at all. The word simply didn’t fit — it was too lacking in the love, the affection, the absolute loyalty imbued in the act. Will saw the way she watched him, taking pride in how much pleasure she was giving him, how badly she wanted to make him happy.  
 “Oh, fuck,” he muttered. “Jess!” 
 “That’s it,” she whispered. “Don’t hold back. Whenever you’re ready.” 
 She shifted to sucking again, closing her eyes in concentration as her lips formed a tight seal, tongue dancing against the underside of his shaft. Will set a hand on the back of her head and shamelessly began fucking her face, so lost in the pleasure that he didn’t even think to stop as he shot way over his limit. 
 He grunted as he came in Jess’s mouth, feverish from the pleasure of his orgasm. She rubbed his leg, and it felt like praise. She didn’t stop sucking until he was entirely spent, and she had a satisfied smile on her face afterward. 
 “Feel better?” she asked. 
 “I feel incredible,” he muttered. “If you ever want to win an award for mother of the year, wake me up like that sometime.” 
 She swatted his shoulder, smiling even as she tried to glare at him. “Why would you go and say something like that? We were having such a sweet moment.” 
 He shook his head, bemused and curious how she’d made the distinction. “I just can’t get enough of you.” 
 “You’ve had enough of me.” 
 She stretched out to cuddle with him. Will kissed her on the cheek, feeling a need to voice what was really in his heart. 
 “I’m not going to stop,” he whispered. “I want all of you.” 
 “No,” she said, growing serious. “There has to be a line, LP. It will always be there, and we’ll always respect it. I need you to understand that or you really will be in the bathroom by yourself. There’s fooling around, and then there’s the big picture.” 
 “Of course.” He brushed a few strands of hair back from her face, rising up on his elbow. “I love you, and I respect you. If you didn’t want me to, I never would.” 
 “That’s not what I mean.” Jess took his hand and pulled it to her chest, just over her heart. It beat out a hard rhythm under his palm, all worked up from the little show she’d put on. “I want you to feel how I feel on this. I love you so much, Will. When we end up getting a little free with each other, it always feels like a mistake afterward, but one born from how much we love each other. But at the same time, I don’t want to love you any less. Do you understand that?” 
 “Yeah,” he said. “Well... Not really.” 
 “What I want, more than anything, is for us to be like this safely,” she said. “For us to cuddle, and watch a movie, and even hug and kiss a bit… while still being our best selves. Without needing it to be like this. It would make more sense for both of us. It would make me happy.” 
 “That’s beautiful,” he whispered. “We should practice like this every day then, so we can work up to that point.” 
 “You are such a brat,” she said, slapping his side. “I love you.” 






CHAPTER 15

   
 They went to bed shortly after the movie, not wanting Rue to find them on the couch and draw any unnecessary conclusions. Will was a little concerned that she was still out so late, given how new they were to the Lighthouse, but Jess called her to confirm that she was on her way back. 
 He was in the early stages of sleep in the small room that had been allotted for him within their lodgings when the door swung open. He heard it click closed a second later and groaned as he tried to wake up enough to figure out what was going on. 
 Someone — Rue — was climbing under the sheets with him. Had Jess explained to her what the sleeping arrangements were going to be? There were two beds in the other room, but only a single bed, his, in this one. 
 “Wrong bed,” he muttered. 
 “Is it?” Rue slid closer to him, her hand gently stroking his bare chest. He could smell vodka on her breath even from a distance. 
 “You’re drunk,” he said. 
 “I only had a few shots.” She pressed a finger to his lips, shushing him with a clumsy movement. “Listen, LP. I’ve been thinking. Thinking hard about this stupid, baseless suspension.” 
 “Can we talk about this in the…” He trailed off as his eyes adjusted to the darkness in time to pick up the motion of Rue taking her shirt off. Her breasts bounced free, a braless and perfect silhouette, and he decided now was the time to be a good listener. 
 “We should practice,” said Rue, crawling over to him. “To make up for lost time. So that when I get my account reinstated, we can do the hottest show and I’ll end up in the top ten models, and I’ll make so much money that I can retire at age twenty-two and start a home for all the animals at the humane society that live in those sad cages.” 
 “You’re really drunk,” he said. 
 “Come on, LP.” Rue playfully bit his shoulder. “Practice with me. Consider it my way of apologizing for ditching you and leaving you to have a boring night cooped up with Mom.” 
 It had been anything but boring, but there was no reason to tell her that. He rolled over to face her lying next to him, surprised how close she was, how much warmth she gave off. She kissed him first, a playful, testing touch of the lips that Will responded to with enthusiasm. 
 Rue pressed herself forward, running her hands over his chest. He matched her movement and confirmed that yes, she in fact wasn’t wearing a bra. His fingers sank into the flesh of her plump breasts as he kissed her again. She put her arms around his neck, and Will rolled on top of her, feeling not the slightest bit of resistance as he pulled open her thighs. 
 He didn’t care about the big picture that Jess had talked about, not then and there. Rue had climbed into his bed, taken off her own shirt, and was now on her back for him. He had to do it. He was doing it. He rocked forward, letting his erection press into her crotch, blocked only by a couple of thin layers of clothing he was already reaching to remove. 
 A knock came at the door. “LP? Are you still up?” 
 Rue was surprisingly reactive for the time of night and the amount of liquor she’d presumably drunk. She grabbed her shirt and fell out of Will’s bed just as the light came on, rendering a scene that was fairly suggestive, but not outright pornographic as Jess turned the light on. 
 Still, Rue wasn’t wearing her shirt, and Will saw Jess’s eye dart from her exposed chest to the tent in the sheets over his crotch, back to Rue’s nudity, and then once more back to his cock. 
 “What… were the two of you doing?” she asked, hesitating as though she didn’t want to know. 
 “Nothing!” said Will and Rue, in overlapping voices. 
 “I thought this was my room,” added Rue as she pulled on her top. “Chill out.” 
 “That doesn’t explain why you have your shirt off,” said Jess, walking over. “And… is that vodka I smell?” 
 “I had a couple of shots with my new friends.” Rue shrugged and tried to casually head for the door. “I didn’t want to be weird or anything.” 
 “Look, I was asleep, and she climbed into my bed and started being a brat,” said Will. “I was just trying to push her away so I could get some sleep.” 

Almost sounds plausible. She could believe it… if she wanted to.

 Jess stared at them for a painfully quiet moment and then shook her head. “Rue, how about you go find your actual bed? William, I would appreciate it if you didn’t encourage her when she’s obviously drunk.” 
 “How was I—” 
 “We’re going to talk about this more tomorrow,” said Jess. “I’m disappointed in you both.” 
 Ouch. Jess had never been heavy-handed when it came to punishments — she’d never needed to be. There was an aspect of falling out of her good graces that felt like being cast down from heaven. 
 He slept fitfully, mostly due to how worked up Rue had gotten him. He tried to fix that issue himself, but it was impossible to imagine much other than what would have happened if he and Rue had gotten ten more minutes alone before Jess’s interruption, which circled back to his own guilt. She’d been pretty drunk, and it felt like a lie to tell himself that he would have stopped before going too far. 
 Will was still going through the motions of sleep when the sun came up. He lay in his bed, wondering if he’d be missed if he simply skipped an entire day in the name of getting more sleep. There was a knock at his door, and Jess slipped in without waiting for an invite. 
 “Are you awake, Will?” she asked. 
 “Yeah.” 
 She walked over slowly, looking surreal and angelic in the soft morning light, and sat down on his bed. A single glance at her expression was enough to tell him that any progress he’d made on his date night with her had been undone by the Rue snafu. 
 “I already spoke with Rue,” said Jess. “Your sister. Would you like to guess what she had to say?” 
 “I’ve no idea what she had to say,” he replied. “Look — she climbed into my bed. I thought she was just being silly. She used to do that sometimes when we were little, remember?” 
 “She isn’t little anymore, LP, and neither are you.” 
 “However, she was really drunk last night.” He held his arms out, giving an exaggerated shrug. “Can we just leave it at that? Nothing happened.” 
 “Do you think you could still say that if I hadn’t interrupted when I did?” Jess sat down on the bed next to him, setting a hand on one of his legs. “This isn’t just about Rue, Will. I haven’t forgotten about… how many nights you spent over at Avery’s apartment.” 
 It was like she’d stabbed a dagger into his chest, but he couldn’t even get angry. It was as though he was a vampire, and she was doing her sacred duty, cleansing him with silver. She knew about Avery. She suspected about Rue. She certainly was aware of how sexual he could be, firsthand. 
 It was over. Unless he wanted to hurt Jess and destroy the already strained ties holding his family together, it had to be over. He’d already gotten away with enough, gotten away with altogether too much. 
 “It’s not what you think,” he said. 
 “What is it, then?” 
 “I love the three of you!” he said. “Maybe I haven’t always expressed that love in the right way, but that’s what it comes down to.” 
 “Will…” Jess rubbed his leg. “Look, I don’t mean to question what you’re feeling, but is it possible you’re mixing up love with lust? If you had somebody you were going steady with, somebody appropriate, maybe you’d be better able to control your urges?” 
 He snorted and resisted the urge to roll his eyes. “Sure. I’ll get right on that. Simply tack find a girlfriend onto the long list of things I need to accomplish to get control of my life.” 
 “I don’t think you’d have to try very hard, mister,” said Jess, smiling. “Look. My point is that I want you to remember that we’re all in this together.  We’re a family. If it gets hard for you around Rue, or Avery, remember that you can come talk to me. Maybe I can help.” 
 He stared at her, a little surprised. Was he imagining the insinuation behind her words? 
 “You’re saying if it gets hard for me, I can come to you?” he asked. “If I need someone to, well... listen.” 
 “Yeah,” said Jess. “I’m a good listener. We’re all in this together.” 
 Was she, though? He kind of felt as though she wasn’t hearing what he was saying, but at the same time, maybe that was for the best. 
 Jess ran her hand through his hair and sighed. It was such a tender gesture that it made him feel ashamed of himself, ashamed of what he was putting her through. She viewed his mistakes as her own failings, gaps in the lessons she should have taught him when he was young and impressionable. 
 “I’ll do my best,” he said. 
 “That’s all I’m asking,” said Jess. 
 She rubbed his leg one last time and left the room. He took a few minutes to internalize as much of what Jess had tried to impart to him as he could. He needed to be the one setting boundaries, especially with Rue. With her streaming account suspended, he didn’t see it being too difficult. 
   
 ***  
   
 “Morning, LP,” said Rue. “How did you sleep?” 
 Will rubbed his neck, trying and failing to keep his eyes from lingering too long on Rue’s barely dressed lower half. She was wearing a t-shirt and panties, fairly normal sleep attire for her. Fairly dangerous sleep attire for her. 
 “To be honest, not all that well,” he said, opting to sit down in one of the chairs instead of next to Rue on the couch. “Jess’s guilt trip upset my sleep equilibrium. Where is she, by the way?” 
 “She went down to the café to see if she could grab us a table for breakfast. Said we should head down to join her as soon as we’re ready. Gives us at least a few minutes alone.” 
 She came over to him, sneaking on her tiptoes with ironically exaggerated steps, hands clasped behind her back. 
 “Jess mentioned that she talked to you,” said Will. 
 “Yeah, she was persistent, but I didn’t admit to anything,” said Rue. “She seems to think that we were like… fooling around, or something. She’s totally clueless about my streaming though, which is a relief. You didn’t say anything about it, did you?” 
 He stared at her, confused by her priorities. “No, Rue. We didn’t talk about the stream.” 
 “Good,” said Rue. “I have an awesome idea for our next show, once I get unsuspended. What if I sit in your lap with a skirt on and we just… see what happens? I bet I could get you hard at least, if not… you know. More than that.” 
 Will sighed and rested his head on his hand, feeling suddenly very tired. 
 “What?” snapped Rue. “You don’t think it’s a good idea? Come on, it would be really hot. Here!” 
 She plopped down in his lap before he could stop her, not that he was sure that he even would have. The noise she made as she leaned back against him was a low, pleasured sigh. Will grabbed onto her hips, caught between holding her still as she began to rock back and forth, and greedily thrusting back into her. 
 “See?” she whispered. “You’re already getting hard. Let’s run with it and see what happens.” 

Think of Jess. Think of what she just talked to you about.

 He started kissing Rue’s neck and urged her to move faster, groaning at the sensation of her soft ass. She didn’t understand the game she was playing, or maybe she did and was just too coy to admit that she wanted something tremendously bad and dirty to happen between them. 
 He pushed her off his lap roughly and stood up. “I’m going down to the café to get breakfast.” 
 “Hold on,” said Rue. “We aren’t finished practicing.” 
 “Practicing?” He scoffed and narrowed his eyes on her. “Come on, Rue. Your account is suspended. As far as I’m concerned, our streaming partnership is on hold until you get that figured out.” 
 She blinked and shook her head. “Where is this coming from? I thought… you sort of, you know. Liked doing this kind of thing.” 
 “I do,” he said. “That’s the problem.” 
 “Wait, hold on!” she called. “What does that mean? How is that the problem?” 
 He headed for the door, ignoring her protests. 
 “LP!” she shouted. “Come back here!” 






CHAPTER 16

   
 Will felt oddly conflicted as he headed down to the café in an empty elevator. He knew he was doing the right thing — doing what Jess wanted him to do, needed him to do. His own protest against Rue and her practicing felt like an echo of not just Jess’s hesitancy, but feelings that Avery had also expressed to him. 
 He felt younger the more he thought about it, though still old enough to acknowledge that by indulging Rue, he would be corrupting her. She was still seeing their relationship through the lens of her streaming, separating the emotions from the pleasure, with the money as an easy justification to keep going. 
 It felt like a small betrayal of Rue to push her away now after being a willing participant for so long, but he wasn’t sure what else he could do. He didn’t have anyone to talk to about what they were doing, and as understanding as Jess seemed, coming clean to her about Rue’s streaming would destroy the trust between them forever. 
 For the time being, he needed to behave himself. He wasn’t exactly lacking in problems to distract himself with, between Jess’s issues with the Board of Directors, Avery’s recovery, and half the heroes in the Lighthouse wishing for his downfall. 
 “I need to focus on helping my family instead of being such a horny bastard,” he muttered. 
 He flinched as someone cleared their throat behind him. An old woman who he hadn’t noticed when he’d gotten on the elevator was frowning at him disapprovingly. He scowled at her and returned to staring straight ahead. 
 A small crowd surrounded Jess’s table in the café. She wore her hair in a neat braid, dangling over the shoulder of a flirty black and red blouse that showed off a fair amount of cleavage and made her seem about a decade younger than she was. 
 She was smiling and speaking, and the crowd suddenly burst into laughter at something she’d said. It was strange to see her like this. Will had always been aware of how popular she was, how popular Relic was, but it was different experiencing it in person, almost like he was watching someone else. 
 Her eyes turned his way, and she waved him over. The people around her looked toward him, few of them hiding their disdain. It didn’t bother him, or at least, he’d built up an immunity to glares and rude whispers during his time in prison. 
 “Hey,” he said to Jess, dropping into a chair beside her. The crowd seemed to disperse instantly, as though being a former supervillain was an infectious disease. 
 “Good timing,” she said. “I was just about to grab food for the table. Is Rue on her way?” 
 “I think so,” he said. “Looks like you’ve collected some fans.” 
 “Recruiters, mostly, along with a few younger admirers,” said Jess. “It’s nice to hear from young women that I inspired them to grow stronger as a hero.” 
 “You are endlessly inspiring,” he said, leaning a little more toward her.  
 Jess cleared her throat and gave him a pointed look. 
 “How were things between you and Rue this morning?” she asked. 
 “Fine,” he said. “I was half expecting you to make more of an effort to keep us from being alone together after last night.” 
 “I was considering it, to be honest,” she said, with a sigh. “I’m worried about her almost as much as I am about you. Though I’d rather eat breakfast than get into this topic again, if that’s alright by you?” 
 “Of course,” he said. 
 “I’ll grab the food, you hold our table?” 
 He nodded, and Jess hurried off to grab breakfast from the buffet line. Rue arrived a few minutes later, joining him while he was still alone at the table. 
 “Why is everyone in this place giving you the evil eye?” she asked. 
 Will shrugged. “Jealous of my incredible good looks?” 
 “Seriously, LP.” 
 He frowned and leaned back in his chair, rubbing his chin. “See the woman with the curly red hair? That’s Trance. Halberd beat up her husband. The guy in the leather jacket with the greasy hair? I believe that’s Penstripe, who attacked Halberd and I with his team a few years ago and got completely outmatched by us. I could go on, there are plenty of others in here with horror stories.” 
 Rue reached her hand over, her fingers grazing his. “Why didn’t you bring this up with Jess before we came here?” 
 “There was no avoiding it. It’s not as though we could have ignored a direct summons from the Board of Directors. We had to come here. I’m not running away from the price I have to pay for all the shitty things I’ve done.” 
 “You’ve changed since then,” said Rue. “I just wish they could see that, too.” 
 Her hand started to close on his, and then abruptly flinched back as Jess arrived and set a tray of bagels down heavily on the table next to them. 
 “Breakfast,” said Jess. “What were the two of you talking about?” 
 “Why half the people in this room are treating LP like he kicked their dog,” said Rue. “What about that guy?” 
 She gestured left with a pointing motion behind her neck that wasn’t nearly as subtle as she’d probably intended it to be. 
 “Hustle Down,” said Will, recognizing him. “I robbed a bank in his city, and the mayor blamed him.” 
 Rue snorted. Jess sighed and looked at them both disapprovingly. 
 “It isn’t funny,” said Jess. “I’m sure if Will was as mature then as he is now, he would have known better and made better choices.” 
 “Oh, yeah, totally,” he said. 
 Despite the generally hostile atmosphere of the café, they still managed to enjoy a nice breakfast together. Will was finishing the last bite of his bagel when he saw Cricket approaching their table from the left side of the room. 
 “Ah,” said Cricket. “Yes, hi! Mrs. Sorling. I was encouraged by Director Ice Nine to give you and your family a tour of the new Challenge Arena, if you were so inclined.” 
 “That nonsense has caught on here, as well?” said Jess. “It seems as though half the training most CA supers take on these days is just to move them up those artificial rankings.” 
 “I’m five years out of the loop,” said Will. “What’s the Challenge Arena?” 
 “Perhaps it would be more efficient to show, rather than tell?” said Cricket. “Um, if you would be so kind as to follow me?” 
 They took the elevator down into the Lighthouse’s lower levels. The doors slid open to reveal rows of seating overlooking a massive concrete room that was plain in form, but impressive for its size. The ceiling clearance was easily fifty feet, enough height to give flying supers room to work with in a fight. 
 “This is the Challenge Arena,” said Cricket. “When two or more supers feel the need to settle the fundamental question of who is the strongest, this is where the action occurs.” 
 “Impressive,” said Will. He walked to the edge of the seating area, which was raised high enough to give them an overhead view, and ran his fingers across the glass cordoning it off from the arena. “How does this actually hold up during real action?” 
 “The glass and concrete are both reinforced with a carefully applied nanodiamond lattice and also have substantial self-healing properties,” said Cricket, grinning. “It was made in house by Complex, a young hero with savant-level invention talents. He’s quite incredible, if I do say so myself. I watch him from afar.” 
 Rue laughed and then immediately clamped her hand over her mouth as they watched Cricket’s face immediately flush with embarrassment. 
 “Complex seems like a solid guy,” said Will, trying to smooth the moment over. “Is there any way we could see one of these challenge duels in person?” 
 “Ah, yes!” said Cricket. “It’s why I came looking for you when I did. There’s one about to start in a few minutes if you want to find seats.” 
 A few other supers arrived to watch alongside them, but the crowd was not a large one, and the vast majority of the seats remained empty. A speaker set into the glass near the ceiling crackled to life, and the impartial voice of an announcer AI spoke to the room. 
 “A duel is about to begin within the Challenge Arena,” said the AI. “The upcoming match will be between Gecko…” 
 A few halfhearted cheers came from a small group of people sitting far to Will’s left. 
 “…and Saul Smooth,” finished the AI. 
 No cheers, but a young woman began clapping enthusiastically. The bright overhead LEDs illuminating the arena itself flashed in a complicated pattern, building hype as the two supers came out to face each other before battle. 
 Neither one of them looked overly intimidating, even in their costumes and with their faces set into hard expressions. Saul Smooth wore a tight silver bodysuit, while Gecko, unsurprisingly, had leaned into a jungle green aesthetic. 
 Each combatant came to stand atop circle markers set a few dozen feet apart. The markers flashed through a colored countdown, red, yellow, and finally green as the AI boomed, “Begin!” 
 It was… technically a fight. Saul Smooth had a power that seemed to allow him to control the friction of his own body, while Gecko seemed capable of sticking to walls and the ceiling on the far opposite end of the spectrum. 
 Will could only smile as he watched several minutes of what seemed more like a game of keep away than an actual match of capability and strength. Rue seemed excited by it, though she wasn’t exactly much of a fighter, herself. Jess’s expression was perplexed, with the slightest edge of suppressed amusement. 
 “Both Saul Smooth and Gecko are fairly highly seeded within the Lighthouse’s challenge duel rankings,” said Cricket. “Many people within the tower have been looking forward to this matchup for a while.” 
 Will watched as Gecko finally got his hands on Saul, holding the friction-based super tightly around the stomach as the other man attempted to squirm loose while screaming incoherently. 
 “I saw more coordinated scraps on a daily basis in prison,” said Will. 
 “You were locked up in a prison for supervillains,” pointed out Rue. 
 “I know. Just one of those fun little facts.” 
 “Prison this, prison that,” said Rue, mockingly. “Look at me, I’m LP. Look at this fork. You know, in prison, we only had sporks.” 
 “Shut up. We didn’t get those either, it was all plastic spoons.” 
 Rue stuck her tongue out at him. Will pulled the back of her ponytail, and they spent half a minute engaged in a petulant slap fight before Jess sighed and swept her reproachful gaze in their direction. 






CHAPTER 17

   
 The duel came to an end, and Will followed Jess and Cricket back to the elevator. They didn’t get on right away, instead taking a minute to discuss their plans. 
 “The Board of Directors wants to meet with me again,” said Jess, with a sigh. “I suppose I’ll be seeing a lot of them through the duration of our stay.” 
 “I can escort you up if you’d like, ma’am?” offered Cricket.  
 “That’s alright. I’m sure I can find my way.” Jess folded her arms, looking at Will and Rue. “Have the two of you figured out how to keep yourselves busy for the day?” 
 The implication in her words was clear enough. Could she leave them alone safely without having to worry about coming back to stumble in on another “wrong bed” mishap? Will exchanged a glance with Rue, who was smiling and entirely unaffected by Jess’s concern. 
 “I already made plans to meet up with Kaci and Kyoko,” she said. “Looks like you’ll be on your own today, LP.” 
 They each went their own way. Will felt like simply heading back to his room to sit around and wait for something to happen was entirely too passive for his current mood, though the idea of taking a midday nap did have a certain draw to it. 
 In the end, he took the elevator down to the level directly below the challenge arena, which was a massive, sprawling gym. There were several workout floors, a pool, a sauna, and hilariously, a number of tanning beds. Appearances mattered when you were saving the world. 
 He found an open bench press and fell into the rhythm of a slow workout. The vast spectrum of strength meant that some of the weight plates were heavy to the point of silliness, though passing by them to grab the ones suited for his standard human lifting needs was a bit of a reality check. 
 Working out was a comfort activity for Will. It was what had kept him sane back in Mastodon, and even though the implicit focus was on training his muscles, the deliberate, repetitive nature of it had done just as much to train and sharpen his mind. He’d used his training to calm himself down, to gain buffer room from the chaos of his last days with Halberd, and then again after forsaking the Power Realists. 
 It should have been just as easy to fall into that same focused state of mind here in the Lighthouse… except it wasn’t. Someone was watching him with predatorial intensity, a tall man with short, spiky dreadlocks and a heavily sculpted chest.  
 Fuck. Will recognized him. Pulse Punch, one of the members of Savior Seven. He and Halberd had beaten their team in decisive fashion and mocked them while doing it. A grudge like that was a step above what could easily fade into the background. 
 “Lockpick,” called Pulse.  
 Will ignored him. Pulse whistled, walking over with long, deliberate strides. 
 “Hey,” snapped Pulse. “Really? You’re going to try to ignore me? I know you remember me, motherfucker.” 
 Will set the bar down and wiped sweat from his face. “I have a single short memory of you, Pulse. It didn’t take us long, and if I recall, you didn’t come chasing us after you and your team got your asses kicked.” 
 A vein bulged along the side of Pulse’s neck. “We had orders not to give pursuit.” 
 “Good for you. Now if you don’t mind, I’m in the middle of a workout.” 
 Pulse chuckled and made as though to leave, stopping at the last second as though he’d just had an idea. “You know, the best workout for supers like us is up there. In the arena. How about we have a quick duel for old time’s sake?” 
 Tempting. So tempting. Pulse Punch was no slouch in a fight and had been the member of his team that had given Will and Halberd the most trouble. Accepting an official challenge duel from him, however, would only stir up dust.  
 He would become even more of a target for any super within the Lighthouse still out for revenge, not to mention others who would seek him out simply for the novelty of dueling an actual villain. On top of that, Jess would probably disapprove of him getting into what amounted to a superpowered pissing match with someone who actual might want to kill him. 
 “If you have a score to settle with me, settle it here and now,” said Will. “I’m not dueling you, so if you’re going to throw one of your little pulse punches, you’d best go ahead and take your shot.” 
 “Coward.” Pulse spat on the ground nearby.  
 Will stood up, wiping his hands off with one of the sweat towels, and took a step forward, getting in the other man’s face. He was possessed by a deep, cold rage, a killing rage, like an old friend with beer and a bad idea. It had been a while since he’d felt like this, like he wanted to lose control. 
 Pulse shifted his head with a quick motion, almost a headbutt. He was trying to draw a flinch out of Will, but his trick worked too well. Will buried his fist in the side of the other man’s face. Pulse was built, and though he staggered back slightly from the blow, he stayed upright. 
 His knuckles shimmered with energy similar to distortion from heat, and the air whistled as he threw a hard hook. Will ducked under it, feeling the air whip as the blow sailed near enough to his head to make his hair flutter. 
 Pulse’s punch rammed into the wall behind him, leaving a disgustingly large crater in the concrete. Will shifted left, preparing to counter, and then saw the look on the other man’s face. 
 “Oh… Oh God,” said Pulse. “Fuck! I am so fucked!” 
 He clutched his forehead, staring at the damage he’d just caused. 
 “They didn’t use the same diamond concrete or whatever for the walls in here?” he asked. 
 “I’m going to be kicked off my team for this!” groaned Pulse. “Why didn’t you just… not dodge?” 
 “Oh, sure, just let your doom punch obliterate my face,” said Will. “Why did you even pick a fight with me in the first place?” 
 “Because you were asking for it!” snapped Pulse. “I need to get out of here. This never happened.” 
 “Gentlemen!” Complex suddenly appeared from around the corner, “Dumbasses. Gentle dumbasses. You both realize that there are cameras in here, no?” 
 He pointed to the nearest corner, where a tiny electronic eye was aimed in their direction. Pulse let out a soul-deadened sigh and sat down on the bench press. 
 “How long were you watching for?” asked Will. 
 “Doesn’t matter, since I showed up in time to save the day.” Complex tapped the screen of his watch a few times, furrowing his brow with exaggerated concentration. “Now, I have access to just about every advanced system within the Lighthouse’s backend. I could easily delete the evidence of this little incident, smooth out the video record with some faked footage, and even put in a basic work order for repairs to make this all seem like a happy, harmless little accident.” 
 “Awesome,” said Will. 
 “I said I could do all of that,” said Complex. 
 Will exchanged a glance with Pulse, feeling an odd mixture of animosity and camaraderie. 
 “How much?” asked Pulse. 
 “One hundred each,” said Complex. 
 “Done.” Pulse rubbed his knuckles and glanced at his handiwork again. “I’ll get the money from my locker.” 
 Complex nodded to him, and the muscular super hurried off across the gym. 
 “Can I get an old friend discount?” asked Will. “I don’t exactly have the money on hand.” 
 He was still owed money by Rue for their last cam show, but he wasn’t sure she had access to it, given her recent suspension. He supposed he could beg her for an advance, but involving her might mean involving Jess, who he was already on thin ice with after the previous night’s errors. 
 “I’ll give you one better than a discount, LP,” said Complex. “I’m planning a bit of an… expedition for tomorrow. Your skillset would be welcome. Help me out, and we’ll call it even.” 
 “An expedition?” Will smiled, sensing something mischievous in Complex’s tone. 
 “Just a friendly little jaunt outside the Lighthouse. We’ll be taking a boat and be out and back the same day.” 
 Will bit back on his first impulse, which was to agree just for the novelty of it. “Can I give you my answer later tonight?” 
 “Need to run it by your esteemed mother first?” asked Complex. “I get it. Relic seems like the type of woman who runs a tight household. Sure, whatever you need to do. Meet on the roof at eight with your answer.” 
 He slapped Will on the back, frowned as his hand came back sweaty, adjusted his glasses, and headed for the gym’s exit.  






CHAPTER 18

   
 Will made a point to finish his workout before heading back to his family’s rooms to shower and change. Nobody else was there, and he left almost as soon as he’d arrived, taking the elevator down to the infirmary to see Avery. 
 A familiar face was sitting in the infirmary’s lobby, and she waved him over as he entered. 
 “Sprinter, right?” he said. 
 “Correct,” said Sprinter. “Enjoying your stay in the Lighthouse?” 
 “It’s been eventful. That’s about all I can say about it.” 
 “I can imagine.” Sprinter stood up and stretched her back. “Not to nag you or anything, but did you manage to put in a word about my team with Webcam? We really would welcome her if she had any interest in joining us, even in just a trial capacity.” 
 Will winced and shook his head. “It hasn’t really come up yet, but I’ll see if I can talk to her about it later tonight. I should say that she’s more interested in living her life as a teenager than doing the whole hero thing.” 
 “That’s understandable. I was no different when I was her age. She’s a top-notch prospect, however, so even if she turns down offers for the time being, there’s still a benefit in opening the line of communication early.” 
 “Yeah, she’s something special.”  
 “You know, if it wasn’t for your suspension, I’d be actively looking into recruiting you, too,” said Sprinter. “You might not have the flashiest power, but I’ve read about your exploits. Someone with perspective into the villain mind that you have would be a valuable asset on any team.” 
 “I’m flattered,” said Will. He honestly was, though he suspected the compliment was one part sincere and two parts an attempt to butter him up for convincing Rue. 
 Sprinter left, and Will continued on through the infirmary. Avery was awake in her room and looking sleepy but lively. She had one hand extended to a young nurse who was painting her nails in flashy colors. She grinned when she saw Will and waved to him with her free arm. 
 “LP,” she said, in a soft voice. “I was wondering when you’d show up.” 
 “I figured I’d let you sleep in, but it looks like you had other plans.” He kissed her on the top of the head and took a chair next to her bed. “How are you feeling?” 
 “Better, but not great,” she said. “It’s still… hazy, but I can at least talk again.” 
 He was so relieved to hear her voice again, to be able to actually converse with her, but paradoxically, found that he didn’t know what to say. He obviously couldn’t talk about their relationship with the nurse right there, but even if she’d been in the other room, he wasn’t certain whether it would be fair to her to bring up those sorts of heavy emotions. 
 “Can I get you anything?” he asked. “I could run up to where the rest of us are staying and grab some extra clothes for you? Or head to the café for some non-hospital food?” 
 “The food here is alright for hospital food,” said Avery. “No offense.” 
 “None taken,” said the nurse. 
 “I’m fine, LP.” Avery reached over and took his hand into hers. “I just want to rest up and get all the way back to normal. I’m still a bit scattered right now. 
 “I know,” said Will. “And I want to help however I can.” 
 He felt an echo of an earlier time when he’d said those words to her. He’d helped with her addiction, pushing her to cut back on her pills without understanding the greater context of her power limits and mental health struggle.  
 He knew it wasn’t that simple, that he couldn’t simply adopt the blame for her current condition, but he still wondered if things may have played out differently if he’d simply stayed out of her business. 
 “Please don’t blame yourself, LP,” whispered Avery. “What happened to me wasn’t anyone’s fault except Hive’s.” 
 He nodded. There was no point in discussing it further. He hadn’t gone there to dump his own guilt into Avery’s lap. 
 “Hey,” he said. “Guess who I ran into?” 
 “Who?” 
 “Complex. Remember him?” 
 Avery started to shake her head and then abruptly stopped and narrowed her eyes. “The goofy kid with glasses that you teamed up with to spy on me and my friends during that one CA conference on the beach?” 
 “We weren’t trying to spy on anyone,” he said, grinning at the memory of that bit of ancient history. “We were exploring, and we stumbled upon a bunch of naked girls.” 
 “We were in the middle of changing!” said Avery. “And don’t act like you both just announced your presence right away and apologized. You both hid in the bushes and watched like a pair of horny little twelve-year-old peeping Tom perverts.” 
 The nurse burst out laughing, and Will couldn’t resist joining in with a chuckle. Even though it had happened years and years ago, he still remembered it vividly, though it was a memory worn and weathered by time. 
 “Well, I’m sorry,” said Will. 
 “Thank you,” said Avery. 
 “I’m sorry that you’re naïve enough to think that if you take your bikini off at a public beach, someone somewhere isn’t going to instantly start watching you.” 
 Avery swatted his shoulder, smiling fiercely. “You little ass. You’re lucky you’re my brother.” 
 She reached out to ruffle his hair. Will brought his chair in a little closer, wishing, not for the first time, that they were alone even for just a few minutes of privacy. 
 “I want to go home,” she said, with a tired sigh. “After this, after I’m better. I just want everything to go back to the way that it was.” 
 There was a depth to her expression that made him curious what she meant by that, while simultaneously afraid to ask. He just held her hand instead, content to be there by her side, to bear witness to her slow recovery. 






CHAPTER 19

   
 Will stayed with Avery for a while longer, neither of them talking much, before heading back to the family’s rooms upstairs. He found Rue on the couch as he entered, stretched out with her feet up on one arm, scowling into her phone screen. 
 “Why do you look like someone just poured sand in your milkshake?” he asked. 
 “Upon further review, we came to the conclusion that your account has violated the terms and conditions of our sign-up agreement,” said Rue. “That’s the response I got to my email asking why the banned me from CamCasters.” 
 “That’s pretty meaningless.” 
 “It’s beyond meaningless!” snapped Rue. “It’s insulting! I was making them money, and they won’t even tell me what I did wrong that warranted a suspension! I am going to write them back and tell them exactly how incredibly stupid and unfair and, and…” 
 “Take a breath,” said Will. “Set the phone down.” 
 “Don’t talk to me like I’m a child,” said Rue. “What else am I supposed to do?” 
 “Keep asking questions. If you get angry, they’re not even going to bother to read the emails you’re sending. Try to get an actual human responding to you.” 
 “We’re past that point,” said Rue, growling at her phone. “I’m going to give them a piece of my mind.” 
 Will came up behind where she was on the couch and gently plucked the phone from her hands before she could react or stop him. Rue growled in annoyance and jumped to her feet, making a grab for it. 
 “Don’t be an asshole, LP!” she cried. “Give me my phone back.” 
 “Not until you calm down,” he said. “If you have a meltdown over getting a generic email response and permanently close off our revenue stream from that website, it kind of affects me too.” 
 “Give it to me!” Rue tried to reach up and snatch it from him, but he was a fair bit taller than her, and simply holding it out of her reach proved to be an effective strategy. 
 She tried to jump past him to get at the handset, but he was broader than her too, and set his chest solidly in her path. Her body bounced off his, and he felt her breasts briefly mash against his chest with a rather pleasant sensation. 
 It reminded him of the way they’d play fight as children, especially as Rue let out a feral snarl and tried again, this time jumping off the arm of the couch for extra height. He turned his back to her and felt her land with her arms around his shoulders as though he’d offered her a piggyback ride. 
 He was laughing, despite the fact that Rue was veering into genuinely upset territory. They both collapsed onto the couch together, wrestling to pin each other as much as trying to possess the phone. Will got on top of Rue and managed to pin one of her arms. Her free hand was tightly clenched on the wrist of Will’s hand holding her phone. 
 “I’ll give it back to you if you promise not to reply to that email right now,” he said. 
 “Fine. I promise.” Rue let her grip falter.  
 Will set her phone down on the couch beside her. 
 He was still straddling her, and they both seemed to realize how interesting that fact was at the same time. He felt his cock stirring, and even though he knew it was a terrible idea, only one question seemed relevant. 
 “Is Jess…” 
 “She’s still at her meeting,” said Rue. 
 Will nodded. He leaned forward, noticing the mischievous, challenging smile that blossomed on her face. He could almost hear what she was thinking. 

Do it, LP. I bet you’re too scared.

 He leaned forward as though to kiss her, watching to see what she’d do. She matched his move, leaning her face closer to his, all but daring him to go wild, roll the dice, see what happened. She’d been so frustrated by that email, too frustrated for it to be over just being locked out of her account. 
 He kissed her, a soft peck, testing the waters. One of Rue’s legs slid sideways, hinting that it might maybe soon wrap around him. He found her lips again, and they were almost immediately lost in the motions of their bodies, a horny vibe settling on the air like a humid fog that made it hard to see straight. 
 It still felt a bit like wrestling, aggressive kisses and rough gropes. Rue dug her fingers into his bicep, pinching him like she wanted to cause a little pain. Will grabbed her ponytail and gave it a tiny yank. 
 “Pulling my hair,” she muttered. “What are you, five?” 
 He pulled it again, and she sucked in an irritated breath. 
 “That would make you three,” he countered. “Maybe that’s why you’re throwing a temper tantrum over your account.” 
 “Jerk.” 
 “Brat.” 
 They kissed again, bodies rocking together on the couch as things started to happen. Will tugged her shirt upward with a flick of his hand. Rue wriggled, halfway between helping him take it off and trying to wrestle control back.  
 Did she want something to happen? Did he? Did it matter, when it seemed like the momentum would make it happen, regardless? 
 There was a sound at the door, the faint electronic beep from a keycard unlocking the door. Rue’s eyes went wide, and she pushed him hard on the shoulders. Will rolled sideways onto the floor, landing with a heavy thud just as Jess stepped into the room. 
 “Oh, good,” said Jess. “You’re both here. What was that noise?” 
 “LP was fooling around,” said Rue. “I had to push him off the couch.” 
 Jess sighed but seemed to only half-hear Rue’s explanation. “Well, I just got back from another meeting with the Board of Directors. They confirmed that I’m going to receive a… substantial pay cut along with my demotion.” 
 “Oh, Mom!” Rue rose to her feet, fixing her shirt, which had ridden up to expose her navel. “That sucks.” 
 She hurried over to Jess’s side. After taking a minute to adjust his shorts, Will joined them. 
 “Can you appeal their decision?” he asked. “If they’d just look at what actually happened with Hive and the prison break, they’d see that neither was your fault.” 
 “It’s not that simple,” said Jess. “They need someone within the CA to blame, and I was the ranking hero in the city when everything happened. I carry that responsibility, and honestly… I do wonder if I could have handled both incidents differently.” 
 Will pulled her into a hug, which Rue immediately glommed onto. He squeezed them both tight, annoyed about how the world seemingly had a grudge against his family over the past few weeks. 
 “I just want to prepare you both,” said Jess. “This is going to affect us getting a loan for a new house. We might have to settle for a slightly… reduced living situation once we leave the Lighthouse.” 
 “We’ll figure something out,” he said. 
 “Maybe LP and I can help with the bills?” suggested Rue. 
 Jess frowned as they all parted from the hug. “The two of you need to focus on your lives and let me handle taking care of our family. You don’t have jobs, anyway.” 
 “I think what Rue means is that we’re all in this together.” Will crossed his arms and sighed. “At least Avery is doing well. I just came from the infirmary. She’s talking again.” 
 “She is?” Jess blinked, a slow smile blossoming onto her face. 
 “The nurse was painting her nails when I went down,” he said. “She was acting like the old Avery. Even teased me over an old misadventure Complex and I were involved in as kids.” 
 “The time you and he tried to spy on the girls changing at the beach?” asked Jess. 
 “That’s not what happened!” he said, face flushing red. “That’s an oversimplification of events.” 
 “Sure,” said Jess. “I was planning on going down to visit her. Rue, do you want to come with?” 
 “Definitely,” said Rue. “LP?” 
 He shook his head. “There’s one other thing I wanted to run past you guys. Complex asked me to join him and some of his friends on some kind of expedition. I’m not really clear on the details, but it sounds like he wants my help.” 
 “I don’t know,” said Jess. “I’m fine with it, but you’re on thin ice right now in terms of your standing within the Champion Authority, LP.” 
 “I’m due to meet up with him to give my answer soon, either way,” said Will. “I suppose I can see if there’s any way he can use his influence to make it more of an adventure happening in an official capacity.” 
 “He is quite influential here in the Lighthouse,” said Jess. “I’m glad that the two of you have rekindled your friendship. I’m fine with whatever you decide.” 
 She kissed him on the cheek. Will was, for a passing second, tempted to blow off the meetup with Complex and spend the evening with Jess and Rue and Avery, but his curiosity got the better of him. 
 He said his goodbyes, put on his shoes, and headed toward the elevator. 






CHAPTER 20

   
 True to its name, the Lighthouse had a bright beacon atop its roof, more than likely intended for flying supers to more easily navigate their landings. Will stared up at it for long enough to leave him blinking away a faint afterimage as he stepped out onto the brightly lit tower rooftop. 
 The wind gusted through his clothes, and he felt on edge as he looked around for Complex. There was a group of people off to one side, but given Will’s status among most of the heroes, he was hesitant to simply walk up and say hello without first seeing their faces. 
 “LP?” Complex’s voice confirmed it for him, and he made his way over. “Good timing. We were just about to get into the details. Allow me to introduce Benny Smoke, Glidemaster, and Effect.” 
 Will nodded to them. Benny Smoke was a heavyset redhead with a thick beard. Glidemaster was a skinny Latino who wore a baggy tracksuit. Effect was a tiny, androgynous-looking young man with a long blond ponytail. 
 “It’s nice to meet you guys,” he said, shaking each of their hands. “I’m the infamous Lockpick.” 
 “Oh, we’ve heard of you,” said Benny Smoke. “Who hasn’t? Can’t say I was all that surprised to learn that you and Complex go way back.” 
 “Don’t worry,” said Effect, in a slightly effeminate voice. “We aren’t the judgmental types.” 
 “Not in the slightest,” said Complex. “Effect wouldn’t be here if we were.” 
 Benny Smoke and Glidemaster broke out into laughter. 
 “Appreciate that,” said Effect. “I’m overwhelmed by your respect.” 
 “Or lack thereof, but that’s not what we’re here to discuss,” said Complex. “Tell me, LP. How much do you know about the SS Saint Mariana?” 
 “Never heard of it before.” 
 “Nobody has.” Complex grinned. “If the ship had succeeded in its mission, its epic quest for glory, well, it would have been a different story.” 
 He pressed a button on his watch, and a holographic display burst into life above it.  
 “The year is 1987,” said Complex. “Deepwater submersibles are coming into vogue. Most of them are government-sponsored missions to map the sea floor or find famous lost shipwrecks, such as the mythical Titanic. The SS Saint Mariana began as just such a mission, originally an effort by the government of Portugal to track down a variety of ships lost during the age of discovery.” 
 A large ship with a submersible hanging from the side appeared on the hologram, floating in the water and traveling in slow circles. 
 “There were still some oceanic abominations, even back then,” said Will. “That couldn’t have been a safe endeavor.” 
 “You already see the prize,” said Complex. “Long story short, after a number of incidents involving mutant attacks and little success, Portugal sold the ship to a private party.” 
 The national flag flying from the ship sank down, and then a new one rose back up with a cartoonish dollar sign in the place of the previous one. 
 “The buyer was a billionaire by the name of Sheldon Ayers,” said Complex. “He continued to chase after lost ships on a literal treasure hunt until his death. His son inherited the operation, but as it happens, the ship went missing shortly after its original owner passed. The entire mission was hush hush, and its disappearance was never publicized. Most people who did know about it assumed that it sank, and the entire crew was lost along with it.” 
 The holographic ship dropped beneath the ocean’s surface for a few seconds before reappearing. 
 “That’s not the case, however,” said Complex. “I have it on good authority that they found their treasure after all, but were attacked by an abomination before they could bring it into port. The ship has been grounded at an awkward angle on the rocks within a hundred miles of the Lighthouse, all by its lonesome ever since, a derelict vessel possibly still brimming with gold coins and ancient artifacts. And I know exactly where it is.” 
 Complex turned off the hologram and flashed Will a smug smile. 
 “He’s making it sound like more of an adventure than it’s going to be,” said Benny Smoke. “We’ve been there before. Just couldn’t find a way into the lower level.” 
 “It’s locked up like an airtight vault,” said Complex. “Even Benny couldn’t make it through those doors with his power.” 
 “I see,” said Will. “So that’s where I come in. You want me to open this ship up for you.” 
 “Could you?” asked Effect. 
 “Yeah,” said Will. “Absolutely.” 
 “You’re sure?” asked Complex. “It is somewhat of a dangerous trip out there. It’s sealed up with several different locks, a keycard, and a keyhole.” 
 “Makes no difference to my power,” said Will. “I can get inside, provided that I get a share of the take.” 
 He was expecting some pushback on that condition, but Complex and the others grinned and all started nodding their heads. 
 “Absolutely,” said Complex. “It’ll be an even five-way split. We might encounter some… difficulties, so everyone is expected to pitch in if it comes to that. Glidemaster and Benny can scout out the ship without putting themselves in too much danger. Effect is pretty useless, but he’s here, I suppose.” 
 “Thanks for that,” muttered Effect. 
 Complex continued speaking without looking the smaller man’s way. “Rounding things out, I’m the Swiss army knife, and you… well, you’re the lockpick.” 
 “The only issue I see is whether I can commit to doing this without ending up drawing the ire of the Champion Authority’s bureaucracy,” said Will. “My CA license is still suspended.” 
 “That’s a minor issue, at best,” said Complex. “I’m on the fast track to being on the Board of Directors one day, myself. The Lighthouse is only possible because of my inventions. It’s run by a thorium reactor that I designed myself.” 
 “Still, we should probably run it by someone, first,” said Will. 
 Complex snorted and slapped him on the back. “Who would have thought you’d be the one trying to do this by the rules? Trust me, it’ll be fine. If anything happens, I’ll take the fall.” 
 He took a moment to think about it, and that was all he needed. True, Complex’s plan felt more like a harebrained scheme than a carefully constructed mission, but he didn’t care about whether they succeeded or not. He needed this, craved that specific feeling of having someone within the CA outside his family treating him like an actual human, valuing what he had to offer. 
 “I’m in,” he said, with a grin. 
 A roar of approval came from the group, along with numerous slaps on the back. Benny stepped forward, reaching into his jean jacket and holding up a finger. 
 “Oh!” he said, blinking in mock surprise as his hand reemerged with a flask. “What’s this? Boys, what’s this?” 
 They passed it around, taking deep enough sips between them to nearly empty the tiny thing by the time it was put away. It was some type of fireball whisky that made Will’s throat burn. Effect started coughing and was mercilessly mocked for his weakness by the others. 
 “Tomorrow morning,” said Complex, holding up a finger. “We’ve waited long enough. If we don’t snag this ship’s treasure, somebody else is going to get there first. Ten AM sharp. Weather permitting, we’ll meet up here on the roof and then take the boat out.” 
 Everyone nodded in agreement, and the group splintered off as they called the end of the meeting, Will himself walking alongside Complex on his way back toward the elevator. 
 “They’re good guys,” said Complex. “Well, except for Effect. And Benny, sometimes. And don’t ever ask Glidemaster about his taste in music if you don’t want a case of bleeding eardrums.” 
 “Right,” said Will. “So what’s Effect’s power, anyway? I can sort of guess what Benny Smoke and Glidemaster are probably about, but Effect? It’s a bit vague.” 
 “So is his power.” Complex looped his thumbs together and made a flapping motion in his hands. “He shortened his original name down from Butterfly Effect. For obvious reasons. Teenagers can be mean, and his limp-wristed personality certainly didn’t help his cause.” 
 “Butterfly Effect?” Will furrowed his brow. “How does that work?” 
 “You must have heard of it before. The law of unintended consequences. You make one insignificant little choice, and something else important happens because of it.” 
 They rounded a corner walking a little faster than they should have and nearly ran directly into a group of three women. Will froze as he recognized one of them, a face he’d never thought he’d see again. 

How? Why? More importantly… what the fuck do I even say?

 He stared at Liz Laser, and she stared back at him. The moment felt endless, twisting and teasing his heart into a graphic clump of memory and sorrow. 
 “Ladies,” said Complex, with a smarmy bow. He glanced back and forth between Will and Liz.  
 Will barely noticed, feeling himself falling back into another place, another time. 






CHAPTER 21

 FIVE YEARS EARLIER 
   
 Lockpick still hadn’t found anywhere within the Sandsnail Gathering that didn’t feel grimy, or sketchy, or just plain deviant. It was a massive collection of RVs, vans, and tents in the middle of the desert, but describing it as such made it sound so much more benign than it truly was. 
  He passed by a man with an unusually long neck selling unusually long rifles out of a standard-bed truck. The van behind it was rocking back and forth, spurious grunts and feminine moans emanating from the closed curtain behind the driver’s seat.  
 There was a carefully crafted mud pit a little past that, currently occupied by two muddy men who appeared to be wrestling over an equally muddy but far more naked woman. She didn’t appear to be making any attempt to defuse the situation. 
 Only a fraction of the people at the gathering were actual supers, which surprised Lockpick more than it should have. It wasn’t the fact that regular people were mixed with the villains and unregistered supers, but that they were so eager to be present. It was like a carnival show to them, or more accurately, like a music festival where the main acts joined in with the revelry after their shows. 
 Halberd, in this case, qualified as a main act, at least given the renown he’d accrued for himself through recent actions. He was in the pool that they noticed on their way in, the one built out of the back of an eighteen-wheeler with massive tires. He had his arms around two women who looked far closer to Lockpick’s age than his father’s, pretty and wet and bikini-clad. 
 It all felt so pointless to him. Not just pointless, but dangerous. A festival imbued with a sense of invincibility that should have been familiar to him as a teenager, but really just made him want to spit on the ground. The Champion Authority could show up at any time and turn the party into a bloodbath. 
 He’d been trying to find his way back to their car, but the question of what he would even do when he reached it loomed over him like an unsolvable problem. He was in the middle of the desert, and the only water available came from the benevolence of the gathering’s organizers. Until Halberd finished having his fun and organized a plan for them to set out again, he was stuck there. 
 He passed by a man wearing a costume made from garishly colored ribbons who was doing a heavily inebriated song and dance for an audience of no one, and cut through a lane in between two tents. As Lockpick came to a stop, he was struck by the distinct impression that someone was following him. 
 It made sense, but it didn’t make sense. Nobody really knew who he was here, and even if they did, what would they want with him? It was possible that a few of Marauder’s allies might have spotted him amid the crowd. Maybe they wanted to grab him, use him against Halberd? 
 He slowed to a stop behind a Jeep with massive tires. A group of people were passing just as he slid down to hide, and he hoped his stalker might assume he’d fallen in with them. He watched from underneath the vehicle, tracking a set of ankles and feet as they uncertainly moved toward him. 
 No hesitation, no holding back — he’d learned that much about fighting in the various scrapes and scraps he and Halberd had survived up to that point. He seized his stalker by the shoulders, slammed her into the Jeep hard enough to knock her head against one of the roof bar supports, and belatedly realized he was staring at Liz Laser. 
 “What are you doing here?” he snapped. “Are you insane? This—” 
 She slammed a headbutt into his forehead that, from her reaction, hurt her at least as bad as it hurt him. Lockpick seized her wrist and pulled her arm upward before she could unleash a laser blast in his face. They spun like a married couple drunkenly dancing, trying to overpower one another. He was stronger than her, but not by much, given their respective ages. 
 A group of villains in leather jackets, faces weighted with piercings, whistled and waved in their direction. 
 “You need some help with that kitten, kid?” called a man with a wild mohawk. “We could tame her for you if she’s too much for you to handle. Right boys?” 
 Laughter and jeers came from the group. One of them whipped his penis out and started slapping it with his hand. Lockpick let his hand drop from Liz, and she stopped fighting against him, sensing the same shift of dynamic. 
 “We’re fine,” he called. 
 The men were already moving on, but the implication had been clear enough. If they did fight out in the open, there would be no drought of villains eager to take advantage of the situation. Lockpick wiped blood from a cut on his forehead, catching his breath as he stared at her, still overcoming his surprise. 
 “Why would you follow us?” he hissed. “Are you out of your mind? Do have a fucking death wish or something?” 
 “Let’s go with or something,” said Liz, jutting her chin out. “Where’s Halberd?” 
 “Hey!” he snarled, grabbing her arm. 
 “Don’t touch me!” She yanked her hand away and pushed his shoulder, but he didn’t falter.  
 He took her hand, more gently this time, and pulled her so they were mostly out of sight behind the Jeep. 
 “Look,” he said, meeting her gaze. “If you want revenge, that’s fine. But following us here to get it is absolutely insane. Nobody would have any qualms about ditching a loose body in the desert.” 
 Liz scoffed and shook her head. “You think this is about revenge? Believe it or not, the dynamics within our team were as fucked as you and your dad. I hated Deep! He was a misogynistic creep who tried to get in my pants before I even turned 18.” 
 “Okay?” Lockpick held his arms out. “So why are you here?” 
 “I’m here for justice,” said Liz. “I’m here because it’s the right thing to do. Not that you’d know much about that.” 
 “Justice?” He let out an angry laugh. “You and your team came after us! I told you when we first met that the smartest thing for you to do was turn and walk away, and you didn’t, so don’t act like it’s all just you serving the role of a—” 
 “Hey, hey, hey,” came a voice from behind them. “You two lovebirds look like you could use a pick-me-up. Here, on the house.” 
 A woman with spiky green hair held out a small tray with two shots on it, each one coincidentally matching the green of her hair.  
 “We’re in the middle of something right now,” said Lockpick. 
 “Don’t answer for me!” snapped Liz. She grabbed the shot and downed it in a single sip.  
 Lockpick grabbed the other one, glaring at her as he drank, unsure why he was even drinking it. 
 Liz wiped her lips off. Lockpick poked his tongue against one cheek, realizing it was quickly going numb. 
 “What did we just take?” he asked the green-haired woman. 
 She cackled and walked off without answering. 
    






CHAPTER 22

   
 For a moment, Will wanted to say something to Liz. He stared at her, sensing the burgeoning awkwardness between her friends and Complex. Her eyes were cold, angry, but an old anger. How many times had they fought each other over the years? How many times had they fucked? 
 Their relationship had been the definition of volatile, emotions and violence feeding into an inexplicably lustful teenage romance. A bad idea that had morphed into a worse reality. It had never really ended between them in the sense of a defined breakup. He’d just gotten caught, been locked up, and had always assumed that she’d moved on. 
 Had she moved on? 
 Liz looked away and hurried past Will and Complex, her friends following and whispering to one another in her wake. Complex sighed and made a show of admiring them as they walked off. 
 “Liz Laser,” he said, whistling. “The Ice Queen. Don’t worry, LP. She’s like that with everyone.” 
 “I somehow doubt that,” he said. 
 Complex blinked, mouth falling open at an angle. “No fucking way. The two of you have history? I need the details, ASAP. Recent or ancient?” 
 “Beyond ancient,” said Will. “I don’t want to talk about it.” 
 “Fair enough. I’ll ask you again when you’re drunk. She must have been wild in the sack. Good God, you’re a lucky man.” 
 “Right,” said Will, resisting the urge to roll his eyes. “Listen, I’ll catch up with you tomorrow. I’m going to head back to my family’s rooms for now.” 
 “Sure. Remember, ten AM sharp.” 
 Will nodded and headed for the elevator. Jess was the only one present when he arrived back at their cozy little suite. She was watching TV, and food was already set out at the table, a combination of egg rolls, fried rice, and kung pao chicken that he suspected she’d picked up from one of the Lighthouse’s restaurants. 
 “Hey,” she said, smiling at him. “How did your meeting go?” 
 She’d changed into sweatpants and a tiny t-shirt that seemed apt to ride up and show off her stomach and lower back. Will grabbed one of the eggrolls and took a bite. 
 “Good,” he said, while chewing. “It was fun, actually. Complex seemed to think that the CA wouldn’t have much of a problem with me helping them out, so I agreed to do it.” 
 “That’s wonderful,” said Jess. “I’m so glad. These are the kinds of friendships you should be trying to develop now that you’re back in the world.” 
 “Where’s Rue?” he asked. 
 “Out with her new friends again, same as you,” said Jess, with a smile. “I’m starting to wonder if coming here might have been for the best, after all. It’s like a breath of fresh air for the two of you after so long in Lancaster City, so far away from supers your own age.” 
 “What about you? Why aren’t you out making friends?” 
 “I have a family to look after,” said Jess. “Speaking of which, sit down. Have some food. It’s takeout, but better than the stuff we usually get at home.” 
 “Have you eaten already?” 
 “Yeah, but I don’t mind sitting with you and keeping you company.” 
 She joined him at the table, and Will told her more about the details of Complex’s treasure scheme as he ate. It felt comfortable and familiar, a breath of fresh air after the recent chaos of their lives. 
 “How was Avery doing when you went down to see her?” he asked. 
 “Well enough to insist that Rue and I get our nails panted.” She grinned and turned her hands around to show him a rainbow of different colors along the tips of her fingers.  
 Will gently grabbed her hand for closer examination, kissing it several times in the process. 
 “What a gallant gesture,” she said, still smiling. “You have to get down on one knee, though.” 
 “If I get down on one knee, I might end up kissing more than just your hand.” 
 He started to do just that. Jess laughed and pushed him back with one foot. Will grabbed it by the ankle and started kissing her leg through her sweatpants, letting his mouth slowly meander its way up the inside of her leg. 
 “Oh, you stop that, mister!” she said. “I take back the gallant part.” 
 “That’s fine. I think I’m less of a gallant knight and more of a plundering bandit.” 
 “You should save your plundering for your adventure tomorrow,” said Jess. “My treasures are off limits.” 
 “It wouldn’t be plundering if they weren’t off limits, now would it?” 
 She stood up and turned around, clearing his plate for him. Will came up behind her as she was drying her hands off next to the sink and pulled her into an embrace. She tensed at the contact of their bodies, which for some reason made it feel far more illicit. 
 “I’m serious,” she whispered. “You need to behave yourself.” 
 “I will,” he said, kissing her neck. “I always do.” 
 “That is not even close to true.” 
 “Come on,” he said, rubbing her hip. “It’s just us here tonight. Let’s lie down, watch a movie. Relax together.” 
 “This is exactly what I’m talking about,” she said, with a sigh. “I can’t even blame Rue for it, or you, at least not completely. I can’t… keep encouraging you like this by letting you get away with being so…” 
 She trailed off as though unable to find the right word. Horny, perhaps, or maybe lecherous. He felt bad, but it wasn’t enough to counteract how much he wanted her… which made him feel even worse. 
 “If you really want me to stop, I’ll stop,” he whispered. 
 There was a dangerous pause before she replied, like she was thinking about it, gathering resolve for her answer. Jess cleared her throat, spinning around in his arms, and looked at him seriously. 
 “I… want you to think,” she whispered. “Not just here, with me. But with everyone you’re close to. Rue. Avery. Actions have consequences.” 
 There was intensity in her voice, if not anger. Will ran a hand up her body, but he couldn’t quite meet her gaze.  
 “I do think.” He finally brought his eyes to her. “That’s part of the problem.” 
 He kissed her, feeling so much love in the way her lips moved back against his. He pressed into her, the entire world shrinking down to that moment. His hand settled on her leg, pulling upward as he pushed backward and nearly set her atop the counter. 
 She stopped him with a firm hand to the chest. “I’m going to head to bed. I love you, Will.” 
 “Yeah, I love you, too.” 
 He stared at her, sensing her needs, and then gave her one final kiss on the cheek. His phone vibrated in his pocket as Jess pulled away from him. Checking the screen, he saw a new text from Rue. 

Hey. 

Hey, he texted back. Jess said you were out with friends?


I was. Now I’m in the computer lab on the sixth floor.

 “Goodnight, Will,” called Jess. 
 “Goodnight,” he said, as another message came in. 

The internet speed is good, and there are webcams here. Want to come check it out?

 He gave her his answer. 
   






CHAPTER 23

   
 The floor the computer lab was on was eerily empty, and from the way the hallway lights were dimmed, Will got the impression that it wasn’t necessarily intended to be frequented late at night. He was debating whether the directions Rue had given him were accurate as he approached the door to the similarly darkened computer lab, lit only by the white glow of the multiple rows of monitors. 
 “Boo!” came Rue’s voice. 
 He flinched, almost attacking on reflex, and then steadied himself against the door frame. “Not cool.” 
 She laughed and looped her arm through his. “You spook too easily, LP. Come on, I already found us the perfect spot.” 
 Will steadied her as she took a step that wasn’t meant to be. “Have you been drinking?” 
 “Does it matter?” She rubbed his shoulder. He decided that it didn’t, or at the very least, he didn’t want it to. 
 “I take it you had fun with your new friends?”  
 “They spent the entire time moaning about their ex-boyfriends and groaning about their current ones,” said Rue. “I nodded, drank some tequila, and left at the first convenient opportunity.” 
 She drew out two chairs from a computer desk in the far corner of the lab. The website on the monitor was a camgirl website, though Will noted, a different one from CamCasters.  
 “You can stream immediately on this website, but you do have to make an account.” Rue turned around, looking sideways, crossing her arms. “I mean, we have to make an account.” 
 The corner of Will’s mouth twitched. He stepped closer to her, touched her chin, turned her face toward his, and kissed her. 
 “So let’s make an account.” 
 She grinned. “I got stuck on the name. It has to be something that sounds cool, but also something that’s like, meaningful to us, or whatever.” 
 “Mutually Assured Destruction.” 
 “What?” 
 “Mutually Assured Destruction. As a name.” 
 A slow smile spread across her face. “Clever. I like, but we’re going to have to see if it’ll fit.” 
 Rue leaned forward to start typing, and Will found a spot behind her. “Oh, I think it’ll fit.” 
 “You ass!” She bucked backward, knocking him backward with a wonderfully suggestive movement. “…Nope, doesn’t fit. I told you.” 
 “Why not just use your old one, then?” he asked. “Miss Masquerade, or whatever. Won’t it make it easier for your old fans to find you?” 
 “Huh. I didn’t think of that.” 
 “It’s kind of obvious, don’t you think?” 
 She shot him a mock scowl and started to turn away, but he grabbed her arm, gently pulling her back. He kissed her, and it was just… perfect. So perfect that he almost hated it.  
 “No sense in wasting time,” she said. “Let’s get started.” 
 She pulled her old mask out of her pocket and pulled it on. It was only then that Will realized the trap he’d be putting himself into if he tried to join in without a similar means of concealment. He could try to keep his head out of frame again, but it was harder in a situation like this with less control over the camera and the environment. 
 “I got you this from the lost and found,” said Rue, stuffing a large sweatshirt into his hands. It smelled clean, and Will had no real qualms about wearing it. 
 “Thanks,” he said. 
 “Remember to bring your own, next time. Kind of obvious, don’t you think?” 
 She leaned over to start browsing the website, grinning as Will gave her a small, teasing slap on the butt. Within a minute, she had them logged in with a stream up and running. Will pulled the baggy hood of the sweatshirt forward to cover his face, eyeing the small window that showed them what the camera was seeing. Rue looked incredible, even in the computer lab’s dim lighting, even without much preparation. 
 But they still had exactly zero viewers, and that seemed like it might be the case for a few minutes. 
 “I suppose we should just… get comfortable,” said Rue. “My first stream back when I was getting started was pretty slow, if I recall.” 
 “Right,” said Will. He pulled the chair out from under the computer and sat down on it. Rue started to reach for one of her own, but he got his hands on her hips and plopped her down on his lap. 
 “Here,” he said. “This will be more interesting.” 
 “Are you sure you can handle my weight?” she asked, sounding genuinely concerned. 
 He almost said her name and had to catch himself, remember that they were streaming. “You’re tiny. You can sit on my lap whenever you want.” 
 “Maybe I will. I still have to see if you’ll be a comfortable chair.” 
 She started shifting, ostensibly trying to get comfortable, but rocking against Will’s crotch in a way that thrilled his manhood. She had an incredible butt, the kind of back end that would have been enough to make a woman sexy even without her many other curvaceous attributes. Rue was the full package. 
 “Someone just joined!” said Rue. She grabbed his knee, tensing up. 
 “Just do whatever you would usually do,” said Will. 
 “It’s normally not just one person,” she whispered. “Will it be weird if I greet them, or… damnit, they left. Grrrr!” 
 “We have time,” said Will. “Relax. Rome wasn’t built in a day.” 
 “This isn’t Rome being built,” said Rue. “It’s more like… after it was sacked. Trying to rebuild it.” 
 “Just be patient,” he said. “Here.” 
 He started rubbing her thigh and gently kissing and nuzzling her neck. Rue let out a low breath and wriggled in a manner that felt awesome against his stiffening cock.  
 “Nobody is watching, LP,” she whispered. 
 “Do you want me to stop?” 
 She froze, as though the question was more than just a question, and then started slowly rocking her hips, rubbing herself on him with lewd, wonderfully soft motions. Will slid his hands up her body, slowing, but not stopping as they reached her breasts.  
 He cupped them both, expecting Rue to squeal or stop him. Instead, she just let out a dreamy little moan and pressed one of her hands over his, still wriggling on his cock. 
 A chime came from the computer. Rue gasped and sat upright. 
 “Um, hi!” she called, smiling nervously into the camera at whoever had just joined the stream. “I hope you enjoy the stream!” 
 Will felt for her. It was the plight of the performer, the awareness that she needed an audience to lift her up, to make her relevant in this context. He could feel how quickly she’d become nervous through the tension in her body and almost wanted to call the whole thing off. Rue wasn’t going to have a fun night if they only managed to get the occasional passerby coming through the stream. 
 A single line of text came from their newest observer, Inigo564. 

Do something.

 “We were about to!” said Rue defensively. “Right, D? This is my bro… um, my boyfriend, D. I’m Miss Masquerade.” 

I know, your username is visible, said Inigo564.  
 The viewer count went up to two. Rue’s hand tightened on Will’s knee, and he decided she needed some help to fall back into the flow of things. 
 “I’m going to start touching you,” he whispered into her ear. 
 “Well… that’s why I’m sitting on your lap, isn’t it?” said Rue. “Just go slow.” 
 He nodded. “I will. You can always tell me if you get uncomfortable.” 
 “I’m not a prude, D.” 
 He let out a dark chuckle and let his fingers dig into her thigh. “Then I’m going to push you to the limit.” 
 She made a hot, shuddering noise, and Will started kissing her neck. He let his fingers slide further up her leg, then he began toying with the button and zipper of her jeans. Rue’s breathing grew faster as he slowly undid them, and she seemed caught between trying to lean back against him and still giving attention to the camera. 
 Another message came in from Inigo546. Where are the two of you?

 “We’re in the computer lab,” said Rue. “We’re allowed to be here, don’t worry.” 
 She arched her back as Will slid his hand into her pants. It would be hard to get them down all the way without lifting her up first, given the way the tight fabric hugged her awesome butt. That didn’t matter, though, as there was plenty accessible to him just through what he could currently reach. 
 “Anyone is allowed to be here, in the computer lab,” Will said to the camera. “Can you guys watch behind us? We don’t want to get caught.” 
 “We’re not going to get caught, D,” said Rue. 
 “As long as you stay quiet we won’t.” 
 He let his fingers caress the front of Rue’s panties, and she let out a tiny, preemptive little moan. Will eyed the viewer counter, blinking in surprise as he realized it had jumped up to close to thirty at some point. 

She’s hot, said BlackBowser. Look at her rack. I bet she has huge nipples.


She’s new, said JuliusCaesarSalad. I hope he goes easy on her.


I hope he fucking ruins her, said Inigo546. Also, I think I love her.

 “Mmm,” said Rue, squeezing her buttocks together against Will’s cock. “Don’t you think it’s… a little forward to tell a girl you love her on her first stream?” 
 There was a donation chime as Inigo564 donated fifteen dollars to the stream. Rue grinned and laughed. 
 “I think he deserves a little skin for that,” said Will. He pulled her shirt up.  
 Rue lifted her arms as her bra-clad breasts came into view, shooting a nervous glance at the computer lab’s door. 
 “Is this going to be alright?” she whispered. 
 “We’re all the way in the corner. Even if someone does come in, we’ll have time to quickly make ourselves decent.” 

I hope they don’t, said BlackBowser. I hope they get caught.

 “Hey, don’t say that!” said Rue. 

Lol sorry, said BlackBowser. 

I’d rather see him fuck her than see them get caught, said Inigo564. 
 Will felt Rue tense as they both read the last message, which sat in the bottom of the chat log for what felt like an eternity before disappearing in the flow of text. He slid his hand into her panties, feeling the silken curls of hair down there as he began caressing the lips of her womanhood. Rue let out a gasp as he eased two fingers in. She was wet and hot, ready for that, ready for more. 
 A flurry of messages came through in the chat. 

What’s he doing?


Is she wet?


Where’s his hand?

 Rue rocked her hips to meet the movements of Will’s hand. “Mmm… He’s fingering me, what does it look like he’s doing?” 
 The viewers in the chat responded excitedly with emojis and messages in all caps. A few more donations came through, but nothing crazy. 
 “How far have we gone before?” said Rue, reading a question posed by a viewer. “I mean… almost all the way. Does it matter? We’re here to stream, not hold a Q and A.” 

Rude, said Inigo564. Just want to know if she’s a virgin.

 “Excuse me?” said Rue, haughtily. “Why does it matter if I’m a… Oh!” 
 She sucked in a breath as Will started playing with her clit, her face contorting with pleasure.  

If she’s not a virgin, then fuck her, said BlackBowser. If she is… also fuck her.

 “The world runs on donations, fellas,” said Will. 
 Several dings sounded as the next round of tips came in. They were over a hundred dollars, peanuts compared to the streams Rue did for CamCasters, but not bad for a debut on a new website. 
 “Stand up for a second,” he said. 
 “…Why?” asked Rue, still catching her breath. 
 “So I can take your pants off.” 
 She eyed him over her shoulder, uncertainty etched into her expression, and then stood up and let him take her pants off. She looked like she was resisting the urge to cover up and deeply concerned by the fact that they were technically in a public place. Will quickly took his own shorts off and pulled her back down into his lap, feeling the situation inching over the point of no return. 
 “Your thing is making it hard for me to sit down comfortably,” whispered Rue.  
 He eyed the chat log, rubbing her bare thigh with one hand. “Chat has quite a few suggestions of what I should do with it.” 
 She squeezed her thighs together, pinching his stiff cock through his boxers. “What if I… you know? Use my mouth.” 
 He pulled her back so her ear was near enough for him to whisper and not be overheard. “Let’s tease a little, first. Don’t worry. I’ll stop before going too far.” 
 He adjusted Rue and, knowing how far he was pushing things, took his cock out. She made a noise before it had even touched her, as though its mere presence in the scene had an erotic effect on her. Will let it tap against her cute little pink panties, splitting his attention between her and the chat log. 
 “Let me tell you guys a secret,” he said. “She is a virgin. And I’m going to pop her cherry on stream.” 
 Rue’s fingers dug into his thigh, but she didn’t stop him as he pulled her panties sideways. He let the tip of his cock press into her womanhood, but only the tip, teasing at penetration without full commitment. 
 He expected her to stop him, but she didn’t. She stayed right where she was, like a good girl, like a bad girl. Will wasn’t a monster, and his sister was not a slut. He wasn’t actually going to do it, but between the donations coming in and the heat of the moment, he was certainly tempted. 
 “Not on this stream, though,” he said, rubbing her leg reassuringly.  
 Rue exhaled a sigh of relief and turned around, kissing him aggressively on the lips. She looked energized, alive with that horny energy that he’d found so hot when he’d stumbled upon her secret stream in the first place. 
 She took a fist full of his shirt and kissed him hard, eyes full of excitement and mischief.  
 “I really want to suck my boyfriend off,” said Rue, both to him and the stream. “Is that worthy of any donations?” 
 Will reached around, playing with her ass and womanhood at an angle for the camera’s enjoyment as donation after donation came in. Rue slowly slid down to kneel in front of him, giggling girlishly as her face came level with his cock. 
 “Is she good at it?” Will said, repeating a question from the chat. “Eh. So-so.” 
 “I’m awesome at it!” said Rue. 
 “Oh yeah?” He flexed his hips forward, prodding her cheek with his cock. “Prove it.” 
 If nothing else, Rue was competitive. She glared at him as she started licking his cock, taking his banter far more seriously than he’d intended it to come off. She started sucking with deep bobs of the head, and it was incredible and… a little confusing. 
 His sister wasn’t a slut, but good lord, did she have a slutty mouth. A slutty set of lips. A slutty, slimy little tongue. 
 “Oh, fuck,” he groaned. 
 Rue’s eyes beamed as she pulled back for a moment to catch her breath, licking his cock again and letting it throb in her hand. She had him at the bursting point, and from the look on her face, she knew it. 

Cum on her face, said BlackBowser. 

No, mouth, said Inigo564. Straight down her little whore throat.

 “Easy, Inigo,” said Will, narrowing his eyes. “Anyway, money talks. I’m only taking suggestions tied to donations.” 
 He leaned his head back, trying to control his breathing so he didn’t blow too early as Rue started up again. The harder he tried, the less control he seemed to have over his own pleasure. Rue was still unpracticed in the realm of sucking cock, but she had that clumsy enthusiasm that was so impossibly hot and earnest. 
 The donations started coming in fast, falling into two camps as the viewers debated the merits of face versus mouth. Will was barely paying attention and wasn’t even sure if he’d have a choice in the end. He put his hand on the back of Rue’s head, encouraging her until the pleasure was simply too much. 
 A glance at the screen confirmed that face had won.  

Sorry, Rue.

 He pulled out and saw a brief flash of confusion in Rue’s expression as his cock unloaded in her face. She blinked several times in a quick, I can’t believe you just did that fashion, and then started wiping cum off her cheek and chin.  
 “Jerk,” she said. “You could have at least… Holy shit!” 
 She stared at the stream, which was now up to four hundred viewers. The donations were nearing the range of a thousand dollars, easily comparable to what they’d been making on CamCasters. 
 “I look pretty with cum on my face?” she said, reading a comment. “Thank you! That’s sweet. Also gross.” 
 Will chuckled and hugged her from behind. “You look adorable with cum on your face.” 
 “It was sweet when he said it, but you’re the one responsible,” she said. “We don’t even have a towel or napkins or anything.” 
 She wiped some onto her finger and absent-mindedly licked it like loose frosting. 
 “Let’s call it a day.” He closed the stream, pulled the borrowed sweatshirt off, and handed it to her. 
 “Thanks,” she said. “I needed this.” 
 “The sweatshirt, or…?” 
 She pressed forward against his chest. “This.” 
 He hugged her tight and kissed the top of her head. 






PART TWO: LINES IN THE SAND





CHAPTER 24

   
 Will joined Jess and Rue in the living room of their temporary lodgings the next morning half expecting to immediately be chewed out for their nighttime adventure. They’d been quiet when they’d arrived back, sneaking into their beds seemingly without waking Jess, but she seemed to have a sixth sense for mischief under her roof. 
 “Morning, Will.” Jess smiled at him. “What time did you get to bed last night?” 
 She didn’t sound like she knew anything, at the very least, the tone in her voice came just short of suspicion. Her blonde hair was down, and she wore a plain white nightgown that gave her a heavenly aura with the soft morning sunlight streaming in through the window.  
 “Not sure,” he said. “I was up for a while.” 
 “He waited up for me,” said Rue, from the couch. She came over and gave him a kiss on the cheek, still in just a t-shirt and panties. “Just to make sure I got home safe. It was really sweet.” 
 Will bit back a grimace as he saw Jess’s mouth pull sideways, her eyes full of questions about what might have happened after she’d gone to bed. 
 “Well, that was nice of you, LP,” she finally said. 
 “I’m going to be heading out early,” he said, changing the subject. “Today’s the day. I’ll be taking a boat with Complex on this little treasure hunt of his.” 
 “I want you to take your phone with you,” said Jess. “If anything happens, call me immediately.” 
 “I will.” 
 “I’m serious,” said Jess. “The oceans aren’t as safe as they were a few decades ago. Keep your eyes open, Will, and if something does happen, be ready.” 
 “I know,” he said. “I’ll be careful.” 
 He was smiling despite himself. At one time in his life, he’d been embarrassed by Jess’s concerns and worries over his safety, as though her harboring him diminished his capacity as a young adult. 
 Now, he saw things differently. He appreciated the practical advantage of having a woman who loved him as much as Jess did.  

It’s nice to have Jess looking out for me for a change, he thought. Rather than Relic chasing after me.

 “Don’t do anything stupid, LP.” Rue bounded over to give him a generous hug and kiss goodbye. She pressed her body far closer to his than she really needed to, not that he was complaining.  
 Jess let out a disapproving sigh as they parted. 
 “I really wish you would cover up a little more in the morning, sweetheart,” Jess said, eyeing Rue’s mostly undressed lower half. 
 “It’s too hot.” She smiled at Will over her shoulder as she walked away, her butt shifting and flexing in all the most wonderful ways. 
 “Let me know if you’ll be back in time for dinner, okay?” said Jess. 
 She kissed him on both cheeks and gave him an equally tight, though far more chaste hug. 
 “I will.” He snuck a quick peck on the lips, smirking when he saw Jess fighting a tiny smile as they parted. 
 Will didn’t take much with him. His pen knife was a state away, back with his costume and motorcycle, so he opted for a more conventional weapon — a sturdy hair pin of Rue’s that he’d found in the bathroom and borrowed without asking. She wouldn’t mind, and he hadn’t gotten a good chance to get permission in front of Jess. 
 It would work for what Complex expected out of him, skill wise, as well as the pen knife would. Small enough to fit into a lock, with a long cutting edge, given how it was within the margin of bluntness his power allowed. He could, in theory, make it work in a fight, but it would be like swinging around a deadly toothpick. 
 He took the elevator up to the roof and was greeted with his first awkward surprise. The others — Complex, Benny Smoke, Effect, and Glidemaster — were all in costume.  
 Benny Smoke’s was vaguely reminiscent of Mist’s, lots of loose cloth and grey colors. Effect wore a skintight and extremely colorful suit of spandex, with a bandana-style mask across his eyes. Glidemaster looked like he’d stepped out of a late eighties-era breakdancing movie, which actually also explained the name. 
 Complex’s costume was a step above and beyond the others, and really, anything Will had ever seen before. His suit was a mechanical marvel, an exoskeleton of gleaming steel that hugged tight to his body, with a spot for his watch to show through on the arm, a visor with a screen built into it across his eyes, and various boxier sections on the shoulders and around the waist that looked primed to pop open and reveal weapons. 
 “You’re right on time,” said Complex. “Which means we are now all set to get moving. Are you good in, um… that?” 
 He waved a hand at Will’s normal clothing. 
 “I’ll manage,” he said.  
 “Good,” said Complex. “We’ve got a boat reserved. Galaxy Maiden has checked off on a basic scouting mission. She doesn’t know about the treasure, and it’s important we keep it that way.”  
 “None of us are going to say anything,” said Benny. 
 All eyes turned toward Will. He resisted the urge to scowl. He’d come to terms with the fact that he was out of the Champion Authority a long time ago, but seeing them all in costume while he was just in a t-shirt really rubbed it in. 
 “I can be discrete,” he said.  
 “Perfect,” said Complex. “No point in wasting time. Let’s go!” 
 They took the elevator down to the ground floor, and a short trek through the gardens behind the Lighthouse brought them to the island’s dock. The boat was nothing special, spacious enough for perhaps half a dozen people at most, equipped for a simple jaunt across the water in fair weather. The five of them climbed into it, and Complex handled the rudder as they set out onto the ocean. 
 The sky was grey overhead, but in a uniform, unassuming way that didn’t necessarily promise rain. The air was surprisingly cool against Will’s face as the boat got up to speed. He was sitting in the middle, and he could hear Complex and Effect discussing the finer details of their course as they traveled south, passing along the coast of the Minor Exclusion Zone that had once been Nova Scotia. 
 An hour or two passed without much happening other than the scenery changing. Complex slowed the boat and doubled back around to confirm where they were before setting them onto their final bearing. 
 “It’s just up ahead,” Complex called over the hum of the motor. “Not going to be what you’re expecting.” 
 “How’s that?” 
 Complex simply grinned at him. A few minutes later, he tapped Will on the shoulder and gestured to a massive cliff face overlooking the ocean to their east. Waves crashed with savage strength against the rocks at the bottom, but that wasn’t where Complex was pointing. 
 The derelict ship was suspended midway up the cliff, crushed into the rock with enough force to thrust the steel hull into the cracks and crannies as though it had been welded into place. It was an unreal sight, a ship seemingly tacked onto an immense wall of ocean-weathered rock, and it raised an obvious question. 
 “Why the fuck is it up there?” asked Will. 
 “I told you,” said Complex. “It was attacked by an abomination. There’s more than a couple in this part of the ocean capable of flinging ships around. The back half of it crumpled into a concave section of the cliff, almost like being jammed into a cave.” 
 “How are we going to get up to it?” asked Will. “Is it even stable?” 
 “It was last time we came out this way,” said Complex. “And as far as climbing up goes, it’s all about grip strength.” 
 He grinned and reached for one of the compartments in his futuristic suit, pulling out a bulky device that looked like a grappling hook with a multimillion-dollar research and development budget. He aimed it high and pulled the trigger. A hook shot forth, whistling through the air before striking the far-off cliff face with a metallic clang. 
 “This end attaches here,” said Complex, pulling off the bottom section to anchor it to the boat. “Then you just hold onto this, and it pulls you to the top.” 
 “Hold on tight,” muttered Effect. “I fell off last time. The water is freezing.” 
 “Noted,” said Will. 
 “Glide is going to go up first, to make sure the hook is totally secure,” said Complex. “Can’t be too safe about these things.” 
 Glidemaster gave the others a thumbs up and wordlessly climbed out of the boat. Instead of sinking into the water, he glided just over the surface, speeding off toward the cliff face like an ice skater who’d taken to a magical new medium. He continued straight up the rock wall when he reached it, leaning back at an angle perpendicular to the rock that was both impressive and a little silly. 
 Glidemaster looked so tiny when he reached the boat that it gave Will a stab of vertigo just to watch him moving around, waving down to them to communicate that the line was secure. Complex tapped him on the back. 
 “Since you’re new, you get to go first,” said Complex, grinning. 
 “Thanks,” he said halfheartedly.  
 “Make sure your hands are dry. Don’t look down, and don’t let go. But seriously… don’t look down.” 
 Will wiped his hands off twice in a row, but there was still an ambient level of clamminess clinging to his palms that refused to dry up. He took hold of the grappling hook device, which at least had decent grips.  
 “Ready?” asked Complex. 

Fuck no. 
 “Let’s do it,” he said, forcing the words out. 
 Complex pressed a button on the device, and it yanked Will forward hard enough to threaten to pull his shoulders out of their sockets. 




CHAPTER 25

   
 The very first thing Will did was look down. It was a hard reflex to suppress, especially during the beginning seconds of what essentially amounted to a reverse zipline. He wanted to make sure his legs weren’t going to sink into the ocean, so he looked down, and immediately understood why Complex had told him not to. 
 It was the speed he was being pulled up with that really hooked and knotted his guts, not his objective height. That sense of being pulled upward at a diagonal with such speed that if he did let go, he would probably continue forward to land on the jagged rocks where the waves met the cliff, which would split him open like a water balloon. 
 He didn’t let ago, shifting his gaze from the threatening scene below him to the surreal one above. Glidemaster was waiting with arm outstretched to help him dismount. The ship was set into the cliff at about a twenty-degree angle, which gave the impression that the ship was trying to tunnel into the earth at a slight downward bearing. 
 “I got you.” Glidemaster slid an arm under his shoulder and pulled sideways. “Real sense of humor Complex has about sending you up first. You held on well.” 
 “Was I supposed to fall?” asked Will. 
 “Kind of. Even Complex did the first few times he tried. Had to psyche himself up to make it all the way.” 
 Will’s knees were like jelly as he stepped across the ship’s angled deck. He didn’t feel moving or shifting underneath him at all, which was a minor relief. He really didn’t like considering how the only way back down would be to ride that stupid zipline again. 
 One by one, the others joined them. The main hatch into the ship was too near the crushed half to be accessible, but there was another hold more toward the airborne side that Complex led them over to. A plaque that had obviously been added after the vessel’s dereliction read “National Archives Site — No Trespassing.” 
 “That’s no big deal,” said Complex. “It’s not as though anyone really cares all that much.” 
 “I’m familiar with that line of logic,” said Will, smiling. “Do we have anything to worry about once we get inside?” 
 “It’s safe.” Complex scratched his chin and shrugged. “Well, at least as far as anything jumping out and attacking us goes. If it does fall, we’re screwed.” 
 “Yeah, I figured as much.” Will eyed the hatch as Complex pulled a tiny helicopter drone from his belt with a built-in light and sent it into the darkness ahead of them. “So what am I opening? Where’s this treasure?” 
 “Down there,” said Complex. “You want to go first again?” 
 “After you.” Will gestured and took a step back. 
 Aside from the angle the ship was leaned at and the heavy scent of stale air, the ship’s interior had weathered the years surprisingly well. Once upon a time, it had been a very livable space. There was a couch, a mini-fridge, an old CRT monitor now flat on its face in a heap of broken glass. No corpses that Will could see, but people had died here, from what Complex had told him. 
 “It’s further back,” said Complex. “I’m so excited. If you can get this thing open, it’ll be huge.” 
 “I can get it open,” said Will. 
 He followed Complex and the light drone deeper into the darkness. Their apparent destination was a sealed metal door near the middle of the ship, far enough from the end that had been crushed to avoid having its interior ruined and clearly built with security in mind. 
 “Behind this door will be treasure,” said Complex. “I’m sure of it. There has to be.” 
 “Alright,” said Will. “Just give me room to work.” 
 He ran his hands over the door, playing up the amount of analysis he needed to do before using the power. He knocked with his fist, brought his eye close to what appeared to be one of several locks, even sniffed it once or twice. Behind him, the others waited in absolute silence, not even breathing loud enough for Will to hear them. 
 He took out the hairpin and glanced back at them, smiling. “This should do.” 
 “Um… A hairpin?” asked Complex. “Not to doubt your ability, but I don’t know what that’s going to do…” 
 There was an obvious click as Will slid the hairpin in and did his thing. There was no real art or nuance to it, he was just using his cutting to sever whatever random bits and bobs the hairpin came into contact with. The door loosened slightly, enough for him to jiggle it forward and slide the hairpin through the crack between it and the doorway, severing the real bolts holding it in place. 
 He stood up, took a small bow, and kicked the door for effect. It flew open with a tremendous crash as it banged into the wall behind it. 
 “And that’s that,” he said. “Can we get some light in here?” 
 “Absolutely!” said Complex. “Holy shit, that was cool.” 
 The drone hummed forward, hovering over Will’s shoulder as he stepped into the locked room and making him feel like a tomb raider with a torch. The analogy felt a little too real as he took in the various lumps of clothing and long-decayed flesh huddled in the corners of the small space. 
 Two of the bodies were embracing, while the third had been in the fetal position. Will tried not to think about what their last moments must have been like, whether they’d run out of oxygen, food, or water in the tiny space.  
 “How very sad,” said Complex. “Anyway… let’s start pulling out these boxes. They’re what we came for.” 
 The apparent treasure they’d come to claim amounted to several airtight metal boxes. Will opened one with his hairpin to reveal bundles of papers within and not much else. Complex grinned and slapped him on the back as though he’d uncovered a chest full of gold and jewels. 
 “Jackpot. We’re looking at… north of a hundred thousand, I’d say. Probably less than a million.” 
 “Let me see!” said Benny. 
 “You’re welcome to look, but it’s not going to look like much to you, because you’re an idiot.” 
 Glidemaster snorted with laughter. 
 “What we have here are several hundred-year-old promissory notes from the Portuguese Empire. Obviously, they’re not still valid, but to the right buyer, they’ll fetch a nice price. I’ll send them off to my assessor via courier as soon as we’re back.” 
 Will nodded, but he was only half listening. Just outside of the locked room, he’d noticed a point of metal jutting from the ship at an odd angle, an old strut that must have fallen at an angle at some point. A ruby brooch attached to a slightly corroded sliver chain was hanging from it, a beautiful bit of jewelry old enough to seem like an antique worth taking. 
 Jess might be able to make use of it with her power, depending on its history. And even if she couldn’t, it would make for a nice present. 
 “You want to take one of these down, Glide?” asked Complex, sliding one of the locked boxes toward the hatch. “I can take one on my back, and with the last one, maybe we can—” 
 The ship gave an interesting and horrifying groan from underneath them. Nobody dared to speak, let alone move, for a few seconds after. 
 “We’re dead,” said Effect, in a tiny voice. 
 “We’re fine,” said Complex. “Glide? Can you get back above deck and see what the situation is? With your power it’s probably the safest, and then we’ll…” 
 He trailed off as the ship creaked again, the sound so ominous that it felt as though it was a contagion infecting Will’s core. Glidemaster, suspended by his power, quickly made his way up and out through the hatch. 
 “It’s not good,” called the floating hero a moment later. “It’s really not good. I… wouldn’t recommend moving.” 
 Another horrible groan came from the rocks, accompanied by a small but horrifying shift in the ship’s angle. Benny Smoke let out a scream and abruptly became incorporeal, floating toward the hatch in a cloud of vaguely human-shaped smoke. 
 “Ben!” Complex swore and balled his hands into fists. “Don’t put weight on the edge of the ship! Even just climbing onto the zipline could shake us loose!” 
 “Sorry!” called Benny. 
 For the moment, the shifting stopped, or at least slowed down. Will tried to quickly take stock of the situation, but his thoughts kept shifting to the experience of riding the zipline up, how dangerously high they were over the water, now with the addition of falling loose within the ship. 
 “Any ideas?” muttered Complex. “Anyone?” 
 He looked at Will and Effect.  
 “Don’t ask me,” said Effect. “My power might be the reason the ship is falling in the first place.” 
 Will stared at him in horror. 
 “He’s joking,” said Complex. “Right? That was a joke, Effect.” 
 “Yeah, just not the laugh-out-loud kind,” muttered Effect. 
 “I think I see light coming in a little further down,” lied Will. “It looks like there’s a hole.” 
 “What?” snapped Complex. “I don’t see anything.” 
 “Could you run another line with a drone if it was big enough for us to squeeze through?” 
 “No, but I could use my drone to bring the other one over.” Complex brought his watch screen up and started tapping on it. “Where is this hole you’re talking about?” 
 “It’s over here.” Will slid so he was in front of the other two, out of view behind a bulky piece of machinery. Moving was risky, and he could both hear and feel the ship shifting from the rocks, losing purchase like a climber with fading finger strength. Cutting into the ship’s hull would be even more dangerous. 
 Doing it with a hairpin, however — now that was just style. 
 He held it in between the nails of his thumb and forefinger, giving him the longest possible edge for cutting that the tiny piece of metal would allow. He wasn’t certain whether it was long enough even as he went to work tracing the hold, but a tiny hint of light flooded through as he began working in earnest.  
 “Over here!” he called immediately after pushing the excess metal through the hole. “We can get out!” 
 Complex and Effect wordlessly began walking his way, setting each foot down carefully as the ship’s hull tilted at an even more precarious angle. Will doubted that they’d seen him use his power, given how panicked they had been while he was working, but if they had, they were keeping quiet about it. 
 “I’m going to attach it to the cliff wall instead of the ship,” said Complex, speaking slowly. “That way, if the ship falls…” 
 “When the ship falls,” said Effect. 
 “If the ship falls, we might still stand a chance.” Complex controlled the drone through his wrist screen. Will heard, rather than saw, it hum by them. There was a gap of several feet in between the ship and the line, meaning they’d have to risk a small jump to get their hands on the attachment that would slide them down. 
 “Let’s be quick about this,” said Complex. “See you guys on the ship!” 
 With no qualms about going first, the tech-suit-clad super stepped into thin air, catching the zipline tight in his hands. It sent him sliding down the line at a controlled speed, leaving Will and Effect to watch and wait for their own turn. 
 “How do we decide which one of us goes next?” asked Effect. 
 A low, continuing rumble began to sound from the cliff wall, as though rock from above was collapsing down in a pelter of debris. 
 “There’s no time!” snapped Will, feeling the ship tilting past a tenable angle. “Get on my back!” 
 Effect didn’t object or ask questions. The hole Will had cut into the ship wasn’t really designed for two people to pass through at once, but they were out of chances and choices. He reached for the zipline with a desperate, two-handed grab, feeling the weight of Effect yank down on his shoulders as they started moving. 
 In the same instant they began to pick up speed, the ship came loose. It came within a foot of taking out the line, seeming to fall in slow motion from its size and the distance they were up. Will’s focus was torn between watching and waiting for the impact and keeping his desperate grip on the zipline. Effect screaming in his ear certainly didn’t help. 
 The falling ship hit the ocean with a tremendous splash, knocking up enough water to soak Will’s legs even though they were still a decent height up. The boat they’d arrived on, now safely occupied by Complex, Benny, and Glidemaster, bobbed up over the massive wave sent out by the impact. Will and Effect touched down a few seconds later. 
 “Wasn’t that a National Archives site?” asked Benny. 
 “I wouldn’t know,” said Complex.  “Since we were never here.” 
 Someone laughed, and then they were all laughing. 






CHAPTER 26

   
 The high from the adrenaline lingered in Will’s system for long minutes after their escape. They stuck around the cliff for a while, which now barely held any evidence of the ship’s existence to begin with. The wrecked hull had sunk straight to the bottom without fanfare, far deeper down than they could see from the surface. 
 Complex had thought far enough ahead to bring sandwiches and beer in a cooler. They ate lunch on the boat and got well on their way toward a healthy buzz. Will sat on one of the benches next to Complex, finishing the last of a pale ale while eating salami on rye. 
 “That was a good day’s work,” said Complex. “I’m glad you came along with us. We couldn’t have done that without you.” 
 “Any time,” he said. “I forgot how much fun it is to be problem-solving in the moment.” 
 “The best part and the worst part of being a hero,” said Complex. “Let’s just be glad it worked out for us this time.” 
 He finished his beer and tossed the empty can overboard. 
 Will shook his head. “Really? You’re just going to eject your litter?” 
 “The ocean doesn’t give a shit,” said Complex. “We just dumped a ship into the water, what’s one more can?” 
 Will wasn’t really sold on that logic and simply crumpled his own can into a pocketable size. He finished the second half of his sandwich and leaned his head back against the bench, incredibly satisfied. 
 “We should start heading back,” said Complex. “I’m going to review today’s haul and figure out if there are any other wrecks nearby to check out. It’ll be less dramatic when they’re underwater, but potentially far more profitable.” 
 “How about we stop over at the Virgin Islands on our way home?” said Benny, with a chuckle. 
 “The Virgin Islands are, what?” asked Will. “A couple thousand miles to the south of here?” 
 “He’s joking,” said Complex, setting a hand on his shoulder. “We are going to make a quick stop, though.” 
 He tossed a chip bag into the water on his way to the rudder. 
   
 ***  
   
 They headed north along the coast, spending the early afternoon retracing the route they’d originally taken out before veering off in a new direction. Will asked the others where, exactly, their quick stop would take them, but only got vague answers in response. 
 An island just off the coast came into view as the sun sank low on the horizon to the west. The glow of artificial lights was clearly visible against the haze of twilight, suggesting a settlement of some sort. 
 The image Will had in his mind was far neater than the reality. The island had once been home to a posh vacation neighborhood, a few dozen houses along with a pretty dock for ocean-inclined rich people to spend their weekends or summers. 
 The world the homes had been built for had stopped existing decades ago, back in the time before aquatic abominations had multiplied and taken over the oceans. They’d been abandoned, but apparently reclaimed, if the people Will could see were anything to judge by. 
 The houses were in awful condition, most of them stripped of paint, several with tarps taped to their roofs to cover up leaks from storm damage. Trash littered the beach, bottles and plastic bags and ancient fishing nets. Two of the docks were in a state of disrepair beyond being usable, but Complex steered the boat toward the third, which was in better condition. 
 Two girls, a teenager and a toddler, appeared to be scavenging on the beach for clams. They both looked underfed and heartbreakingly world-weary, and neither of them paid much attention to Will and the others as they disembarked. 
 “Don’t worry,” said Complex. “We won’t be here long. I just need to check in with a certain someone.” 
 He motioned for the others to hang back as he strode forward, whistling to the little girl and waving her over. She wore only a stained smock dress, and her feet were bare and dirty. The little girl listened to Complex’s question and pointed toward the house nearest to the docks. 
 The door to the house opened before he’d made it all the way over. Another young woman, perhaps sixteen at most, stepped out, crossing her arms and frowning. She was pretty, but her face held the same tension Will had noticed in the others, and it only became more pronounced as Complex set a hand on her shoulder and led her back into the building. 
 “What’s he doing?” asked Will. “Why did we come here?” 
 “Relax,” said Benny. “He’s just picking up something.” 
 “I hope he’s just picking up,” said Glidemaster. “We’ll be here for hours otherwise, knowing him.” 
 Benny snorted. Effect looked distinctly uncomfortable. Will eyed the girls on the beach again, sensing something wrong about the situation that he couldn’t quite put his finger on. 
 Complex returned a few minutes later, holding an envelope and grinning. The girl who’d been in the house originally stood meekly in the doorway as he left, not looking at Complex even as he leaned in and kissed her on the cheek. 
 “We’re done,” he said. “Let’s go.” 
 “How much?” asked Benny. 
 “We’ll talk about it after. Enough, at least for now.” 
 Will waited until they were back on the boat before attempting to get a straight answer. “What was that?” 
 “What was what?” Complex started the motor and began picking up speed across the waves. 
 “All of it,” he said. “What were those kids doing there?” 
 “About what you’d expect,” said Complex, with a shrug. “Living their lives. They’re orphans. We look out for them as much as we can in exchange for a minor contract fee.” 
 “They just live out there, alone?” asked Will. “I didn’t see any adults. Why aren’t they at the Lighthouse if nobody is looking out for them?” 
 Complex shot him a perplexed look. “Why would they be? They aren’t supers. The Lighthouse doesn’t just let anyone walk in.” 
 Will was cold and tired, despite the warm weather and early hour. He tried to give Complex the benefit of the doubt, interpret what he’d just said through the lens of someone who’d never really suffered before, but it was a struggle.  
 “Hey, relax,” said Complex, slapping him on the shoulder. “I know how rough it must have looked just seeing them as an outsider, but it’s really not an uncommon living situation for mundane people living on the coast. It’s poverty. We try to look out for them, but even with superpowers, we can only do so much.” 
 “I didn’t see any men,” Will said, speaking his thoughts aloud.  
 “There used to be some,” chimed in Glidemaster. “They did a lot of infighting over stupid ego stuff. It got complicated.” 
 “Complex, one might even say,” said Benny. 
 Glidemaster broke out laughing, and Complex punched Benny in the shoulder.  
 “Let’s not rehash that now,” said Complex. “Any more beers left in that cooler?” 
 “You’re operating a vehicle,” said Benny. 
 “Is that a yes or a no?” 






CHAPTER 27

   
 “Remember,” said Complex. “This little adventure is just between us. No need to publicize the fact that we may or may not have been involved in destroying a National Archives site.” 
 “I’m not planning on snitching, if that’s what you’re worried about,” said Will. 
 They walked into the main lobby of the Lighthouse. Benny immediately split off from the group, running over to a pretty redhead who greeted him reluctantly as he approached. 
 “Good.” Complex ran a hand through his hair. “Not that we really did anything wrong, as far as I’m concerned. That ship would have fallen on its own eventually, and it’s better that it happened after a thorough search for treasure to properly assess its, um… historical significance.” 
 Will nodded absently. Truth be told, he’d done far, far worse things during his time with Halberd. Still, he couldn’t quite shake an underlying sense of unease, one that had nothing to do with destroying national artifacts and everything to do with the inherent privilege of supers. 
 “Cool, cool,” said Complex. “There will be kickbacks from these eventually. I’m very generous to my friends. Just ask anyone.” 
 “Sure,” said Will. He split off from the others as everyone started to go their own way, taking the elevator up. Try as he might, he couldn’t get his mind off the face of that little girl in that sad, ramshackle town… her dirty little feet.  
 He found Jess in the main room of their suite, relaxing on the couch with a book. He really wanted to talk to Jess about what he’d seen, but it would mean engaging in a minor betrayal of Complex’s trust immediately after committing to secrecy. Though in truth, Will wasn’t sure he owed the other man that much trust yet. 
 “Hey,” he said. 
 “Hey.” Jess closed her book and smiled at him. “How was your adventure?” 
 “Very eventful,” he said. “I got you something.” 
 He reached into his pocket and withdrew the ruby brooch. Jess blinked when she saw it, her mouth slowly falling open as she realized the significance of the corrosion on the metal, the age and history behind the jewelry. 
 “No way,” she whispered. “You didn’t just get me jewelry, but a new relic? What more could I ask for?” 
 He grinned. “Turn sideways.” 
 She instantly complied, and he slid in close, reaching his hands around front to slip it onto her neck. As soon as he’d done the clasp, he noticed something unusual. The light around the brooch stirred, shimmering faintly in a manner that he knew from experience only he could see. It was like what had happened with Hive’s cords.  
 Jess let out a soft, satisfied noise that Will found altogether too sexy. He stayed where he was, watching the brooch shimmer, one hand settled gently on her shoulder. 
 “It has a past,” whispered Jess. “It has… power.” 
 “What does it feel like?” 
 “Hard to describe.” Jess turned around, casually setting her legs into Will’s lap. “I can sense the last few moments of its previous owner, how it gained its relevance to my power. She was on… a sinking ship, with no time to escape. This brooch…” She touched the brilliant ruby gemstone on the front. “…It almost got her killed.” 
 “You’re serious?” 
 “Dead serious, no pun intended.” Jess gave him a small smile and laced her fingers together. “It got caught on a piece of metal, and the woman wearing it almost… gave up. Only through one last burst of strength was she able to pull free, and that was after nearly drowning in the rising water.” 
 “So, what?” said Will. “Is it going to make you even stronger than you already are?” 
 Jess laughed and shook her head. “No. It’s going to let me breathe underwater.” 
 Will chuckled, only belatedly realizing that she was serious. “Have you ever considered going on a shopping spree in an antique store?” 
 “If it were that easy to collect artifacts, our house would be filled with them,” she said. “Our old house, I mean. Sorry.” 
 “It’s alright. I think we’ve just about come to terms with the loss at this point.” 
 He stayed with her on the couch, happy to simply share her company with no expectations. 
 “It looks good on you,” he said. 
 “Thanks.” 
 “Really good.” 
 Jess gave him an interesting smile and shifted her legs. “That’s very sweet of you to say.” 
 “It’s not too tight, is it?” asked Will. “I could always adjust the clasp.” 
 He reached around to set his hands on the back of her neck, seizing the excuse to be close and all but embracing her. Jess’s smile reminded him that she wasn’t born yesterday, and that she was also a woman who’d put up with this kind of thing from Halberd for years. 
 “You can take it off me if you want,” said Jess. 
 Will slid his hands down, pretending as though he’d been touching her shirt instead of the brooch. “Right here? Well, if you say so.” 
 “You are just too much!” said Jess as he started tugging at her clothing. 
 She tipped backward, and Will leaned forward. They were still together, on the couch, in the empty suite, each of those facts compounding to make the moment every bit as dangerous as it sounded. 
 “This is the sweetest gift I’ve received in a very long time.” She ran her hand across his cheek. “Thank you, LP.” 
 “You’re welcome.” 
 He kissed her and felt her lips moving against his, eager and open, eager and searching. He loved her so unbelievably much, and it made his heart feel oversized to see her enjoying his present. Jess made a slight moaning noise, and her tongue slid into his mouth. 
 He shifted on top of her as she stretched out. His cock was hardening at a sprint, and he saw the shift in her expression the moment she felt it press into her thigh. There was something coy there, coy and tempted, like she couldn’t quite muster her usual defenses. 
 Will kissed her again, running a hand along the side of her body, amazed by what she was letting him get away with. He rocked his hips forward, grinding into her, and risked openly groping her breasts. His fingers sank into soft flesh, and he could feel the work her bra was putting in to hold her impressive assets in place. 
 “You need to find a girl your own age,” sighed Jess. “Someone to give this sort of thing to.” 
 She touched the brooch as she spoke, but her eyes were fixated in a far lower direction. 
 “And if I told you that I wanted to give it to you, instead?” He smirked as he continued grinding into her, gently kissing her neck, delighting in the way he could feel her body opening up to him. 
 “I would tell you that I’m flattered,” said Jess, biting her lip. “I would tell you that I… enjoy your attention. Your kisses, and your hugs, I do, I really do. But you’re at an age where it’s easy to get confused. An age where your eyes are bigger than your…” 
 “Bigger than my what?” 
 “Mmm…” Jess’s hands slid over Will’s butt, as though her arms had gone rogue and decided to pull his hips in. “You’re so single-minded, LP. You’re not being fair.” 
 “You’re not being honest.” 
 “I’m always honest with you,” she said. “I like being close to you. That’s what makes all of this so… so…” 
 “Hard?” He eased forward, his cock raking against the inside of her thigh, and Jess made a wonderfully erotic noise. 
 “Emotionally complicated,” she said, with obvious care in her word choice. “Now, as much as I enjoy your full-body hugs, I need to get up.” 
 “For what?” 
 “Rue isn’t home yet. I think she’s out drinking with those new friends of hers again.” 
 Will turned sideways, a little annoyed by the justifiable interruption, but curious about Jess’s disapproving tone. “You sound like you aren’t a fan.” 
 “I don’t want to be the kind of mother claiming this person or that person is a bad influence, but Rue is so… unspoiled. She’s very innocent.” 
 Will snorted, which earned him the attention of Jess’s narrowed eyes. 
 “She’s nineteen,” he said. “She’s just experimenting. Trying new things.” 
 “Is that right?” asked Jess. 
 “Where is she?” asked Will. “I’ll go pick her up.” 
 He pushed himself up from the couch, aware that he was passing up an opportunity to continue his long-standing siege on Jess’s sexual defenses. It was more of a calculated ceasefire than a retreat. He wanted to get her worked up, get her wanting it as much as he did, and sometimes the only way to do that was to pull back. 
 “They were hanging out in the gardens behind the Lighthouse the last I heard,” said Jess. “Try calling her if she’s not there.” 
 “Why not just call her now and tell her to come up to the suite?” asked Will. 
 “If I do that, she’ll have time to come up with a clever way to obscure any evidence of what she might have been doing,” said Jess. 
 “Fair enough.” He leaned in close and, after pausing to build suspense, kissed her gently on the lips. “I’m glad you enjoyed the brooch.” 
 Jess cleared her throat, looking like she very much wanted more kisses and all the things that came with them. “I really enjoyed it, LP. I’m already thinking of what I’m going to give you in return.” 
 “Oh, I think you already know what I’d want.” 
 “Watch it, mister.” 






CHAPTER 28

   
 Will took the elevator down to the lobby and set out onto the island itself. It was late enough for the Lighthouse to be the brightest thing around, which wasn’t a tall feat given the illumination of the tower against the darkness of the rural New England coastline. But it was surreal, to say the least. 
 He made his way around to the gardens, which were surprisingly active despite it being well into the evening hours. A pair of teenagers in hoodies were attempting to be subtle about a joint they were passing back and forth near the side Will had entered through, both of them apparently oblivious to the intensity of the smell the smoke was putting off. 
 He spotted Rue as he continued forward, marking her from her familiar laugh as he zeroed in on a group of girls sitting next to a portable speaker playing generic pop music. He walked over slowly, trying to eavesdrop without seeming like he was. It was an open question whether he’d actually report any potential trouble Rue was getting into back to Jess, but he at least wanted to know about it himself. 
 “It felt… nice,” said one of the girls. 
 “What does nice mean?” asked Rue, with a giggle.  
 To Will’s ear, she sounded completely wasted. 
 “You know… nice. Really nice. And then it ended way too early and I understood why so many women joke about men not being able to last longer than five minutes.” 
 The girls broke out into laughter. Will caught sight of at least two bottles of wine or liquor being passed around. 
 “It was probably his first time, too,” said another girl. “There’s an upside and a downside to that. You want it to be special, but it’s hard for it to be special when the guy doesn’t know what he’s doing.” 
 “How sure were you that it was, you know… the right time?” asked Rue. 
 “Well, we’d been dating for a few months,” said the first girl. “I wasn’t sure it was the right time. I just didn’t want to wait any longer.” 
 “When it’s right, you’ll know.” The second girl passed Rue a bottle.  
 She held it in her hands instead of sipping from it immediately, lost in her own thoughts. Will decided it was a good time to intervene before she got any drunker. 
 “Hey,” he called. “There you are. Jess wants you to come back up to the suite.” 
 “LP!” Rue dropped the bottle, which had thankfully been capped. “Um, hey. We were just… hanging out.” 
 “It’s no big deal,” he said. “I was nineteen once, too.” 
 “But you’re older than that now,” purred one of the girls. “I’m Kaci, but the way.” 
 She clasped her hands in front of her and leaned into Will’s space, drunk and flirty. 
 “We’ve met before,” said Will. “Rue introduced you to me.” 
 “She did?” asked Kaci. “Well, in that case we can skip straight to the part where you take me for a walk through the more scenic sections of the gardens.” 
 “Kaci!” snapped Rue. “Knock it off. I’m ready to go, Will.” 
 Rue looped a possessive arm through his. 
 “I was just teasing him,” said Kaci. “Unless…” 
 “You girls have a nice evening,” said Will. “A safe evening.” 
 A few overlapping grumbles of we will sounded from the group as he began leading a very drunk Rue back toward the tower. He walked at her pace, gently tugging her back onto the main path when her feet tried to carry her off elsewhere. 
 “How much did you have, exactly?” he asked. 
 “I wasn’t like… counting sips or anything,” said Rue. “Enough. Not too much. Don’t judge me.” 
 “I’m not judging you,” he said. “It’s just important to always be mindful of what you’re putting into your body.” 
   
 *** 
   
 FIVE YEARS EARLIER 
   
 “What the hell did we just take?” asked LP. 
 The world felt different, like he was watching everything through a monitor with poor saturation. He kept jumping back to that moment, the tiny glasses, the argument with Liz, how natural it had felt to simply match her intensity and take a shot himself. 
 “If I knew it was going to be this intense, I would have made myself throw up,” muttered Liz. 
 “Can you… not talk about throwing up right now?” 
 He felt dizzy, but not in the sense that the world was spinning. It was more like it was lagging behind, with trails following his hands when he swung them through his field of view and people seeming to splash with colors as they moved. 
 “I don’t want this,” muttered Liz. “Not here. Not right now. I, I… I…”  
 Lockpick grabbed her hand as she continued to struggle to get the rest of her thought out. “It’ll be okay. We’ll find somewhere to sit down. After that, we’ll…” 
 A man in a monkey costume rode by on a bicycle with a pair of symbols attached to the back that automatically clapped together from the motion of the wheel. He’d seen the show before he’d taken whatever drug they’d been dosed with, so he knew it wasn’t a hallucination, but he really wasn’t appreciating the wackier side of the Sandsnail Gathering at that very moment. 
 “They know…” whispered Liz. “They figured out that I’m a hero, and they’re going to—” 
 “Quiet!” hissed Lockpick. “It’s just the drug. You’re being paranoid.” 
 “Look at how everyone keeps looking at me!” 
 “You’re an attractive blonde teenager,” said Lockpick. “People are always looking at you like that. You just never notice usually because you’re—” 
 “Ah!” said Liz. She spun around, rubbing the back of her neck. “I felt something!” 
 “Okay, we’re going to find somewhere to…” 

Sit down, was how he’d intended to finish that sentence. The sandy ground in front of him was a sudden mosaic of patterns and meaning. It was art. Somebody had created true art across the desert floor, and people were trampling on it as though it weren’t even there. One of the faces in the sand winked at him and blew him a kiss. Was that… Relic? 
 “LP!” Halberd’s voice boomed out from across the main walking lane, loud and earnest. “Hey, LP! Have you started having some fun yet?” 
 Lockpick froze. If Halberd saw Liz, there was no telling how he’d react. Even in the best-case scenario, the intensity of the encounter would likely prove to be too much for her. One of the faces in the sand started nodding in agreement. He pulled her closer to him, trying to shield her with his body. 
 “Hey!” said Halberd, drunk and cheery. “You made a friend! Are the two of you looking for a tent?” 
 “Uh…” Lockpick blinked, belatedly realizing that Halberd was too drunk to even recognize her. “Yeah. We both took something… it’s a little intense.” 
 “Oh!” said Halberd. “Shit, okay. Here. I’ve got… a six-pack and a joint. Those are yours. The tent second to the last on this side of the lane is the one I rented for you to use for tonight. I got myself a separate one, just figuring… well, you know. Easier for us both to have fun.” 
 “Thanks?” said Lockpick, accepting the bundle of booze and the carefully rolled joint. 
 “Remember to go with the flow,” said Halberd. “No use trying to fight it. Remember that.” 

No use trying to fight it, chanted the faces in the sand. No use trying to fight it. No use trying to fight it.

 Liz pitched forward and threw up on one of the faces, nearly catching Lockpick’s shoes in the mess. 
 “I need to lie down,” she muttered. 
 “Yeah,” said Lockpick. “Let’s go do that.” 




CHAPTER 29

   
 Will felt strange reminiscing about Liz while knowing that she was currently at the Lighthouse, practically next door to him, for the first time in years. But those emotions had long since been set aside, and the moment wasn’t about her, anyway. 
 “I think I should start limiting myself to just one drink,” muttered Rue. 
 “That’s a great idea,” he said. “Between Avery and… well, Halberd, our family doesn’t really have a good track record for responsible substance use.” 
 “Avery seems like she’s doing better here.” 
 “She does.” He smiled as he thought about how recovered she’d seemed when he’d last seen her. “I’m looking forward to all of us heading home. It might not be long from now if things—” 
 Rue’s fingers suddenly dug into his arm. “Someone’s following us. I used my power. There’s two of them, and… another one waiting for us ahead, just inside the lobby.” 
 “What?” Will frowned and pulled her closer. “Alright. Be ready to give me some space to work with. It’s probably a group of heroes that I offended in some way during my supervillain days.” 
 “You don’t have to fight anyone, LP,” said Rue. “We could just run. Or call Mom.” 
 “No, sometimes you do have to fight.” He kissed Rue on the head and put an arm around her. “Don’t worry. I’ve got this.” 
 Getting a heads up ahead of an ambush had the effect of flipping the script, turning the situation around in a way that gave him a matching advantage. He’d deal with the one lying in wait first, and depending on how quickly he ended it, they might be able to just continue straight on to the elevator. 
 Rue was tense against his side, but even as drunk as she was, Will could tell she trusted him completely. He nodded sideways as they approached the Lighthouse’s main doors, and she nodded back, letting him know she’d be quick to get herself out of the line of any possible attack. 
 The Lighthouse’s exit out to the island was just about completely unguarded, given how the tunnel served as the main route across to the mainland. There would be no helpful hero to intervene, and judging from how empty the lobby currently appeared, no onlookers to even bear witness. 
 He still had the hairpin he’d borrowed, and it would cut through flesh as easily as any door. If it came to that, it was ready. If bloodshed could be avoided, obviously that was his preference, but he was ready. 
 He heard the man waiting for them instantly step into motion as they passed through the lobby’s doors. Will swung his arm sideways, slashing at chest level with the hairpin… and pulled his strike back at the last second. 
 “Whoa!” said Complex. “Jesus! A bit on edge, don’t you think, LP?” 
 Will exhaled and narrowed his eyes. “What are you doing?” 
 “I was going to scare the shit out of you,” said Complex. “As a friend. We saw you head out into the gardens. Benny and Glide figured they’d go see if they could catch up while I waited here in case you doubled back, which you did. Who is this enchanting creature, by the way?” 
 “My sister, Rue,” said Will, a bit stiff. 
 “Hi,” said Rue. 
 “It’s a pleasure to meet you,” said Complex. “I would love to get to know you on a more personal basis, but I need to go catch up with my friends. LP, you should seriously consider joining us. I heard from Benny that there’s a bunch of drunk girls ripe for the taking out by the statues.” 
 “Those are my friends!” snapped Rue. “Are you seriously going to try to take advantage of them?” 
 “No!” said Complex, chuckling. “Of course not! We would simply be going to see if they wanted some company, maybe to do a little more drinking with us in the comfort of an indoor environment, and then…” 
 “They’re a little too drunk for that, I think,” said Will. “How about you just find Benny and Glide and call it a night?” 
 “When did you become a certified Boy Scout?” snapped Complex. He wiped a hand over his mouth, glowering at both Will and Rue. “Whatever. We’ll find something else to do if you’re going to be such a bitch about it.” 
 He stomped off with more melodrama than the situation really called for. Will exchanged an uncertain glance with Rue. 
 “That guy is your friend?” she asked. 
 “Old friend,” said Will. “Do you remember him from way back?” 
 “Didn’t he convince you to spy on Avery and her friends while they were changing?” 
 “Why does everyone keep bringing that up?” 
   
 ***  
   
 Jess was waiting for them in the suite. Will had been expecting Rue to receive a serious talking-to in regard to her drinking, but Jess simply sighed and sent her to bed. 
 “Thanks, LP,” she said. “Should I be worried about her, in your opinion?” 
 He shook his head. “She needs this. It’s good for her to spend some time around girls her own age. To talk with them, laugh with them, and yeah, occasionally drink with them.” 
 “Let’s hope it becomes more occasional moving forward.” 
 She gave him a tight hug before heading to bed herself. Will munched on some food left out on the table, ditched his clothes, and collapsed onto his own mattress. 
 He wasn’t sure how long he’d been asleep when he woke up, or even if he was truly awake to begin with. A sharp, crimson glow filled the room, menacingly bright, and Will’s sheets were soaked through in sweat. 

“The shepherds will always sacrifice from their flock when it behooves them.”

 The voice was familiar, and terrifying through that ease of recognition. Genesis, the abomination that Hive had worked so hard to ensure the birth of back in Lancaster City. Why here? Why now? Was his family being followed? 
 The crimson light shifted. Will tried to sit up but found that he couldn’t move a muscle. His eyes were open but unmoving, frozen on the ceiling as the abomination moved through his room. 
 He saw a hand reach out, long, inhuman fingers flexing and then pressing down over his mouth. He tried to scream, tried to flail out, tried to do anything that might change what was happening, but it was pointless. His lungs burned through the last of the breath they held, and Will understood the essence of true terror. 
 He gasped and sat up, nearly falling out of bed in his haste. His room was dark and empty again. Just a dream. Just a nightmare. 






CHAPTER 30

   
 Will tensed as he heard a noise from elsewhere within the suite, still fighting the adrenaline from the dream. It was early, near that hazy time in between night’s departure and morning’s arrival. He climbed out of bed, knowing he’d never get back to sleep after that, and quietly walked to the door. 
 “Oh!” said Jess, turning and setting a hand on her chest. “LP. I didn’t realize you were awake.” 
 “Yeah. Couldn’t sleep.” 
 She was sitting on the couch, drinking tea, clad in her usual thin nightgown. She set the glass down and patted the spot next to her. 
 “Neither could I,” she said. “I’ve had a lot on my mind recently about… things.” 
 “Things,” said Will, dropping down next to her. “You have such a knack for description.” 
 “Oh, hush.” Jess sighed and slid closer to him. “I was thinking about the future for us.” 
 He put an arm around her shoulders. “Go on.” 
 “For all of us,” said Jess. “Rue, and Avery, and you. It just feels as though we’ve been adrift lately, blown around by events instead of having any real, deliberate direction.” 
 “We lost our house,” said Will. “I suppose you could say we’re adrift, but I think it’s more that we’re just in between chapters. Things will settle down eventually and go back to normal.” 
 She stared at him, her expression reminding him of the one he’d seen on her face that very first day when he’d been released from prison. 
 “Back to normal?” she asked, shaking her head. “What even is normal for us anymore?” 
 He took her hand, his fingers slipping between hers. “We get to decide that for ourselves. We get to decide that together.” 
 “I like that,” said Jess. “The sentiment, at least. Recent events have made me wish I had a better footing to push back against what I don’t like in the world.” 
 “You and me both.” 
 She nodded absently and then flicked her eyes to him, seeming to come to a decision. “Anyway… When was the last time you had a shower?” 
 “Am I getting musky?” 
 “You’re starting to. I’m not trying to call you out over it, but your hygiene is still one of my extended responsibilities.”  
 Will smiled and shook his head. “Between your normal life and your secret identity, is there anything that doesn’t fall into that category?” 
 “I’m serious,” said Jess. “William Carol Sorling, you are not starting your day smelling like that.” 
 “Fine,” he said. “I’ll take a shower.” 
 He stood up, still holding her hand, and began pulling her in the direction of the bathroom. Jess eyed him with a serious no-nonsense expression, but it cracked into a smile as he began reeling her in by the arm. 
 “I am not showering with you,” said Jess. 
 “Didn’t you just say that my hygiene is one of your extended responsibilities?” 
 “I don’t think that tiny little shower is even large enough to fit two people.” 
 “We’ll make it work.” He pulled her closer, wrapping his arms around her waist and trying to march her forward in front of him. 
 “You’re putting your toes over the line, mister.” Jess tried to glare at him, but both her tone and the flutter of her smile betrayed her authority. “This can’t happen.” 
  “Rue isn’t going to be up for another hour or so.” 
 “It isn’t just about Rue,” she whispered. “Will… I’m your—” 
 He was sick of hearing her say what he knew she was about to say, so he kissed her. Jess’s mouth was a willing partner to his own, a partner in crime, searching through the lust. She ran a hand through his hair as their lips finally parted, and her expression was so torn and conflicted that he couldn’t help but feel a little ashamed of how he was teasing her. 
 “I’m just joking around,” he said. “I’ll take a shower.” 
 Was he imagining the flicker of disappointment in her eyes? Maybe. Probably. 
 “I know,” she said, with a tense exhale. “Of course, you were. You’re a grown man, Will. You don’t need that kind of help from me.” 
 He nodded and turned toward the bathroom but hesitated before pulling away. Holding her gaze, he spoke in a soft but determined voice. “You’re right, Jess. I just have to help myself this time around.” 
 She blinked, and her eyes flickered downward for the briefest instant, taking in the obvious imprint of his cock through his boxers. The tension was thick enough to bounce a coin off of, even as Will slowly turned and started walking into the bathroom. 
 It had been a long shot, but he’d been sure for a moment during their banter that her resolve was breaking. Just as he told her, he knew he was fully capable of helping himself, or possibly even sneaking off to stream with Rue if he was still horny later on in the day. He stripped his clothes off and tried not to get stuck on imagining what might have happened as the shower came up to temperature and began steaming the small bathroom up. 
 He climbed in, letting the warm water wet his hair and run down his back. As he was reaching for the shampoo, someone knocked softly at the door.  
 “I…” Jess’s voice, coy but uncertain. “…brought you a towel.” 
 “Bring it in,” he said. 
 The door opened, and she stepped through, closing it behind her and leaning against it to make sure it was as shut as it could possibly be. Will opened the shower curtain far enough to lean his upper body out and gave her a smile with just a hint of smugness to it. 
 “You’re not even using soap,” said Jess, threading the towel into the holder. 
 “I was working up to that. Not my first priority, all things considered.” 
 “Oh? And just what was?” 
 “I think you know.” 
 Jess let out an exaggerated sigh and shook her head. She didn’t head for the door, despite having accomplished her objective. More than likely, a very loud voice in the back of her head was screaming for her to, just as one in the back of his own was trying to reason him out of his lust for her. 
 “Make sure you really work the shampoo into your hair,” she said, taking another step toward the shower. 
 “I will.” 
 “Along with the conditioner afterward.” 
 “I know.” 
 “And remember—” 
 Will pulled the curtain open wider, letting her see clearly just how hard he was. Her eyes locked onto his cock with magnetic intensity, and whatever she’d been about to say was apparently far less compelling than his erection. 
 He reached his hand out and gently pulled the shoulder straps of her nightgown to either side. The steam made the unveiling of her nude body a little anticlimactic, with only the vague outline of pale flesh and the faintest hint of pink nipples, but he didn’t have to see her. 
 She took his hand, allowing him to help her into the shower which, admittedly, was a tight fit for two people. Her fingers ran over his chest, tracing his tattoos, and she gave him a small, guilty smile. 
 “I’m only doing this to make sure you get completely clean,” she said softly. 
 “Of course.” He kissed her on the cheek and then again on the neck. “I really appreciate your help.” 
 To Jess’s credit, she at least went through the motions of grabbing the soap and lathering up his chest and shoulders. Will kissed her and groped her from the start. He let the tip of his cock drag against her stomach as he ran his hands down the sides of her body, fingers digging into her buttocks as he took each one into his palm. 
 She’d taken a crazy risk in putting herself into this position, but not quite as crazy of one as it initially seemed, Will slowly realized. Try as he might, it was nigh impossible to get her into a position within the crowded shower stall that would allow him to take her the way he wanted.  
 Jess grabbed a bottle and squirted a dab of shampoo into one hand. “Close your eyes.” 
 “I think I’d rather keep them open.” 
 She shot him a mock scowl and began lathering his hair. Will pressed forward, briefly tipping them off balance. Jess banged against the wall of the shower with a soft thud and burst out laughing, still trying to shampoo him up. 
 “You know,” she said, voice amused. “This wasn’t actually as bad of an idea as it first sounded on paper.” 
 He kissed her neck, trying to scoop her up by the thighs, but even that was a challenge with his soapy hands. “Can you, uh… lift your leg up?” 
 “Nope.” 
 “Or turn around and…” He lowered his voice to a seductive growl. “…push your butt out.” 
 She sighed lustfully, but shook her head. “Not happening, mister. I’m here to get you clean, as previously discussed.” 
 Will groaned, but the sound of it cut off into a moan as her hand dragged down his stomach and briefly passed over his crotch. She started soaping up his junk, mostly avoiding his erection, but the offer of an incredible, heavily lubricated, loving hand job was clearly on the table. 
 “If you just behaved yourself a little more,” she whispered. “If you just… accepted that there still have to be boundaries, certain lines which can’t and shouldn’t be crossed, then this wouldn’t be nearly as complicated, LP.” 
 One of her fingers brushed his cock, and then five of them wrapped around it firmly, a soapy, stroking cocoon of unholy pleasure. Will groaned and tried to pull her nearer to him, but only managed to get a hand on her breast as the water continued to rain down on them. 
 “Jess,” he whispered. “Oh… that feels so good.” 
 “You like it?” She grinned and sped up her pace. Her hand made a faint noise as she pumped, a sticky churning sound too lewd to be lost against the background of the shower. “Remember to rinse your hair.” 
 He nodded, doing it automatically, the core of his focus never leaving the sensation of her stroking fingers and palm. She would slow down every few seconds, as though gauging his pleasure in an attempt to keep him right on the edge. It might have been cruel had it not felt so incredible. 
 “This way,” whispered Jess, “when you come, there won’t even be a mess to worry about cleaning up.” 
 Will groaned and leaned forward, kissing her nipple as he felt himself speeding toward his release as though at her command. He wanted to blow his load all over her, leave her so dirty that she’d need a second shower once he was done. He wanted to— 
 The bathroom door opened, and Rue stepped in. Jess sucked in a breath and shifted so that she was in front of Will, obscuring him with her body in addition to the opaque shower curtain. 
 “Is my comb in here?” asked Rue. 
 “Rue!” hissed Jess. “I, I’m in the shower?” 
 “So? I swear I left it in here.” She started looking around the sink, paying the rest of the bathroom no mind. 
 Jess let out an irritated growl and poked her head out through the curtain, being careful to close the lower section so there wasn’t a risk of even a glimpse of Will being seen. 
 “If it’s in here, I’ll bring it out to you after, sweetie,” she said. 
 “I’ll just grab it now,” said Rue. 
 Jess’s new posture pushed her butt out a little, and Will couldn’t resist slipping in behind her. He prodded forward with his cock, testing the angle even as Jess squeezed her thighs shut. There was no real way for him to spear up into her without bending her forward even more, and he wasn’t enough of a monster to try to do that while she was talking with Rue. 
 But… there were other things he could do. Other things he couldn’t stop himself from doing. He thrust forward into Jess’s closed legs, feeling the wonderfully tight, soapy squeeze of her thick, powerful thighs. She made a surprised noise that drew Rue’s attention. 
 “Are you okay?” she asked. 
 “Fine!” said Jess. “The water just… got a bit hotter.” 
 She’d played around, teasing him with that hand job, enjoying being the one in control. From Will’s point of view, this was his justifiable revenge. He started rocking forward, pantomiming the hip motion of fucking her, his cock nestled neatly against the lips of her womanhood.  
 The noise of it was disgustingly dirty, the soft slapping of two soaped up bodies coming together. Again and again, faster and faster. Jess slipped forward a little, her tits jiggling as her upper body briefly poked past the shower curtain. 
 “Found it!” announced Rue, triumphant. 
 “Good!” said Jess, in a tight voice. “Now… if you’ve got everything you need.” 
 Slap, slap, slap. 
 “Save me some hot water,” said Rue. “And if you see LP, tell him I need to show him something in the computer lab.” 
 “Mmhmm,” said Jess. 
 Rue left, and the instant the door shut, Will was touching Jess all over, still thrusting into her thighs. It was one of those moments that would have spilled over into true, primal sex had it not been for the limits of the tiny shower. It was like a preview, a promise, a screenshot of what would inevitably come if the two of them didn’t find a way to pull back. 
 “Oh!” moaned Jess. “Don’t think you’re getting away with this, mister. The second we get a moment alone, we are going to have a serious talk about what you just did, and—” 
 “Jess!” he moaned. His cock spasmed, ejecting a load of seed that patted out against the shower curtain with the force of half an hour of humid edging. He hugged Jess from behind, kissing her lovingly even as his insanely strong orgasm stole the strength from his muscles. 
 She sighed, let out a little laugh, and got back to washing the soap out of his hair. 
 “I suppose sometimes we have to compromise,” she whispered. “At least I’m making sure you’re clean.” 






CHAPTER 31

   
 It took a fair amount of creativity for Will and Jess to sneak out of the shower without getting caught. Jess came up with an excuse involving borrowing a shirt to lure Rue back into her room, and then Will snuck first into his own room to get dressed, and then out into the hallway to avoid questions about where he’d been earlier when Rue had first woken up. 
 He met up with them both for breakfast in the café. Jess was wearing a surprisingly flirty white blouse over a tight pair of jeans. Rue had on a tight white t-shirt over a plaid red skirt that Will had never seen before. 
 “Where did you get that?” he asked. 
 “New friends,” said Rue. “We traded clothes. This jumped out at me. Reminds me of something a high schooler at a private academy might wear.” 
 “It’s a bit… short,” said Jess. 
 “I like it,” said Will. 
 He especially liked it as he considered how it might double as part of an outfit Rue could wear on stream. Jess was right to be concerned, as the tiny circlet of cloth strode the line between kind of slutty and definitely slutty. 
 He offered to endure the long breakfast line to get them all food. Ten minutes later, he returned to the table with bagels, eggs, and bacon in hand to find Cricket sitting with Jess and Rue.  
 “Ah!” said Cricket. “Lockpick. I was just explaining to your mother and sister that the Board of Directors has invited them to a reception dinner for Bishop Henderson. He’s going to be staying at the Lighthouse and advising the Champion Authority for the next month.” 
 “I believe the invitation was extended to the Sorling family, no?” said Jess. 
 “Um, well, that is true, but…” Cricket looked more flustered than his baseline as he searched for words. “I believe I was, ahem, informed to bring you the invitation with the expectation that it would just be—” 
 “Great, all of us will be there,” said Jess, in that no-nonsense, Relic beatdown voice. “We’re a family, after all.” 
 “…Of course, Ms. Sorling.” Cricket smiled demurely, bowed, and departed. 
 “You didn’t have to do that,” said Will. “I wouldn’t have minded having an excuse from up high to skip some stuffy Second Advent circle jerk.” 
 “William Sorling!” said Jess. “We’re eating breakfast. We don’t need to hear that kind of language.” 
 Had it just been the two of them present, Will would have commented about the minor hypocrisy of her objecting after what they’d just done in the shower. Instead, he just shrugged. 
 “You know what I mean,” he said. “I could always go hang out with Avery.” 
 “I was hoping we might convince Avery to come along with us,” said Jess. “She’s been doing so much better. It would be a good opportunity for her to present herself to the heroes here at the Lighthouse as Kestrel, even if she’s not at one hundred percent.” 
 “Who cares about the heroes of the Lighthouse?” asked Rue. “It’s not like we’re going to be staying here for much longer, anyway.” 
 Jess didn’t say anything. 
 “Right, because the Board of Directors and all of the CA heroes will just stop existing when we leave,” pointed out Will. “Might as well rep the Crimson Five while we’re here, right?” 
 “I guess,” muttered Rue. 
 They headed down to the infirmary straight after breakfast. The elevator they took was mostly full, and Will had to nudge a few people aside to make room for Jess and Rue. He was aware of the attention they drew from several men, subtle glances from some, blatant leering from others. He caught the gaze of one, holding it to deliver a warning with that cold, prison-hardened intensity. 
 Everyone was quick to make room for them to get off as they reached the infirmary. Avery was outside her room, sitting in the lounge area in a pair of baby blue pajama bottoms and a loose grey sweater. 
 She wasn’t alone. Sprinter, the eager recruiter from Color Spray, sat beside her, though she was quick to stand up and hurry over to greet Jess and Rue when she saw them entering. 
 “Relic,” said Sprinter, grinning. “It’s been far too long.” 
 “How are you, Stacy?” asked Jess, smiling back. 
 “Your daughter is frigging hilarious.” She hooked a thumb at Avery. “This daughter, on the other hand,” she said, pointing at Rue, “would make an incredible addition to my team.” 
 “So I’ve heard,” said Jess. “She’s a little hesitant when it comes to these sorts of things.” 
 “She’s also right here,” said Rue. “Can we please stop talking about her in the third person?” 
 “The hero formally known as Webcam makes a fair point,” said Will. 
 Rue elbowed him playfully in the ribs. He laughed and caught her arm, pulling her up into a spin as an impromptu dance partner. He noticed a second later that Avery was watching them closely, her expression unreadable. 
 He was next to her as soon as she got to her feet, pulling Avery’s tiny body into a tight, loving hug. Several seconds later when he finally released her, she had a distinctly satisfied smirk on her face. 
 “Miss me?” asked Avery. 
 “Tons,” he said. 
 Jess and Rue quickly gave her hugs of their own, and Sprinter faded into the background as the family settled into the comfy lounge chairs, respectfully giving them their space. 
 “You seem like you’re doing better,” said Jess. 
 “I am,” said Avery. “I’m still not anywhere near one hundred percent, but I’m starting to feel like myself again. Like I could make it through a day, a week.” 
 “A month?” asked Rue. 
 “Still working up to that,” said Avery. “Anyway, they have me on a consistent treatment plan now. I’m not exactly the biggest fan of the way the pills make everything seem so flat, but they do seem to work. At least, up until the point where I hallucinated that my entire family had come to visit me, given how busy I know they all must be.” 
 Jess frowned deeply, and Rue shot Will a worried glance. 
 “She’s joking,” he said. 
 “Shut up, LP,” said Avery. “Why do you have to ruin my fun?” 
 He playfully kicked his foot against hers, and they proceeded to have an intense game of footsies that left him really wishing he could spirit her off somewhere they could be alone. 
 “We’ve been invited to a reception party for Bishop Henderson,” said Jess. “Any chance you’re feeling up to going?” 
 “Who said that?” said Avery, blinking in mock confusion. “Where am I? The voices… why are the voices back?” 
 “You could have just said you weren’t interested,” sighed Jess. 
 “As though you would have left it at that,” said Avery. “I know how persistent auditory hallucinations can be.” 
 They spent a few minutes talking about everything and nothing, enjoying each other’s company. Jess left to go find Avery’s doctor to get more detailed information on her current condition. Sprinter wormed her way back in during the opening, running through her pitch again with Rue and getting her to at least commit to a “costume fitting.” 
 “So,” Will said to Avery, once they were finally alone. 
 “So,” she replied, sliding her chair closer to his.  
 They both glanced in all directions like two paranoid spies before sharing a kiss that seemed to end far too quickly. Her expression was clouded as their lips parted, imbued with that same unreadable depth that Will had never seen before, at least not from her. 

Liz used to make that face.

 “Think we could sneak off?” he asked. “Find somewhere to be alone?” 
 “Between Mom and Doctor Yuri, we’d never make it out the door together,” said Avery. “It’s alright, though. I need you more as a brother right now.” 
 “Yeah, of course.” He took her hand, holding it tight in his. “If I had to guess I’d say we’ll be leaving once you’re well.” 
 “I suppose so,” said Avery. “I guess I should start thinking about that.” 
 “Do you plan on moving back into your apartment?” 
 “God no,” said Avery. “I plan on telling the property manager that I’m done after this lease. I’ve only got a month or two left. I think… I’d rather just live back at home, wherever home ends up being.” 
 Will nodded, liking that idea for both good reasons and bad ones. “Jess would be happy to have you, and I’m sure Rue would appreciate the company.” 
 “I’m sure you would appreciate the company,” said Avery. “Especially if it comes in the form of a mostly naked body slipping into your bed early in the morning, before anyone else is up.” 
 Will smiled and leaned closer to her. “If you keep talking like that, we’re going to have to find an empty room with a lockable door somewhere nearby.” 
 “There’s a storage closet just down the—” 
 “Are the two of you getting along alright?” Jess appeared from around the corner, arms folded as she slowly walked toward them. 
 “Yeah,” said Avery. “LP was sharing a few ideas about how cozy it would be for all of us to be back under the same roof again.” 
 “That’s great,” said Jess. “We’ll get there soon. It’s just a matter of finding an affordable place at this point. Once you’re well again, that is.” 
 “I’m nearly there,” said Avery. “Anyway, I have an appointment with a power specialist early this afternoon. I should let you guys get ready for your reception gala.” 
 “You’re always welcome to join us if you change your mind,” said Jess. 
 “I’ll think about it.” 
 She waved them off as they headed for the elevator. Will saw her face cloud over again as they climbed on it, right before the doors closed.  
 There was something she wasn’t telling them, and he couldn’t begin to guess what. 






CHAPTER 32

   
 Will spent the rest of the morning listening to Rue and Jess argue. The main sticking point seemed to be Rue’s skirt, which Jess insisted she change out of for the reception party. Rue could be incredibly stubborn when she wanted to be, and they were still going at it an hour after arriving back at their suite. 
 “I’m telling you, sweetie,” said Jess. “If you wear that, you’re going to end up getting the wrong kind of attention.” 
 “It’s comfortable and flirty,” said Rue. “Come on. I like it, and it’s not like I care if men stare at me sometimes, especially when I’m expecting it.” 
 “I care if men are staring at you,” said Jess. “Don’t act as though you aren’t aware of how much more some of them will want to do.” 
 “We’re at a CA base, surrounded by heroes,” said Rue. “What? You’re worried I’m going to get raped, or something?” 
 “Just because someone is called a hero doesn’t mean they can’t be a rapist,” said Jess. There was an edge to her voice, cold and angry like the first gusts of rain and wind in a fierce storm. 
 “That’s not what I said,” said Rue, in a huff. “Ugh! You never listen to me! Why does it matter so much to you what I wear?” 
 “Because you are my daughter and a member of the Crimson Five.” Jess looked as though she wanted to say more, but her cell phone rang and she scowled as she looked at the screen. “I have to take this. I want you in something else when I come back.” 
 Rue glared at her back as she headed out into the hallway, closing the door behind her. She turned to look at Will, expression surprisingly vulnerable. 
 “What do you think, LP?” she asked, spinning in a circle to make the skirt flutter. 
 “You want me to be honest?” he asked. 
 “Brutally.” 
 He chuckled and turned his head at a considering diagonal. “That skirt makes me wonder if you’re wearing panties or not.” 
 “…Oh!” She blushed, but a slow smile crept onto her face. “Think I should wear it on stream, then?” 
 “Most definitely.” He came up behind her and pulled her into a rough hug. “With no panties.” 
 “I bet you’d like that,” she said. “Perv.” 
 “It’s not about me, it’s about your fans.” 
 “Who are also pervs.” She sighed and turned around in his arms. “I still haven’t heard anything more from CamCasters.” 
 “Who cares? If the other night proved anything, it’s that you’re sexy enough to pull an audience on any website.” 
 “But that was my website,” pouted Rue. “I checked some of the profiles of my old crew. DougDanger, MasterBlaster, you know. They’ve all… moved on to watching other girls. Blonde bimbos and slutty older women going through midlife crises.” 
 “Fuck them. I’m your biggest fan, and I’m still here.” 
 “You’re not my biggest fan,” said Rue. “You’re more of a corrupting influence.” 
 He gave her a mocking golf clap. “She’s finally catching on.” 
 “You ass.” She grinned and pushed his chest. He caught her wrists and pulled her in close, running his hands down her body as he kissed her once, twice on the lips. 
 The door reopened, and the two of them spun away from each other as though in the middle of some choreographed dance routine. Jess looked up from her phone, eyeing them suspiciously. 
 “Did something just happen in here?” she asked. 
 “No,” said Will. 
 “Yes,” said Rue. “LP said this skirt makes him think I might not be wearing panties.” 
 “Well… he’s not wrong,” said Jess. “You are, though, right? Wearing panties?” 
 “Mom!” 
   
 *** 
   
 The reception party for Bishop Henderson took place in the late afternoon in the tower’s event hall. In the end, Will, Jess, and Rue each changed into more suitable outfits for the venue. Jess and Rue wore dresses that would have fit in at a church barbecue, while Will had on a white polo shirt and khakis.  
 He was a little surprised to see that a few heroes and heroines had sidestepped the presumed dress code by simply showing up in costume, though as he considered it, he would have opted to do the same had he still had one he could wear without being attacked on sight. 
 The event hall had an open central floor area littered with small groups of supers, both from the Champion Authority and the Second Advent. Circular tables were arrayed at regular intervals around the edge of the room, each with a candle and a vase of flowers atop it. A raised stage along the back of the hall held a microphone, which told Will to brace himself for at least one pompous, self-congratulatory speech that evening. 
 Most of the tables were either already occupied, or claimed by coats or hats or, in one case, a shimmering purple, conjured barrier. Will walked in between Jess and Rue as they sought out a place to sit themselves. A few people glared at him openly, infamous former supervillain he was, but most seemed caught between their derision for him and their respect for Relic. 
 “Here we go,” said Jess, gesturing to an open table. “I’m going to sit down for a minute. My high heels are killing me.” 
 “My friends are over there,” said Rue, nodding her head toward Kaci and Kyoko. “I’ll come back when stuff starts happening.” 
 “I’ll sit with you, Jess,” said Will. 
 “Thanks, LP.” 
 He took a moment to get his bearings, scanning the room for anyone he recognized and might be able to strike up a conversation with later. Complex was sitting at what appeared to be the main, or at least most central table, alongside Galaxy Maiden. 
 Will was a little surprised by that. He’d assumed that Complex had been exaggerating his own reputation when he’d talked about how important he was, but someone his age didn’t simply stumble into sitting next to arguably the most powerful superheroine in the world. It felt a minor betrayal of Jess to think of Galaxy Maiden like that, but it was the truth. 
 “I was hoping we’d be able to get in and out of our stay here without being subjected to one of these formal events,” said Jess, with a sigh. “Why can’t I ever get lucky?” 
 “It looks as though you have a queue of people waiting to approach you,” said Will, eyeing several men and women in fancy clothing who were obviously looking her way. 
 “Recruiters,” said Jess. “Rue isn’t the only one who has to put up with them. They’re just waiting for me to stand up so it doesn’t seem quite so rude, which is exactly why I’m sitting down.” 
 “The two of you moan about them so much,” said Will, teasingly. “I don’t think I’ve ever been approached by one before. Even back when I was on the Crimson Five and a developing prospect.” 
 “Consider yourself fortunate,” said Jess. “Besides, I always pictured you as more of a solo hero as an adult. When I wasn’t picturing how you’d look as a grown man in your Crimson Five spandex.” 
 He chuckled. “I’m flattered to be on your mind so much. To tell you the truth, I never plan on wearing spandex again in my…” 
 He trailed off as his gaze swept over a familiar face. Liz Laser wore a crimson-red dress that left her cleavage nesting in a manner impossible to not notice, but simultaneously too conspicuous to look at directly. She was talking with Cricket, who was telling her a story with animated gestures. 
 “Who is that?” asked Jess. “A friend of yours?” 
 He’d never talked to Jess about Liz, or really, anyone, for that matter… except for Halberd. 
 “Yeah, just… an old friend.” He smiled through his unease. “From way back.” 
 Jess nodded slowly, seeming to see right through him. “Oh, Will. I didn’t realize. I’d always assumed that you and Halberd never stuck around in one place for long enough to form those kinds of attachments. Did it end badly?” 
 He didn’t know how to answer that question. Saying it ended badly was an understatement, a complete mischaracterization of the truth. It had progressed badly through every stage of their relationship, if what they’d shared even deserved to be called that. 
 “Let’s just say that I’m also taking the lowkey, sitting-at-the-table approach for tonight,” he said. 
 “Then I’ll stick around to be your safe haven,” said Jess. She rubbed his knee under the table. 
 A waiter came around to set pitchers of water and bottles of wine on each table. Will immediately poured himself a tall glass of rosé. Rue made her way back to their table and sat down heavily in her chair. 
 “I think they’re getting ready to start a speech, or something,” she said. “I hope it’s not long and boring.” 
 “We’re at a Champion Authority reception party,” said Will. “Brace yourself.” 
 Most of the supers in the room either found their seats or took up standing places against the wall. A silent procession of men and women in white and gold robes entered the event hall. Will guessed that the serious, athletic-looking Second Advent members around the edge of the group were templars, the church’s attack dogs. 
 There were mundane servants trailing further behind, mostly young men and women, tense and nervous. Will had heard a range of stories about various cases of abuse against the Second Advent’s mundane followers, but even putting the extreme cases aside, he’d always thought that the duality of the church’s message regarding the divinity of supers marked the mundane as lesser in the eyes of their God. 
 The rotund man in the middle with the longest robe and the tacky, over-tall hat emblazoned with the winged cross was undoubtedly Bishop Henderson. He walked so infuriatingly slowly, as though he simply couldn’t be bothered to give a shit about the value of other people’s time. 
 After what felt like an eternity, he made his way toward the microphone on stage, where Ice Nine was already standing to receive him. Ice Nine began speaking, only to stop and fiddle with the microphone to properly turn it on and begin over. 
 “There we go,” said Ice. “Thank you all for coming. There will, of course, be dinner and dancing in just a few short minutes, but first, I think our guest would like to address the room. May I introduce the honorable Bishop Henderson of the Second Advent.” 
 The crowd applauded, and Bishop Henderson made his way up the short set of stairs leading to the stage with agonizingly slow steps. He held his arms out, calling for silence as he took Ice Nine’s place at the mic, and then cleared his throat. 
 “Fellow Desposyni,” he said, in a deep-accented voice. “I understand that many different faiths are represented within this room, so I will not presume to preach my own to you. I wish simply to thank you for your hospitality and commend you for your stewardship. You are the shepherds who now guard the flock.” 
 The audience broke into applause as the Bishop’s word choice continued to echo against Will’s ears. It wasn’t uncommon for supers to be referred to as shepherds even outside of the Second Advent. He’d heard Genesis use similar phrasing in his dream, but that’s all it was — similar phrasing within a dream. 
 Right? Right. 
 The Lighthouse’s serving staff efficiently made their way around the room, offering each table a range of different dinner options. Will opted for prime rib, while Jess and Rue both settled on an appealing vegetarian option. 
 Despite how much he hated the prim and pomp of these sorts of events… it was sort of nice. Jess and Rue looked beautiful, and the food was the best he’d had since they’d lost their home. To just sit and eat and drink wine with the people he cared about felt simple and pure and easy. 
 Of course, the meal eventually came to an end, and the part Will hated came next. Supers began mingling throughout the room — CA heroes and SA clergy rubbing shoulders, chatting, in some cases flirting.  
 A few of the recruiters who’d been eyeing Jess earlier had finally grown brazen enough to approach the table directly. Rue ran off to join her friends, and lacking much else to cure his boredom, Will began wandering around the room. 
 He spotted Complex in a group of supers standing in a circle. The others who’d joined in on their little adventure were nowhere to be seen, but Will still figured it made more sense to glom onto a group with someone he knew rather than making small talk with strangers. 
 “Hey,” he said. “Complex.” 
 There was a beat of awkward silence that felt more repudiating than any combination of words could have. A few people within the group began whispering. 
 “I didn’t realize you were… familiar with a supervillain, Complex,” said an attractive red-haired woman. 
 “We knew each other years ago,” said Complex, giving a pained smile. “Listen, LP. Why don’t we talk after, okay?” 
 Complex seamlessly rejoined the group’s conversation without sparing Will another glance or even giving him a chance to reply. He was used to this kind of social rejection from his days in Mastodon, with much higher stakes involved and less feigned politeness. Still, it stung to be on the receiving end of it from someone he’d almost been starting to consider to be a friend.  
 It took an effort of willpower to keep from turning around and forcing the issue as he heard a few pitched voices mocking him as he walked away. Loser, traitor, psycho, and that was all in just the time it took him to get out of earshot. His ego demanded honor, but making a scene would have repercussions that went beyond himself. 
 It was the last thing Jess needed right now, with her career already offset due to the recent chaos back in Lancaster City. Not to mention Rue, making new friends, and even Avery, in the care of the Lighthouse. 
 Avery. He blinked, doing an actual double take as he realized that she’d just entered the event hall and was now walking toward him with a broad smile on her face. He was far from the only one looking. 
 She had on a tight blue dress that hugged her body like a glove and set a perfect contrast against her pale skin and red hair. She’d done her makeup as though she was there to prove a point, and from the number of wandering male gazes that’d snapped her way the second she’d appeared in the room, it had done the trick. 
 “Well, hello,” he said, smiling back at her. “I’m surprised you signed yourself out of the hospital for this. Didn’t you fake a hallucination to get out of coming in the first place?” 
 “I got bored and abandoned my principles,” said Avery. “Nice polo shirt. Heading to a frat party after this?” 
 “Nice dress. It’s so tight it almost makes you look like you have curves.” 
 “Hey! That’s not nice.” 
 He held out his hand. “Dance with me.” 
 “I notice you didn’t phrase that as a question.” 
 “Did I need to?” He wiggled his fingers and winked. 
 Avery folded her arms. “I want to. But Mom is here, and it’s not like she won’t look over at some point. I think she knows, or at least suspects something, about us.” 
 “Yeah, she does. But… it’s just a dance. Right?” 
 Avery’s smile took on a dangerous edge as she glanced toward where Jess was sitting and then back toward Will. She reached out and set her hand in his.




CHAPTER 33

   
 The music and style of dancing was far more upscale and waspy than what Will was used to, but he managed alright. Having Avery in his arms made it easier to power through any mistakes either of them made.  
 He could feel the attention of the room on him, the questions dancing in the eyes of those watching. It was like being a power couple, except with far more ambiguity, given that everyone knew they were Lockpick and Kestrel, brother and sister. A former youth supervillain, and a rising heroine who’d just suffered a mental breakdown. Calling it scandalous felt like selling the intrigue of the moment short. 
 Will gave Avery an exaggerated dip in time with the music, leaning her so low that she started laughing and briefly levitated with her power. She set a hand on his chest as he brought her back up, her breathing fast and excited. 
 “Looks like a certain somebody is taking notice of us,” she said.  
 He glanced toward Jess, but she was still busy fending off one of the team recruiters. It wasn’t until his gaze swung toward the other end of the room that he saw Liz Laser, eyes locked onto him and Avery like, well… like a laser. 
 “Old friend of yours?” asked Avery. 
 “Something like that,” he said.  
 “Ex-girlfriend?” 
 “She was… I don’t know what she was. But yeah.” 
 Will held Liz’s gaze for a moment, trying to match her cold intensity with raw disinterest. He didn’t want to argue with her. He didn’t want to fuck her. He just wanted to move on, and she seemed keen on making it as hard for him as possible. 
 As though the moment wasn’t already awkward enough, Complex chose that opening to approach Liz. Will remembered what he’d said about her before and was justifiably surprised when Complex put an arm around her and kissed her lightly on the cheek. 

Ice Queen, my ass.

 Even then, Liz kept staring at him. Will’s anger built a little more with each beat of his heart, like one of those old blood pressure arm sleeves, except through his entire body, pumping him full of heat and tension. 
 Avery rubbed his shoulder. “Forget about her. Trust me, I know better than most people what it’s like to have an annoying ex.” 
 “It’s not me forgetting about her that’s the issue,” he said. “She’ll remember. She’s not going to let this drop.” 
 “LP!” Avery tried to grab his hand as he broke away from the dance. 
 He knew what he was about to do was stupid. He also knew that he was going to do it anyway. Every man has a limit. It wasn’t that he’d been pushed over his, but rather, that nobody in that pretentious, stuffy event hall had any idea how dangerous he became when that point was reached. 
 Nobody… except for Liz. 
 Complex made a comical face as Will strode up to him and Liz. Her eyes still never left Will, expression frozen and empty and revealing nothing. 
 “The way you keep staring at me is pretty blatant,” he said, gesturing to his own eyes. “Why don’t you just say what you want to fucking say, Liz?” 
 Without missing a beat, she took her drink and threw it into his face, glass and all. Also, without missing a beat, Avery stepped forward at Will’s side and blocked the entire mess with a timely psychic shield. 
 “Do you mind explaining why you just tried to throw a drink into my brother’s face?” snapped Avery. She brought one hand to her forehead, grimacing from the exertion of using her power. Will put an arm on her shoulder, steadying her. 
 “Because your brother is more of a bastard than I think you realize,” said Liz, through gritted teeth.  
 “At least I own it!” snapped Will. “You want to glare at me and call me names, Liz? Go ahead. I’ve come to terms with everything that happened back then. At least I was mature enough to get over it and move on.” 
 “I was doing my job!” shouted Liz. The entire room’s attention was fixated on them and their argument now. “Or at least, trying my best to do it while being fooled by you. Are you fooling her now, just like you did with me, Lockpick? Does anyone in your family even know what a monster you really are?” 
 “Do you really want to go there?” He smiled at her, feeling so much hatred for her that it made his soul feel dirty. “You call me a monster without even a hint of irony. You were sloppy, and people died because of you, and that’s the real reason why you’re so eager to blame me!” 
 Liz let out a furious breath and pushed him hard in the shoulder. Avery was there in an instant, putting herself in between him and Liz despite being a good deal shorter than either of them. 
 Everything seemed to happen at once. Complex grabbed Avery’s arm and shouted something. Will swatted his forearm down, knocking Complex’s hand away. Complex tried to punch him, but missed. Will slammed his fist into the other man’s face, feeling a satisfying movement of jawbone underneath his knuckles. 
 There was a flash of light as Galaxy Maiden used her power to place herself in the middle of the fray, and Will was suddenly staring down a building energy blast with the promise of a life-ending intensity. 
 The air shifted in the wake of a rush of movement as Jess entered the fray, seizing Galaxy Maiden’s arm and yanking it upward in a safer direction. Nobody moved for a span of seconds as the terrifying possibility of Relic and Galaxy Maiden facing off in a room full of mostly squishy people hung in the air like a communal death sentence. 
 Bishop Henderson gingerly approached the chaos and cleared his throat. “What happened to the days when these sorts of squabbles were settled with challenge duels? It seems fairly barbaric to ruin the mood of an otherwise delightful evening with such pointless violence, no?” 
 For an instant, Galaxy Maiden looked as though she was going to kill the Bishop first. She mastered herself, nodding slowly and letting the energy disperse from her palm. 
 “Bishop Henderson, you make an excellent point,” she said. “We should be ashamed of ourselves for not setting a better example for our sons, Relic. How about it? A duel in the challenge arena to clear the air between two former rivals.” 
 Jess looked as dangerous in her high heels and black dress as Will had ever seen. “Are you issuing me a challenge, Galaxy Maiden?” 
 “I am.” 
 “Then I accept.”  
 The entire room broke out into murmurs. Will ran a hand through his hair, scowling at a situation that felt entirely too much like his own personal mess. On top of it all, Liz was still glaring at him, except now with a smug smile on her face as though her entire point had been to bait him into doing something rash, which he had. 
 “What the hell happened between you and her?” whispered Avery.  
 “Life.” 






CHAPTER 34

 FIVE YEARS EARLIER 
   
 The tent was its own little world. Lockpick was still amazed at how abruptly the vibe of his hallucinogenic trip had changed as soon as he and Liz had made it inside and zipped up the door. He still had no idea what they’d taken, or how long it would last, but neither of those two questions felt like they needed answers anymore. 
 “It comes and goes in waves,” muttered Liz. “It’s like floating in the ocean, except so much warmer… so much more colorful.” 
 Lockpick nodded, taking a sip from one of the beers Halberd had given him. He was in his boxers, and Liz, similarly, was in her underwear. They’d quickly discovered that the drug also primed them for sex, and any friction between them had been set aside in favor of… a different kind of friction. 
 “How much of this is just the drug?” he whispered. “I know the hallucinations are, but… the rest.” 
 “It’s not just the drug.” Liz turned onto her side, threading her fingers through his. “No drug alone could make me feel like this.” 
 “It’s kind of hard to take you seriously when your pupils are the size of the moon.” 
 Liz start giggling, and the sound of it was infectious, drawing out Lockpick’s own laughter. They started tickling and touching each other, rolling around the blanket they’d spread across the tent’s floor like kittens at play.  
 “I… think I love you,” whispered Liz. 
 Lockpick stared at her. He nodded, feeling exactly the same way. For some reason, he was scared to say it. The drug had put them so in tune with one another that he felt Liz’s reaction, the way she seemed to instantly pick up on the nature of his hesitation. 
 “You need to start aging faster,” she whispered. 
 “What?” 
 “I’m nineteen, so you have to start aging faster,” she repeated. “So you can catch up.” 
 “If I start aging faster, won’t I be losing time?” he asked. 
 “Can time even be lost like that?” muttered Liz. “Lost and found?” 
 “Yes?” 
 “Maybe.” 
 Her words made perfect sense to him, while simultaneously being completely nonsensical. Lockpick pulled her into a hug, feeling the warmth and softness of her body against his and never wanting to let go. 
 “What if you stopped being a villain?” she whispered. 
 “Who says I’m a villain?” snorted Lockpick. 
 “That’s what I mean,” said Liz. “What if you just stopped being one? We could be together then, you know…” 
 “What if you stopped being a hero?” he asked. “We could just stay here in this tent. Never have to leave.” 
 “Every tent has to be packed up eventually. It’s the law of tents.” 
 “We’d move it somewhere else,” he said. “Put it in a field full of wildflowers.” 
 “This isn’t your tent, though.” 
 Now that was profound. Lockpick nodded and tried to think through the flaws in the idea that a person could own an object in any real sense as the mesh slits in the tent’s canvas slowly breathed in and out. 
 “I don’t want to have to go,” whispered Liz. “If I could just stay here with you forever… I think I’d like that.” 
 “We could get married,” he whispered. 
 “Are you asking me to…” 
 “Would you?” 
 She turned around in his arms. “Why do you think I asked you to grow up faster? If you were old enough… yeah.” 
 He blinked, feeling a rush of wonderfully complicated emotions. “Do you mean it?” 
 “Do you?” 
 He nodded slowly. Liz set a hand to his face and gave him what felt like the slowest kiss he’d ever experienced in his life, though some of it might have been the drug. He could have kissed her until the end of time, and that would have been just fine. 
   
 ***  
   
 He was alone in the tent when he woke up, unsure of whether it was early in the morning or late in the evening. A strange panic stirred within him as he reached for Liz and didn’t find her, as though part of himself had just been stolen away. 
 In her place was a note with a single word written on it. 

Sorry.







CHAPTER 35

   
 Will found the speed at which the preparations for the challenge fight were put into motion rather unsettling. The reception party came to an end almost immediately after the scuffle between him and Complex, Jess and Galaxy Maiden, as though greater forces were eager to channel the energy of the crowd somewhere more dramatic. 
 Despite harboring a number of conflicting emotions about what was happening and his own role in the direction the night was headed in, he was still caught up on a small revelation that had caught him off guard. 
 “Complex is Galaxy Maiden’s son?” he asked as soon as they were back in their suite. 
 “You didn’t know that?” asked Jess. “He is, or at least, was your friend, wasn’t he?” 
 “I knew he’d been on a mentor team like me, given that we met at one of those training conventions, but I guess I just never connected the dots.” He folded his arms, frowning as he thought back to the way Complex had looked at him when they’d left the event hall. 
 He’d seen men in prison give him that look before. It typically meant that he needed to be armed and on guard around them from that point forward. Part of him wanted to dismiss it, to simply shrug it off and assume that the way of things in the civilized world, in the Lighthouse, of all places, was different. 
 Years of living on the edge with Halberd, living a life that let him see how easily the rules could be bent and broken, had cured him of that sort of naivety. 
 “What was that entire argument even about, LP?” asked Rue. “Why did you have to go and drag Mom and Avery into it, anyway?” 
 She was taking her dress off, comfortable flaunting her body in her underwear in the privacy of their suite, and Jess was too busy readying her costume for the challenge fight to call her on it. 
 “It wasn’t LP’s fault,” said Avery. “That blonde bitch tried to throw her drink in his face.” 
 “Liz Laser, you mean?” asked Rue. 
 “She’s his ex-girlfriend,” provided Avery. 
 “LP has an ex-girlfriend?” snapped Rue. 
 “Is now really the right time for us to be having this conversation?” asked Will. “If you want the details, I’ll give you the details — later. It’s ancient history and irrelevant now.” 
 Jess had found everything she needed for her costume, and she slipped into her room to change, leaving the door partially cracked so she could still be a part of the conversation. 
 “How is it irrelevant?” demanded Rue. “The entire reason Mom and Galaxy Maiden have to fight is because of you and whatever you got up to with Liz Laser.” 
 “She would have found another reason,” called Jess. “Deborah and I have been rivals since I first stepped onto the scene. She’s older than I am and there is, or was, a certain amount of expectation that I would one day surpass her. If not in power, then in general influence and status.” 
 “Which I’m guessing went out the window after what happened with the Crimson Five?” said Avery. 
 “More or less,” said Jess. 
 Rue made a frustrated noise and turned to glare at Will again. He didn’t feel as though it was entirely undeserved, despite Jess’s reassurance. If he’d just played it cool and ignored Liz, they’d probably still be at the reception party, or perhaps enjoying a comfortable family night back here at their suite. 
 “This still feels stupid,” muttered Rue. “Like you got pulled into Will’s dumb argument over some stupid thing he did back when he was an irresponsible teenager. Shouldn’t he be the one doing a challenge fight?” 
 “I wouldn’t rule it out just yet,” he said. “I did punch Complex in the face. He’s not exactly going to forget that.” 
 “I’m not sure I would approve,” said Jess. 
 “Well, I’m not sure we collectively approve of what you’re doing, either,” said Rue. “What happens if, you know… she ends up hurting you?” 
 “I’m a grown woman, and this is my decision to make.” Jess came back out of her room as she pulled the last piece of her costume into place. “If I lose, I lose. If I win… when I win, I get to feel smug and superior.” 
 “You sound like LP,” said Rue, scowling.  
 Jess laughed and flashed an odd smile, predatorial and dangerous. “I suppose that might be true. My pride and honor as Jessica Sorling usually takes a backseat to looking after all of you. I’m happy with that, proud of the job I’ve done as a mother. But Jessica Sorling wasn’t the one Galaxy Maiden challenged — she called out Relic. Relic is a different animal.” 
 “You’re the same person!” shouted Rue. 
 “We are, and we aren’t,” said Jess. “It’s not easy to explain.” 
 Will understood it perfectly. “I get it, and I support you.” 
 “We all support her, even if we don’t necessarily like this situation,” said Avery. “And we’ll all be there cheering our brains out for you in the stands. Right, Rue?” 
 Rue let out a defeated sigh and nodded. 
   
 ***  
   
 The challenge fight was set for that same night. Will waited alongside Relic, Rue, and Avery for an elevator. When it arrived, the other people waiting to make their way down to the Lighthouse’s lower level were rather conspicuous in the way they decided to wait for the next one. 
 “Quick overview of Galaxy Maiden’s powers, in case you’ve forgotten anything,” said Avery, bringing up one of the many super-related wikis on her phone. “She channels solar energy, with the caveat that it’s more powerful the further it’s traveled from its origin point.” 
 “Powered by the stars, in other words,” said Relic, with a nod. “I get the feeling my sunbursts wouldn’t be effective on her, not that I’ll have access to enough sunlight to generate them to begin with.” 
 “She can teleport, though my sources suggest it’s incredibly taxing and more of a one shot, once per day kind of deal.” Avery counted off the first power on her index finger. “She can produce your garden variety energy blast on command. She has enhanced strength and physical durability. She can… why are you looking at me like that?” 
 “Sorry,” said Relic. “You’re just doing so much better. The entire reason we came to the Lighthouse was really for you, and I just… I’m so happy that it helped.” 
 “Right now is so not about me, Mom,” said Avery, clearly fighting a smile. “She can fly. Her flight is a natural ability unlike you and your cloak, so be aware that she might try to outmaneuver you.” 
 “She’s welcome to try,” said Relic. 
 “I’m glad I’m not the one facing you tonight,” said Will. “Seriously. I mean that.” 
 “Thanks, LP.” 
 She did a short series of tiny stretches as they waited for the elevator doors to open, arching her back, rolling out each shoulder, each wrist. Will felt nervous for her, in no small part due to how his actions had landed her in this position to begin with. 
 A massive crowd that probably represented eighty percent of the populace of the tower was already queuing for seats within the arena’s miniature stadium. Will, Relic, Avery, and Rue entered through a separate door reserved for combatants and their teams, a staircase which took them down into a comfortable waiting area for participants. 
 “There’s a separate one on the arena’s western side where Galaxy Maiden will be, so we don’t have to worry about any awkward tension,” said Relic. 
 “Got to make sure the fight happens where people can appreciate it appropriately,” said Will.  
 They had a view of the fight from a low angle, below any of the seats available to the public. The crowd was packed and distinctly riled up, with a good portion of them having come straight from drinking and dancing at the reception party, already primed for the drama by the earlier events of the night. 
 “A challenge fight is about to begin,” chimed the arena’s AI. “The heroine Relic will be facing off against the heroine Galaxy Maiden.” 
 A raucous round of applause and shouts came from the audience. The architect of the arena had thought to put speakers on both sides of the glass, meaning that the audience could hear the chaos of the fight, while the fighters could hear the chaos of the crowd. 
 “Relic. Former member of the Crimson Five. Hometown, Lancaster City. No challenge arena data within the past five years.” 
 “Wish me luck,” said Relic. 
 “Good luck,” said Avery. 
 “Be careful,” said Rue. 
 Will pulled her into a quick hug and kissed her on the cheek. “Kick her ass.” 
 Relic grinned. “I will. And I plan on enjoying it.” 
 She headed up the stairs leading to the main arena combat floor to the applause and cheers of a bloodthirsty crowd. 
 “Galaxy Maiden,” chimed the AI. “Current member of the Protector League. Hometown, Seattle. Combat record stands at 27 wins and zero losses.” 
 The applause was just as loud for Galaxy Maiden, with the addition of a few of the heroes within the Lighthouse using their powers to show their support, creating a brief spectacle from various forms of energy manipulation and interesting sounds.  
 “Combatants are informed that use of deadly force is prohibited,” chimed the AI. “The responsibility of keeping power usage within the limits of your opponent’s physical capacity is on each individual combatant. As the adjudicator of the match, I will decide the victor in case of draws or mutual defeat. As the adjudicator of the match, I hold authority to end the match if standards are compromised. Do you both accept these terms?” 
 The crowd was too loud for Will to hear Relic and Galaxy Maiden give their answers, but he knew neither of them would back down. Galaxy Maiden was already using her power to levitate slightly above the ground, her eyes glowing a surreal, starry white. 
 She was already in costume, a full body tech suit complex enough for Will to guess who’d built it for her. It was a stark contrast to Relic’s more traditional costume, which showed off a fair amount of skin while still being easy to move in. With Relic’s Cord of Achilles, she didn’t need to rely on anything extra for defense. 
 Relic held her hand out to one side, and the Sacred Scepter blossomed to life within it in a burst of pink light. She tossed her cape over one shoulder and fell into a fighting stance. The crowd reached a fevered intensity with their cheers, ready for action. 
 “Begin!” called the AI. 






CHAPTER 36

   
 A palpable tension filled the arena as Relic and Galaxy Maiden began to face off. The two women circled one another, Relic still on foot, Galaxy Maiden hovering just above the ground, both watching each other with frightening intensity. 
 “The fight’s going to be over as soon as one of them lands a clean hit,” muttered Will. 
 “Debatable,” said Avery. “On top of being two of the most powerful heroines, they’re also two of the most durable. It’s also not like either of them has any intention of letting the other land a clean hit.” 
 “This is Mom!” snapped Rue. “How can you talk about this like it’s some fight you’re watching on TV?” 
 “You were still pretty young when the Crimson Five broke up,” said Avery. “Do you even remember what it’s like to watch Mom fight? The crowd certainly does.” 
 The energy level of the crowd was so high that it made Will a little uncomfortable, and more than a little happy that he wasn’t rubbing shoulders with some of the more energetic onlookers.  
 A chunky, shirtless man had drawn the Crimson Five logo on his chest with paint to show his support. A group of girls on the other side of the arena were waving hastily made paper planet cut-outs glued to sticks. 
 Paradoxically, when the two women began testing each other with the first round of feints and maneuvers, the crowd grew quieter, as though worried they might miss a critical clue hidden in the sounds of combat. Relic shifted her Sacred Scepter from hand to hand. Galaxy Maiden shot through the air, taking up a position to Relic’s left, moving a few feet forward, dropping a few feet back. 
 It was a meta-game of maneuvering that Will was intimately familiar with. They respected each other’s abilities enough to work for the slightest advantage, the perfect angle, or the prime second to launch an attack and actually stand a chance of it landing. 
 It brought back a wealth of prison memories, few of them pleasant. Will found himself wishing he could spar with Jess like this, not hiding his true power, showing her what he could really do. It was a privilege to see this side of her, one apparently reserved for her enemies, for Decay.  
 Galaxy Maiden made the first real move. She rushed forward, flying through the air, spear angled toward Relic’s chest. There was a flash of movement too fast for the eye to follow, but the clang of metal at least suggested that she’d parried with the Sacred Scepter. 
 Galaxy Maiden flew past her, pushing off the glass of the arena’s containment barrier and floating up along the ceiling. Will got the sense that she’d prefer the fight to take place in the air, where the difference in the modes of flight would give her at least a small advantage.  
 Relic was smart enough to know that, too, and she waited on the floor, rolling out the wrist of her free hand. Galaxy Maiden thrust her left palm forward, and Will had to look away as a light as bright as any star blossomed into a massive energy burst which she sent soaring toward her opponent. 
 The sound of it connecting with Relic’s Sacred Scepter was reminiscent of the crack of thunder. A faint line of smoke snaked upward from the head of the scepter, but it was otherwise unmarked. Galaxy Maiden shouted something down to Relic, the words lost in the ambient roar of the crowd. Relic smirked and gave an exaggerated shrug in response. 
 The intensity of the fight ramped up across the next few seconds, with Relic and Galaxy Maiden charging each other in the air, across the ground, in the air again. It was almost like a jousting match, given the unreal speed at which they came at one another. Neither was a true speedster, but their powers gave them enough agility to make the scene a dance of vaguely human-shaped blurs in motion. 
 A loud boom came from the protective glass barrier as one of Galaxy Maiden’s energy blasts slammed into it, leaving a dark burn mark wider in diameter than a beach ball. From beside Will, Avery let out an appreciative whistle. 
 “Even Galaxy Maiden’s energy attacks aren’t strong enough to break the glass,” said Avery. “I bet she could hit that same exact spot twice and it wouldn’t even crack.” 
 Another energy blast from Galaxy Maiden struck the exact same spot, and several hairline fractures formed in the glass. The crowd formed a conspicuous gap in the vicinity of the damage. 
 “I think she heard you,” said Will. 
 It wasn’t just Galaxy Maiden inflicting collateral damage, however. Relic appeared to slam into the other heroine with her shoulder — hard to tell for certain given the speed of the fight — and sent her careening back into the barrier, leaving a spiderweb of cracks in the shape of her torso in the wake of the impact. 
 The fight continued in that direction, becoming a slugfest of epic, superhuman proportions. The glass, bizarrely, began to fog up, and the veil of steam added a lurid quality to the whole affair, as though the crowd was watching something that should have been happening behind closed doors. 
 Both heroines touched down on the ground, facing each other at a distance of ten strides. Relic looked exhausted, her chest heaving up and down, the Sacred Scepter hanging low and unready at her side. Galaxy Maiden had a cold smile on her face, arms crossed neatly over her tech-armor cuirass. 
 They spoke to each other, but whatever was being said was once more lost to the noise of the arena. Relic straightened, fingers tightening on the handle of her scepter. She blurred as she rushed forward, readying herself for what might be the final strike of the fight. 
 Galaxy Maiden’s eyes flashed, and an aura of intense energy surrounded her in a glimmering wave. It reminded Will of the sun’s corona, but it was completely within Galaxy Maiden’s control, and the power lashed out to strike Relic before she could close the distance. 
 The damage was done. Relic fell sideways at a horrible, unnatural angle, her body crumpling like a broken doll. Her costume was torn in places, one gap revealing the side of her workout bra, another sizzling hole displaying a pale section around the small of her back. The Sacred Scepter faded from existence as she struggled to rise back to one knee. 
 She didn’t manage to get up. The fight was over. 
 “That concludes this challenge fight,” said the arena’s AI. “Galaxy Maiden is the victor with a new record of 28 wins, zero losses.” 
 The crowd roared with approval, and a chant broke out.  
 “Maiden, Maiden, Maiden.” 






CHAPTER 37

   
 Jess left the arena on her own two feet and was already changing out of her costume by the time Will, Rue, and Avery made it down into the combatant waiting area. She had several mean bruises on her arms, a split lip still actively leaking blood, and a slightly swollen eye that would undoubtedly blacken up. 
 “Jess…” Will went to her, sweeping her into a gentle hug.  
 She sighed and leaned her head against his chest. 
 “I almost won, right?” she whispered. “Tell me I at least came close.” 
 “You had her,” said Avery, nodding. “I didn’t know about that energy shield power, whatever that last move she used on you was. It’s my fault for not doing more complete due diligence.” 
 “It wasn’t a fair fight, in my opinion,” said Rue. “She had all of her abilities while you were lacking one of your most important ones. If you could have used your sunbursts…” 
 “I think she would have been able to absorb them,” said Jess. “It’s alright. I wasn’t really expecting to win. Against a heroine like Galaxy Maiden, who would be?” 
 “Let’s get you back to the suite,” said Will. “If we wait around too long, you’re going to be accosted by adoring fans on the way back to the elevator.” 
 They still ended up having to fend off a few people eager for Relic’s autograph, though the fact that she was out of costume kept most outside of the know in the Champion Authority from easily recognizing her. Avery’s phone buzzed as they took the elevator back up. 
 “Ah,” said Avery. “I have to get back to the infirmary. I promised Doctor Yuri I wouldn’t get too ahead of myself. She’ll be furious if I’m not back in time to take my evening pills.” 
 “It’s fine,” said Jess. 
 “LP and I can take care of Mom,” said Rue. 
 “I appreciate the sentiment, but I don’t need you two taking care of me,” said Jess. 
 “Why don’t I grab dinner from the café on the way up to our rooms?” said Will, ignoring her protest. “I’ll meet you up there.” 
 “Sounds good,” said Rue. 
 Avery got off first at the infirmary, just above the level with the challenge arena. Will made a detour through the café, getting a takeout bag of the heartiest meal on the menu, fried chicken with biscuits, gravy, and coleslaw.  
 When he finally made it back to their temporary home, Rue was sitting on the couch in a t-shirt and panties, watching TV, concern etched into her expression. She took the bag from him and brought it over to the table. 
 “Mom is in her room,” she said. “I think you should go talk to her.” 
 “She seemed like she was coping with her loss well enough before,” he said. “Is she alright?” 
 “I don’t know.” Rue sighed, one hand fidgeting with the elbow of her other arm. “I’m worried. Not just about her, but about, well, everything. Something feels off… you know?” 
 “I’ll talk to her.” He took Rue’s hand and rubbed it encouragingly and pulled her closer. “It’s going to be okay. We’ll be out of this place within the week, given how well Avery is doing, and then we can go back to normal.” 
 “I hope so.” 
 He opened the door to the room Jess and Rue shared to find the lights off. Jess was standing in front of the window, her body illuminated by the soft night starscape. Her hair was wet, and she was in her underwear. She glanced over her shoulder as she heard him enter and gave him a wan smile. 
 “Sorry,” she said. “Just took a shower.” 
 “That’s alright.” Will shut the door. “How’s your body feeling?” 
 “Bruised, but not broken,” said Jess. “About the same as my current mental state.” 
 “Hey…” He came up behind her, hugging her gently and searching for the right words. “You did your best. It was just for the entertainment of the crowd, anyway.” 
 “I suppose.” She sighed and leaned her head back against him. “I just… I’m not used to confronting my limits like this. I feel such an overwhelming urge to go off questing again, like I did when I was younger, before the Crimson Five. To find new artifacts… to get stronger.” 
 “I completely understand.” He gave her body a small squeeze. “We could figure it out, if you really wanted to. Rue and Avery and I could manage on our own.” 
 “I wouldn’t want you to have to,” said Jess. “It’s a silly impulse. Just my ego’s way of reacting to the fact that I’ve encountered someone better than me.” 
 “No, I get it,” said Will. “I’d be lying if I said I hadn’t been there before.” 
 “Part of me likes to see patterns in my own defeat. To make every loss I’ve suffered mean something personal, rather than just putting it behind me.”  
 She turned around, looking tired and, if Will was being honest, a little pouty. 
 “You don’t always have to win,” he said. 
 “When it comes to protecting you, and Rue, and Avery, it certainly feels like it,” she said, shaking her head. “I have this fantasy of spiriting you all off to some luxury tropical island… One of the ones in the safer parts of the ocean, where we could all just swim on the beach and eat coconuts all day.” 
 “You’re being just a little bit melodramatic right now,” he said. “I like the artifact hunting idea. I’ve already found one for you. I sort of like my odds on trying to track down more, seeing how far the potential of your power could be pushed.” 
 “If I was still a solo hero in my twenties, I think I’d jump on the chance to go on a tour around the world with someone I loved.” 
 “You’re a solo hero who looks like she’s in her twenties,” he said. “Close enough?” 
 A tiny smile tugged at the edge of her mouth. “Maybe.” 
 Will gave Jess one last hug and left her to get dressed on her own. She came out to join him and Rue, and they ate dinner together, sharing in a greasy bounty of fried chicken while talking about everything except the fight. 
 “I’m exhausted,” said Jess as she finished. “Would the two of you mind if I headed to bed early?” 
 “Of course not, Mom,” said Rue. “Get some sleep.” 
 Jess nodded slowly, her expression regaining some of its usual sternness as she eyed them both. “Don’t stay up too late. And no funny business.” 
 She didn’t put an extra emphasis on those last two words. Funny business could refer to a pretty wide range of activities, from drinking to sneaking out at night… anything involving clown finance. 
 “We’ll behave,” said Rue. 
 “We’re both too tired to get into any trouble,” said Will. 
 “I know,” said Jess. “I love you both.” 
 She gave them each a hug goodnight and headed for her room. The sound of the door closing made the suite’s main room seem very much like its own world, one with an extremely prominent couch, and Rue in her t-shirt and panties. 
 They were both done eating, but they both still sat at the table, enduring an expectant silence as they both watched each other without directly meeting each other’s gaze. 
 “I’m glad Mom’s okay,” said Rue. 
 “She’s made of strong stuff,” said Will. “She’s probably going to sleep like a rock tonight.” 
 Rue nodded and didn’t say anything for a couple of mood-setting seconds. 
 “I don’t think she’d want us to go anywhere,” said Rue. 
 “We’ll just have to find something to do here.”  
 He leaned back in his chair, widening the stance of his legs slightly. When had the ambient tension between him and Rue gotten to this point? It didn’t help that his mind kept jumping back to the last time they’d streamed together in the Lighthouse’s computer lab, how intensely hot that moment had been, how good it had felt to blow his load all over her cute little face. 
 “Watch a movie?” asked Rue, in a conspicuously small voice. 
 “Which one?” He stood up, moving toward the couch at the same time as Rue did. 
 “You can pick,” said Rue. “Whatever you want.” 
 They sat down together with a gap between them that might as well not have existed from the way it felt as though Rue’s body was emanating heat. He found a movie on Netflix, a random documentary about some tragic Olympic athlete, and let it play without really watching it. 
 “This is boring,” said Rue, with a sigh. 
 “Yup.” 
 He felt a strange reluctance to be the one to suggest that they should try to stream. They couldn’t stream — both of them sneaking out was simply out of the question after what they’d told Jess. Still… he wanted to throw it out there. To see what she’d say, to see where it might lead if he brought it up. 
 “What if…” He spoke at the same time she did, and they both hesitated, smiling at each other.  
 “Go ahead,” he said. 
 “It’s silly,” said Rue. “I just need a profile picture for the new streaming website. We might not be able to get to a computer to stream tonight, but if you wanted to…” 
 Will nodded, getting a devious idea. He leaned closer to her and spoke in a whisper. 
 “Go put on that skirt that Jess wouldn’t let you wear,” he said. 
 She laughed, looking away from him, then met his gaze. “Seriously?” 
 “With no panties,” said Will. 
 Rue made an interesting noise and bit her lower lip. She nodded and started toward her clothing bag to grab the skirt. Will took her arm by the elbow and pulled her back. He kissed her, sensing an echo of his own suppressed passion as her lips moved eagerly against his. 
 She changed in the bathroom, coming out a minute or two later with a smile on her face and her panties in her hands. Will was far too pleased with himself as he watched her walk over, carefully take a seat on the couch next to him, and set her underwear down on one of the cushions. 
 “What did you have in mind for this photo?” she whispered. 






CHAPTER 38

   
 “Just stand up, to start,” said Will. “Walk around a little.” 
 He turned on the second overhead light in the kitchen area, trying to get as much illumination on Rue as possible. She slowly walked around the couch, looking uncertain, but excited by the prospect of being his model. 
 “It can’t be anything too risqué,” said Rue. “I want it to be flirty, but the more explicit stuff should be saved for the actual stream.” 
 “I’ll delete anything that’s too much,” he said. “Promise.” 
 He took a few shots just to get used to the controls on his phone, as he rarely used it for photography. Rue’s expression was awkward, and she clearly wasn’t comfortable yet. 
 “Just relax,” he said. “Pretend you’re streaming.” 
 “How?”  
 “100 camcoins if you stretch out on the couch and strike a sexy pose.” 
 “The new site uses heartgems, not camcoins,” said Rue. 
 “Whatever. 200 heartgems if you show off some thigh.” 
 She flashed a coy smile that was closer to the sexy Cammie he was trying to get a shot of and sat down on the couch. Slowly, with lots of suggestive wriggling, she shifted onto her back, laying with her legs up and skirt riding up enough to show off a significant amount of dark, gorgeous skin. 
 Will took a photo from every angle that made sense before giving her a new prompt. “Good. Now turn over.” 
 “You want me on my stomach?”  
 “To start.” He took another photo. His phone had this little snapshot sound effect, and each time Rue heard it, she’d stiffen as though he’d just touched her somewhere interesting. 
 “Shift your butt up,” he said. “Like you were getting ready to… you know.” 
 “What?” 
 He ran his hand up her thigh, brushing her skirt, delighting in the breathy noise she made. “Lift your butt up like you were getting ready to get pounded.” 
 “Will!” She did it anyway. “Like this?” 
 “Higher.” 
 “Well, how should I know?” she snapped. “It’s not like I’ve ever… you know.” 
 “I know.” He gripped her inner thigh and slowly tugged her into place. “Like this.” 
 Rue let out a moan and rocked back a little. Will felt his knuckle graze her womanhood. She was definitely not wearing panties… and she was definitely wet. 
 “Hurry up and take the photo,” she said. 
 “This might not even be the photo,” he said. “We’re still just getting you warmed up.” 
 He snapped the shot from several angles, getting one from the side, and then climbing onto the couch behind Rue so he could snap one from a downward angle that looked even sexier. 
 “The whole… butt in the air thing,” she whispered. “Is it for the show, or…?” 
 “Not really,” he said, running a hand over her butt. “It gives a guy a better angle to work with so he can just press forward and…” 
 He matched his movements to his words, rocking his erection forward into Rue’s thighs and ass. He might as well have penetrated her from the way she reacted, gripping one of the couch cushions, biting her lip in that hot little way.  
 “Jesus,” she moaned. “LP, I can feel your thing. Do I… really turn you on that much?” 
 Still holding the phone and snapping photos, he set a hand on her hip and rocked into her again. “You think I’d be this hard if you didn’t?” 
 She took a flustered breath and wiggled her ass back into him. “How would it even work like this?” 
 “What? Are you seriously asking—” 
 “No, I just mean like… how would we kiss and stuff?” 

This is a terrible idea. Stop now before this goes too far.

 “Well…” he said, leaning forward. “It’s more like this.”  
 He pressed down on her, kissing her neck, one hand now groping her breast through her t-shirt. Rue moaned and turned her head sideways, searching for his lips. Will was so turned on that he wasn’t even aware of what he was doing as he started pulling his pants down and sliding her skirt up. 
 “What if we just… you know,” whispered Rue. “For a few minutes, we could just—” 
 A knock sounded at the door, each rap like the bang of a battering ram against the backdrop of that quiet, horny moment. Will fell sideways in his rush to make himself decent. Rue fixed her dress and all but ran to the bathroom, ejecting from the scene entirely. 
 Will opened the door and resisted the urge to glare at the person he found on the other side for a multitude of reasons. Not only had his photoshoot been interrupted, for better or for worse, but Complex’s dorky friend Effect was standing in the hallway, looking so sheepish that it almost seemed as though he somehow knew what he’d just interrupted. 
 “What?” said Will impatiently. 
 “Uh…” Effect rubbed the back of his head. “Can we talk for a minute?” 
 “Now is really not a good time.” 
 “It’s about what happened during our little expedition,” said Effect. “Those orphan girls you saw on that island.” 
 Now that got Will’s attention. He thought back to the short time he’d spent on that island, the uncomfortable vibe he’d gotten from both the girls and the power dynamic. Will stepped out into the hallway, figuring it was better for both privacy’s sake and Rue’s to have the conversation there. 
 “What about them?” asked Will. 
 “Where do I even begin…” Effect shook his head and turned sideways, not facing Will as he spoke. “I need you to help me. To help them, really. They can’t stay there anymore, not with things how they are currently.” 
 “That was my initial reaction, too,” said Will. “Complex didn’t seem to think there was a problem.” 
 “Complex is the reason why they can’t stay there! Complex… is why it’s a village of just girls, with no men. He’s using them… abusing them. He treats them like his toys.” 
 Effect’s voice had risen to nearly a shout by the last sentence. Will looked in both directions down the hallway before turning back to the other man and asking his questions. 
 “How long has this been going on for?” he asked. 
 Effect shrugged. “Half a year, maybe.” 
 “You haven’t told anyone? If you think he’s abusing them, then—” 
 “I don’t just think he’s abusing them!” cried Effect. “I’ve seen it. I… he made me kiss one of them once. He wouldn’t shut up about how I must be gay because I didn’t want to be a rapist like him and the others.” 
 “My point is why not report this to the Board of Directors?” asked Will. “This would clearly go against the CA code of conduct, on top of being a felony.” 
 “I told Galaxy Maiden,” said Effect. “She didn’t believe me, or maybe just didn’t want it to get out. I tried to tell Ice Nine, but he stopped listening when I mentioned I’d already talked to Galaxy Maiden about it.” 
 “So you came to me because…?” Will made a confused gesture with his hand. 
 “Your mom is Relic,” said Effect. “When I saw you and Complex fight at the reception party, I realized that you weren’t as much of an old friend to him as I first assumed. Then with the challenge fight… I thought if Relic won against Galaxy Maiden, she might gain enough influence to do something about this. Or, maybe after hearing the details, she’d just do something herself.” 
 “But she didn’t win?” 
 Effect shrugged. “I didn’t come up with a plan B.” 
 Will sighed and leaned back against the wall. “Alright. Then let’s come up with a plan B.” 






CHAPTER 39

   
 Will made a quick trip back inside to tell Rue he was heading out. She didn’t hide her immense disappointment at having their photoshoot interrupted, but she promised to cover for him. Will and Effect took the elevator down to the lobby and then headed out to the dock. 
 “I don’t think they’ll mind if I take the boat out as long as we’re quick, but is it really necessary for us to head out to the island tonight?” asked Effect. 
 “I need to hear it from the girls themselves,” said Will. “It’s not because I don’t trust you. They might know something that can help us figure out what to do.” 
 He was tempted to take Effect’s original plan and try it anyway, but there were a few obvious issues. Jess would undoubtedly want to help and make sure Complex received the justice he deserved, but if Galaxy Maiden really was covering for her son, it might simply lead to a situation where Jess was further demoted from her current position in the CA. 
 More than anything, Will wanted to get a sense of how deep the corruption ran. The girls would likely be able to tell him about whatever horrible things Complex had done to them. There was a chance that on top of that, Galaxy Maiden might have come to see them herself. If they could establish that she had seen the evidence of her son’s crimes in person, maybe they could still appeal to one of the other directors. 
 “Thanks for believing me,” whispered Effect.  
 They weren’t exactly sneaking through the night as they made their way through the garden and toward the dock, but they certainly weren’t trying to draw attention. 
 “I don’t think you would have come to me with this if you weren’t desperate,” said Will. 

Or if you weren’t leading me into a trap.

 He’d grabbed a butter knife, too, while he’d been explaining the situation to Rue. He wasn’t about to head into a situation like this unarmed, and with his power even a dull knife could be a formidable weapon. 
 “I just assumed you were like Complex and Benny at first,” said Effect. “You know, cause of your past. They might not be villains, but they have that same dark and cruel mindset.” 
 “The world will never make sense if you think in terms of heroes and villains. People are just people, good or bad.” 
 “Well, I mean, it’s a bit different with supers, isn’t it?” 
 “Supers are just people,” said Will. 
 Effect’s silence betrayed his skepticism, but they’d reached the boat, and the conversation ended there as they hurried to pull up the anchor and undo the dock ties. The trip itself was made easier by the boat’s navigation system, but it was still a dark jaunt across somewhat choppy waters. 
 A few of the girls of the orphan village were outside on the beach as the island came into view. Will saw a little girl playing a little handheld game console while sitting on the steps, the light from the screen’s glow illuminating her expressive reactions. Behind her, two teenage girls passed a cigarette back and forth. 
 All three of them tensed as the boat crossed the last stretch, committing to the destination. One of the teenagers patted the little girl’s shoulders, and she stood up and ran off toward the main grouping of ramshackle houses. 
 “What do you want?” called the young woman. “We thought we paid for the month.” 
 “You did,” said Effect. “We’re not here about that. He… might be able to help. With Complex.” 
 “We’ve gotten enough help from the heroes already,” said the other teenager, bitterly. 
 Will approached them, gesturing for the cigarette. The girls exchanged a glance, a shrug, and one of them passed it to him.  
 “I’m not one of the heroes.” He took a long drag, watching the cherry on the end burn alongside his growing anger. They were just kids, hardly even close to Rue in age, out on their own, smoking and getting extorted and taken advantage of. 
 “That’s what he said, too, you know.” The girl on the left gestured for the smoke back, and Will gave it to her. 
 “Complex?” asked Will. “Effect told me some of what he’s been doing. If you don’t want to talk about it, I understand, but I need confirmation before I act.” 
 “Not in front of him.” The girl pointed a finger at Effect. “He’s just as bad as the others. He might not join in, but he was there! He didn’t help us!” 
 “I wanted to,” said Effect. “I… This was the first time I saw a way! I’m trying!” 
 “It’s okay,” said Will. “That’s fine. We can talk somewhere away from him. My name is Will, or Lockpick. This isn’t my first time going against corrupt heroes, or even just heroes in general.” 
 The nearest girl’s eyebrows shot up, but she quickly mastered her expression back into something angrier and more defensive. “Penelope, or Pen. I’ll talk with you.” 
 He followed her into one of the houses with boarded up windows. It was marginally cleaner and more comfortable on the inside than it appeared from the outside, but the only illumination came from a lumpy wax candle on a heavily scratched wooden table.  
 Will took a seat on a dusty couch. Pen didn’t sit down, and he noticed she kept a fair amount of distance, always keeping the table in between them. She was maybe sixteen or seventeen years old, dark brown hair in a messy ponytail, baggy sweatshirt with stains on the front over faded jeans. 
 “We always had heroes coming to check up on us,” said Pen. “I wasn’t the first here, but back in my time it was more of a place where kids just stayed for a while. Cassie was here back then. I have no idea how long she had been here, but she was always taking in orphans. Kindest woman I ever knew, but she was old, and she passed. 
 “It was still fine for a while, even though it was just me and some of the other older ones who were looking out. But then… Complex started coming instead of the other heroes. Just Complex and whoever he brought with him, and nobody else. 
 “I didn’t realize at first. He was handsome, and just enough older than me that… I was happy. I let him do it when it started, the first few times, even. It was when I told him that I didn’t want to and he was too rough that it all just… The older boys here tried to stop him when they found out.” 
 “What did he do to them?” asked Will. 
 Pen just shook her head, muscles tensing in her neck as she swallowed. 
 “He started making me do him and his friends,” she whispered. “Do you know what that’s like? I just thought… maybe I deserved it for some reason. Maybe the horrible things they said to me were true and I just couldn’t escape it. They took our money, too. Said I could pay them in one of two ways, but usually they’d take the money and fuck me anyway.” 
 Will had to physically unclench the fingers of one hand as they tightened to the point where his fingernails were digging in. 
 “I’m a survivor,” said Pen, in a thin voice. “I could have taken that and kept going, I think. But then it stopped being just me. They grabbed Brenna, the girl I was with on the beach. I tried to tell her afterward all the things I tell myself, but she couldn’t stop crying. It just got worse and worse. They took Maggie… Thirteen years old. Didn’t even know what sex was or what they wanted. They took her just because they could, cause she had a pretty face and they were fucking bored.” 
 “Come back to the Lighthouse with us,” said Will. “All of you, or at least as many as we can fit in the boat.” 
 “Are you even listening?” cried Pen. “The Lighthouse is the last place we would ever want to go. We just want to be left alone. If we went there, he would just find new ways to hurt us. Please… Don’t try to get the heroes involved. Promise me you won’t.” 
 “I promise,” said Will. “What would help you, then?” 
 Pen rubbed the side of her neck and looked at the wall. “You’re really not a hero?” 
 Will let out a small chuckle. “Not if you ask them. My CA license was suspended and I… spent some time in prison.” 
 “Will you kill him for us?” asked Pen. “We have almost three hundred dollars. It’s the most we’ve had in weeks. It’s all yours if you could just… And we could come up with more, maybe.” 
 “I’m not a hitman,” said Will. “And I don’t think you’d want that on your hands.” 
 “I’d do it myself if I knew a way,” said Pen. “I will do it if I see a way. I swear I will, the first chance I get.” 
 “You shouldn’t announce that you’re going to murder someone so casually, even if they do have it coming.” Will stood up and ran a hand through his hair. “There’s got to be a better way. What if I could get you somewhere else safe? To a town that would take you in, somewhere far enough from the Lighthouse for you to feel safe?” 
 “Are you going to give us a million bucks each while you’re at it?” said Pen mockingly. 
 “At least give it some thought,” said Will. “It might be the best solution, if you’re up for it. Otherwise… I could see about reporting him if you were willing to make an official statement to the CA.” 
 Pen chuckled darkly. “Have you even been listening? If he found out I’d done that or was trying to do that, he would just come here and hurt us even more.”  
 “If you do nothing because you’re scared, expect nothing to change,” said Will.  
 “I’m doing what I need to in order to get by,” said Pen. 
 He didn’t have any better ideas for how to go about helping her and the others and left it at that. 






CHAPTER 40

   
 Rue was asleep on the couch when Will finally made it back to their suite in the night. He gently shook her awake, knowing he needed both her help and advice. 
 “Hey,” he said.  
 “Where the heck did you go?” muttered Rue.  
 “I have to talk to you about something.” 
 He told her everything, from the joke Benny had made about the Virgin Islands, to Pen’s harrowing account of abuse. Rue was visibly seething from anger by the end of his account. 
 “Those bastards!” she said. 
 “Shhh.” He held up a finger. “Jess is asleep. I’m telling you because I want your help keeping an eye on Complex.” 
 “I don’t know how well I’d be able to do that,” said Rue. “It’s tough to access the CA’s systems. There’s a hero called Circuitbreaker that can sense me when I’m doing it. He’s not here in the Lighthouse, but he doesn’t need to be, and there’ll be consequences if I get caught.” 
 “I just need hard evidence,” said Will. “A recording or video of him confessing.” 
 “Oh, okay, is that all?” asked Rue sarcastically. “I could watch him nonstop for a week and still not have a chance of getting that. Why don’t you just tell Mom?” 
 “I don’t think she can help,” he said. “She plays by the rules. She’d go straight to Galaxy Maiden or, more likely, Ice Nine. Galaxy Maiden is for sure protecting Complex and already has it out for Jess. She would simply take revenge on Jess’s career, and nothing would change.” 
 “That’s probably true,” said Rue. “Damn. What are you going to do if I can’t get the evidence you need, then?” 
 “I’m not sure yet.” 
 Pen’s request was still idling in a dimly lit corner of his mind. Would he kill Complex if he couldn’t find a better solution? If the time came for him and his family to head back to Lancaster City arrived before he’d figured out how to help those girls, which outcome would weigh heavier on his conscience? Killing Complex, or leaving a bunch of teenagers to be abused and extorted?  
 Rue narrowed her eyes at him. “Promise me you won’t do anything without running it by me first?” 
 “What? Why do I have to promise that?” 
 “Because you’ve got this look on your face that I really don’t like,” she said. “Promise me.” 
 “I promise.” He extended his hand. “Pinkie swear.” 
 “Dork,” she muttered. “Thanks for talking to me. Those poor girls… We have to help them.” 
 “And we will. Thanks, Cammie.” 
   
 ***  
   
 Will slept in late the next morning, emotionally exhausted as much as physically. He heard the door to his room open, followed by a familiar weight settling down on the bed beside him. 
 “LP,” whispered Jess. “Are you awake?” 
 “Not really,” he grunted. 
 “Cricket invited me to tag along at Rue’s new costume fitting, since my current one suffered some wear and tear in the challenge fight. We’ll be back in a couple of hours.” 
 She kissed him on the cheek. Will reached up, getting his arms around her and briefly bringing her in alongside him to spoon against his body. He felt her gasp slightly as his morning wood made contact against her butt. 
 “Well, a part of you is certainly awake,” she whispered. “Are you always like that when you wake up?” 
 “Every morning,” he said. “Usually I have to… you know. Take care of it.” 
 He rocked into Jess, wondering what she thought of that particular fact. She let out a soft moan, followed by a rather girlish giggle. 
 “Rue is waiting for me.” She rolled over and kissed him half on the edge of his mouth. “You’ll have the house to yourself to… handle this big guy.” 
 She patted his erection, her fingers lingering for just long enough to give him hope before pulling back. 
 “You’re mean,” he said. 
 “And I love you,” she said, heading for the door. “I’ll see you later today.” 
 Will took a shower and, as Jess suggested, handled the big guy. His imagination had plenty to work with, starting with what would have happened if Jess had woken him up in a more playful way, as well as Rue climbing into his bed naked after having a bad dream. 
 He made a trip down to the café for breakfast, but opted to take his food back upstairs after gauging the temperature of the room. His stunt at the reception party had earned him a fair amount of public animosity on top of what he’d already garnered as a former supervillain. 
 The door to the suite opened a little before lunchtime, but nobody came through right away. Will turned to face it, hearing a couple of familiar whispers on the other side, followed by Jess clearing her throat. 
 “May I present one of the most talented up-and-coming heroines currently within the Champion Authority… Webcam!” 
 “Ugh,” muttered Rue. “I told you this would be cringy.” 
 She came through the door in her new costume, scowling as though she’d been forced into wearing an outfit she didn’t like on school picture day. Will couldn’t help but smile as he took in the sight of her and saw how little had changed. 
 “It’s just your old Crimson Five costume except in purple,” he said.  
 “Duh,” said Rue. “I don’t plan on wearing it much, so I just picked out my alternate costume instead of having them make me try on a dozen different options. Does it at least, you know… look okay?” 
 It looked incredible on her. The last time she’d worn her costume, outside of the one aborted attempt to put it on when they’d been hunting Chauffeur, had been when she was fourteen years old. She hadn’t filled it out at that age, and seeing spandex clinging so tight to her curves and assets was almost gratuitous. 
 “Damn,” said Will. 
 “Good?” asked Rue. She rose up on her toes, looking a little vulnerable. 
 “It looks insanely hot, Cammie,” he said. “Wow. Turn around?” 
 “You want to see my butt?” She did a spin for him. “I was a little afraid I’d end up looking chunky from how tight it is.” 
 “The word I would use to describe it is glorious,” said Will. “You don’t have to fight off villains in a costume like that. Just bounce around, and they’ll be too distracted to—” 
 “Will,” said Jess sternly. “I think that’s quite enough.” 
 She’d come in behind Rue, also sporting a wonderfully seductive new costume. It was similar to her old one but with a few incredibly hot changes. She had garters attaching her boots to her slip under the skirt, and it was hard to tell if they served a purpose or if the costumer had simply recognized that it was too sexy not to try. 
 Her skirt was also longer, but it had a slit running up one side for increased mobility. The color scheme had shifted from black, grey, and red to black, gold and red, and of course, she wore a new relic — the brooch Will had gifted her, now attached to the neck clasp of her cloak. 
 “Wow,” he said, staring at her. 
 “Too much?” asked Jess. “I tried to put my foot down about the garters…” 
 “They’re perfect.” Will walked a circle around her and then stepped in close. “Where do they attach to, exactly?” 
 He ran a hand over her skirt as though toying with the idea of simply reaching his hand in to find out. Jess slapped it away, but she had a suspicious grin on her face as she did. 
 “Watch it, mister,” she said.  
 “It was just a question.” He held his hands up, smirking. 
 “One that you’re not going to get the answer to right now,” said Jess. “I have to head in to meet with the Board of Directors again about a few of my certifications. Wish me luck. It’s not going to be a fun time if they make me go through recertification.” 
 Will exchanged a glance with Rue, who was frowning. It seemed as though Galaxy Maiden wasn’t done torturing Jess yet. It seemed even less likely that any solution to the woes of Pen and the other orphans would be found through her, given how precarious her standing currently was within the CA. 
 “I’ll be back in time for dinner,” said Jess. 
 She headed into her room to change. 
 “You have plans for today?” asked Will. “I was going to go see Avery.” 
 “I’m meeting up with my friends,” said Rue. 
 “Wearing that?” 
 “Of course not.” Rue pulled down the zipper and stepped out of it, showing off her underwear with no pretense of modesty. “You should have seen how many guys were perving on me and Mom on our way back here.” 
 “Perving on you, as in…?” 
 “Just looking,” said Rue. “Can you imagine what would have happened if they’d tried anything on the mighty Relic or her daughter?” 
 “I can imagine a human-shaped smear of blood and bones stuck to a wall.” 
 “Sounds about right.” Rue bounced over to him and gave him a quick peck on the lips. “Tell Avery I said hi.” 
 “Sure.” 






CHAPTER 41

   
 Avery wasn’t in the infirmary. Will found Doctor Yuri, who told him that she’d taken a walk down to one of the island’s beaches to do some tanning and swimming, which surprised him. 
 “She’s doing that much better?” he asked. “To be just heading out on her own, I mean.” 
 “The episode she suffered was severe, but we treated the catalyst,” said Doctor Yuri. “She’s well enough to return to her normal life now. I believe she’s already started planning for it.” 
 Will headed through the lobby and outside. It was a hot summer day well suited for swimming, but he encountered few other people as he made his way down to the beach Doctor Yuri had described to him. 
 A wooden sign hung from a tree near where the path gave way to sand that read NEWD BEACH, with a D that had obviously been spray-painted on separately from the wood-burned letters. A fair amount of driftwood littered the shore, but the area was otherwise remarkably clean. 
 Avery was the only person in sight, sitting on a towel in her sundress and sunglasses, bare feet partially sunk into the warm sand. She didn’t hear him approach, and he saw her momentarily tense as he plopped down onto the sand beside her. 
 “You’re breaking the rules,” he said, hooking his thumb back toward the sign. 
 “I’m a rebel, what can I say?” said Avery, grinning at him. “What do you think the odds are that whoever scribbled the D on has an east-facing window?” 
 She touched the side of his jaw and gently turned his gaze back toward the tower. 
 “I mean, I doubt they’d be able to make out your face from this distance,” he said. 
 “Oh, that makes it so much better. Did Doctor Yuri tell you where I’d gone?” 
 “Yeah. Why, did you want to be alone?” 
 Avery shrugged, and he sensed a certain depth in the way she was staring out into the ocean. “I have a few things on my mind.” 
 He waited, wondering if maybe she needed her space, but she looked at him and smiled in that playful sort of way that only she could do. 
 “How are you feeling?” he asked. 
 “Honestly? Better than I’ve been since fighting Hive.” She ran a hand through her hair, the red locks dancing wildly in the ocean breeze. “I feel like I did before. Doped up on different pills, less fun pills, but stable.” 
 “Doctor Yuri said you’d be well enough to head home in the next few days.” 
 Avery didn’t say anything. It was an odd silence, too closely wed to her recovery for Will to feel like he had any right to delve into it. He’d honestly been angling more to talk about what it would mean for them to head “home,” where they’d go, how they’d get by. But that wasn’t the only thing he’d come to talk to her about. 
 “I need advice,” he said, after a minute. 
 “Let me guess — It’s about the girl who tried to throw her drink in your face at the party.” 
 “No. I think I’m pretty well past the point of advice with her. There’s a group of orphans living on an island not far from the Lighthouse. They’re vulnerable all sorts of ways, but they don’t seem to want my help, or at least not if it means getting the heroes involved.” 
 “It’s not always clear what the right decision is, LP,” said Avery. “You have to rely on your own view on the situation. Sometimes, to help people, to do what’s best for them… you have to break their trust.” 
 “Maybe.” 
 He took off his sneakers and socks and let his foot sink into the sand along Avery’s. They stayed like that for a minute, watching the waves come in. 
 “Let’s go for a swim,” said Avery. 
 “How warm is the water?”  
 “It’s not bad. Come on.” 
 “Are you planning on following the rules of the beach?” he asked, in a teasing voice. 
 Avery grinned at him. She looked up toward the tower’s east-facing side and gave a shy wave before reaching down to the bottom of her dress and slowly pulling it up and over her head. It was the middle of the day, and the vast majority of people would be going about their lives rather than staring out windows, but even still… 
 “What’s the matter, LP?” she called. “Scared?” 
 She turned around as she slid her panties down, tossing them back toward the towel. They landed on Will’s knee and felt strangely hot against his skin. Avery took her bra off and flipped it back over one shoulder, running naked through the surf in a manner that only offered a view from behind. 
 Will stripped down in record time and chased after her, feeling the rush of being exposed in the open as he hurried into the water. Avery dropped down as soon as she was in up to her waist, hiding the vast majority of her pale, naked body. 
 He dove underwater, which was surprisingly warm, after all. The salt stung his eyes, but it was worth it to get a view of Avery from below. He got his arms around her waist and lifted her into the air as he stood back up. 
 “You little brat!” she cried. “Noooo!” 
 He tipped her back over his shoulder, feeling her small fists briefly pounding with halfhearted punches as she sank upside down back into the water. He felt her swimming between his legs, yanking at an ankle to try to trip him up. 
 “Truce,” he said as she came up for air. 
 “Truce. Told you it was warm.” 
 They went out just far enough to swim comfortably while still being able to stand. Will kept stealing glances at her each time she came up far enough for her small breasts to peek out above the water, with those pale, perfectly kissable nipples.  
 The game became a simple, incidental match of keep away. He saw Avery’s eyes flick down to his erection through the water. She laughed as he grabbed her hand and slowly began reeling her in, only surrendering to the embrace at the last second. 
 “Skinny dipping is one thing,” said Avery. “But this…” 
 She let her hand brush his cock as Will palmed her ass, trying to pull her up and against him at just the right angle. 
 “I’m teaching you how to swim,” he said. 
 “Right,” she said, rolling her eyes. “I’m sure that’s what anyone who stumbles along us naked in the water humping each other will instantly assume.” 
 “Chicken,” he said. 
 “I am not a chicken! There is nothing chicken about not wanting to get caught doing something like this in public.” 
 “I never realized you were such a chicken, Avery, but I guess the warning signs were always there.” 
 “You little ass!” She glared at him, smiling underneath it, and shifted her body upward. Will felt her womanhood slide along his length underwater, followed by the sensation of her sinking it down on his tool. 
 They both moaned in sync, and Avery rocked her hips with suppressed eagerness. Will hugged her to him, finding it strange to be lifting her weight with the aid of the water, like it was colluding with their fun. 
 Their movements were slow and slightly awkward, but the excitement fed into the pleasure. The possibility of somebody watching from the tower seemed far more real now than it had when they were simply swimming naked. Sure, they were tiny figures at a distance, but their movements were an unmistakable coupling, movements as old and naughty as the primal urges behind them. 
 “Oh,” muttered Avery. “You’re such a brat, LP.” 
 “You wanted it just as bad,” he growled. “The second you took off your panties, you knew. You absolutely knew.” 
 He let her sink lower on his cock, leaning her back slightly in the water. Shifting forward, he sucked on one of her nipples, which was cold and a little salty from the ocean. Avery tightened her arms around his neck, pulling herself up a little too far and breaking the contact.  
 She held his cock, gently rubbing the head with her thumb as Will kissed her passionately.  
 “Remember,” she whispered. “Not inside. You’re a bad boy for not bringing a condom in the first place.” 
 “I think the water—” 
 “The water won’t change a thing,” she said, patting his butt. “Especially with the way you get worked up.” 
 She turned around and pushed her butt out. The angle made her feel even tighter than usual as he pressed his cock back into her womanhood, and she was already pretty tight. Will held onto her waist and her elbow as he began to thrust into her eagerly. 
 The water was at about waist height, and the splashing from their movements made the act sound ten times lewder than normal. If anyone was watching, they were now giving them a real show, with enough of themselves visible above the ocean to leave no room for doubt. 
 He went faster as her moans intensified, the entire moment shrinking down to the way her body jiggled and reacted to him pounding into her from behind. He could feel them sinking into the sand as the waves shifted the ocean floor underneath their feet. It felt like he was sinking into her like that, losing himself in Avery, his woman, his sister. 
 “Will!” she cried. She reached a hand down to set on top of the one he had on her waist, fingers threading through his. 
 “Avery,” he groaned. 
 He slammed into her one final time and immediately pulled out, hugging her tightly from behind. Her thighs squeezed his cock as it deposited a thick load into the ocean, a few beads clinging to her skin instead of being washed out into infinity. 
 They sank down into the water, still hugging each other, both still aglow with orgasmic satisfaction. Avery looked like a mermaid when she was wet and naked, droplets of water dripping from the tips of her hair and… her eyes? 
 “Are you crying?” he asked. 
 “No,” muttered Avery. “Well… yes. But it’s okay.” 
 Will brought her into shallow water and they both sat down, Avery inside his legs with her back against his chest. 
 “Talk to me,” he said. “What’s going on?” 
 “I just… I’m so glad that you’re my brother,” she whispered. “I want you to always remember that.” 
 “I will,” he said, caressing one of her legs. “Are you sure you’re…?” 
 He trailed off, noticing that his phone’s screen had just turned on where it sat on the beach. They got out, hurriedly running over to their clothing and using Avery’s single towel to dry off. Will had two missed texts, both from Rue. 

Complex is leaving the island by boat.


He just got back. I have a bad feeling, LP.

 “Fuck,” muttered Will. “I have to go.” 
 “That’s okay.” Avery gave him a quick kiss on the lips. “I think I’ll stay out here a while longer. I love you, Will.” 
 “I love you, too.” 






CHAPTER 42

   
 There was no time for Will to go find Effect. He headed straight for the docks, which thankfully were deserted. He opened the door to the boathouse with a discarded piece of metal he found on the ground and opted to take a jet ski with the key left in it out onto the ocean. 
 It didn’t take him long to reach the island. Nobody was waiting on the beach, which felt ominous given what Rue had revealed to him. He hopped off the jet ski and all but sprinted up to the houses. 
 The girl who’d been smoking a cigarette with Penelope, Brenna, stood outside one door. She looked surprised to see Will, caught between relief and annoyance. 
 “What do you want?” she muttered. 
 “I was keeping tabs on Complex, and I heard he left the island by boat,” he said. “Did he…?” 
 “Yeah,” she said, in a thin voice. “He did. It’s Pen.” 
 Brenna pushed the door open. Will made his way through the candlelit house into a small bedroom. Pen was lying in the bed, face barely recognizable from the amount of swollen bruises and cuts scattered across it, all of them still red and fresh. A younger girl was gently wiping at them with a cloth while tears ran down her face. 
 “God dammit,” muttered Will. 
 “She hasn’t spoken since,” whispered Brenna. “I heard some of it through an open window. She talked back to them. She’s normally so resigned once they make it clear what they want. But this time… I don’t know. It was like she wanted things to change and thought maybe, just maybe, they could.” 
 “I’m not going to let them keep doing this,” he snarled, through gritted teeth. 
 “Isn’t that what you said before?” asked Brenna. “Why’d you even come here? You’re too late.” 
 Pen blinked a swollen eyelid, coughing and groaning in pain. Her neck was covered with bruises, a collage of ugly purple and yellow with a few obvious thumb and finger marks. They’d hit her, choked her, raped her, and left.  
 As far as Will was concerned, there was only one thing left to do. The question was how. 
  “You were brave, Pen,” he said. “You should be proud.” 
 He touched her hand and felt a few of her fingers curl around his weakly. 
   
 ***  
   
 Could he kill Complex? The question reverberated through Will’s heart and mind on the trip back to the Lighthouse, demanding not one, but two answers. There were two parts to it — the feasibility of actually finding a way to off one of the CA’s most treasured young heroes on his home turf, and the deeper matter of whether he was still capable of killing. 
 Part of him wished that he found the idea more horrifying, or at the very least, prohibitively intimidating. It felt like looking a little too closely in the mirror to acknowledge that it was well within his capacity to do it, both physically and emotionally. He wouldn’t lose any sleep over killing this man, an unrepentant predator who, left unchecked, would continue to ruin lives. 
 A man was standing on the docks when he arrived back on the jet ski. Will brought it into the boathouse and saw the man walk over, scowling as he gestured to the vehicle. 
 “Do you have permission to be on that?” he snapped. 
 “Yeah,” said Will. 
 And that was that. The man was still scowling, but he left without furthering the confrontation. It felt like a sign, as though he was being reminded of the way rules held the world together like the surface tension of water — tread lightly enough, confidently enough, and you can skim right across. 
 A plan began to come together in his mind as he headed through the Lighthouse’s lobby. He took an elevator up to the level the café was on, hoping that Complex and his friends would be sitting down for lunch. 
 He wasn’t disappointed. The café was crowded, mostly younger supers, teenagers, and people looking to be social. Complex, Benny Smoke, and Glidemaster. There was enough going on that nobody paid him much attention as he stood near the entrance, hesitating in the face of what he was about to do. 
 There might still be another way. He could endure the guilt he felt over not having acted on behalf of Pen and the orphans sooner, of not finding a means to stop Complex’s torment before the most recent incident. He was used to that variety of guilt, which made it that much harder to convince himself that things would change if he wasn’t the one changing them. 

There might still be another way, true, he thought. But will you figure it out in time to keep another little girl from being raped?

 Will made his decision. He walked slowly through the café, attracting more attention with each step as people read into his expression and apparent destination. Complex quirked an eyebrow at him as he crossed the last few strides to the table of young heroes. 
 With a single hard slap, Will knocked Complex’s cup out of his hand, soda spilling across the table and onto the remnants of a sandwich. The entire room went as near to silent as it could during a busy lunch hour. 
 “I challenge you to a duel in the combat arena,” said Will.  
 “I’d ask if you were joking, but I don’t find this very funny.” Complex gestured to his wet food. “I accept, of course. You’re delusional if you think you’ll stand a chance against me and my suit, but it should still make for good entertainment.” 
 Will smiled coldly, ignoring the intensity of the glares of numerous people within the room. “I think you’ll find me harder to beat up on than the little girls that you’re used to.” 
 Complex’s chair screeched as he stood up. “What did you just fucking say to me?” 
 “Oh, you heard me,” said Will. “Though, I could say it louder if you wanted me to.” 
 Complex’s gaze took on an icy edge. “Tonight. 8 PM, right after dinner. I’m going to enjoy this.” 
 Will turned and walked out of the café without looking back, ignoring the murmurs, the laughter, the anticipation. He was smiling as he took the elevator up to his family’s suite. 
   






PART THREE: THICKER THAN WATER





CHAPTER 43

   
 “You did… what?” 
 Jess stared at him in horror, one hand absently attempting to slide a bookmark into the novel she’d been relaxing with on the couch. 
 “I challenged Complex to a duel in the arena,” Will repeated. 
 “I really, really wish you would have run this by me first,” said Jess. 
 “I wasn’t aware I needed your permission.” 
 She stood up and came to him, taking both his hands. “You know that’s not what I meant. Don’t try to shut me out, LP.” 
 He sighed and looked away from her. “I have to do this. And I’m not sure I can explain it to you.” 
 “He’s highly regarded here, LP,” said Jess. “Within the Lighthouse, within the CA. He’s one of those names that pop up when heroes speculate about who is going to be on the Board of Directors in twenty years. Are you sure about this?” 
 “I am.” He meant it, too, especially after picturing Complex in a leadership position decades down the line, unrepentant and rewarded for his crimes. 
 Jess pulled him into a hug, her arms wrapping so tight around him that he had to wonder if she had on her cord. “I suppose this is how you must have felt watching me get beat up by Galaxy Maiden.” 
 “I wouldn’t say you got beat up by her,” said Will, stroking. “Well, not until the very end.” 
 “I don’t want to see you get hurt,” she whispered. “I can’t see you get hurt.” 
 “That’s not what you should be worried about.” 
 She drew back a bit, sensing the intensity in his words. Will kissed the back of her knuckles and pulled her close again, hands resting on her waist. 
 “I get it,” he said. “This might be hard for you. But it’s something I decided for myself.” 
 “I know, but I just wish you’d talked to me about it beforehand.” She jabbed a finger softly into his chest, looking angry in a cute sort of way. 
 “What’s going on?” asked Rue. She was in a baggy shirt and boy shorts and collapsed into a sprawl on the couch. 
 Will grimaced. Jess stepped away from him, folding her arms. 
 “Will has decided to partake in a challenge fight against Complex,” she said. 
 “A challenge fight?” Rue let out a seething laugh. “With Complex. Without talking to Mom or me about it ahead of time. Are you out of you fucking mind?” 
 “Rue!” said Jess. “Language.” 
 Will went over to the couch. With some effort, he lifted Rue’s feet up long enough for him to sit down on the end underneath them. He completely understood why she was upset. It wasn’t the first promise he’d made to her and then broken in a sub-24-hour period. 
 “I’m sorry, Cammie,” he said. “I had to do it. You know I did.” 
 He held her gaze. She was clearly mad, but there was so much more in her expression beyond that, as though if she let herself shout at him she’d start angry crying instead of making a point. 
 “Fuck you,” she hissed. 
 “Rue!” said Jess. “Can the two of you just… ugh. Will, when is this challenge fight even happening?” 
 “Tonight,” he said. 
 “I need to run an errand,” she said. “I’ll grab dinner on my way back so you can have a bite to eat before it starts. Can I trust the two of you to not blow up on each other while I’m gone?” 
 She took Will and Rue’s silence for an answer and headed out the door. No sooner did it shut than did Rue send a pillow hurtling toward his face. 
 “You broke your promise!” she shouted. “You asshole! I told you not to do anything without running it by me first!” 
 “He raped one of the orphan girls earlier today,” said Will. “Choked her. Messed her face up. She couldn’t open one of her eyes it was so swollen shut.” 
 Rue blinked and closed her mouth, her anger taking a speedbump as she processed that. “That’s… messed up. But still, what were you even thinking? You’re going to fight him instead of trying to find an actual solution?” 
 Will didn’t say anything. 
 “…Are you going to kill him?” she asked, voice thick with emotion. 
 He wanted to tell her the truth. He had to tell her the truth. 
 “I don’t know,” he said.  
 He wasn’t just sparing her feelings. If she’d phrased the question differently, he might have said yes. If she’d asked if he was planning on killing Complex, he would have said yes. In that moment, he really didn’t know if he was actually going to do it, and that scared him. It felt like he was trying to cross the gap between who he was and who he used to be, and he wasn’t sure he could make the jump. 
 “Call it off,” said Rue. 
 “It’s too late.” Will turned his hands palm up. “I said something to him when I issued the challenge. He knows that I know about the girls and the rape.” 
 “Then we’ll tell Mom everything,” said Rue. “She’ll go to Ice Nine, or even Galaxy Maiden, and—” 
 “I can’t run away,” he said. 
 She pouted and glared at him, and then started hitting him with the pillow again, and not in a cute way. Will wrestled it away from her, his body pressing against hers as they both nearly fell off the couch. 
 He fell onto her instead, his mouth finding hers as the emotion and energy within the room finally found an outlet. She was crying as the kiss ended, and Will wiped a tear away with his thumb. 
 “Great,” he said. “I made both my sisters cry today.” 
 “What? You made Avery cry? What did you do?” 
 “To be honest, I don’t really know.” 
 He shifted so he was lying behind her and put one arm across her waist and stomach, hugging her body against his. 
 “How do you plan on winning the fight without revealing your real power?” whispered Rue. 
 “I’ve got a few ideas.” 
 “Are you even sure you can beat him?” she asked. “He’s like a futuristic version of Mom, you know. He’s got his tech suit and all his gadgets.” 
 “I can beat him,” he said. 
 Rue took a breath and let it out in a shaky exhale. “What happens if he’s planning the same thing? If he knows that you uncovered what he’s doing to those orphans, what’s to stop him from killing you and making it look like an accident?” 
 “It wouldn’t surprise me if he tried. If he’s capable of rape, he’s probably capable of murder.” 
 “I’d ask you to promise not to get killed, but you’ve already proven that you’re awful at keeping them,” muttered Rue. 
 “Sorry,” he said. “But I won’t get killed. I’m looking forward to our next stream too much.” 
 He let his hand slide up to one of her breasts and started playing with it. 
 “I got unsuspended from CamCasters,” whispered Rue. 
 “You did? That’s awesome.” 
 “Yeah.” She got up from the couch. “Make sure you come back in one piece so it actually means something.” 
 She went to her room and, after a few minutes, Will did the same. He lay stretched out on the bed and wondered, not for the first time, what the hell he was doing. 






CHAPTER 44

   
 A knock sounded on Will’s bedroom door, and Jess poked her head in without waiting for him to answer. 
 “Can I come in?” she asked. 
 “You’re already in,” he said. “But yes.” 
 She smiled and quickly shut the door behind her, walking toward him with a large bundle at her side. 
 “For you,” she said, passing it to him. 
 “What is this?” he asked, furrowing his brow. “You got me a present?” 
 He stared, feeling a flicker of confusion as he opened the bag and saw folded spandex and a familiar logo in the shape of a 5. His breath caught as he pulled it out, revealing an all too familiar black and red costume. 
 “This… it’s one of our alternate costumes,” he muttered.  
 “Halberd’s alternate costume,” said Jess, with a self-satisfied smile. “I saw that they still had a copy of it in the equipment vault while Rue and I were at our fitting. You can’t walk into a challenge fight in a t-shirt and shorts, LP. It should fit you alright, given how the material is designed to stretch.” 
 He spread the jumpsuit out across his legs, fingers tracing the smooth fabric. It was black with a red emblem, as opposed to their old standard costumes which had been red with black. His eyes felt suddenly hot as he imagined putting it on, and it was hard to say anything past the lump that formed in his throat. 
 “Thank you,” he whispered. “This means a lot to me.” 
 She kissed him on the cheek. “Do your best out there. Rue and Avery and I will be cheering you on at the top of our lungs.” 
 She gave him a quick side hug and left the room. Will turned the bag over, revealing not just a black eye mask and matching boots, but one of his old lockpicks, which was just as well suited for cutting as jostling a tumbler and would help give him plausible deniability in how he used his power. 
 He stripped down to his boxers and, after taking another minute to stare at the jumpsuit, began pulling it on. A strange, somewhat unwanted realization dawned on him. It wouldn’t be William Sorling facing Complex in the arena, or even Decay. 
 He zipped himself up, put on the eye mask, and picked up the lockpick. There was a mirror on one of the walls in the room, and he didn’t recognize the hero staring back at him. The spandex clung to his arm and chest muscles like it had been painted on. His hair, cut short as it was, made him look serious, professional, confident. 
 More than that, Will saw his own potential… his own lost potential. He saw the man he could have been had he made better choices, the man that Jess had wanted him to grow up to be. It gutted him to imagine how different his life would be if he’d taken that path. It made him wonder if it was really too late, stirred a desperate hope that he neither needed nor wanted. 
 “Lockpick,” he whispered to his reflection. “Good to see you again.” 
 He headed out into the main room. Rue was on her way toward the table, where Jess was busy setting out the food she’d picked up. She did a literal double take as her eyes swept over Will, gaping and swaying on her feet. 
 “Whoa…” muttered Rue.  
 Jess brought a hand to her mouth as she looked Will’s way, shaking her head slightly. “Looks like it… fits you well enough.” 
 “LP,” said Rue. “I mean… Lockpick.” 
 Jess came around from the other side of the table and pulled him into a tight hug, laughing. She stepped back, looking him up and down again, and then affectionately stroked the emblem on his chest, along with the muscles underneath it. 
 “You are going to confuse the hell out of all the single women in the crowd when you walk into the arena looking like this,” she said. 
 “Mom!” said Rue.  
 “What? It’s true. Especially given his past. A clean cut, bad boy former villain in black spandex is, well… I would assume it’s a combination that’ll make quite an impression on the young ladies.” 
 “That’s going to go straight to his head,” said Rue, who continued to stare at him as she walked over. “It’s just a costume. A… really tight costume that shows off his muscles and fits him really well.” 
 “Really well.” 
 Will saw both their gazes snap down to his crotch for a fraction of a second, where admittedly, he had a pretty decent-sized bulge. He laughed, and, for a minute, let himself forget why he’d put on the suit, what he was about to do. 
 Jess had gotten them a variety of meat and vegetable kebabs for dinner. They ate quickly, mostly because none of them were all that hungry. Will had a single glass of wine with his food, just enough to blunt the building tension in his chest. 
 “7:30,” he said, checking his phone. “I should get down there a little early so I don’t run into the crowd.” 
 “Right,” said Jess “I’ll call Avery and let her know.” 
 Will winced. He really should have been the one making that phone call, explaining to her what he’d gone and gotten himself into, but it almost felt like too much on top of everything else. Jess frowned as they started putting on their shoes and heading for the door. 
 “She didn’t pick up,” she said. “I’ll drop by the infirmary and drag her to the viewing stands if I have to.” 
 “Please do,” said Will. “I think she’ll want to see this.” 
 He wondered if that was true or not as his thoughts turned back to Complex and the reason why he’d issued the challenge in the first place. His fingers twitched on his lockpick, which he gave a quick twirl before slipping it safely up one sleeve. 
 They had the elevator to themselves. Jess pulled Will into a tight hug when they reached the underground level the combat arena was on, running a hand through his hair and kissing him on both cheeks. 
 “I probably won’t get a chance to speak with you again before the start of the fight,” she said. “Good luck. I know how much stronger you are than people give you credit for, but… don’t push yourself if it doesn’t feel right. Do your best, but remember that I’ll be proud, no matter what.” 
 “Thanks.” He closed his eyes and just hugged her back for a second, hoping she really would be proud of him no matter what. 
 She waved through the closing doors as he and Rue stepped off the elevator. A small crowd was already forming around the entrance to the viewing stands. Will expected animosity from them as he and Rue walked by, but they didn’t seem to know how to react, and almost seemed more intimidated than anything. 
 “Any last parting words of advice?” he asked as they came to stand by the stairs that led down to one of the combatant waiting areas. 
 “Just… keep yourself safe,” she whispered. “You put me and Mom and Avery through a lot. Don’t make us watch you get seriously hurt or killed. Please.” 
 “I won’t,” he said. “Hey, come on. Smile. You’re going to make me tense up if you keep that face.” 
 “Maybe you should be tense.” Rue let out a sigh and shook her head. “Sorry. I just mean…” 
 “I know what you mean.” He put an arm around her shoulders and kissed her on the cheek. “It’ll be over soon, regardless of what happens.” 
 “I know. Good luck… Lockpick.” 
 He grinned at her. “Thanks, Cammie.” 






CHAPTER 45

   
 “Welcome combatant,” said the combat arena’s neutral-toned AI. “Please agree to terms and conditions of the combat arena on the touch screen.” 
 It was the fourth time in a row over the course of the past minute that it had made that request, and Will got the distinct feeling that part of its job was to rush supers into agreeing to various clauses absolving the CA from liability in case of injury or death.  
 He did his best to scan for the relevant sections in what was an extremely long document written almost entirely in legalese. The rules were relatively standard, despite being written in the most verbose manner imaginable. No leaving the arena during a match. No attacking noncombatants. No intentional usage of lethal force. 
 Deaths did occur within the combat arena, on occasion. Accidents happened, and usually, the CA was fairly understanding when it came to sorting through the tragic aftermath. Will wanted to know exactly where he stood if he did go through with his plan, but he supposed that even if he found a suitable loophole, all bets were off when it came to the CA and a former supervillain. 
 The sound of the crowd filtered down into the combatant waiting area from the arena above, an ambient hum of excitement that grew alongside his own anticipation as more people arrived and found their seats. He wondered if he’d be able to see Rue and Avery and Jess once he was in the arena, or if the lighting would be too bright to let him see through the barrier glass into the stands. 
 Absently, he wondered if Liz would show up. Not for the first time, he acknowledged that his life would be a lot simpler if she didn’t. 
   
 ***  
   
 FIVE YEARS EARLIER 
   
 Lockpick read the note over again, savoring the pain of Liz’s single-word apology, her retreat from whatever it was they’d shared the previous night. He was used to disappointment, familiar with the feeling of discovering that something was too good to be true. 
 This wasn’t any of that, or at least, not simply limited to an emotional reaction. It was as though he’d undergone a mindset shift that he neither needed nor wanted. A marrow-deep realization that the things, the people, he loved most could and would eventually leave him. 
 He tore up Liz’s sorry and threw it outside the tent. Someone sneezed in response. Pulling the zipper open more, he discovered Halberd lying on the sand, curled up in an open-weave blanket that he’d gotten from… somewhere. 
 “You slept out here?” muttered Lockpick. 
 “Seems like it.” Halberd made a disgusting throat noise and spat phlegm on the ground. “I couldn’t find the other tent, and I didn’t want to spoil your fun.” 
 “Did you see her when she left?” asked Lockpick. “Liz would have stepped right over you.” 
 “Nah, I was pretty wasted, and… you said Liz?” 
 Lockpick nodded. 
 “As in… Liz Laser?” asked Halberd. 
 “Yeah,” said Lockpick. “I know. I’m an idiot. We had… I thought we had something, and then she just disappeared during the night and left me this note, and—” 
 “Oh fuck.” Halberd wasn’t listening and seemed to be going through his usually long, drawn out post-bender wakeup process at an expedited rate. “We’re so fucked. God dammit LP, we are so fucked.” 
 “What’s that, now?” The villain who’d first greeted them when they’d arrived at the gathering, Smirk, was doing his rounds. “Something I should know about?” 
 Lockpick felt Halberd kick him in the shin before he could answer. 
 “Food poisoning,” said Halberd. “Those portapotties are no joke.” 
 “Shit,” said Smirk. “Literally.” 
 He walked off, cackling at his own joke. Halberd waited until the other man was far out of earshot before grabbing Lockpick and pulling him close by the arm. 
 “Why couldn’t you have taken the time to mention to me that Liz fucking Laser was running around, collecting intel?” he hissed. 
 Lockpick shook his head. “And what would have happened then? She’s one of the heroes.” 
 “Exactly. Think about what you just said. Why do you think she was here in the first place?” 
 “She said she was undercover,” muttered Lockpick, feeling a growing sense of dread. 
 “Yeah! Undercover planning an attack for her and the superbuds. We’ve got to get out of here, pronto.” 
 They grabbed everything they needed, which wasn’t much more than what they had on their persons, along with a set of chains that Halberd had picked up somewhere to help give their car the necessary traction to free it from the sand. 
 “I should have told you about Liz,” said Lockpick. “Sorry. I just… wanted to see her, I guess.” 
 “It’s okay,” said Halberd. “I get it. Hell, you wouldn’t believe some of the things I’ve done for pussy before. Hell, it took me a good four or five dates before your mother first put out.” 
 “That’s, um, I don’t really need to—” 
 “I had to get her sloshed beyond belief, too. She gets insanely horny when she’s drunk.” 
 “Please stop talking.” 
 “She started doing this thing with her hips when she was on top where—” 
 “SHUT UP!” 
 Halberd laughed and slapped Lockpick between the shoulder blades hard enough to unsteady him. “You’re too easy, LP. Straight to the car we go.” 
 The sun faded overhead as they continued along their way, dropping the ambient illumination down to an uncanny level. Lockpick and Halberd both turned east, and both saw the occluding factor at the same time. 
 “Is that… a sandstorm?” asked Lockpick. 
 “Sandstorms usually don’t have supers in tights hovering above them.” Halberd’s hand shot out to the side as he conjured an axe from minerals in the ground. “We’re too late.” 






CHAPTER 46

   
 Will was still reminiscing when the door to the combatant area opened. He turned, expecting Avery, or maybe Jess. Instead, Complex strode down, fully costumed in his tech suit and visor, smiling with far too much smugness. 
 “Nice costume,” said Complex. “Wow. You almost look like a hero.” 
 “Why don’t you fuck off back to your waiting box on the other side?” suggested Will. 
 “Easy, killer. I’m just here to talk. It feels like things have gone a little off the rails between us, and I think that’s a shame.” 
 “Yeah,” said Will flatly. “I’m sure it’s really eating you up inside.” 
 “It absolutely is!” Complex sank down into the seat next to Will and crossed one leg over the other. “I took a risk by extending my hand to you in friendship when you first arrived here. One which not everyone would have taken, with your checkered past. I did so because I believed we might share a similar perspective on the world.” 
 Will didn’t say anything. 
 “You were a villain once, sure,” continued Complex. “But do you know what I think? The most important line isn’t the one that separates heroes from villains, but the one between the ambitious and the resigned. I still believe you think the same way.” 
 “You don’t know a goddamn thing about how I think,” said Will. 
 Complex shrugged his metal alloy shoulder pauldrons. “Maybe not. But even if that is the case, we still had a burgeoning friendship. You seem like you could use more friends, no offense. And wouldn’t it be unseemly for two good friends to fight one another at full strength?” 
 Will chuckled and slid his lockpick out from the sleeve of his costume. He spun it on his fingers and wagged it in Complex’s face like a chastising finger. 
 “I see where this is going,” he said. “This is the part where you try to convince me to throw the fight. Kind of disappointing, I have to say. You seemed so cocky when I first challenged you.” 
 “It’s got nothing to do with confidence or relative strength,” said Complex stiffly. “This fight is clearly a waste of time. We both know that I’ll win. All that I’m asking is for you, as a friend, to expedite the outcome. The crowd wants to see their hero strike a decisive victory against the villain. Wouldn’t it be fun to play into that a little? You and me, together?” 
 “This is too funny,” said Will. “Where is this coming from? I don’t think you’re scared to fight me. No… you’re just used to people giving you whatever you ask for. That’s it, isn’t it?” 
 “You don’t even have a combat power,” said Complex. “I know you must have some trick or another up your sleeve. You wouldn’t have challenged me otherwise. I’m simply asking you to be sensible and set whatever nonsense you’ve concocted aside. I don’t want to hurt you.” 
 “Oh, I wouldn’t worry too much about that.” 
 Complex slowly stood up, staring at Will with a cold intensity. “I need to hear you say that you’ll throw the fight.” 
 “I need you to go jump in front of a bus.” 
 “So be it,” said Complex. “If the basic reality of the situation won’t convince you, how about this? Throw the fight, or your mother’s career in the Champion Authority is over.” 
 Will felt a building heat in his chest and along his neck. “That’s not a threat that you want to be making.” 
 “Oh, it’s not a threat. It’s simple cause and effect. The hero has to beat the villain, and beat them in a convincing fashion. Every second you spend within that arena, drawing attention to your own failures in both life and the Crimson Five, reflects on her. Lose, or she’ll never have another serious posting within the CA. They’ll have her running scouting missions and delivering messages for the heroes that matter.” 
 Will let out a dark chuckle. He looked up at the other man, holding his gaze for a moment before finally speaking. 
 “You know, I was struggling a fair amount with this decision,” he said. “Thanks for making it easy for me.” 
 He patted Complex on the shoulder, still smiling. 
 “So you’ll do it?” asked Complex. 
 Will nodded slowly. “I have to do it.” 

Goodbye, Complex.

   
 ***  
   
 The turnout for the fight was huge, far larger than the turnout for Galaxy Maiden versus Relic. Will knew this even before he’d made it to the end of the hallway leading to the arena itself, just from the noise of the crowd. The entire Lighthouse had come out to watch their golden boy make a spectacle out of kicking the villain’s ass. 
 He saw Complex standing opposite him, having just emerged from the hallway leading to the other combatant waiting room. The crowd immediately began cheering his name as he came into view, a thundering chant of Complex, Complex, Complex that incessantly battered Will’s eardrums. 
  It’s like they’re pointing out my target for me, he thought. 
 “They’d be pelting you with garbage if it wasn’t for the barrier in the way,” shouted Complex. “Why would you do this to yourself, LP? Are you truly that much of a masochist?” 
 Will didn’t bother replying. The arena’s AI had begun announcing them both, though most of the words were lost against the background noise of the crowd, as was the final restatement of the rules. 
 He sized up Complex in the last few seconds before the fight began. He had some toys, alright. One of his forearms had some type of shock gun or stunner strapped to the top of it, and his other hand was clad in a powerful and futuristic-looking metal gauntlet. 
 Will also remembered that he had a drone that detached from his back, though whether that would be an effective weapon in a closed arena was an open question. Complex’s tech suit itself would enhance his strength and speed and endurance, all the usual stuff. 
 It would have been a challenging fight for him even if he hadn’t been trying to conceal his real power. His strategy, if it could really be called that, was to act like he was lockpicking the other man into submission. Once he’d disarmed him and cracked that suit open… he would do what needed to be done. 
 “Are both combatants ready?” asked the arena AI. 
 Will gave his assent, as did Complex. A loud chime sounded as the fight officially began, and both combatants began circling one another. 
 Old instincts came back in a rush of muscle memory and honed reflexes. Will’s heart was pounding in his chest, but he was smiling, riding the high of adrenaline even as the crowd continued to boo him and cheer on Complex. 
 His smile wasn’t long-lived. Complex aimed his shock gun, and before Will could do more than think about dodging, a trident of electricity burst forth and struck him square in the chest. 
 It felt like being hit with a sledgehammer… an electrified sledgehammer. The alternate Crimson Five costume he had on did provide a small amount of protection against fire and electricity, but Will could still smell the acrid aroma of burnt hair as he spasmed on the ground. 
 “Good,” called Complex. “Now stay down.” 
 Will rolled over onto his stomach and slowly began pushing himself up. He expected another blast of electricity, which might have meant the end of the fight, but it didn’t come. A red LED on the side of Complex’s gun was blinking on and off, probably indicating that it needed a few seconds or longer before it was ready to fire again. 
 Will’s assumption was seemingly confirmed as Complex released his drone, which immediately shot toward Will and began flying in circles just outside of his reach. The drone began shooting thin metal darts at him, likely coated with some nonlethal tranquilizer, but compared to the electricity, he felt as though they were coming at him in slow motion and easily dodged each one. 
 He feinted left and spun, slamming his lockpick into the drone’s center of mass. Appearances still mattered, and though it would have been dramatic to slice the entire robot in half, Will knew it would reveal too much. He simply punched a hole through its center, and the drone dropped to the arena’s floor, spinning in circles as its rotors fell out of sync. 
 Complex had his shock gun prepped for another blast. Will tried to fling himself to the side, but the electricity still struck him in the thigh, leaving him helpless as his legs failed to support his weight as he landed. The crowd let out their loudest roar yet as he struggled to rise to one knee. 
 “Very convincing,” called Complex, in a mocking tone. “Don’t get back up.” 
 Will rose to his feet. He spat to one side, clearing a fair amount of blood from his mouth from the way his head had struck the ground. Complex sighed and started to gesture to the crowd, as though apologizing to them for letting the fight drag past the two-minute mark. 
 Will took a few steps forward, testing how much distance Complex would let him close before pulling out his next toy. He made as though to sprint straight forward, forcing the other man to respond. 
 Complex pulled out a metal net with weighted edges and hurled it at him. The net self-oriented in midair, opening like a parachute and readying itself to envelop him. He slashed with his lockpick, shredding it with his power in a manner that wouldn’t seem overly suspicious. 
 He took another step, hesitating as Complex leveled the tip of the shock gun at him again. He managed to dodge this time, but the bright flash of the electricity stung his eyes and blinded him as he rolled back to his feet. 
 Complex was suddenly right in front of him. The tech super’s gauntleted hand closed tightly around Will’s neck, choking him so hard that he felt his eyes bulging out of his skull. He was lifted off his feet, and almost immediately the world began to pulse black around the edges as the blood flow to his brain was cut off. 
 “Is this what you wanted, Lockpick?” snarled Complex. “I gave you every chance to be a good friend. We had some awkward moments, sure, but if you’d simply maintained your place, I would have welcomed you into the fold.” 
 “You… lost,” muttered Will, though the words were barely audible. 
 “What’s that?” Complex laughed and squeezed even tighter. “Speak up!” 
 Will did one better. He stabbed his lockpick upward, straight through Complex’s hand. The hero let out a screech of pain and yanked it back, which had the unintended effect of worsening the injury as the lockpick came out at an angle. 
 “You’re too used to getting your way,” said Will. “You’ve already lost this fight.” 
 Complex groaned through gritted teeth, but he made a valiant attempt at getting the shock gun aimed again. Will was still within reach and simply brought his lockpick down on it, making a show of twisting more than he really needed to as he simply “lockpicked” it loose from Complex’s forearm. 
 There was no dramatic gasp of outrage from the crowd as he pushed forward, punching the tech super across the face hard enough to crack his visor. They still expected their golden boy to win. It wasn’t their fault — they were lacking a few critical pieces of information, unprepared for this kind of disappointment and incapable of accepting it at first glance. 
 Will kept going, using his lockpick to disarm Complex further. He stripped away a whole section of the other man’s suit that included the power gauntlet and most of the shoulder section. Each time Complex tried a clumsy melee counter, Will simply slammed punches into his face until he was too stunned to do anything but shield his head. 
 He was close to finishing it, no more than a few hits away from expecting the arena AI’s calm voice to announce that the fight was over, when the power abruptly cut out. The arena was not just pitch black with no windows and no lights, but completely silent with no speakers allowing the crowd sounds to pass through. 
 Complex jerked from Will’s grip as though he’d been expecting the turnabout… and of course, he had been. Will backed away with a slightly disappointed sigh. Half a minute passed, though it was hard to tell with his adrenaline the way it was, before the lights hissed back on and the crowd resumed roaring through the speakers. 
 “Nice trick,” shouted Will. 
 “I have no idea what you’re talking about.” Complex wiped blood from his lip, flashing an overly pleased smile. “Now, where were we?” 
 He’d gotten a few pieces of his suit back on, but more concerningly, he’d also pulled out a new weapon from a hidden sheathe on his leg. Complex held a long, extendible baton in one hand that crackled with electricity along the top third of its length. He whipped it into a few test swings, demonstrating a speed with it that Will already knew would be a bitch to fight around. 
 The encounter felt like it had been reset, with both combatants circling each other, gauging their win conditions. The crowd, on the other hand, had reached a peak in its collective tension. Some people were still shouting, but it was for blood rather than action. Most stayed silent, as though unsure anymore whether they were willing to tie their own hopes to the odds of their hero. 
 There was one major exception — Will could hear Jess and Rue clapping and cheering him on, proud and faithful. He took a step forward, closing the distance, forcing Complex to react. 
 He was fast with his shock rod and clearly more practiced with it than his hand-to-hand combat skill. Will tried to slash at Complex’s shoulder with his lockpick only to have the tool deflected by the tip of the rod, which sent an unpleasant ripple of electric current upward through his arm until the contact was broken. 
 Complex swung for a home run at his head. Will ducked and tried to slip in under the other man’s guard, but Complex twisted around, slamming the butt end of the rod into Will’s stomach. They parted from each other, both more annoyed than angry, both sweaty and panting from a veritable marathon of a fight. 
 “You won’t win,” called Complex. “One hit is all it will take.” 
 “I’ll take those odds,” he shouted back. 
 They were good odds, for someone like him. Prison had been a crucible of fights just like this, teaching him hidden lessons about pain and momentum, flow and resilience. The underlying facts of their duel hadn’t changed — Complex had the range advantage, but the second Will closed that, it was over. 
 The moment he’d been waiting for finally came. Complex narrowed his eyes and came at Will with a flurry of strikes, swinging his rod with clear intent of ending the match with a decisive blow. Will dodged down, to the left, and rammed his shoulder forward. He’d switched his lockpick to his left hand, and he slashed up with it in a tight motion, tearing Complex’s costume open and leaving a shallow red cut across his chest. 
 The hero staggered back from the pain. Will had his opening. A single hit from his lockpick, and Pen and the other orphans would never have to worry about being abused again. A single hit from his lockpick, and he would be a killer, once again. 
 His eyes looked past Complex, who’d fallen backward onto his ass. He had just the right angle to see Jess and Rue through the glass, cheering and clapping and even sitting apart from the rest of the crowd, all for his sake. 
 In that moment, he knew what he had to do. He stripped Complex’s shock rod from his hand and tapped him with the electrified end of it to stun him for a few seconds. Tossing the weapon aside, Will strode toward the combatant entrance he’d come in through. 
 He didn’t look back at the crowd as he pulled the door open and walked out, disqualifying himself from the fight. A rumble of confusion sounded from the audience. 
 Complex had been right. They needed the hero to win for their worldview to make sense. 






CHAPTER 47

   
 Will took the elevator up to the tower’s roof. He stepped out into the night, appreciating the slight breeze against his sweat-soaked costume. He took his mask off, absently wondering if this would be the last time he’d wear something with the Crimson Five emblem on the front. 
 He was strangely satisfied with how he’d handled the fight. He’d still have to find a way to help Pen and the other orphans, but he’d caused Complex enough pain to leave an impression. He wondered if perhaps simply threatening him if he didn’t leave the girls alone might be enough. 
 More importantly, he’d done right by Jess. Finishing Complex off in the middle of the chaos of an arena fight would have forced her to see him as a killer, regardless of how careful he was to make it seem like a happy little accident. He didn’t want that, even if it was a glimpse of a truth. He couldn’t rewind time and undo his previous choices. He was a killer. No unflipping that switch. 
 As he thought back to how she and Rue had looked while watching him from the stands, he realized that he hadn’t seen Avery with them. The fight had been planned on short notice, so he wasn’t overly disappointed, but he couldn’t help but smile when he thought of what she’d think about the entire ordeal. 
 He headed back to the elevator as he called her, but only got her voice mail. 
 “Hey, you’ve reached Avery’s phone,” said the recording cheerily. “I have no idea what you’re doing calling in the age of emails and texts, but feel free to leave a message if it’s not about a car warranty renewal or an iPhone I won.” 
 Will smiled to himself as he waited for the beep, picturing her face. “Hey. It’s me. Call me back. I just finished kicking Complex’s ass in the arena. Oh, and I did it in costume. You missed a spectacle.” 
 He hung up, still smiling as the elevator reached the floor his family’s suite was on. He passed a few people who, from the wide berth they gave him, must have seen the fight. 
 Will was ready to bear the brunt of Jess and Rue’s reactions, good or bad, but they weren’t waiting on him when he joined them inside. They were both watching TV, one of the Champion Authority networks that focused on current news in the super world. 
 “…When we asked her if she considered the pick to be an unusual one, given the history of Kestrel and the Crimson Five, Sprinter told us that the only thing unusual about it is that it took her so long to join a new team in the first place.” 
 “She was regarded as a highly promising up-and-coming talent,” said the other anchor, nodding. “It’ll be interesting to see how she fits into a team with such a long-standing reputation.” 
 “Let’s talk more about her power,” said the first anchor. “She can fly, but I’ve heard a few whispers that there might be more to her than just that. Not that flight, in itself, doesn’t plug an obvious hole in the capabilities of Color Spray as a team.” 
 “What… the hell?” muttered Will. 
 Jess and Rue only turned to look at him then. Turning off the TV, Jess came around to the other side of the couch, her expression harboring so much concern that it nearly broke his heart. 
 “LP,” she whispered. “Oh… she didn’t tell you, did she?” 
 “She… joined a team?” he muttered. “How is that even possible?” 
 “We didn’t know, either,” muttered Rue. “Mom couldn’t find her when she went down to the infirmary before the fight. Doctor Yuri told her that Avery had checked herself out and left with that stupid recruiter, Sprinter, which we both thought was weird, but…” 
 “What did she say to her?” he snapped. “Why would she do that? Isn’t Color Spray based out west?” 
 “Will.” Jess grabbed his hand between hers, squeezing it gently. “She’s already left the tower. I think… this is what she wanted.” 
 “This doesn’t make any sense,” he muttered. But even as he spoke, he thought back to earlier that day, the swimming and the sex, and of course, the way she’d cried afterward. He’d had his plan, and she’d had hers. 
 The fact that she hadn’t told him wasn’t something he could blame her for, not with his own pile of secrets. She’d wanted to make a change in her life, and she’d made it. Had she been scared of where things were heading between them? Scared of Jess finding out, or the rest of the world? 
 He wasn’t sure the why even mattered. She was gone, and that was that. 
 “Hey,” said Jess. “Sit down. There’s still some food left. Talk to me.” 
 “I…” He shook his head. “I think I’m just going to take a shower.” 
 He closed the bathroom door behind him and stared at his costumed self in the mirror. Avery hadn’t seen him like this, and maybe it was for the best. Lockpick, the adult hero in the classic Crimson Five costume, was a work of fiction.  
 He stripped the spandex off, revealing his heavily tattooed chest underneath. He felt an urge to take that layer off, too, peel back the tattoos and skin and see just who the hell was really underneath it all. 
 Turning the water on, he checked his phone while it came up to temperature, not expecting a call back from Avery and not getting one. She wouldn’t talk to him until she was ready, and knowing her, she wouldn’t be ready until she’d truly settled into the change. 
 Could be a week, a month… longer. Who would they even be to each other when they next met? Would they both look back on the few short weeks during which they’d decided it was alright to fuck each other and treat it as an anomaly, or even something they regretted? 

Enough moping. You have enough unfinished business outside of your weird love life.

 He climbed into the shower, turning his thoughts back to the orphans and Complex. He’d overplayed his hand by letting the other man know that he was aware of the abuse. Complex would either move on him, especially after the embarrassment Will had just dealt out in the arena, or he’d move on Pen and the orphans, cover up his crimes. 
 Either way, Will had to go out that night, settle things once and for all, whatever that might mean. He showered quickly, wrapping his waist in a towel as he slipped back out into the main room. Rue was stretched out across the couch and immediately glanced his way. 
 “Jess had to run an errand,” she said. 
 “Ah. Good. If she asks, tell her I just went for a walk or something.” 
 He started toward his room. Rue got up and put herself in his way. 
 “Are you okay?” she asked. 
 “I hate that question,” he muttered. “I can either say yes, and have it be kind of a lie, or no, and have it be kind of a lie.” 
 “The truth?” 
 He closed his eyes. “…I love her.” 
 Rue hugged him, squeezing him tight despite the lingering dampness of the shower still clinging to his body. “I know.” 
 He wrapped his arms around her, exhaling a long breath, turning his mind back to problems he could still solve. “I have to go. The orphans might be in danger tonight.” 
 “I won’t stop you,” she whispered. “But maybe get dressed first?” 
 She slid her hands down to his butt and gave it a quick squeeze through the towel, letting out a small, singular laugh. Will pulled on the few clean clothes left in his bag, a pair of track pants and a long-sleeve shirt, and then headed for the door. 
 “Keep your phone in your pocket,” said Rue, kissing him on the lips. “I’ll look out for you.” 
 “Thanks.” He sighed, pausing with his hand on the doorknob. “I am so done with this place. I want to go home.” 
 “Me too.” 






CHAPTER 48

   
 The tower was quiet, and Will didn’t encounter anyone on his way down to the lobby. He still had the key to the jet ski he’d borrowed that morning, and it didn’t look as though there’d be anyone around to question him taking it out a second time as he headed out of the lobby and through the gardens surrounding the Lighthouse. 
 The area around the boathouse was empty, save for a single figure near the door. Will waited in the shadows for a minute, only approaching when it became clear not just that the person wasn’t going anywhere, but that he recognized her. 
 “Liz,” he called, not getting too close. “What are you doing here?” 
 “Waiting for you.” Her smile was cold, and her eyes briefly flicked to the left. 
 He spun, but it was already too late. Several attackers hit him at once, one nailing him with a low tackle that flipped him off his feet. A bag slipped down over his head reeking of chemicals he suspected he really shouldn’t be breathing. The world turned black an instant later. 
   
 ***  
   
 The worst of it was, Will wasn’t surprised. He’d known Complex would retaliate in some fashion after the embarrassing spectacle he’d made of the other man during the fight. He’d known how much anger, no, rage, Liz still held toward him. And he’d known that they were on closer terms than Complex had originally led him to believe. 
 “Take his clothes off and put them in a separate bag,” said Complex. “We’ll dispose of them separately.” 
 Will still had his eyes closed, but he was fully awake, if sluggish. He was in a boat, the engine’s hum and the rocking of the waves both easily recognizable. 
 “Who, exactly, do you think you’re speaking to right now?” asked Liz. 
 “You,” said Glide. “You’re the only one of us that’s fucked him before.” 
 Benny laughed. There was a slapping sound, coupled with a gasp of pain. 
 “Just get them off,” said Complex. “We’re almost at the spot.” 
 Will let his body go limp, still feigning unconsciousness. 

How do I use this to my advantage?

 He still had his lockpick up one sleeve. They either hadn’t found it or simply hadn’t valued it as a weapon when they’d first grabbed him. He slid his thumb downward as a rough hand began tugging his shirt up and over his head, knowing what he was about to do was going to take some acting, some finesse, and a ton of luck. 
 He let out a tired groan and rolled sideways as his shirt came off, landing on top of the hand he’d concealed his lockpick in. The point jabbed into his skin painfully, but that was a small price to pay for a weapon. 
 “Pants too,” said Complex. 
 “Shouldn’t we buy him dinner first?” joked Benny. 
 “Turn the light on for a second,” said Glide. “I want to… whoa. He has tattoos. A lot of them.” 
 “What?” snapped Liz. 
 “Your old boyfriend appears to be a member of the Power Realists,” muttered Complex.  
 “They’ve been on the move since the prison break,” said Benny. “Might not take kindly to us offing one of their—” 
 “It changes nothing,” said Complex, in a cold voice. “There’s no way we could simply let him go at this point even if we wanted to, and I don’t want to.” 
 He kicked Will, sending a ripple of pain through his ribs. He had to bide his time, wait for the perfect moment, but it was incredibly hard to keep still with adrenaline already flooding his senses.  
 His odds weren’t good. His hidden weapon was a godsend, but it would still be three against one the instant he began using it. Four against one. Liz had already proven that she wanted him dead, a fact which infuriated him more than anything related to Complex and the others. 
 “We slit his throat, bleed him out over the water, and sink him directly down from here,” said Complex. “The SS Mariana is at the bottom of the ocean directly underneath us. The corpse will settle there, quickly be stripped of its flesh by various aquatic scavengers, and blend right in with the other sad souls who died aboard that vessel.” 
 “It sounds good but…” Glide let out an intimidated-sounding breath. “What if something happens? What if he floats to the surface?” 
 “He won’t,” said Complex. “I brought a device I designed specifically for this purpose. It’s a weighted, magnetized net that will more or less fuse him to the hull of the ship. With a custom-built submersible to easily guide it into place.” 
 “Who is going to do it?” asked Benny. 
 “I’ll do it,” said Complex. 
 Will felt himself being shifted upright, a set of arms sliding beneath his shoulders. He risked opening his eyes a fraction while his head was tilted forward. Two in front of him, Complex and Liz, which meant he’d be dealing with Benny and Glide first. 
 “Why’s he leaning like that?” asked Glide. “Is he—” 
 Will spun and slashed with his power. He already knew it wasn’t going to be an especially pretty fight, that there’d be no way for him to hold back and escape with his life. A spray of blood splashed onto his face in the same moment his lockpick connected with Glide’s face, tearing though jaw tissue, up into skull.  
 The now mostly headless hero spasmed as he fell backward, landing half atop Benny Smoke, who seemed too stunned to process the development. 
 “No!” roared Complex. 
 The shock prod sparkled like a lightning spell out of a video game as Complex snapped his weapon into motion. Will ducked, but he felt a punch rain down on his shoulder from Benny on his other side, finally in motion. 
 Surging forward, Will knocked Complex backward into Liz and quickly spun to slash at Benny. The hero used his power to dodge, turning to smoke and nearly getting out of the way of Will’s lockpick. He reformed on the other side of the boat, next to Complex and Liz, and immediately began screaming. 
 “My hand!” Benny waved a stump around, gasping in disbelief. “What… How?” 
 “Out of my way!” roared Complex. 
 He pushed Benny into Will, which sealed his fate. Benny tried to fade into smoke again, not realizing that the very first super Will had ever killed had used a nearly identical power, to no avail. 
 He stabbed the smoke twice in quick succession. Benny rematerialized, and a sickening amount of blood dripped out of his stomach, hitting the hull of the boat with audible little taps.  
 His body fell forward in a manner that put him in between Will and Complex, creating an awkward pause in the violence. The boat swayed along with the underlying motion of the waves, forcing Will to extend his arms, balancing himself. 
 “I’ll simply tell them I saw you kill Benny and Glide and reacted,” said Complex. “I won’t even have to dispose of your body.” 
 “Always the opportunist,” said Will. “It’s cute that you think you’ll be making it out of here alive.” 
 Complex took a shaky breath and tried to back away as Will started forward. He snarled and swung the shock prod. Will leaned back, letting it pass near enough to his neck to feel a prickle of static. 

It didn’t have to be this way. 
 The words echoed in his head, the same mantra he always found himself repeating in the face of this kind of raw violence and death. He didn’t like killing, but he was good at it, and there were worse skillsets to have. 
 Complex roared and lunged forward, swinging the shock prod down in a two-handed grip. Will slashed with his lockpick, severing one arm at the elbow. Complex screeched as he fell to his knees.  
 “Oh God,” he muttered, teeth chattering as though he were intensely cold. “Oh fuck! Please! I… I won’t say anything! We can come up with an explanation. I won’t tell anyone! Please!” 
 “You won’t tell anyone,” said Will. 
 He slit Complex’s throat and tipped his upper body over the side of the boat, letting him bleed out cleanly. It left Will alone with Liz for the first time in a long time. She was standing, hands not quite at her sides, ready to fight if she had to but rather conspicuous in how passive she’d been to that point. 
 “You led me into a trap,” he said slowly. “You tried to kill me.” 
 Liz slowly brought her gaze up to meet his. “Does it surprise you that someone you once loved now wants you dead?” 
 “After everything that happened between us?” Will chuckled and shook his head. “Not in the slightest. Does it surprise you that I have no intention of killing you along with the others?” 
 “You sick bastard!” she hissed. “I can’t believe how naïve I used to be. You’ve always been a murderer, a psycho, a… a…” 
 “Villain?” Will laughed again, dusting blood off the back of his knuckles. “But it’s so much more than that, isn’t it, Liz? I scare you now, more than ever.” 
 “…Why?” muttered Liz. 
 “I need you alive,” he said. “You’re my alibi. I thought that much would be obvious.” 
 “Why did you have to come back?” shouted Liz. “Why did you have to start fucking around?” 
 “Did you know about those girls, Liz?” he asked.  
 She looked away from him, her anger faltering in the face of the question. “Everyone knew about them. If you’re asking if I knew they were being abused or something to that degree, of course I didn’t!” 
 “You didn’t really care, did you?” asked Will, raising his voice. “You never tried to help them. It didn’t concern you, so why bother going out of your way? Well, you’re certainly going to care now. You’ll go to them, help them with whatever they need, find homes for the younger ones if they wish to try for something better.” 
 “I don’t have to do a goddamn thing,” snapped Liz. “I don’t work for you!” 
 He took a step toward her and reached out one hand, touching her cheek and leaving three little marks of blood against her pale, freckled skin. “But you do, Liz. If you’d just kept your head down, none of this would have happened.” 
 “Shut up! They’ll never believe that you acted in self-defense! Not when Complex is among the dead.” 
 “That’s why I don’t plan on telling them that, or letting them find the bodies,” said Will. “We’ll use Complex’s little body bag net to get the pieces down in the sunken ship, just as he’d planned. The boat should wash down easily enough.” 
 “You’ll be their top suspect.” 
 “Which is why you’ll tell them that I was with you tonight. We had a nice evening together without ever leaving your room.” 
 “You bastard! You think you just come back into my life and, and…” 
 “And what?” He gestured to the side. “Call in my favor? Or, to be blunt, blackmail you? Because that’s exactly what I intend to do, Liz. If you don’t want me to tell the Champion Authority all about that time I found you standing over a dead body, a dead hero, you’ll do exactly what I say.” 
 “If you tell them, I’ll bring you down with me!” she shouted. 
 “I’ve been to prison once. We both know you have more to lose. It isn’t even about the sentence. You care so much about what people think.” 
 “Fuck you!” 
 “It’s been so great catching up with you again, Liz,” he said. “Now get over here and help me with these bodies.”  






CHAPTER 49

 FIVE YEARS EARLIER 
   
 Lockpick had no idea what was going on. He and Halberd had been split up during the first minute of the sandstorm, which appeared to be a deliberate part of the chaotic raid upon the Sandsnail Gathering the heroes were currently engaged in. 
 It felt more like the sacking of a medieval city than an organized law enforcement operation. Heroes were using their powers liberally, barely paying attention to where they sent energy blasts or gouts of flames or frozen ice spears as they tore into the various tents and vehicles composing the gathering. 
 A fair number of the villains in attendance were fighting back, giving as good as they were getting, but even as large as the event had been, the heroes still had them outnumbered. The tenor of the screams surrounding Lockpick told him everything he needed to know — people were dying, not being arrested. 
 He had to find Halberd, but finding someone during a CA raid in the middle of a sandstorm was an exercise in suicidal frustration. He approached a figure about the right height and build only to have a burly hero in a teal costume snarl and reach for his neck. 
 Lockpick slashed with his pen knife, relieving the hero’s left hand of three of his fingers and shifting the man’s current objective to screaming and collecting lost body parts. He wiped the blood off on the side of a tent as he kept moving, still desperately searching for Halberd. 
 He bumped into someone as he came through a gap between a truck trailer and a van that’d been tipped onto its side amid the chaos. Spinning, Lockpick brought his penknife up, only recognizing Liz, who had a palm thrust into his face, at the last second. 
 His momentary relief faded into something cold and angry as he thought about what she’d done. “You brought them here!” 
 “Don’t look at me like that!” she snapped back, looking hurt. 
  “This was a peaceful gathering! You saw that for yourself!” 
 “I didn’t have a choice!” said Liz, shaking her head. “It’s just the way things are.” 
 “Everyone says that, and it’s always a lie,” he hissed. “You had a choice. You know what you did!” 
 Liz pushed him in the chest, glaring openly. “Fuck you!” 
 He shook his head, too angry to talk to her anymore, and turned to leave. Liz sucked in a surprised breath, perhaps reading his movement wrong, and sent a laser straight into Lockpick’s shoulder. It struck a glancing blow, but still sent him careening off his feet and left a singed mark on his shirt. 
 He watched her running off and gave in to a powerful urge to chase after her. If he couldn’t find Halberd, he might at least keep some sense of direction by sticking near Liz. He saw her run into one of the larger tents, heard a shout from inside, followed by the high-pitched hiss of one of her lasers. 
  Pushing through the tent flaps, Lockpick stepped into the aftermath. Liz had both hands clamped tightly over her mouth. She stood over the body of a relatively dead-looking super with a gaping laser wound in their chest. 
 Not just a super — a hero. 
 Not just a hero… Arcmaster. The copper-toned costume, familiar crescent moon emblem, even the somewhat goofy mad-scientist hair that had given the old man a reputation for being the super community’s wacky grandpa. Lockpick remembered a training camp he’d gone to with his team where Arcmaster had given him a butterscotch hard candy while they’d been waiting in line for an obstacle course. 
 “He… he just ran up to me!” said Liz. “The sand… I didn’t see his face. It wasn’t my fault! Don’t look at me like that! I… I, I didn’t—” 
 “It’s okay.” Lockpick ran over and took her by the elbows. “It’s okay. We’ll figure this out.” 
 “What’s going on here?” A hero in purple tights poked his head into the tent. “Is that… Oh, God! Arcmaster!” 
 The hero’s gaze panned from the body to Lockpick, and then the man was rushing forward, screaming in a rage. Purple energy rippled across his hands, and even though Lockpick managed to dodge the man’s first punch, he felt an echo of pain like the vibration of a dentist’s drill through the part of his body nearest to the strike. 
 He looked toward Liz for help, but she was either paralyzed by the horror of what she’d done… or just unwilling to help him. He didn’t understand her and wasn’t sure if he ever would. The hero slammed a heavy kick into Lockpick’s leg. He slashed with his penknife, but the man grabbed his wrist, his grip buzzing against Lockpick’s skin like a nest of stinging hornets. 
 “You’ll be imprisoned for life!” screamed the super. “He was a hero! He was a goddamn he—" 
 He cut off in mid-sentence, his mouth making a strange gargling noise as he tipped sideways onto the ground. Halberd stood over them both, pulling the younger man to his feet as he set a foot against the hero’s back to pull loose his axe. 
 “You okay, LP?” he called. 
 “Fine,” said Lockpick. “Liz, come on. You have to get away from the body.” 
 “I can’t!” screamed Liz. “They’ll know! They’ll be able to tell from the burns that it was my lasers.” 
 “Shit, she killed that guy?” Halberd whistled appreciatively. “Wait, that’s Arcmaster, isn’t it? I mean, he was pretty old, to be fair. Not as though you stole all that many quality years from him.” 
 “Shut up!” screamed Liz. 
 “Would you just calm down for a second?” snapped Lockpick. “Halberd can help us.” 
 Halberd sighed and reluctantly approached the body. He gestured for Liz and Lockpick to step back, dropping low to eye the grizzly laser wound in the old man’s chest. 
 “Why don’t I just do this?” Halberd slammed his axe down several times in the man’s chest, adding obvious puncture wounds to the mix along with the texture of minced meat. “Better?” 
 “Are you insane?” cried Liz. “They’ll still notice the burns.” 
 Halberd tossed his axe to the side and wiggled the fingers of his left hand. There was a sickening slurping noise as a significant amount of the surface layer of Arcmaster’s flesh around the wound pulled loose from his body and formed a floppy flesh axe in Halberd’s fist. 
 “Better?” he asked again. 
 “Um…” Lockpick scratched his head. “Since when can you make axes from human flesh?” 
 “I took some ayahuasca last night,” said Halberd. “It showed me some really weird stuff. Wouldn’t really recommend it.” 
 Liz clamped her hands to her mouth, ran for the tent’s flap, and threw up. 
 “Is she coming with us?” asked Halberd. 
 Lockpick almost said yes on reflex, as though his heart had found the wires to take control of his vocal cords… but then he remembered waking up alone in the tent and reading Liz’s note. She broke his heart, orchestrated a raid that had gotten God knows how many people killed, and still called herself a hero. 
 “No,” said Lockpick. “She’s not. Let’s go.” 
 Liz was standing to the side of the tent as they came out and made no attempt to join them. She did, however, call out to Lockpick as he started off alongside Halberd. 
 “You can’t tell anyone!” she shouted. 
 He turned around, resisting the childish urge to glare at her. “I’m not like you, Liz! I don’t betray the people I care about.” 
 Halberd cleared his throat. “What Lockpick means to say is that if you want him to stay silent, you’d better do your best to make sure the two of us don’t get caught. If he goes down, you go down with him, little miss laser.” 
 “That’s not fair!” shouted Liz. 
 “Nope, but it’s life.” Halberd took a swig from his flask and gestured with a crooked finger. “You remember that the next time you decide to leave a body in your wake.” 






CHAPTER 50

   
 It was shockingly easy for Will and Liz to dispose of the bodies once they got Complex’s equipment up and running. They rinsed out the boat thoroughly and ditched several other conspicuous objects overboard, including Complex’s shock prod and visor, as they made their way back to the Lighthouse. 
 Will appreciated the fact that Complex had insisted on having his clothes taken off when he’d been unconscious, as it meant that he didn’t have so much as a speck of blood on him when they got back. Liz dropped him off on the nude beach he’d found Avery at before taking the boat around to the dock, but it was late and the far section of the island was empty, regardless. 
 He followed her up to her room, committing to the alibi by texting Rue and letting her know he wouldn’t be back to the suite. She didn’t reply, and he guessed that she was angry with him for not giving her a full explanation. 
 Liz wordlessly set a blanket and pillow out for him on the floor. There was less than zero romance in the air as he took his shoes off and settled down to get some sleep. She turned off the lights, and soon enough, Will was asleep. 
 Not for long enough, however. He awoke before he’d really gotten any rest, tensing as he came back to the moment. He didn’t trust Liz anymore, certainly not to the point of assuming that she wouldn’t try to kill him again while he was defenseless.  
 But she wasn’t slinking through the night with murder on her mind. She was crying, and trying to keep quiet about it, the sound mostly just sniffling and pained throat noises, as though she’d been crying for long enough for it to start to hurt. 
 “Are you going to be alright?” he asked. 
 Liz made an offended noise. “Why do you care?” 
 “Because if you can’t keep it together when people start asking questions, we’re both fucked.” 
 There was a second reason, but he couldn’t say it out loud. A part of him still cared about her, certainly not the part that enjoyed her assassination attempts and volatile temper, but a small, nostalgic part. 
 “How can you be so… normal, after what just happened?” 
 “I’m still alive,” he said. “I’m not claiming to be normal.”  
 “You’re acting like nothing even happened. Like washing blood off your hands is just cleaning up after eating chicken wings.” 
 He didn’t say anything. He knew what she was asking, and though Liz Laser was one of the last people in the world he’d ever feel a need to explain himself to, he decided to give it a try. 
 “I’d already come to terms with the fact that I was probably going to have to kill Complex in order to save those girls. I was planning on doing it in the challenge fight, but it didn’t feel quite right. Benny and Glide… I guess they were a bonus. Just as corrupt, just as culpable for making those orphans’ lives hell.” 
 “You like killing, don’t you?” 
 “No,” he said, sharply. “Killing is a pain in the ass. But if it’s kill or die, kill or let a bunch of innocent little girls keep getting raped… I won’t lose sleep over it.” 
 “I don’t believe you.” 
 “I don’t care.” Will rolled over and went back to sleep. 
   
 ***  
   
 They didn’t speak much the next morning. Some of Liz’s neighbors were outside, other solo heroes boarding on the same level of the tower, and he made a show of saying goodbye to her to shore up his alibi that much further. 
 He slipped back into his family’s suite as quietly as he could. Rue was awake and on the couch, and she surged forward to pull him into a tight hug the second he came through the door. 
 “LP!” she said, hugging him tight. “Jesus Christ, do you have any idea how worried I was? Why didn’t you call me? What happened last night?” 
 “A lot,” he said, with a sigh. “How much did you see?” 
 She stiffened, pulling back slightly from the embrace. Will expected to see disappointment, if not outright judgment in her face, but there was only the same mixture of concern and relief. 
 “Most of it,” she whispered. “All of it. I was running to get Mom but… it was over so fast. It wasn’t your fault. They were going to kill you. You did what you had to do.” 
 He nodded, feeling his heart rising into an uncomfortable lump in his throat. There was such a contrast between Rue, complete acceptance, and Liz, bitter hatred. It pulled him back, reminded him of what mattered, and more than anything, made him really want to get himself and his family away from the Lighthouse. 
 “I just want to go home,” he muttered. 
 “I think we’ll be leaving soon enough,” she whispered. 
 The bathroom door opened, and Jess stepped out, clad in a towel and cloaked in curling steam. She ran a hand through her damp, scraggly, blonde hair and smiled. 
 “Morning, you two. You’re certainly acting rather affectionate toward each other today.” 
 Will was still hugging Rue and, with a coy smile, he pulled back a step. “You’re welcome to join in if you’re feeling left out.” 
 “I think I should put some clothes on first,” said Jess. “Are the two of you hungry? We could head down to the café for breakfast.” 
 “Sounds good to… LP!” Rue laughed and wiggled out of Will’s embrace as he shifted to hold her from behind and kissed her cheek.  
 Jess narrowed her eyes, but she was smiling underneath. 
 “I also thought maybe the three of us could give Avery a call,” said Jess. “See if she wants to give us her reasoning for deciding to join a team again.” 
 If the chaos of the past twenty-four hours had a single upside, it was that Will had been too busy to feel properly upset over Avery’s abrupt departure. He nodded, the loss stabbing into him again, but forced himself to keep his priorities in perspective. 
 A knock came at the door. Still in her towel, Jess headed for her room, while Will and Rue went to greet their visitor. He hesitated as he put his hand on the doorknob, knowing that the end of his life as a free man might be waiting on the other side. 
 It was just Cricket, however. 
 “Hello, and good morning!” said the young hero. “Would your mother happen to be around?” 
 “I’ll be out in a minute!” called Jess. 
 “Fresh from the shower,” said Will. 
 Cricket cleared his throat and nodded, seeming to apply an immense amount of effort in keeping his eyes from darting toward Jess’s partially closed bedroom door. “Of course! Well, um, I was sent down to bring both you and her up to the Board of Directors. It seems Ice Nine has a few details he wants to iron out in regard to her most recent review.” 
 “He requested me too, though?” Will furrowed his brow. 
 “Yes, he was very specific,” said Cricket. 
 Will exchanged a glance with Rue, who looked as worried as he felt. Jess came out of her room in a sundress, hair still wet from the shower. 
 “I’m ready,” she said. “Do you want to tag along, Rue? We can head straight to breakfast afterward.” 
 “Um, sure,” said Rue. 
 She let her fingers brush Will’s, no doubt thinking the same way he was. They would be extremely lucky if there was an afterward for their family as a whole if this played out the way he suspected it would. 
 They followed Cricket to the elevator and took it up to the top floor. The various hero statues lining the hallway seemed far more stoic and judgmental in their expressions than Will had noticed before. 
 A group of four heroes, each in costume, stood outside the conference room where they would apparently be meeting with the Board of Directors. Will saw a few of them look his way and fully expected to be pushed up against the wall and have a pair of knockout cuffs slapped onto his wrists. 
 “They’re expecting you first,” Cricket told Jess. “Head on in. Ms. Rue, Mr. William, if you wouldn’t mind waiting out here?” 
 “I’d prefer it.” Rue leaned against the wall and took out her phone, already looking bored. 
 “We should head right on in.” Cricket nodded to the heroes loitering outside and started pulling one of the wooden doors open. 
 “Cricket!” A familiar voice came from down the hallway, and Effect ran up, sliding to a stop and catching his breath. “Hold on a second! I think the printer in the computer lab gave you the wrong set of documents.”  
 “The wrong… Oh, yes of course!” Cricket opened the folder he was carrying and pulled a few neatly printed pages out of it. “Strange, I was sure I scanned them over before putting them away. Director Ice Nine will want these recommendations from the board members that can’t be here to give their thoughts in person.” 
 “Not something you’d want to lose, all things considered,” said Effect, with a nod. 
 “No, not at all!” Cricket cleared his throat. “Ms. Sorling, if you um, would come right this way?” 
 “Of course,” said Jess as the diminutive man opened the door for her. 
 Will had a moment to himself as the door shut, with Rue doing her own thing and the other nearby heroes clearly absorbed in their own discussion. Jess’s idea earlier for all of them to call Avery together seemed like it would be incredibly uncomfortable for him, an act of emotional endurance. He needed to talk to her alone, clear the air on his own terms. 
 He snuck off down the hallway and around the corner before making the call. Avery didn’t pick up, but he still felt like he needed to say what he needed to say, if only to her voice mail inbox. 
 “Hey,” he began. “It’s me.” 
 He paused, trying to organize his thoughts, or at least pick the most important ones from the pile. 
 “You should have told me. Whatever it was you were feeling, you could have just talked to me, Avery. But you didn’t, and now… I just don’t know. 
 “I never told you this, but my deepest fear, the one that motivates so much of who I am, is losing people I love. That feeling of just waking up and reaching over and realizing they aren’t there with you anymore, and they never will be again. 
 “I miss you… That’s what it always comes down to, I guess. I miss you, and I know you’re not going to be around anymore, and you left without even leaving a note, not that it would have changed anything, and—” 

“Sorry, this voice mailbox is full,” chimed a robotic voice. “Please try leaving your message again after your intended recipient has reviewed and deleted their currently stored messages.”

  Will hung up, massaged the bridge of his nose, and slapped his hand against the wall hard enough to make his palm ache. He took a breath, wondering if it might be for the best if that particular message never reached her. She’d made her choice. What point was there in trying to open up to her about what he was feeling? 
 “Hey,” said Effect. “Is this a bad time?” 
 “Kind of.” Will shrugged. “Not really. What do you want?” 
 Effect scratched his neck and took up a place leaning against the hallway across from Will. “I owe you an apology. I shouldn’t have gotten you involved in the way that I did.” 
 Will eyed the other man, turning over a suspicion seeded by his phrasing. “How much do you know about what happened last night?” 
 “Enough,” said Effect. “I know they went out on the boat and didn’t come back.” 
 “I made my own decisions,” said Will. “If you feel guilty for the part you played in the downfall of your friends, you shouldn’t.” 
 “One, they weren’t my friends anymore.” Effect counted off the first point on his finger. “Two, I think you underestimate just how wide-reaching my power is.” 
 “What’s that supposed to mean?” 
 Effect looked both ways down the hall before leaning into whisper range. “This is just how things usually go when I decide to get involved, try to make something happen. I shortened butterfly effect into my hero name, but it’s more like… ripples that I create. There is no such thing as mere coincidence when I’m around.” 
 “If your power is so all-reaching, why didn’t you just find a clean way to help those girls?” asked Will. 
 “Sometimes there isn’t one. Sometimes… the scope of the problem is far larger than what you see on the surface. There is a war raging in the background, not between supers, but… a greater force.” 
 The hair on Will’s neck stood up as he thought back to Genesis and the abomination’s cryptic words. Effect had a blue aura around him, similar to the ones he’d been seeing around supers when they used their powers, but more intense. The small man gave him a knowing smile and nodded his head fractionally. 
 “Anyway, you really should go wait outside the conference room,” said Effect. “They’re going to want to talk to you once they finish with your mother. You’re welcome, by the way.” 
 “…What?” 
 Effect had already started off and didn’t look back or reply. Will tried to parse through what he’d just been told while appreciating the young man in a new light. 
 A dangerous light. If he was telling the truth about his power, he was someone to keep an eye on. 






CHAPTER 51

   
 Ice Nine was standing at the door to the conference room when Will arrived back. He gave a slightly pained smile and gestured for him to come in. 
 “William,” said Ice. “If you don’t mind, I have a few questions for you about yesterday. If you could come right on in.” 
 “Alone?” asked Will, noticing that Rue and Jess were already sitting at the table within the room. 
 “If you prefer, but given the nature of this discussion, it might make sense for your family to know sooner, rather than later.” 
 He nodded, feeling a cold, twisting feeling take hold of his gut. Even if Ice Nine was simply asking questions, raising the implication, it would absolutely break Jess’s heart. She might even connect the incident here back to Decay, put all the pieces together at once, and realize how much he’d been hiding. 
 He was surprised to find Galaxy Maiden wasn’t at the table, too. It was just Ice Nine and Pulse Master as representatives of the board, and the latter looked well on his way toward dozing off into a midmorning nap. 
 “Hey,” whispered Jess, smiling at him. “I passed my review! I’m going to be reinstated at my previous rank and even secured a housing allotment to help us find a new place.” 
 “That’s awesome!” he said. “I’m so happy for you.” 
 And he was, though it was a drop in the bucket compared to the mountain of budding despair over the direction this meeting was about to go in. Ice Nine cleared his throat and tapped his papers on the desk, straightening the pile. 
 “This is in regard to a few… anomalies in your conduct that have been reported over the past few days,” said Ice. “The incident between you and Liz Laser during the reception party. Your unsportsmanlike behavior during the challenge fight with Complex. We even had a report of you, ahem, frolicking on one of our beaches. Regardless of what the sign may say, I can assure that it is not, in fact, a nude beach.” 
 Will suppressed a cynical chuckle and tried to remain respectful as he waited for the other shoe to drop.  

This it. This is the end.

 “With that said, the evaluations of your combat display by some of my fellow board members hold your skills in high regard,” said Ice Nine. “Especially Executive Director Astroman. Taking their opinions into account, you pass your review with flying colors.” 
 “I was under review?” asked Will. 
 Ice Nine chuckled. “And a sense of humor, to boot! You qualify to be reinstated as a hero, albeit at a junior level, and contingent on continuous positive approval from your probation officer. I believe you still need to be assigned a new one, yes?” 
 Jess gasped and squeezed his shoulder, fingers tightening to an almost painful degree. Rue started laughing and hugged herself into him from the side. Pulse Master let out the first rumble of a snore. 
 “Sorry, hold on a second,” said Will, holding up his hand. “You’re saying that my suspension has been… lifted?” 
 “Yes, assuming you can behave yourself,” said Ice Nine. “You simply need to submit an application for recertification to the CA registration administration office and receive a new standard assignment.” 
 The words sounded far off, like something out of a dream. He remembered Effect’s parting words, the way he’d showed up with Cricket’s missing documents. 

You’re welcome.

 He wasn’t a hero. He’d killed their golden boy. Why did it feel as though every choice he made in life simply led to more lies, more deception? 
 “Oh, Will!” Jess was grinning from ear to ear. “This is so wonderful! I’m so happy for you!” 
 “I can give you a copy of the application to fill out right now, if you’d like,” said Ice Nine. 
 “I… need some time to think about it,” he said. 
 He felt Jess and Rue both tense at that, enthusiasm blunted by the tone of his voice. 
 “Yes, of course,” said Ice Nine. “The passing review will go through regardless. It’s simply a matter of paperwork if and when you decide to take up the mask again. It’s up to you.” 
 He slid two sheets of paper across to Will, one detailing his review, the other the blank application form, and gestured for him and his family to stand. As they were leaving, he came around to the other side of the table and reached out to shake Will’s hand. 
 “I would encourage you to fill out that application sooner, rather than later,” said Ice Nine. “We could use your help. In truth, we can use all the help we can get right now.” 
 Ice Nine squeezed his hand in a cold, hard grip, and there was a hint of desperation in both his voice and expression. Will nodded and turned to join Jess and Rue, ready to explain as much of what he was feeling to them as he could so they didn’t feel quite so blindsided by him needing to think it over. 
 Genesis stood in the doorway leading out to the hall. Will sucked in a breath, spinning to look for Ice Nine and Pulse Master. They were both frozen in place, and the world had a muted, saturated quality to it. 

“He sees what’s coming,” spoke the abomination. “Do you?”
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PART ONE: WHEREVER YOU GO, THERE YOU ARE










CHAPTER 1




 



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



“Damn it,” she muttered. “Come on.”



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



“You can’t be serious,” muttered Rue.



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



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



“Nobody say anything,” said Jess.



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



He reached and rubbed her shoulder and neck.



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



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



“Ideas?” she finally asked.



“Call for a tow,” suggested Will.



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



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



“And do what?”



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



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



“It beats getting out and pushing.”



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



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



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



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



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



“Perv,” said Rue.



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



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



“Stripping in the backseat of a car?”



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



“Everyone ready?” asked Relic.



“Hell yes,” said Will.



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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










CHAPTER 2




 



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



Apart from him.



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



“I believe so,” said Relic.



“I’m sold. Dibs on the first shower.”



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



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



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



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



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



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



“We’ll make it work.”



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



“I’ll come with,” said Rue.



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



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



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



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



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



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



“You have a storage unit,” said Rue.



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



“Probably,” she muttered.



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



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



“What? Not like a used mattress or anything. Nothing but the best for my storage unit.”
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A decent number of the storage units at the lot Will was renting from had been broken into. He was fearing the worst as he rounded the corner toward his, expecting his motorcycle, his penknife, his costume to all be stolen or ruined. His secrets to be compromised.



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



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



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



“One of my costumes,” he said.



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



“I guess we’ll find out.”



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



“What the hell was that?” asked Rue.



“Old members of my gang.”



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



 



***



 



FIVE YEARS EARLIER



 



“Anything else?”



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



“On top of the other three or…?”



“Make it an even four,” said Halberd.



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



Or not.



“Would you shut up?” shouted Lockpick.



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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










CHAPTER 4




 



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



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



“Did I ever say I wasn’t going to?”



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



“Ah,” said Will. “Oh.”



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



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



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



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



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



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



“Yeah, of course,” lied Will.



“May I see it?”



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



“He is super creepy,” said Rue.



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



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



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



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



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



“What were they doing there?” asked Jess.



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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










CHAPTER 5




 



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



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



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



Going it alone, free and uninhibited.



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



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



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



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



“Still trying to decide?”



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



“Something else?”



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



“William,” whispered Jess.



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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










CHAPTER 6




 



“You’re still up?”



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



“See something you like, LazerPlayer?”



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



“God, I love you,” he muttered.



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



“Better?” she whispered.



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



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



She trailed off as he started touching her.



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



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



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



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



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



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



“I win,” he said.



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



“Definitely.”



“Sooner, rather than later,” she added.



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



 










CHAPTER 7




 



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



“You’re welcome,” she said.



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



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



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



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



“How does soul searching involve pushing me away?”



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



“So this is about last night!”



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



I wonder what Genesis would say if I asserted that.



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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










CHAPTER 8




 



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



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



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



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



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



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



“Ready for what?”



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



Boobs. Big boobs.



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



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



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



“If you say so.”



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



“Only if you want to get off me.”



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



 










CHAPTER 9




 



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



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



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



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



“What about the bars?” he asked.



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



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



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



Hey
 , he texted.



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



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



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



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



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



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



“Not a real fight. Training session.”



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



“How have you been?” asked Will.



“I ate all my nightcrawlers,” said Charlie.



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



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



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



“None whatsoever.”



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



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



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



“Then why throw it out there?” 



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



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



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



 










CHAPTER 10




 



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



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



“Intensive,” he said. “I need a nap.”



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



Avery
 .



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



“You sound a little jealous.”



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



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



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



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



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



“You really mean that, don’t you?”



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



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



“Rue!” shouted Jess.



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



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



“Worse,” he said.



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



 



***



 



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



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



“You wanted to talk?” he said.



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



“What else?”



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



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



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



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



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



“So call her.”



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



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



“LP?” called Jess. “Where’d you go?”



“Looks like I’m needed,” he said.



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



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



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



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



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



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



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










CHAPTER 11




 



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



“Yes?”



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



“So what are we having?”



“Spaghetti and meatballs.”



“That sounds normal enough.”



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



“A few hundred times, here and there.”



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



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



“I’ll stop when I hear her coming.”



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



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



“Is it too salty?” asked Jess.



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



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



“You look fine, sweetie,” said Jess.



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



“Raincheck on movie night?”



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



“No prob.”



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










CHAPTER 12




 



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



“What?” she called.



“It’s me,” he said.



“I’m shaving right now, LP. Go away!”



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



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



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



“I don’t think it is.”



“You don’t
 think
 it is?”



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



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



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



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



Where does she get off acting so high and mighty?



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



“Just like that?” asked Will.



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



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



“We’ll see.”



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



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



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



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



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



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



Surprisingly… it was Mist.



Hey
 , she texted.
 Where are you right now?



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



“What services, exactly?”



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



“What’s your name?” boomed Glass.



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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










CHAPTER 13




FIVE YEARS EARLIER



 



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



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



“That’s him.”



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



“Has bail been set?”



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



“Yeah. They want fifty grand for bail.”



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



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



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



“That was last night. This is today.”



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



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



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



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



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



“What do you mean, a while?”



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



Lockpick exhaled. “I do.”



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



“Lockpick! LP!”










CHAPTER 14




 



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



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



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



Will chuckled and let his fingers brush hers.



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



“And?”



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



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



“That’s a good question.”



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



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



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



“Ye of little faith,” he said.



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



“Still staying at that hotel?” he asked.



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



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



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



“Didn’t your house burn down?”



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



“Goodnight, Mist.”










CHAPTER 15




 



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



“Out late tonight, LP?” asked Jess.



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



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



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



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



“That’s different,” said Jess.



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



Look at me, texting you first this time.



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



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



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



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



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



Tit for tat,
 read her caption.



I forgot how hot you were
 , he texted back.



No you didn’t :-P



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



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



Come over
 , he texted.



Lol, what?



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



“The three of us, yeah.”



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



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



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



“Nope.”



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



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



“This could end badly,” she whispered.



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



“What if I did?”



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



“Fuck, Pick,” whispered Mist.



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



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



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



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



“Pick!” she whimpered.



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



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



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



“I’m fine!” he said, too quickly.



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



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



“I don’t know. I just woke up.”



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



“I should probably go,” whispered Mist.



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



“I notice you didn’t address my point.”



She chewed her lower lip, looking away from him. Will wrapped his arms around her, wondering how she was going to answer, what she was thinking.



“Come to me first,” she finally whispered. “Get permission.”



“Permission to have a girl over?” he said, frowning. “As a grown man?”



“I won’t say no, Will,” said Jess. “But I would prefer to know about what’s going on. To talk to you about it. Make sure that your needs aren’t leading you off track.”



“That’s… reasonable.” Will slid his hands lower, cupping her ass through the kimono. It was so thin that it barely even felt like anything, the heat and softness of her perfect body bleeding right through.



“Generous, I’d say,” said Jess. “We’re in this together. As a family. As heroes. I just want you to be more open in talking to me about what you need.”



He nodded, letting his fingers curl around her thigh. Jess cleared her throat, grabbed his wrist, and moved it up to her waist. He smirked and kissed her once on the cheek and then once on the lips.



“I believe you still owe me a movie date,” he said.



“Don’t worry,” she said. “I’ll let you cash it in, though you shouldn’t call it a date. Now let’s get you set up to sleep tonight.”










CHAPTER 16




 



No further fun was had that night. Will slept on the floor across the living room from the couch. He and Mist shared a few whispered words, and he was relieved to find her in good spirits about the whole affair.



“Your mom is super scary when she’s mad,” she whispered.



“I can see why she would be to you,” he said. “She’s just worried about me.”



“Possessive of you, more like,” said Mist. “But I get it. Especially now that you’re back to being a hero. We probably should have been a little quieter.”



“We probably should have,” he said. “Still worth it.”



“Totally. As long as your family doesn’t end up completely hating me.”



He woke up the next morning to a situation that he really didn’t want to deal with. Jess was serving breakfast. Mist and Rue were sitting at opposite ends of the counter.



“Good morning, LP,” said Jess, as he reluctantly made his way over. “I invited Misty to eat breakfast with us.”



“Oh, awesome,” he said, smiling through a wince.



“She’s done a great job of enduring Mom’s interrogation,” commented Rue.



“I am not interrogating her!” said Jess. “I’m just curious. The college program she mentioned sounds fascinating.”



“Sumerian Mythology,” said Mist. “It’s, um… very interesting to study.”



He took a seat at the counter as Jess fixed him a plate, dreading the next few minutes. The last thing he needed on top of Jess’s established concerns was having her realize that the girl he was seeing moonlighted as a villainess.



There was a knock at the door. Jess hurried over and welcomed in the last person Will would have ever invited to breakfast.



“Mr. Gall,” said Jess. “Come right on in. Will, your new probation officer is here.”



“That is so awesome,” he said, shaking his head.



Mist snorted. Rue mouthed the words
 total prick
 , and the two girls broke into muffled giggles.



“William,” said Sebastian. “I received the first report regarding your… educational training. Your
 instructor
 thinks you have real promise, but still lack focus.”



Sebastian’s eyes flicked toward Mist again, and it was clear that he was speaking guardedly in front of her.



“I wasn’t aware that she was reporting to you on our sessions,” said Will.



“You should know that I’ll be seeking out reports from everyone you interact with in a professional capacity.” Sebastian frowned at Mist. “Who is this?”



“LP’s girlfriend,” said Rue, with the slightest tinge of annoyance.



“I prefer the term sex buddy,” said Mist.



“I hope you realize that your probation and current
 employment
 status take priority over… gallivanting around town and engaging in pointless dalliances.”



“He does,” said Jess sharply. “I’ve already talked to him about that and, in my opinion, it falls outside the extent of your responsibility, Mr. Gall.”



Sebastian looked ready to snap back with his own artificially polite barb, but he also seemed to realize whom he was speaking to. “I’m simply emphasizing how important it is for William to maintain a personal life suitable for his… current circumstances.”



“That actually sounds worse, doesn’t it?” asked Rue. “It’s almost like you’re implying that she’s too slutty for him to date or something.”



“Thanks for the interpretation, Rue,” said Mist, with narrowed eyes.



“We’re in the middle of breakfast, Mr. Gall,” said Jess, clearly out of patience. “If you don’t mind?”



“Of course. William, you will be undergoing more, ah,
 employment training
 this morning. Your instructor is on her way here. I expect you to follow her every word and take her advice seriously.”



Almost no sooner than Sebastian Gall made his way out the door, Miss Mass was there in his place. Jess and Miss Mass stood by the door, talking in whispered voices, no doubt about him. Will finished the last of his breakfast and stood up, beyond ready to get started with his day.



“Looks like my ride is here,” said Will. “Do you want to head down with me, Mist?”



“
 Misty
 , you mean?” said Rue, eyes flicking toward Jess and Miss Mass.



“Whatever,” he said.



“Actually, Rue and I were going to head into town together,” said Mist. “I have to borrow some of her clothing anyway since, well… you know. I showed up in only a robe last night.”



Rue made a grossed-out face. Will stared at the two of them, confused at why they’d be spending time together. They weren’t really fans of each other, last time he’d checked, and they didn’t seem to be on the best of terms then and there, either.



“What are the two of you up to?” he asked.



“None of your business!” snapped Rue.



Mist laughed and blew him a kiss. He walked over to Jess and Miss Mass. He was taller than both of them, but still felt the weight of their presence, two powerful heroines at the helm of the CA’s presence in the city.



“Go grab your stuff,” said Miss Mass. “Everything you’d normally need for a daytime outing.”



“Everything?” asked Will.



“Today’s your stress test,” said Jess, with a forlorn expression. “She’s going to be making sure you’re completely ready to get started.”



“I’ll put him through his paces, Jess,” said Miss Mass. “Don’t worry.”



“I really feel as though I should also be a part of this,” said Jess. “Especially for today.”



“I’ll bring him back in one piece,” said Miss Mass. “It’ll be fine.”



He went to grab his costume, somewhat stifled by the amount of feminine energy in the air within the apartment. He almost made the mistake of grabbing his saddlebag, the one with his Decay costume and various weapons within it, but stopped himself at the last second.



“All set?” asked Miss Mass.



“Good to go.” Will hugged Jess and kissed her on the cheek. “See you later today.”



“Do your best,” said Jess. “I love you, Will.”



He took one last look at the tiny apartment, Rue and Mist still looking mutually annoyed by one another, Jess as she began clearing plates from the counter. He appreciated how lucky he was to have so many people who cared about him.










CHAPTER 17




 



“We’ll both be in costume today,” said Miss Mass. “Put yours on and meet me out back.”



Will nodded, still pushing Miss Mass’s dog Andy back as he aggressively tried to hump his leg. Miss Mass disappeared into her bedroom. He took the bathroom, quickly changing into the costume which had become adult Lockpick’s new aesthetic.



It still felt strange putting it on, nostalgic, but also fresh and alien. Despite having originally been Halberd’s alternate costume, it fit Will like a glove. Even the color scheme, the black and grey base with the red five on the chest, felt like it reflected the experiences of his life, the darkness of his time on the run and in prison.



He looked at himself in the mirror with his eye mask on. It felt more like looking at a hero in third person, seeing somebody else’s costumed visage, somebody else’s muscles rippling underneath the tight fabric. But it was him, it was all him, an image he needed to live up to if he was ever going to truly be a hero.



“I’m going to head into the backyard,” called Miss Mass. “Come right out when you’re…
 whoa
 .”



He’d come out of the bathroom before she’d finished her sentence. Miss Mass was also in costume, a black and silver body suit with a short cape, along with a two-toned mask that covered the upper half of her face. She looked younger suited up, surprisingly fit and attractive for her age. She matched his attention, looking him up and down, and then down and up as her eyes took in the tight fit of his costume.



“I take it you approve?” he asked.



“It’s a nice match for your build,” she said, with a curious smile. “If you’re not careful, they’re going to enlist you in one of those
 Heroic Hunk
 calendars the CA sells for their fundraisers.”



“Which I’m sure you buy every year.”



Miss Mass snorted. “Not ever, but supposing you were in one looking like this, I might be tempted.”



“Why do I get the feeling that you’ve done a few calendars yourself?”



She turned around, walking onto the grass, watching him over one shoulder. “A few. I was young and wild once, you know.”



“I wouldn’t mind getting a look at that wild side.”



“Not happening. Your mother warned me about you, Lockpick, flattered as I am by the attention.”



He chuckled and followed her into the backyard. “I completely understand. You wouldn’t want to end up stepping on the toes of such an intimidating and powerful heroine.”



“If you don’t watch yourself, I’ll be stepping on your toes today,” she said. “Now get ready. Did you bring your lockpick?”



“I did.”



“Get it out,” said Miss Mass. “I want to see for myself how you fight with a weapon.”



He hesitated as he reached for it, unwanted memories fraying at the edges of his vision. Cutting off Benny Smoke’s arm. Slitting Complex’s throat. He’d done it all with his lockpick, a “hero’s weapon,” without even blinking an eye.



“Come on,” said Miss Mass, snapping her finger. “I saw the combat footage from your fight with that kid Complex. I know you can do things with it that go beyond its appearance. It’s an impressive tool in your hands.”



“That’s true, but I try to avoid using it unless I’m backed into a corner,” he said. “I prefer to fight with my fists.”



“What you prefer has no bearing on what you need to train. You could end up facing an opponent that backs you into a corner on your very first patrol. I need to know that when push comes to shove, you’re ready to push back
 hard
 .”



He nodded and flicked his arm out sideways, letting the lockpick slide from within his sleeve into his grip. Miss Mass nodded and fell into a combat crouch.



“I’m using my power to turn my density up,” said Miss Mass. “My skin is harder than steel. You don’t have to worry about hurting me, in case that’s the source of your hesitation.”



It was, and he did. He knew for a fact that his power would beat hers. He had no intention of using his power, but sometimes his reflexes kicked in and it just happened. Caution was the name of the game. Today, he would absolutely be holding back.



They circled each other, costumed warriors moving to a chorus of chirping birds in the nearby trees. He watched Miss Mass’s eyes rather than her hands, seeing the way her focus flitted between the lockpick and the rest of him.



She took it seriously as a weapon, treating it with the respect it deserved, which surprised him. In terms of her ability to resist the average knife or sword, Miss Mass was invincible, but not once did she attempt to use the bulwark of her power to simply endure his strikes. She dodged and weaved, sneaking punches that left instant bruises against his body each time he left himself open, which wasn’t often, to be fair.



“Faster,” said Miss Mass. “Speed is your advantage, Lockpick. You don’t have the sustainability that some of your opponents will. You need to disable them before they kill you.”



He sped up, though not to his limit, slashing at her in ways that would have easily taken out most unprepared opponents. It was hard to tell whether she’d done her homework on him or was simply that good. She was shockingly fast, given the nature of her power.



He did score hits evenly with her, and they traded back and forth for the entire session, stopping to breathe every few minutes. Will was soaked with sweat when they finally took a break for the afternoon.



“What have you learned?” asked Miss Mass.



“Good question,” he said. “I suppose I learned not to assume anything about how my opponent is going to fight simply because I know their power.”



“That’s only half of the lesson.” Miss Mass took her mask off and wiped sweat from her brow. “I looked into you ahead of time, Lockpick. I’m not really interested in finding out what happens if your lockpick touches me or even my costume, so I did my best to dodge, despite my own power. The point is to understand your opponent’s abilities better than they understand yours.”



He nodded, recognizing the truth in that. It was a lesson that applied equally well to Decay as it did to Lockpick. Nobody really knew the complete extent of what Decay could do, only the damage he’d previously left in his wake.



Miss Mass’s phone rang from where she’d set it down on the patio. She jogged over, picked it up, and grew serious.



“I have to take this,” she said. “Just a minute.”



She turned and took a few more steps away, speaking in a quiet tone. Will could only overhear a few scant words of her side of the conversation, but it was clear she was speaking to somebody she respected.



Probably Jess
 , he thought.
 Calling just to check in and make sure I haven’t done anything wild.



“Yeah, he’s right here,” said Miss Mass as she walked toward him, holding out her phone. “It’s for you.”



“Jess?” he guessed.



“Ah, no. It’s… Galaxy Maiden.” She passed him the phone. “I’ll be inside.”



He brought it to his ear slowly, endless questions racing through his mind. “Hello?”



“I know it was you,” said Galaxy Maiden.



Well, that answers just about all of them.



 









PART TWO: OTHER SIDE










CHAPTER 18




 



A chill ran up the edge of Will’s spine, death’s hand tickling his insides. “Excuse me? You know
 what
 was me?”



“My son is missing,” said Galaxy Maiden, in a voice more filled with cold fury than concern or worry. “Along with two of his closest friends.”



Fuck. Does she really know? How do I play this?



“I’m sorry to hear that,” said Will, not trying too hard to sound sorry. “Complex and I are old friends, as I’m sure you know. He was quick to welcome me back into the fold when I arrived at the Lighthouse. To share his secrets with me.”



Translation – Anything happens to me, and your son’s legacy will be one of rape and abuse, a cautionary tale of superpowered privilege. Galaxy Maiden’s pause told him that the message had been received, the threat comfortably skipping through the space between words.



“I was hoping you would be more forthcoming than that, but it makes no difference,” she said. “I plan on dealing with you personally. There will be no CA involvement, no trial, no imprisonment.”



“You assume too much, but I wish you the best of luck with tracking down whoever is responsible,” said Will coldly. “It seems as though anyone capable of taking on your son and his friends would be quite dangerous.”



“Relic and I have always hated each other. I’m looking forward to seeing her grieve as I grieve.”



Will hung up the phone with a trembling hand and slowly exhaled a vulnerable breath. That short, succinct phone call was legitimately up there with the scariest moments of his life… but he was used to being scared. The mother of a man he’d killed had called him, but he’d killed many men before.



He forced himself to think, to pull back the veil of terror with the facts that mattered. He’d seen Jess fight Galaxy Maiden, push her to the point of using her full strength. She was fast, but she didn’t have true super speed. She could bolster herself with starlight, use starlight for attacks, swing a spear, and of course, fly.



Could she kill him? Most definitely. But again, he’d fought against supers who could kill him before and won. He wasn’t without advantages, namely, the fact that she didn’t have a true sense of his abilities, and that was a massive advantage. The more he thought about it, the more he liked his odds.



The fact that she was a sitting member of the Champion Authority’s Board of Directors was a bit of a wild card. She couldn’t kill him openly without massive repercussions, but the position opened up so many different ways for her to lure him into a trap or come at him alone. Hell, she could simply
 assign
 him a mission that meant certain death if she wanted, though it might take securing a few votes from her fellow directors.



He wasn’t going to take her lightly, but the fact that she wasn’t going through the CA’s internal legal system in her quest for justice was a boon in its own right. Hell, he almost preferred having her murderous gaze turned his way over the stress of a proper investigation.



Almost.



Miss Mass was smiling as she came back out, and he handed her phone to her. “Looks like you’re already getting attention from high places. Bodes well for your career.”



“Yeah,” he said, with a dark chuckle. “I suppose we’ll see.”



She took him out to get food, insisting he’d earned some fast food after the intense sparring they’d undergone. When Will started to grab his normal clothes to change out of his costume, she shook her head.



“You need to get used to being a hero in public again,” she said. “Interacting with the community is also part of your job.”



It was a fair point, but damned if Will didn’t feel outright conspicuous walking into a Five Guys while in full costume. The teenagers behind the counter were awed by both him and Miss Mass, a clean split along gender lines in how the guys and girls went about stealing glances at them.



They ordered their food and sat down. Will ate mostly in silence, still turning over the repercussions of his conversation with Galaxy Maiden. He finished his burger and was munching on his fries when Miss Mass got up to use the bathroom.



He heard a familiar voice behind him and looked over his shoulder to see Bonespur and a young woman walking into the fast food joint together. Bonespur hesitated when he saw him, perhaps taking a moment to recognize him in costume, or perhaps remembering their last encounter. The redheaded villain did eventually saunter over, glaring and looking for trouble.



“Fry?” Will held one up to him, in the mood for what he knew was coming.



Bonespur snatched it from his hand, threw it on the ground, and stepped on it.



“You have to clean that up!” shouted a very loud young woman from behind the restaurant’s counter.



Bonespur’s face flushed and he swore under his breath, stooping to scrape the squished fry up from where it had been flattened to the tile floor.



“Don’t worry, I got another one for you,” said Will. “Have a seat. Let’s talk.”



“Why the fuck would I listen to you?” snapped Bonespur. “Why don’t I just kill you now?”



Will chuckled and leaned forward, close enough to whisper to him without embarrassing him in front of his lady friend. “Because you can’t. Now, either sit down, turn around, or attack me and get your ass kicked. Your choice.”



Bonespur struggled with the decision for a good five seconds before sliding a chair out with an exaggerated screech and dropping into it with overwide posture. “What the fuck do you want to say to me, Pick?”



Will nibbled on a fry, impressed by how warm it still was. “What’s your endgame? You’re what… two, three years younger than me? Where do you see yourself when you’re my age?”



“Is this some kind of trick question?” Bonespur snorted and kicked one of the table legs. “I’ll still be with the Power Realists. Despot’s going to show the world the way things have to be.”



“I didn’t ask about Despot or the Power Realists. I asked about you.”



“You aren’t my friend. You don’t give a shit about me. I’m not playing this game.”



“The door is right there,” said Will, gesturing. “You’re free to go. You’re free to attack me. You are your own person, and you’re free to make your own decisions.”



Bonespur sneered at him. Will snorted and waggled a fry in his face.



“This is exactly how you should be reacting, just for the wrong reasons,” said Will. “I tell you that you’re free to decide how to react to encountering me, and even though you know you are, you feel like it’s a trick. And it totally is. We both know that if Despot, or even Glass, were here right now, you’d have no choice about whether to take on a fight that would be suicide for you.”



He held Bonespur’s gaze until the younger man looked away, making sure he understood the truth of it.



“You sure you don’t want some fries or something?” offered Will.



“Whatever.” Bonespur grabbed a decent handful and went to town. His female companion had moved to stand in line, shooting a curious glance over at the two of them every few seconds.



“Despot is going to get you killed,” said Will. “Just a matter of time. I might well be the one who kills you, and no, that’s not a threat. Just reality.”



“I’ll die for the cause if I have to,” said Bonespur. “I believe in what he’s doing.”



“Do you? It’s easy to believe something when everyone else around you believes it. When your
 brothers
 believe it. Doesn’t even matter what it is, or what you’re doing. I was there. I know.”



“I’ve thought about it,” said Bonespur. “Supers are already in control of the parts of the world that matter. Despot is just pointing out the natural order, giving us a chance to stand where we belong.”



“Tell that to the girl you’re with,” said Will. “See what she thinks of it. She’s not a super, is she? She’s one of the
 lambs
 , as Despot would say. Tell her that. Better yet, bring her into the collapsed district and have her meet some of the guys. See what happens.”



“Nothing would happen!” snapped Bonespur. “Fuck you, Pick. You’re so full of shit.”



“You’re so close, but so far.” Will leaned forward, staring at the other man through his eye mask. “They’re using you. If you don’t figure out a way to dig your feet in a little, here and there… I probably will end up killing you.”



He said the words the same way he felt them, more sad and resigned than an active threat. Bonespur swallowed a mouthful of fries and absently shook his head.



“I thought heroes didn’t kill people,” muttered Bonespur.



Will chuckled. “Funny how that tends to work in practice.”



He tilted the fry container toward the other man, who reached in to fish around for the last few. Miss Mass appeared from the hallway, and Will quickly stood up, moving to avert a potential encounter that might spiral out of his control.



“Friend of yours?” asked Miss Mass.



“Nope,” said Will. “Just some guy.”










CHAPTER 19




 



“That’s all for today?” asked Will.



Miss Mass had parked her car outside Avery’s apartment.



“I have to go out on patrol later,” said Miss Mass. “I would recommend you do some follow-up training or study work. Whatever helps keep you in the mindset of being a hero.”



“I’m sure I’ll think of something.”



A jaunt out as Decay to see what’s next with the Power Realists.



“You really share that tiny apartment with both Relic and Webcam?” asked Miss Mass. “How do the three of you manage?”



“We’re still working the kinks out,” he said. “It takes a certain kind of mindset. Lots of bumping into each other and boundary invasions.”



“Sounds like fun,” said Miss Mass dryly.



“Why don’t you come up for a minute?” he asked. “Jess might be home. I feel like I owe you a beer anyway, since you bought lunch.”



He was expecting her to say no and was plenty surprised when she nodded.



“Sure,” she said. “I’m sure your mom will have a few questions for me about how your training went, all things considered.”



He brought her upstairs and inside. Miss Mass took a seat at the counter as he pulled out two beers and passed her one.



“Got an opener?” she asked.



“I’m surprised you can’t do it with your power,” he said, smirking. “Shouldn’t fingers of infinite density be able to flick aside pesky bottle caps?”



“Only if you don’t mind me snapping off the tip.”



“Allow me.” He opened his own beer with his lockpick and then did Miss Mass’s as she extended it to him. She wasn’t ready for the ease of the motion and jerked the bottle in a way that spilled a fair amount of suds onto his chest.



“Whoops!” she said. “Ooh, and on your costume. I am so sorry.”



“It’s fine,” he said.



“Here, let me.” She grabbed a dish towel from the counter and started wiping his chest. “Jesus, you really do have some decent muscles under here.”



“Right back at you,” he said. “Is it rude for me to ask just how much is natural and how much is your power?”



Miss Mass cleared her throat. “My
 breasts,
 you mean?”



Will nodded, smirking as he stared. She didn’t seem put off by the attention, more just reluctant to do anything about it. Kind of like Jess could be sometimes, but with more potential for it to lead somewhere unpredictable.



“I can make them as soft or hard as I want,” she said, in a quiet voice. “It’s not a challenge for me to, well, you know. Firm them up a bit against the passage of time.”



“The passage of time has got nothing on your body, power or no.”



“Are you hitting on me, Lockpick?”



“There’s no right answer to that question, is there?” he said, still smiling.



“I don’t know.” Miss Mass’s expression took on that unpredictable edge he’d sensed earlier. “Is there?”



She rubbed the dish towel slightly lower along his costume, briefly touching his abs. Will was in the middle of taking a step closer to her when the door opened and Jess walked in.



“Oh!” Jess blinked, taking in the scene of them standing so close together. “I didn’t realize the two of you were planning on coming back here.”



“Yes, um…” Miss Mass pulled her hand back from Will. “We’d just finished. Your son was kind enough to offer me a beer.”



“Yes, he can be very kind when he’s in the mood,” said Jess.



Miss Mass finished her beer with an impressive swig and waved a hand at the door. “I was just on my way out. Lockpick, same time tomorrow unless otherwise noted.”



“Looking forward to it,” he said. “Now that we’ve gotten the basics out of the way, we can go straight into action.”



Miss Mass said a quick goodbye to Jess and quickly made her way out of the apartment. Jess waited for a few seconds after the door had closed before folding her arms and turning to frown at him.



“What?” he asked.



“Are you expecting her to go easy on you if you flirt with her?”



“Don’t be ridiculous,” he said. “She’s old enough to be my…”



He trailed off, realizing how hollow that argument would ring in Jess’s ears, of all people.



“This is one of the many reasons why it would make so much more sense for me to be the one in charge of your apprenticeship,” she said, with a sigh. “I know you and your ways. Miss Mass is, in my opinion, uniquely unprepared for the
 challenge
 you’re going to pose.”



“I have no idea what you’re talking about,” he said, waving his hand. “She’s a good teacher. Honestly, I’m learning a lot. She hasn’t been going easy on me. I still have the remnants of a black eye to attest to that.”



“This isn’t a game, Will,” said Jess. “Take this seriously. Take
 her
 seriously, as a person and not just a new target for your… energy.”



“I am,” he said. “Look, I know you really wanted to be my mentor on this, but does it matter who takes on that role if I still get there in the end? I already told you that I have no intention of joining her team.”



Jess sighed and sank down onto the couch. “I know. You’re right. I just… I can’t tell you how much I love seeing you like this. I want to capture these memories as much as I did back when you were little, the way you are when you’re learning new things.”



“I think we need to spend some time together,” he said. “You and me, right here, right now. Let’s have our movie date.”



“It’s not a date,” said Jess, fighting a smile, “but that sounds really nice, and I’d like that. Are you planning on taking your costume off first?”



“I’m mostly naked underneath, but sure.”



Jess laughed and threw a pillow at him. “You are such a pain.”



“What if I have to spring into action to save some poor, forlorn maiden in danger?” he asked. “Evil can strike at any time, from any direction.”



He made a show of searching the room for imaginary enemies, sucking in a breath like he’d seen one. Jess gasped as he scooped her up in his arms, briefly grabbing his bicep so tight that one of her fingernails almost dug in.



“I… didn’t realize you were so strong,” she said.



“Of course, I’m strong, ma’am. I am a hero, after all.”



“Ma’am?” Jess quirked her mouth sideways.



“
 Miss
 . Now allow me to get you to safety!”



She laughed as he ran around the room, dodging nonexistent enemies and attacks, and then pushed through the door into the bedroom. He tossed her onto the bed, still pantomiming the intense fight to get her safe against evil.



Jess was loving it, and she didn’t stop him as he smoothly shifted from pretending to shield her with his heroic body to kissing her with his heroic lips, touching her with, well, admittedly less than heroic hands.



“
 Lockpick
 ,” she whispered, tracing the crimson five and his pectoral muscles underneath. “My hero.”



He kissed her neck and slid his hand between her legs. She had on a pair of black workout leggings, and he could feel the soft flesh of her thighs as though the boundary layer wasn’t even there.



“Now, that’s not quite a heroic deed,” she whispered.



“I think my deeds speak for themselves.”



Jess crossed her legs and propped her head up on a crooked arm, expression severe. “How would your girlfriend feel about you frolicking with some innocent maiden?”



“She prefers the term ‘sex buddy.’”



“William Carrol!”



“What?” He slid in close, grinding his cock into her ass, breathing on her neck. “She does. That’s what we are to each other.”



“That’s… mmm.”



“You saw for yourself last night.”



Jess glared at him, but it was forced, almost comical. “You’re sure the two of you were completely safe?”



“I already told you I used a condom. Avery has plenty here.”



She made a little growling noise, clearly annoyed by him knowing where the condoms were in this particular apartment as well. “You are just too much. If you keep going like this, you’re going to get yourself into
 serious
 trouble.”



“Today I was the one getting you out of trouble, miss,” he said, voice somewhere between roguish and heroic.



She grabbed a fistful of the front of his costume and pulled him to her, kissing him hard on the lips. He wondered if she was thinking about something other than how wrong what they were currently doing was. Him and Mist under that blanket last night, the couch sweaty and creaking on the floor? Him and Avery, on this very same bed, no less, fucking like teenagers with an itch to scratch?



“Oh…” moaned Jess. “Why do you want me so badly?”



She rolled onto her stomach, pushing her butt ever so slightly into the air, as if maybe, just maybe, this was the time.



“Jess,” he whispered. “I’m… getting a condom.”



“Don’t you dare!” She grabbed his wrist, holding him in place with a gentle, superstrength-enforced grip. “LP… I don’t understand you. I love you
 so much
 , but this is just so wrong. What kind of woman would I even be if I let you…?”



She trailed off. Will started pulling her pants down, but she stopped him again and he let up, content to just rock forward, hump himself into her. A single thrust inside her would have been enough to make him blow, he was sure of it.



“You’re the woman I love,” he said. “The woman who raised me, who took care of me, taught me everything I needed to know. I don’t know why I want to so badly, but I just do… even if it’s wrong.”



“Thank you for admitting it, at least,” she whispered. “It is wrong, Will. Wrong, and dirty, and impulsive… forbidden. It probably wouldn’t even be all that…”



Good
 was probably what she’d been about to say. Will slid his hand into her pants as she’d been strolling toward the end of her sentence, rubbing his index and middle fingers in a line across her damp panties.



She quivered and pushed her butt higher into the air for him. He didn’t waste a second, stripping off both the top and bottom part of his costume and getting his cock out of his boxers. He saw Jess’s eyes widen as it came into view, along with her defenses going back up. He needed a different strategy if he was going to properly seduce her.



“You know,” he whispered, still rubbing her panties. “Avery has some interesting stuff in the drawer next to her bed.”



“And just how would you know about that?” she asked.



He pulled her panties aside and briefly eased a finger into her. Jess leaned even more forward, bunching her body up and looking so lewd that he almost lost control.



He reached into Avery’s bottom bedside drawer. Everything was still there – a vibrator, massage oil, a set of fuzzy handcuffs, a bunch of unused condoms. He reached for the vibrator, turning it on as he brought it out.



“Not happening, mister,” she said. “I prefer the real thing to toys, and
 that’s
 not happening, either.”



“Hold on,” he said, still bringing the vibrator toward her body. “What if I just…?”



She moved the second before he touched her thigh with it, pushing him down flat on his back and reaching across him to the drawer. The fuzzy cuffs came out, and she put them on him before her could stop her. They were a toy, and he knew that he could snap out of them if he really wanted to.



Did he
 really
 want to?



“That’s better,” said Jess. “Finally. Some breathing room. Let’s see what else is in here.”



“Condoms,” he said playfully.



“I believe the decision is mine.”



“Because I let you have it,” he said.



Jess smirked and held his gaze. “Because you love me.”



And he did, utterly and completely.



She got up and, with eager steps, ran off into the living room.



“What are you doing?” he called.



“Grabbing a towel.”



She also ditched most of her clothing, coming back in just bra and panties. Will smiled as he watched her grab the massage oil and open the bottle.



“You look tense, LP,” she said, in a sultry voice. “How about I give you a massage?”



“That sounds perfect,” he said, leaning his head back.



Their teasing had gone on for too long and his balls were starting to ache. Watching her with a devious smile on her face, eager to get him off and bring him relief, made him feel like he simply
 had
 to come as soon as possible.



She straddled his stomach and poured the massage oil onto his chest. Her smile waned slightly as the oil ran off his skin and onto the sheets.



“I suppose I’ll have to do a load of laundry after this,” she said. “At least now I don’t have to worry about you coming on the sheets.”



She reached around to give his cock a small squeeze with her hot, oil-slick fingers. Will groaned, more turned on by how she was talking than the brief moment of contact.



“You get so worked up, LP.” She slid downward, rubbing the oil across his body with her own skin. “Maybe you do need
 something
 like this. Someone to help you calm down.”



He nodded, staring in dumb silence as he felt her breasts drag along either side of his cock. She still had her bra on, but it hardly mattered with the oil. She kept going, his cock leaving a dab of oil or something else as it grazed her cheek.



“A nice massage to help you get all of the stress out,” she whispered, sliding up again. “As long as you behave, and ask nicely…”



Her thighs briefly rubbed against Will’s cock, and a small diagonal motion of her hips suddenly allowed the tip past her panties. She blinked, a far-off look taking over her expression as his erection tapped at the precipice of entering her.



“Whoops,” she said, with a shuddering breath. “Mmm, LP. You have to… be more careful.”



He jiggled the cuffs and smirked at her. This was the strategy, right here. She wanted control. Could she stay in control?



“I think we… need more oil,” whispered Jess.



She sank lower, briefly taking his tip into her before gasping and rolling sideways, her body curling and tensing almost as though even just that had been enough to get her off. Will felt her hand close on his tool, fingers closing like she was holding on for balance.



“Jess,” he whispered. “I need to come.”



“Of course, you do, sweetie,” she whispered, voice breathy. “No sex buddy on hand for you, so you’ll have to settle… for me.”



She took her bra off and began rubbing her upper body against his erection, pouring on more oil. The motion made lewd, slimy noises, but the sight was beautiful, transcendent. Jess, big breasts and nipples and even her lips and cheek rubbing against his cock, moving for his pleasure. She had this loving look in her eyes, this deep reassurance that she’d keep going as long as it took and never mind the mess.



“Jess!” He yanked at the cuffs, pulling one of his hands loose, and greedily grabbed at the back of her head.



Jess kept her lips closed, but that only made the result even dirtier as his cock spurted all over her face and hair. She kept moving, still rubbing her breasts and cheek into his erection as it soiled her with his seed.



They both had to catch their breath. The sexy kimono gown was on the floor next to the bed, and Will had to suppress a wave of memories as he watched Jess grab it and pull it on. He checked his phone, frowning as he noticed a missed call from Sebastian.



“My probation officer is on his way over here, I would assume,” he muttered.



“Mmm,” said Jess. “You should take a shower first.”



She walked him to the door. Will furrowed his brow.



“Are you going to stay in here?” he asked.



“I didn’t sleep well last night, no thanks to a certain someone and his
 sex buddy
 ,” she said. “I think I’ll take a nap.”



“Okay.” He kissed her on the cheek. “I love you.”



“I love you, too.”



He closed the door and faintly heard Jess locking it behind him. He stayed where he was for half a minute before pressing his ear back against it to listen.



From within the bedroom, the faint hum of an electric motor could clearly be heard, along with Jess’s soft, stifled moans.



She prefers the real thing… What a dirty little liar.



 










CHAPTER 20




 



Will was fresh out of the shower when Sebastian knocked at the door. He quickly threw on a pair of boxers and sweatpants and came out to open it, not thinking about the fact that he was shirtless until the other man was already inside.



“Ah,” said Sebastian. “You have tattoos. Why am I not surprised?”



“They’re from another life,” muttered Will.



“Another life in which you apparently considered the motto of the Power Realists to be worth permanently inscribing on your chest?”



“Yeah,” he replied curtly.



“Let me make one thing clear to you, Mr. Sorling. I consider the mindset of that group to be one of the most dangerous, toxic ideologies in existence. They’ve done more damage to the world and the people in it than few other super-associated organizations.”



“I know,” said Will. “Trust me, I know. I’m not a member anymore and, to be completely honest, they want to kill me because of it.”



The admission clearly caught Sebastian off guard. He frowned, eyeing Will as though unsure as to whether he believed him.



“Do the local heroes know of your past?” he asked. “If that is the case, you should make it clear so you have assistance to call on if you’re ever in danger.”



“Only my family knows, along with all my former inmates.”



“I should speak with Ms. Sorling about this.” Sebastian took a step toward the bedroom. “Is she home?”



“She’s in the middle of a much-needed nap,” said Will, with a chuckle. “She gets super irritable when her naps are interrupted, but I’m sure she’d be open to discussing it later.”



“Are you mocking me, Mr. Sorling?” asked Sebastian.



“What? No, of course not.”



“This is a serious matter,” he said. “Given the Power Realists’ current residence within Lancaster City itself, it may affect whether it’s even suitable for you to be working with the local heroes in such a close capacity.”



“If anything, it gives me
 more
 motivation to do my job,” said Will. “I know the men we’re up against. The heroes would be lacking any insight into their thinking without me.”



“Yes, well, all things considered, I don’t think it would be appropriate to simply take your word for it,” said Sebastian. “I will need to discuss this with Miss Mass and, when she’s better rested, Relic. For the time being, it would be prudent to reduce your role to more of a background capacity.”



Sebastian left without saying goodbye or anything else. Will gritted his teeth, feeling like he wanted to punch something.
 Someone
 , actually, though doing so would only make his situation that much more compromised.



“Ah.” Jess let out a sigh as she came out from the bedroom. “Did I just miss Mr. Gall?”



“Yeah,” said Will. He smiled as he looked at her, taking in her flushed face, a few dried bits of his seed still stuck in her hair, and the sexy kimono. “Feel better after your nap?”



“Much. It was
 just
 what I needed.”



“I bet,” he said.



“I’m going to take a shower and run some errands,” said Jess. “The community center has been acting as a temporary residence for unhoused youths in the time since the attack. I haven’t been involved and they understand, but I would still like to check in with them.”



“Sure,” he said. “Back in time for dinner?”



“I doubt it. I could pick something up to bring home later if you and Rue don’t want to fend for yourselves.”



“Sure,” he said. “Where is Rue, anyway?”



“Over at Becca’s. She should be home soon.”



“Alright. I’ll hang around here until she gets back.”



She kissed him on the cheek before slipping into the bathroom to get ready. Will took an actual nap on the couch, waking up as Jess slipped out through the door. Rue was home within the hour, noisily kicking off her shoes and making room for herself on the couch by his feet.



“That was quite the stunt you pulled last night,” she said. “I’m surprised Mom didn’t kill you, or at least ban Mist from the house.”



“I think she considered it, in both cases. You sure you’re not mad at me, too?”



“I know you too well to be mad at you for being the way that you are,” said Rue, with a sigh. "Just be more quiet next time. I don't like having your sex life thrust into my face in the form of crazy eyes and slutty blue hair.”



“You’re part of that sex life,” he said.



Rue made a face that made him wish he could take the comment back. He remembered the bounty and felt like it was as good a time to get answers as any.



“Can I ask you something?” he said.



“You can, though I feel like that question never leads to good places.”



He crossed his feet in her lap, sitting up a little. “Did you know about CamCasters’ new bounty feature?”



Rue blinked, hesitating long enough for her silence to be its own answer. “…Yeah.”



“Why didn’t you tell me about it?”



She shrugged. “Come on, LP. You know exactly why. You get hard for anything with a pulse, and throwing seven grand into the mix would be like pouring out gasoline beside an open flame.”



“The bounty for you to get banged is up to ten grand now.”



“That’s not my… wait, seriously?”



She took out her phone and opened the app, though her attention was split between him and the screen.



“Look… I want my first time to be special,” she said. “I know how corny that must sound to you with all your experience and your slutty little sex buddy, but…”



“Cammie, come on.” He shifted to sit next to her, holding one of her hands. “I completely understand. If you’re not comfortable, or if you want to save yourself for marriage… someone special… I wouldn’t blame you.”



“Seriously?”



“You’re my sister,” he said. “I want what’s best for you. I want you to have the kind of experiences in life that a smart, attractive, awesome young woman deserves.”



“That is not what I was implying, you dork,” she said.



He shook his head. “Okay, then what were you implying?”



“Jesus, LP, are you really going to make me say it?”



“Say what?”



“I…” She looked away, and then back at him, her brown eyes serious and vulnerable. “It’s yours if you want it. You know… my v-card. My first time.”



“If I want it?”



Of course he wanted it, but he could tell from her tone that it was an emotional thing for her.



“What I’m saying is…” She shrugged. “I want it to be you. I want my
 first time
 to be with you. God, that’s so messed up, but it’s not like I haven’t been thinking about it a lot… debating it with myself. I want it to be with you, but absolutely not on stream.”



He chuckled. Rue grabbed a pillow and hit him with it.



“You jerk!”



“I wasn’t laughing at you,” he said. “Well, okay, I was, but not at what you said. You’re just unbelievably cute sometimes.”



“Yeah, it’s just such a
 cute
 thing for me to tell my brother that I want him to pop my cherry.”



He cupped her cheek, let his thumb gently brush her lips. “Unbelievably cute, along with all sorts of fucked up.”



Rue cleared her throat. “Do you know when, um, Mom is going to be home?”



He winced. “She said sometime later, but didn’t specify whether that meant the evening or the night.”



Rue was quiet for a while. She gestured for him to slide over and lay down with her head in his lap. Will gently stroked her curly hair, content to just have her be close and comfortable.



“I’m also not sure if I’ll ever be comfortable having sex on stream,” she whispered. “It just feels like it might be going too far.”



“We’ve already done quite a bit on stream, Cammie.”



“Yeah, but real sex would be different.” She shrugged, still lying across him. “Or maybe not. What do I know? I’m still a virgin.”



“Hey, I’m not going to push you if you don’t feel up to it,” he said. “Money isn’t something we should make serious life decisions around, even if it is ten grand.”



“Closer to eleven now.” Rue had her phone out and angled it up for him to see the bounty info.



“How high do you think it’ll go before it tops out?”



“Depends on how badly a bunch of horny men on the internet want to see me get plowed.”










CHAPTER 21




 



“Alright, I’m headed out,” said Will, a few minutes later.



“What?” Rue frowned and pulled her head up off his lap. “To go where?”



“I’ve been infiltrating the Power Realists as Decay. They’re having some kind of recruitment test tonight.”



Rue sighed, looking annoyed, if not surprised. “What am I supposed to tell Mom?”



“Tell her I went on a date with Mist.”



Rue made a pouty face. “She might end up being more irritated by that than if you’d just dipped out without saying anything.”



“Then tell her I dipped out without saying anything.” He kissed Rue on both cheeks. “Thanks, Rue.”



“Be safe, LP.”



He took his Decay costume with him as he set out toward the junkyard, lamenting the loss of his motorcycle. The city was still in rough shape, and though he would have needed to be careful on the roads with the bike, it was still infinitely preferable to traveling on foot.



The sun was down by the time he got to the junkyard. He changed in an alleyway a block or so away, stripping off his normal clothing with haste and carefully putting on his costume. He’d arrived armed again, machete and penknife. Theoretically, they were weapons that the Power Realists might recognize, as he’d also taken them with him into the Exclusion Zone, so he resolved to keep them low until he absolutely needed them out.



Erik’s doubles were standing guard right where they had been last time. Will marveled at the way their initial reactions to him synced up with inhuman perfection, brows furrowing, curious smiles revealing faint, matching laugh lines.



“Another potential recruit returns,” said the double on the right.



“I don’t know whether I’m relieved to see that it’s you at the gate or disappointed,” said Will.



“You’re going to want to be careful tonight, Decay.”



“Of what?” He folded his arms, leaning into whispering distance.



“I can’t say,” said the double. “In part, it’s the same reason why I took this contract in the first place. Shit’s fucked.”



Neither double said anything more, and Will continued through the gate as it opened. Erik had never been one to exaggerate, which left him expecting to instantly walk into a scene of chaos, but the gathering was, if anything, more subdued than it had been the previous night.



He kept expecting to be called out, for someone to attack him from behind or strip his hood down, but it never happened. The other potential recruits including the teenager Glass had singled out all treated him with mutual respect, staying to themselves but not actively avoiding him.



Which wasn’t to say that there wasn’t anything of interest going on amid the gathering. Bonespur was standing next to the girl Will had seen him with when he’d gotten food with Miss Mass. He was talking to Glass, who made a joke Will couldn’t overhear and reached out to touch the girl’s face.



Bonespur’s face took on a dark edge, but he didn’t say anything, letting Glass turn the girl’s face left and right before giving a slow nod as though he’d just approved of the purchase of a horse. The Power Realists’ apparent interim leader climbed on top of one of the large trucks scattered throughout the junkyard and whistled through his teeth.



“Tonight is the night,” he shouted, once the crowd had quieted. “Put your tampons in. Strap your diapers on. We’re going on a little field trip outside the city. How far? Depending on who you ask, just a few minutes outside of town… or into hell itself.”



Glass let his words settle in as he paced across the roof of the truck. “That’s right. We’re playing capture the flag in the Exclusion Zone, boys and girls. Your objective is to head out beyond the fence, run to one of two predetermined points, grab a flag, bring it back. You do that, and you’re in.”



He started laughing, as did most of the tenured members of the gang. Will could sense the tension among the other recruits, some of them looking around as though they were reconsidering their desire to pledge their allegiance. Will wasn’t worried, given his previous experience in the Exclusion Zone, but something felt off about his old gang’s amusement.



“I’m a merciful man,” called Glass. “I’ll take it easy. Bit of a softie, don’t tell the big boss, but it’s true. If you want to walk away, now is your chance. The second we get in those trucks, you either come back with a flag or not at all. We won’t let you back through the fence without one. Clear?”



The crowd was silent.



“Am I fucking clear?” boomed Glass.



The recruits all shouted in response, minus Will.



 



***



 



They loaded up into the backs of two separate military-grade transport trucks, recruits sitting shoulder to shoulder. Will was in between Francisco, the teenager with the blood bending power, and a short-haired twenty-something with big boobs.



“I’ve never seen one of them before,” muttered Francisco. “The mutants. In person, I mean.”



“Then you were an idiot to agree to this,” said Will.



“You have?” The short-haired woman set a hand on his thigh. “Maybe we should stick together out there, then. Strength in numbers.”



“I’m not about to be chaperoning anyone else.” He brushed her hand off his leg and let his fingers curl around the handle of his machete.



“Be that way,” said the woman.



“I have to do this,” muttered Francisco. “I’m sick of sleeping in the streets. This is my way out. Me and my sister.”



“If you think this is a way out, then you need to seriously reconsider your choices.”



“Shut the fuck up back there,” boomed Gallop, the truck’s driver.



They were silent for the rest of the way, though it wasn’t a long drive. Lancaster City was within easy commuting distance of the Exclusion Fence. The trucks drove right up to one of the secondary gates, which normally would have had a handful of federal agents stationed at a guard post next to it.



They were still there, but calling them federal agents rather than compromised assets would have been giving them too much credit. Gallop ushered the potential recruits out of the truck, and Glass was doing the same with the group who’d ridden with him.



They were lined up in two rows at the gate. The clouds were out, making the sky unusually dark aside from the brief stretches in which the full moon managed to poke through the veil. The night felt off, and it took Will a moment to realize exactly why that was.



All of the sounds of normal nightlife are coming from this side of the fence. The crickets, the birds… it’s dead silent in the Exclusion Zone.



“And here we are,” said Glass. “No backing out now. If any of you try to run, I’m afraid I will have to order my men to chase you down and take you out. At this point, you either join or you die.”



Nobody said a thing. Glass made his way over to the guard tower and scaled the scaffolding, coming to a stop behind a large spotlight on a swivel set atop the observation post.



“Here’s a sneak preview of what you’ll be facing,” he called. “Don’t say I didn’t warn you.”



He swept the spotlight’s beam across the area of the Exclusion Zone nearest to the border. Will was familiar with the terrain: overgrown roads, abandoned buildings, the occasional rusted out car… but that wasn’t all Glass’s sneak preview revealed.



There were mutants there, predators that were hard to mark as once having been coyotes or wolves or large cats in the dead of night. Glass’s spotlight swept across three over the course of perhaps fifteen seconds, implying a density of monsters that was far beyond what Will had experienced during his own trip down the highway.



“Welcome to the gauntlet,” said Glass. “My recommendation is for you to run as fast as you can, and when you have to fight, don’t hold back. A lot of you are going to die, but that’s just life. That’s just the invisible hand of the market. Sink or swim… it’s up to you.”



He panned the spotlight deeper into the distance, perhaps half a mile southwest. “That’s where the red flags are. Everyone in the left line will be heading in that direction. And over here…” He brought the beam around the other way, revealing an old farmhouse slightly deeper in the Exclusion Zone. “…are the blue flags. Get the flag, bring it back, try not to die. Fight off anything that attacks you, including your fellow participants. This is not a team exercise.”



Glass waved a hand to the bribed agents at the gate controls. “The door will open once every five minutes for the next two hours. You’ll have to watch for it, plan your approach back just right. We won’t be opening it for those of you who come in screaming in between entries with mutants fucking you in the ass. Timing is everything.”



He folded his arms, letting his words sink in. “Any questions?”



A few hands went up.



“I was just asking if there
 were
 any questions, not volunteering to answer them. First two in each line, step the fuck up.”



Two incredibly nervous-looking men stepped forward, one tall and one short. The gate creaked like rusty chains against concrete as the agents slowly pulled it open. There was a moment of hesitation that Will felt in his gut, despite it not even being his turn, as the two men stared dumbly into the darkness.



“The fuck are you waiting for?” Glass snapped his finger and gestured at Gallop. “If they don’t run out themselves, push them out!”



Gallop and Bonespur grabbed the two men and thrust them forward. One of them let out a shout of surprise as the gate began closing behind him and made to grab at it. The electricity had been turned back on in the time since Will’s own jaunt across the fence, and the man tensed and then abruptly staggered backward, fingers seizing from the shock to his nervous system.



“Was that the one you bet money on, Gallop?” called Glass.



“Nope,” said Gallop. “My bet’s on the creep in the hood.”



Will snorted and pulled his hood closer to his face.










CHAPTER 22




 



Will was third in line, which gave him a ten-minute wait before his turn beyond the fence. A lot… can happen in ten minutes.



The screams began within a few breaths of the first two recruits running out into the night. There was a flash of purple sparks – no doubt from one of the men using his power – followed by an unholy scream, followed by the faint echo of crunching jaws and a death gurgle.



“You might want to start getting ready,” Glass said to the next two up, with a smile.



The other man whose trial hadn’t ended with an unfortunately brutal start doubled back to the gate and began pleading for mercy, talking so fast that nobody could hear what he was saying, not that it mattered. Glass bellowed in his face, summoning a few vicious projectiles to whip in the man’s direction until he finally ran back out into the night.



“Ready?” Glass asked the next two.



It was the short-haired woman, Kaitlin, she was apparently called, and an older man who Will recognized from Mastodon as a super named Chameleon. They both nodded, looking resolved to the situation after witnessing the alternatives.



The gate screeched open, and Chameleon and Kaitlin took off in different directions, both running at a dead sprint. There was a flash of fire from Kaitlin’s side as she apparently used her power on the first of the mutants, and the gentle breeze carried the deceptively enticing smell of cooked meat.



“Mmm, barbecue,” chuckled Glass. “I like her.”



“I bet you do!” snorted Gallop.



Will wondered if their banter was intentional, a way of keeping the recruits from fixating too much on the screams which had begun anew. His heart pounded in his chest, simple anticipation butting up against his earlier confidence. He knew he could pull this off, make his way successfully through the trial… but it seemed like such a stupid risk when the payoff measured only in more opportunities for violence.



“Next up,” called Glass. “The mysterious hood and Bloody Francisco.”



Will eyed Francisco in the line to his left. The teenager was trembling so much that it was surprising he could stay upright as he approached the gate. He hated the kernel of empathy he felt for the kid. It would be so much easier to brush his death off if he was a horrid human being, rather than a deeply misguided one.



“Use your power,” muttered Will. “Don’t rush. Listen, and try to stay aware of what’s going on around you.”



“No talking!” barked Bonespur. “Hold on a second…”



He took a step toward Will, leaning his head sideways as though trying to get a look under his hood.



“You look familiar,” said Bonespur.



“Of course he does,” said Glass. “He built up a bit of a reputation in the city before coming to us, not that it’s worth a shit now. Delay or Deny or something. Fought Relic to a stalemate.”



Bonespur leaned closer, eyes suddenly going wide. “Fucking hell! I shouldn’t have taken that bet.”



The gate opened with an ominous metal screech. Will was running in the same instant Glass gave the signal, pulling out both of his weapons. He’d closed his eyes in the last few seconds of waiting to help adjust his eyes to true night, but it only made so much difference.



Something was ahead of him, running hard and breathing heavy. Human, probably, rather than an abomination. He slowed, turning in a complete circle, relying more on his ears than his eyes. A tree rustled as the wind fluttered its leaves far to his left. A tongue clicked behind him, followed by a low, rumbling growl.



He spun and slashed, machete sinking into the mouth of a mutant that had nearly staged a successful ambush. The blade didn’t stop or slow down as he applied his power, peeling back the top portion of the monster like the tear tab of a padded delivery envelope.



He heard a surprised scream from far to the left and made the mistake of looking that way in time to be blinded by an intensely bright flash of fire in the distance. His night vision was tenuous enough to be completely undone by it, and he had to take a second to blink and stand around like a fool.



Heavy footsteps approached from the front, mutants, and more than one. He hacked into the neck of a two-headed dog, watching the eyes of one head bulge and spasm while the other continued to snap his teeth.



Stabbing left with his penknife, he only just avoided taking a bite to the thigh from another mutant dog that likely would have ended his trial prematurely. A missing chunk of flesh from a leg wasn’t something he could effectively mend, not in the time he’d be working with.



There were too many mutants, and it was setting off alarm bells in his head. There shouldn’t have been so many this close to the fence, where gunfire and regular patrols and even the electrified barrier itself could keep them in check.



Absently, he wondered if the Power Realists had decided to move into Lancaster City of their own volition, or if they’d been forced northward by a greater threat. A screech came from above Will. He hacked through the air, cutting into a mutant bird of some sort that dropped to the ground, bleeding and seizing.



He sped up, running fast and suddenly wanting the trial to be over with. He was headed for the farmhouse that Glass had highlighted. The outline of it was visible against the dark horizon, an old ranch with a massive barn and a partially collapsed grain silo.



Shapes were moving outside, though it was hard to discern whether they were human or mutant from a distance. He stayed low as he ran forward, stopping to listen when the moment felt right. Heavy, panicked breathing, along with the scuffle of mutant feet.



He burst into the barn in the same moment he heard a blood-rending scream. A pack of mutant dogs had forced the boy from earlier, Francisco, into the far corner, underneath the hay loft. The flags were near the front, and Will surmised that he’d run into the building without checking his surroundings.



It was already too late. Francisco screamed as he went down amidst a surge of monsters, one of them opening a huge set of jaws to take a deep bite of flesh from his upper shoulder. It was already too late… but still.



Will hacked the first few mutant dogs apart without any resistance. It was easy to seize the element of surprise on these creatures, so base and instinctual, during their frenzied feeding. Two were left, and they finally turned on him as it became clear he was a pressing threat.



The first snapped its blackened teeth at his wrist. He dodged back, spinning into a slash to cut the leg off the second, which crumpled to the ground in a thrashing heap. The remaining dog immediately leapt onto him, catching him at the most awkward possible angle to try to dodge from.



Will went down with the monster on top of him, three hundred pounds at least of mutated muscle and oversized teeth. The grotesque beast hissed and stretched its jaw past the point it should have been able to open, pushing forward with the clear intent of taking his head off.



He snapped his penknife open in the hand of the arm that wasn’t pinned and cut the mutant snout down to size, flaunting his weapon while taking away his opponent’s. He slashed its neck, and it finally went still.



Francisco was groaning and rapidly bleeding out in the corner of the barn. Will swore under his breath and walked over to him, dropping to a crouch alongside him. He had three or four bite wounds, each gory enough to do a man in on its own.



“Sorry, kid,” muttered Will. “What’s your sister’s name?”



“…What?”



“Your sister. I’ll check in on her if you want her kept safe.”



Francisco made a choking noise and slapped a hand down on the wooden barn slats. From several different points around the barn, including within the mutants Will had just dispatched, blood and flesh began pulling toward the teenager, floating through the air like meatier bits of dandelion fluff.



“Jesus, dude,” muttered Will. He let out a whistle, watching as blood and bits of flesh fell back into the gaps missing from Francisco’s body. He’d probably have some mean scars afterward even if he survived… or maybe not? It was hard to tell, with a power like that.



“It only works if I can… put the pieces back quickly.” Francisco grimaced and sat up. “It also… makes me…”



Will took a step back in time to put himself outside of the range of Francisco’s projectile vomit, which really was just the cherry on top of the mess that was the blood and entrails of the mutants littering the barn floor.



“Nauseous,” finished Francisco.



“I got that part, yeah,” said Will. “Can you walk?”



“I… need help.”



“Here.” Will grabbed two flags, one for each of them, and stuffed one into the front of Francisco’s shirt before stooping to offer him a shoulder. “We’ll move fast.”



“Glass said this wasn’t a team sport.”



“I don’t give a fuck what Glass said. You’re welcome to go it alone if you want to try to fend off the mutants in your current state.”



“…Thanks.”










CHAPTER 23




 



Will left the barn with Francisco, dragging the boy along as much as supporting him. The night was thick with screams, other recruits dying or begging for help in the distance. Too many for him or anyone else to do anything about.



It was easier heading back toward the gate, with the evenly spaced lights of the Exclusion Fence lighting up their destination as though the illumination demarcated civilization. It was those lights that let Will see exactly why he needed to move quickly.



A massive horde of mutants had gathered along the edge of the fence, a few hundred, at least, though he could only see the ones near enough to be within the light’s touch. Gallop, the Power Realists’ resident speedster, was leading them away from the gate by taunting them from the other side of the fence, and for good reason.



They are recruiting,
 thought Will.
 They don’t want to lose every potential member to the dangers of the test.



It wasn’t until he’d made it most of the way back and had begun to take his survival for granted that Will gave the horde of mutants the consideration it deserved. The rule of thumb concerning mutants, offspring of powerful abominations, that he’d been taught as a young hero was that for every one he could see, there were usually a dozen more within the area.



Doing the math on how many more would be lurking in the distance after seeing that many was deeply unsettling. On top of that, it wasn’t as though they just sprouted from nowhere. For there to be that many implied a purpose. Even as mindless as the mutants were, a food shortage within this section of the Exclusion Zone might be enough to draw them toward the fence.



He had to get back to Lancaster City and tell the heroes. The risk was simply too high. It wasn’t a question of
 if
 the horde would be a threat to the other side of the fence, but
 when
 .



“They’re going back toward the gate,” muttered Francisco. “What are they doing?”



Gallop staggered a few steps back from the fence, holding one of his eyes and cringing in pain. Part of the massive mutant pack stayed alongside him, continuing to test the fence and its electricity by flinging their bodies pointlessly against it. Another group of monsters doubled back to the gate. The short-haired pyromancer from earlier was being let back in, and she flung herself forward at a sprint in front of a clump of mutants slipping in alongside her.



“Fuck,” muttered Will.



Glass and the others quickly put them down, but all of them eyed the gate warily. He knew exactly what they were thinking – whether it was worth the risk to collect the remaining potential recruits, given how many were already dead.



“Time to pick up the pace.” Will heaved Francisco over his shoulder and booked it toward the gate. He closed the last few hundred feet as Glass, Bonespur, and Gallop were in discussion over what came next. Old memories of him fighting the three within the Exclusion Zone reminded Will to make absolutely sure his hood was still in place.



“What the fuck…” called Glass. “What did I say? Not a fucking team sport. If he’s coming back in, it has to be on his own two feet.”



“He can walk,” said Will gruffly. “Right?”



“Uh…” Francisco staggered sideways as he was set back down, but managed to remain upright.



The gate creaked open just far enough for them both to slip through sideways ahead of a sudden surge of mutants. One forced its head and upper body through, berserk in its need to consume flesh. Glass put it down with a few spear-like shards of glass, tutting and shaking his head.



“I was worried this trial would be too easy for y’all,” he said. “At least we can be sure that we got all the motherfuckers capable of surviving when shit hits the fan.”



“You needed to see that,” said Gallop. “To
 really
 understand what’s going on. There’s going to be a reckoning, a purge. Proof of the fact that we are the next step for humanity. Proof that God gave us our powers so we could be the ones to survive that shit out there.”



He stabbed a finger back beyond the fence.



“Easy with all the religious shit,” said Glass. “Not that you don’t have a point. You’re Power Realists now. We look out for each other, for our own. That includes your sister, little Francisco. That includes anyone that’s useful to us. If hell itself comes tearing down that fence, we’ll stand strong.”



A roar of support came from the other members of the gang present.



“There might be more alive out there,” said Francisco, frowning as he looked first at Will and then back into the Exclusion Zone. “Maybe we should…”



“Get in the back of the fucking truck,” snarled Glass.



They all piled in and set off, no doubt headed back to the junkyard for a night of celebration for the few who’d survived. Out of the original group who’d been with Will in the back of the second truck, only Francisco and Kaitlin had survived.



“That was fun,” said Kaitlin. “I always get this… rush when I use my power to kill things.”



Francisco didn’t say anything. Will leaned his head back against the side of the truck and tried to think through what’d just happened. His assumption that the Power Realists would be the largest threat to Lancaster City seemed a little foolish now, or at least only true within the context of humans fighting humans.



He was tired and almost fell asleep on the way back. The sound of hands and fists pounding on the sides of the truck snapped him back into focus. Not an attack, but the rest of his old gang welcoming the successful recruits back from their trial.



The truck opened, and he climbed out, immediately having a bottle of beer shoved into his hand by Tinkerbell, a super he’d previously taken hostage to escape the Power Realists’ old base within the Exclusion Zone. He took a single sip, passed it to Francisco, and used the commotion as a chance to slip out of the junkyard.



Around the corner and out of costume, Will sat down on the stoop of an abandoned building and thought about what had just happened, how things had changed. The Exclusion Fence at risk, a single bad day away from suffering a breach that would put his hometown under siege.



There was no solution, no simple answer to the question of what to do next. He had to let Relic, the Drifters, and the Second Advent know what was coming, but it wasn’t as though he could simply recount to them his foray into the Power Realists as a spy without repercussions. He was still a junior hero, still very much on probation.



He was going to have to get creative.



 



***



 



FIVE YEARS EARLIER



 



Lockpick needed $50,000 to get Halberd out of jail, which was sort of a problem. It was a stupid amount of money – the actual number itself enough to be outside of his means to easily raise on his own while still being low enough to make him feel like there should be a way to come up with it.



He sat in the driver’s seat of his and Halberd’s car, tapping a pen against the steering wheel while holding a palm-sized notebook. He’d only come up with a single idea so far, one he’d written down and crossed out twice.



ROB A BANK



“Yeah, just go rob a bank,” he muttered, shaking his head.



Even if he could plan out a successful bank robbery, figure out a way to cut into one of their vaults with his power… what then? They kept records of the serial numbers of every bill they stored. He’d have to rob the bank and then rush to the jail to bail Halberd out before they discovered the money missing. It wasn’t impossible, but there were just so many failure points. Even if he succeeded, they wouldn’t be “free men,” just running for new reasons.



Where else was he supposed to find that much money outside of a bank?



He turned the question over. What else could he potentially steal that was worth that kind of money? Maybe he could rob a mansion, steal some diamond jewelry, sell it off like he and Halberd had sold the diamond axe months earlier? It was potentially an option, but few pawn shops would give him anything close to what the jewels would be worth.



Cars. He could steal cars easily enough. Selling them was a completely different matter. He supposed there had to be
 someone
 who would buy them, a gang member or syndicate that might be interested in scooping up a suspicious vehicle for parts.



Then again… gangs had money. Lots of money, and it wasn’t like they could simply deposit their illicit earnings into the bank. Why bother selling them a stolen car when he could just figure out a way to take what he wanted with no legal repercussions?



He liked that idea better than the others, even if it posed challenges of its own. Lockpick started up the car and began driving through the city, slowing as he entered one of the rougher sections of town. He could start here, find a couple of drug dealers, scope out where the money went back to.



There was no trick to it. He’d be earning that money. He might have to
 kill
 for that money, but if he was careful, that could probably be avoided. Robbery with a deadly weapon, deadly power, would still be an incredibly violent affair.



Was this really justified? The end result would be inflicting pain to bail Halberd out of prison. Was it any different really than what Halberd was willing to do to secure his own escape?



He spent a few hours watching the dealers from what he considered to be a relatively circumspect position, acting as though he was reading a novel and talking on his cell phone. It was late in the afternoon when one of them split off from the others, heading back to their safehouse if Lockpick’s assumption was correct.



He followed the dealer on foot, staying as far back as he could while keeping him in view. His heart pounded out a fast rhythm in his chest, but he was as excited as he was nervous. It felt strange to be stalking this young man, barely any older than he was, clad in a stained wifebeater and baggy cargo shorts, as though he’d evolved into a predator overnight.



The feeling vanished as he rounded the corner into the alleyway the dealer had disappeared into half a minute earlier and found himself staring into the barrel of a handgun. He flinched back, pulling his arms in front of his face on reflex.



It was what saved his life. The first bullet tore into his shoulder, the report so loud that it made his ears ring in a distant, tinnitus kind of way. The next two bullets hit him in the chest and stomach, punching matching holes out of his back as they continued straight through his body.



“Fucking narc,” muttered a far-off voice.



Lockpick crumpled into a heap, dazed and confused, but faintly aware that there was something he really should be doing if he wanted to survive the next few minutes.
 Mending
 . He needed to mend the bullet wounds before he bled out, if that was even possible.



He did his best. It wasn’t enough.










CHAPTER 24




 



“I wish I could wake you up like this every morning,” whispered Avery.



Will felt her lips close around his cock, the hot, wet downward sink of her mouth. He groaned and ran his hand through her hair, indulging in the building pleasure as he felt her bob up and down.



“I wish you could too,” he whispered. “Mmm. Why can’t you?”



She sucked on the tip, pulling her lips back with a small, sexy pop. Tears were trickling down from either corner of her eyes.



“Sorry,” she whispered.



He felt reality suddenly flicker and turn over. He was on the couch, not in Avery’s bed. Someone was shaking his shoulder and whispering his name, and he most definitely did have morning wood, but he wasn’t naked, and he wasn’t being blown into wakefulness.



“LP,” whispered Jess. “Hey. Heroes aren’t supposed to sleep in so late.”



He winced, wishing he could just dive back into the dream, hold onto it for a few minutes longer. Hold onto
 Avery
 for a few minutes longer. His heart felt as though it had been kicked by a horse.



“I’m awake,” he mumbled.



“You were talking in your sleep.” Jess’s familiar weight settled down next to him on the couch. “Bad dream?”



“No,” he said, and then considered. “Yes”



He opened his eyes. Jess was already dressed: tight jeans, a black sweater, and a pair of gold hoop earrings that looked like something she’d first bought in the nineties. She was smiling lovingly at him, but her expression shifted in apparent reaction to whatever was on his face.



“Hey…” He sat up, looking at her seriously. “Have you heard anything from Avery?”



“You still haven’t talked to her?” Jess frowned and shook one of his knees as though trying to physically sway him. “You need to make that call, LP. What the heck happened between the two of you, anyway?”



“Do you really want me to answer that question?”



“No…” She shrugged, considering just as he had a moment earlier. “Yes. I mean, I want us to be a family again, even if she’s off doing her own thing. All of us.”



He sighed and fell back onto his pillow. Jess stretched out next to him, playfully poking a finger down on his chest.



“Anyway, you need to wake up,” she said. “We’ve got a meeting with the Drifters and the Second Advent. Now that you’re officially a hero again, you absolutely need to be there.”



“Mmm…” He closed his eyes and let out an exaggerated yawn. “Five more minutes.”



“Not happening, mister.”



He cupped her cheek, thumb brushing her lower lip. “Then help me wake up.”



Jess almost smiled. Key word – almost. Her eyes narrowed into a stern glare that made him wonder if he’d ever really seen her get angry in the morning before. She was a morning person, cheery and bright, and unfortunately, not nearly as sexually adventurous as Avery.



God, I miss Avery.



“I’ve already made you breakfast,” she said. “I believe we still have a movie date scheduled. If you get up and behave yourself today, then, maybe later…”



Her hand slowly spider crept its way down his chest, across his stomach. He sucked in a breath as he felt one of her fingers brush his obvious erection through the blanket.



“You have no idea how mean you’re being right now,” he muttered.



Jess smirked and shifted to stretch out next to him, dangling one of her legs over his. “You haven’t seen my mean side, LP.”



Enough teasing. He snuck a quick kiss, a warning shot of what was to come, and then gave Jess a deeper one. She reacted as though she’d been expecting it, perhaps just too playful in the moment to not kiss back.



He rolled sideways, embracing her from behind and making liberal use of her jean-clad butt. She made an exaggerated gasp of surprise, followed by a scoffing laugh, followed by… a silence that was distinctly sexual in nature.



“You need to calm down, mister,” she whispered. “Watch where you’re… poking that thing around.”



“Oh, trust me,” he whispered, kissing her neck. “I know where I’m poking.”



He let it prod between the tiny passageway formed by both her thighs, just underneath the double swell of her ass. Jess reacted even as she made to sit up. Will hooked his arms around her, drawing out a surprised, playful squeal as he ruthlessly humped himself into her.



“You little horndog!” she laughed. “You’re lucky we have somewhere to be, or…”



“Or?” Will covered her mouth with his, still grinding into her with a full night’s worth of young, masculine arousal.



“Or…” She rubbed his thigh and finished lamely with, “…you’d be in trouble.”



“What’s with all the noise?” grumbled Rue, as she came out from the bedroom.



Jess finally found the requisite willpower and authority to extricate herself from Will’s embrace. “LP is having trouble getting himself up. I was trying to help.”



Her hair was slightly frazzled on one side, and her sweater had ridden up. Rue eyed her skeptically and then glanced at Will, her eyes taking in his cocky smile and obvious bulge under the sheets.



“Does he still need help?” she asked.



“I think Will is very capable of helping himself,” said Jess. She cleared her throat and hurried toward the apartment’s kitchen nook. “We’re going to be heading to a meeting with the heroes, Rue. Any interest in joining us?”



“None whatsoever.” She walked into the kitchen in a baggy t-shirt and not much else and began perusing the fridge. “Can you pick up groceries on your way back? There’s like, nothing to eat here.”



“I’ll see what I can find,” said Jess. “Not much has changed with the shortages.”



“Please at least try,” said Rue. “I am
 so
 hungry.”



“There’s breakfast on the counter.”



“Banana bread? No thanks.” Rue walked by Will slowly on her way back to the bedroom, smirking in a way that made him wish she’d woken up before Jess.



He got dressed and took a slice of banana bread for the road. It wasn’t until he and Jess were both in the car that she finally turned to him and asked a question he’d been expecting, if not fearing.



“So,” said Jess. “Where were you last night?”



He remembered reminding himself to come up with a decent excuse last night, but apparently he never had. “I was… out with friends.”



“Uh-huh.” Jess’s expression was unamused, eyes sharp and perceptive. “Please don’t lie to me, LP. I know what you’ve been up to.”



“No, seriously, I was—”



“
 Out with friends
 ,” she said, shaking her head. “Right. It’s getting serious, isn’t it? Between you and her?”



“Between…?” He nodded slowly, more than slightly relieved. “Misty. Right. I wouldn’t exactly say that we’re serious. Nowhere near it, to be honest.”



Jess didn’t say anything.



“Look, you heard it from her own lips,” he continued. “She’s just a friend… who I occasionally have sex with. A sex buddy.”



“I like the idea of you having a sex buddy right now even less than you having a serious girlfriend,” muttered Jess.



“So you admit that you don’t want me to have a girlfriend?” He smiled, feeling like he was starting to peel back the layers of her true emotions.



“That’s not what I mean,” said Jess. “Look, you have a lot on your shoulders right now. On multiple levels. The city needs you, as a hero. Your family, Rue and I, need you. If you’re serious about Misty, if you
 love
 her, LP, of course you have my support.”



“…But?”



Jess sighed. “…But you should be aware of how quickly life can get complicated when you stretch yourself too thin.”



“I am.” He reached over, setting a hand on her thigh. “You make a good point. I promise it’s not that serious between us. She’s more like a sexy vagabond than someone I would expect to move in with.”



Jess scowled at him, mouth pinching together into an annoyed little circle. “Do you really think she’d appreciate you calling her a sexy vagabond? That’s barely a step above calling her easy.”



“She’d probably take it as a compliment.”
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The meeting with the Second Advent and the Drifters was set at an upscale café in the mostly undamaged northern section of the city. Will expected a crowd as Jess pulled in, given the food shortages, but hardly anyone sat at the tables outside other than the heroes they were there to meet.



“Huh,” he said. “Did they run out of food?”



“Maybe,” said Jess. “Ah. Look at the menu over there.”



Will eyed a few of the prices scrawled on the chalkboard by the door and immediately understood the restaurant’s lack of customers. He made a mental note to get on Rue about streaming, or possibly get on Rue on stream. His lack of cash would be a pressing issue in the face of such inflated prices.



“We’re meeting our friends,” Jess told the hostess.



They were led over to the group of tables the Second Advent and the Drifters were occupying. Miss Mass smiled and waved to Will. Impact had his head resting on folded arms. Father Darkeye was reviewing a notebook, and Sister Ivy was on her phone.



“Ah, there you both are,” said Father Darkeye. “Please, sit down. We have so much to discuss.”



“Sorry we’re late,” said Jess. “LP was a little… sleepy this morning. I tried to bring Rue along, you know how she is.”



“We understand completely,” said Miss Mass. “Have you checked in with your probation officer today, Lockpick?”



“Not yet,” he said. “I’m planning to.”



Planning to avoid him like the plague.



“I would make sure you do,” said Miss Mass. “Anyway, now that we’re all here, we can get started.”



Father Darkeye nodded. “There are a few recent developments which I believe we need to address with a united front. I’ve been keeping abreast of the situation in the collapsed district. It appears as though the Power Realists have begun recruiting. They’re preying on desperate supers, people put in tenuous circumstances by the recent upheaval within the city.”



“What could they possibly have to offer?” asked Jess, shaking her head. “They’re a bunch of escaped prisoners living in a section of the city that will likely have to be rebuilt from the ground up within the next few years.”



“The alternative for some of them might just be the streets,” said Will. “It’s just about survival.”



“That’s what I think as well,” said Father Darkeye. “Regardless, I feel as though it should be our prerogative to act on this sooner, rather than later. Miss Mass and I were discussing if it might make sense to sit down with a representative from the gang and discuss some… mutually beneficial boundaries.”



“You’re talking about negotiating with them,” said Will.



“Not necessarily,” said Father Darkeye. “Just… opening a dialogue.”



He wasn’t sure how he felt about that. The idea of treating the Power Realists as an organized faction, which they were, as opposed to escaped criminals, which they also were, felt like a shift too far. But… he wasn’t sure there was any getting around it in the near term, especially after what he’d seen beyond the fence.



“You should know that I’ve heard some rumors about the extent of their movements,” said Will. “We know for a fact that they were hiding out within the Exclusion Zone previously. According to a source of mine, they’ve taken control of one of the gates.”



“The gates are under the authority of the federal government,” said Miss Mass. “That shouldn’t be possible.”



“I was told this by someone who saw their members passing through the gate firsthand,” he said.



He felt the weight of Jess’s gaze and wished he’d thought to tell her this ahead of time, even if it might have required concealing a few details.



“If this is true, it’s definitely an issue we’d need to address with them,” said Father Darkeye. “There have been numerous reports of the mutants beyond the fence seeming… agitated, recently. Traveling in unseasonably large packs. It’s not unusual for clusters to form during the winter, usually out of their innate cannibalistic tendencies, but it’s barely autumn.”



“Is there a chance that they might use that as their angle?” asked Jess. “If they have control of a gate, unless we know which one and can reclaim it, they could threaten to open it and flood the area south of Lancaster City with monsters.”



“I don’t think even the Power Realists would be so self-destructive as to attempt something like that,” said Miss Mass. There was an edge of uncertainty in her voice, and she glanced toward Will for confirmation. It wasn’t a fun question to think about, let alone answer honestly.



“They might just risk it, or at least use it as a threat, a bargaining chip,” he admitted. “It fits with their ideology. In their minds, they might even view it as a valid test, a way of forcing people to
 sink or swim
 .”



He thought back to the previous night, the screams and the blood and the crunching of teeth.



“Oh boy,” said Father Darkeye, massaging his temples. “I suppose we need to decide two things here. Should we even open the line of communication to begin with if it might potentially lead to this sort of situation? If we do decide to… which of us would be best positioned to be the point of contact?”



Everyone turned and looked at Will, but he was already shaking his head.



“Trust me, I might understand them the best, but they despise me. If I tried to negotiate with them, it would end with bodies on the floor.”



“I’ll do it.” Impact lifted his head, speaking for the first time. “It’s a prison gang almost exclusively made up of men. It needs to be another man who faces them down.”



“No, I don’t think it does,” said Miss Mass brusquely. “But I also don’t think it matters either way. If you’re up for it, Brad, by all means. It would make sense for you and Lockpick to spend some time discussing their mindset, along with anything he knows about the gang’s leadership.”



“In the meantime, I think we should look into finding which gate is the one they’ve secured access to,” said Father Darkeye.



Will would have volunteered the information there and then, except he wasn’t entirely sure himself. He’d ridden in the back of a windowless truck in the middle of the night, and aside from the farmhouse, he couldn’t remember many other distinctive landmarks. He was sure he could work out which gate he’d gone in and out of, especially with Rue’s help, but he couldn’t say for certain just then.



The meeting ended with various discussions about helping vulnerable, unhoused people within the city and an early plan to help the road crews with restoring the highway. Will didn’t have much to add, given the limitations of his public power. As they adjourned for the morning, Miss Mass pulled him aside.



“I really do think you should go out for a drink with Impact,” she said.



“You want me to start filling him in on my old gang?”



“More than just that,” said Miss Mass. “He’s… still not in a good place after Kat’s death. I think he just needs someone to talk to, and I certainly haven’t managed to get through to him.”



“We’re not exactly friends, in case you didn’t notice.”



“I did. But, as he said himself, for certain things it needs to be a man, or whatever. I think he’ll open up to you.”



“I think he’s going to feel like you’re patronizing him if you try to force this to happen,” said Will.



“We’ve worked together for a very long time,” said Miss Mass. “He doesn’t argue with me like that. Brad? Can you come here for a second?”



Impact looked tired and a lot older than he had when Will first met him as he made his way toward where the two of them were standing. “What?”



“You’re going out for drinks tonight with Lockpick,” said Miss Mass. “I think the two of you need to improve your working relationship.”



“Whatever,” said Impact.



“10 PM work for both of you?” asked Miss Mass. “Good. Now exchange numbers.”



Will did as commanded, feeling very much like he was being set up for a play date as a grown man. It would have been annoying, had Impact been his usual smarmy self, but it was clear enough that Miss Mass hadn’t overstated how much recent events had taken a toll on him.



It would be a chance to not only reset any animosity that may have developed between them, but figure out what the other man’s thoughts were on the Power Realists and the future of the city. If watching Glass run recruitment trials had impressed anything on him, it was that he could use all the allies he could get.










CHAPTER 26




 



The meeting adjourned after some more discussion, most of which Will tuned out for. Jess dropped him off at the apartment, needing to run a few errands.



“I have to fill up on gas,” she said. “I’m not looking forward to searching the city for a pump that’s still both available and affordable.”



“You could always just fly us around indefinitely.” He tapped a hand on the hood.



“I’m reserving that for special occasions,” said Jess. “See you in a little bit.”



He made his way upstairs and into the apartment, coming to a stop just a step or two inside the living room as his ears picked up heavy, sexual moans emanating from the bedroom. He felt a surprising stab of fear before his logical brain took over and he recognized the female voice sounded nothing like Rue.



He opened the door without knocking. Rue let out a tiny squeak and slammed her laptop shut.



“LP!” she said. “Jesus, don’t you know how to knock? I was, um… watching a movie.”



“Right,” he said. “One of those fascinating movies where the actors spend more time naked than clothed. I’m familiar with them.”



“I was just, I mean, I don’t know.” She shrugged, looking surprisingly pouty for someone who’d just been caught under indecent circumstances. “I was doing research, I guess. Is it weird that I’m a camgirl but have never really just… sat down and watched porn before?”



“More cute than weird,” he said. “Want some company?”



“You want to watch porn with me?”



I want to make porn with you
 , he thought, but had the sense not to say.



They sat down on the bed together. There was something incredibly lewd about Rue inching closer to him, angling her laptop so he could see the action on the screen. It was very different than what Will typically went for, with professional lighting and decent dialogue.



A muscular black man stepped out of his hotel shower in a towel, interrupting the attractive hotel maid as she was leaning over the bed to strip down the sheets. They both spoke Spanish, but there was still a palpable sexual tension between them. Good actors, for sure.



“Were you just watching it, or…” He let the question hang, wondering what she’d say.



“I was only at the beginning,” said Rue.



“Jess is running errands,” he said. “We have some time.”



“I really do want to watch this, though,” said Rue. “Just to see, you know… the progression.”



“It’s porn, Rue, even if it’s the higher production variety. This isn’t what happens leading up to real sex.”



The man stepped closer to the woman, his towel bulging outward in a manner that emphasized his clear erection. The woman was flirting with him, but still making as though to finish doing her job, her movements a little faster, tense with excitement.



The scene progressed from kissing to a heavier make out as they collapsed on the bed. Rue paused it right as the woman was being stripped naked and closed her laptop.



“Learn anything?” asked Will.



“No,” she said. “I don’t know. God, it’s so stupid. I just feel like I don’t really know what to do… how it would work. It makes me feel nervous. Like maybe I’m not ready?”



“You don’t have to be ready. Nobody is kicking down the door to take your virginity, Cammie.”



She bit her lip and let out a hot little moan as though the idea was darkly appealing to her. “The bounty is up to twelve grand.”



“Fuck the bounty,” he said. “Or alternatively, let’s fuck and
 get
 the bounty. I’m not going to push you in either direction. It comes down to what you’re comfortable with.”



“Thanks for the sentiment, even if it’s super gross.”



She smiled, tapping her fingers on the laptop and making no move to get up from the bed. Will looked at her until she met his gaze, only then reaching out to gently set one of his fingers along her chin.



He kissed her softly and was surprised by the hunger with which she kissed him back. He didn’t seize the moment or her, even though part of him knew that if he came onto her like the man in the porn clip they’d just watched, she would probably be his for the taking.



“Let’s go do something,” said Rue. “I want to spend time with you.”



He chuckled, feeling a serious answer come to his lips rather than the more sexual comment he’d been about to make. “Funny you should say that. Want to help me find a gate?”



 



***



 



“Why do you have to do this in costume, exactly?” asked Rue.



She’d followed him out into the living room and was watching him change.



“I get the feeling people will answer my questions more readily if I’m dressed like this,” he said. “Plus, it’s not like I have the option of going undercover. I can’t run around as Decay during daylight hours, and my old gang will recognize me even more quickly if I walk around in plain clothes.”



“That’s not really a full answer.” She lifted a leg from where she was sitting on the couch and poked him in the butt with her toe. “I think you’re starting to like being a hero again.”



“Maybe.” He turned and smiled at her. “Why don’t you come with me? Lockpick and Webcam. We can run a quick patrol along the south side of the city while you use your power to try to get a sense of which gate the Power Realists have taken over.”



“Not happening.”



“I figured,” he said. “It’s alright. I’m not going to tease you for being scared.”



“I am so not scared.”



“Of course you aren’t,” he said, mockingly.



“LP!” She glowered at him and folded her arms. “What difference does it even make? I can use my power and just talk to you on the phone from here.”



“In that scenario I don’t get to see you strutting around in costume,” he said.



She shook her head, clearly trying not to smile. “I bet you’d be too busy staring at my ass to even patrol properly.”



“I’m good at multitasking.”



It took another ten minutes of teasing before she finally gave in. Will waited outside the bedroom door as she changed. When the door opened, he had to do his best not to gape as
 Webcam
 made her long-awaited reappearance.



“How do I look?” she asked.



She looked like she’d undergone a body painting creative exercise. Her suit was the same general style as his, except purple and black instead of red and black. There was an incredibly sexual aspect to how much the tight spandex showed off, and he was reasonably sure that he would have been able to see the outlines of her nipples had she not been wearing a bra underneath.



“Earth to LP,” said Webcam. “Do I look okay?”



“Saying you look okay would be the understatement of the century.” He pulled her into an embrace, palming her butt as he hugged her. “We should really find somewhere to hang out a little bit mid-patrol.”



“I, for one, plan on taking this seriously,” she said, wriggling loose from his arms. “If I’m going to dress like a hero, I’m going to act like one.”



“Heroes can have fun, too,” he said.



“I take back what I said earlier,” said Webcam. “You clearly still enjoy acting like a villain more than a hero.”










CHAPTER 27




 



They traveled the city’s streets on foot, having no real option about it with Will’s motorcycle still out of commission. There were far fewer pedestrians than there would have been before the attack, but the ones brave enough to be out and about gave them more than enough attention.



“Slow down,” said Webcam, touching his arm. “I’m trying to survey the area and walk at the same time.”



“Here.” Will took her hand and held it in his. “I’ll lead you along. Feel free to zone out as much as you need to.”



“Perfect.”



Her eyes took on a vacant quality, which was probably for the best as they walked past a public basketball court with a surprisingly intense game underway. Nearly every male present stopped to stare, though some were more blatant about it than others.



It felt strange seeing them leer at Webcam in costume, somehow more bold than even her most extreme moments on stream. It wasn’t fair to say that they were undressing her with their eyes – her costume was so tight that it wasn’t necessary.



“There’s a group of hooligans harassing people next to a bodega ahead.” Rue let go of his hand and whirled around fast enough to bounce in interesting ways. “Come on! There’s a woman walking with her daughter who looks like she’ll be their next target.”



“Webcam!” called one of the basketball players. “Can I get your autograph?”



“Can I get a kiss?” called another.



“Can I suck on your…”



Will spun around, banging the chain link fence and glaring at a teenager in a backwards baseball cap before he could finish his sentence. Webcam giggled as though it was no big deal, which was probably a fair response.



“That’s nothing compared to the DMs I get on CamCasters,” she whispered to him.



“I know, but it’s different when they’re right here catcalling you in person.”



“Jealous?” She grinned and grabbed his hand again.



“Not even slightly,” he said. “I think it’s more my big brother instincts kicking in.”



“Well, reel them in,” she said. “Let’s go deal with the real bad guys!”



The
 real bad guys
 that Webcam was referring to were a group of high school students skipping school and smoking weed. They were harassing people in the sense that they were stopping to ask anyone who looked above 21 if they’d go into a nearby store to buy them beer.



“You should be in class right now!” said Webcam. “Get going. I’m going to watch you the entire way back and make sure your teachers hear everything if you don’t head straight there.”



The teenagers grumbled, but headed off without escalating the situation. Will smiled and gave them a parting wave.



“I think that was nicely done,” said Webcam.



“I wouldn’t exactly say you scared them straight or anything, but the sidewalk has been cleared. Any ideas about where we should be heading next?”



She made a cute face as she focused her power. Will saw a flicker of faint blue cords stretching outward, which caught him off guard, but wasn’t surprising. It was the echo of her power, something he’d discovered he could read while fighting Hive.



“Bank robbery!” Webcam announced, with a tiny smile.



“Seriously? Is it nearby?”



“Merchant Modern Savings!” She gestured down the street to the northwest. “The one that had to close its lobby because of the damage from the attack. Come on!”



She took off at a sprint, and Will followed as quickly as he could. Bank robberies were exhilarating, regardless of which side of them he was on. Sure, it was a step down from a few of the stunts he and Halberd had pulled in terms of heart-pounding excitement, but it felt clean to be one of the good guys again.



The setup of the criminals was a tad basic, if not cliché. A large white van was parked outside the bank’s back entrance. A heavyset man with a pistol and a black ski mask stood guard, looking nervously at his phone every few seconds.



“There’s four more inside,” whispered Webcam, as they knelt behind a car. “Two hostages – the teller at the drive-through window, and a security guard, I think.”



“That makes this significantly more complicated.”



“How so? We kick this guy’s butt and then I use my power to figure out how we surprise the others.”



Webcam started to rise to her feet. The thug by the van saw her instantly, and the report of a pistol shot cracked through the air. Will seized her by the shoulders and yanked her back down into cover, hissing through his teeth.



“You are insanely out of practice,” he said. “You don’t just run up to a criminal with a gun and start punching them!”



“Of course not!” she snapped. “We both run up so he has to pick a target.”



“Okay, you officially are the one that needs supplementary training, not me,” said Will. “His friends probably heard that shot.”



“What does it matter if they… Oh. Um, right.”



The other four men, two of them with hostages as human shields, came out of the bank as a group. They had at least one money bag, but were probably aiming for more than just that given they were still present on the scene.



“Give us the code to the vault, and no one gets hurt!” shouted the man in front.



“What should I say?” whispered Webcam.



“The usual. Let the hostages go, don’t do anything rash, et cetera, et cetera.” His phone vibrated, and he carefully extracted it from his costume’s tiny pocket to see who it was. “Look at that. It’s Jess.”



“Just let it go to voicemail!” said Webcam. “LP! Come on, you know how she is.”



“It would break her heart if I didn’t. Plus, we could use the backup.” He slid his finger to answer the call. “Hey.”



“Hey, LP,” she said. “I’m calling about dinner. I figured we could go out and… Did I just hear a gunshot?”



“A small gunshot,” he said. “It went wide. Webcam and I are currently at the—" He turned his head away from one of the windows of the car they were hiding behind as another round exploded it into glassy shrapnel. “We’re at Merchant’s bank, which is currently being robbed.”



“You both went out in costume together without telling me?” cried Jess.



“I’m telling you now.” He hung up, more pressing matters stealing his focus. The two thugs without hostages had started circling around, preparing to attack him and Webcam from the side and behind.



“I’ll take down the one on the right,” he whispered.



“I’ll hide here.”



He nodded. That’d typically been Webcam’s go-to move, and as a defensive tactic, it was pretty effective. Will stayed low, dodging between cars, not all that concerned about being shot with his mending, though it would be a pain to get his costume repaired.



He threw himself into a roll to close the last few feet to the thug. A bullet ricocheted off the concrete near his shoulder, but he had momentum as he came back to his feet. He punched the thug hard in the side of the jaw, grabbing his arm in the same motion and stripping the pistol loose.



“Get away from him!” bellowed another of the men.



“Don’t shoot!” yelled the one Will now had in a headlock.



“I hate when I don’t get invited to parties,” boomed Relic, from overhead.



She dropped into the center of the melee like an angel from the sky, or to the eyes of the criminals, a demon from hell. She looked damn good in her costume, despite having probably taken all of thirty seconds to throw it on. Her hair was tied back in a ponytail under her circlet, and her cleavage looked incredible within the pinch of her chest piece, as per usual.



“The van!” screamed one of the thugs. “Get in the van!”



“You mean that van?” Relic snapped a finger, and a sunburst imbued with the deep orange hues of an early evening sunset blossomed downward from the sky, incinerating the getaway vehicle.



Will tossed the thug he held to the ground and threw himself onto a particularly brave bank robber attempting to sneak up on Relic from behind. He broke the man’s arm and pistol whipped him with his own gun, laughing somewhat maniacally at how satisfying it felt to dish out violence in the name of justice.



Relic dealt with the two hostage takers, moving in a blur as she seized them both by the neck and pulled them safely away from the poor teller and security guard. It marked the end of the fight, and the beginning of what Will anticipated to be a long lecture on the part of the matriarch of the Crimson Five.



Which, surprisingly, never came. Relic’s smile was overflowing with pride as she rejoined Webcam and Lockpick, pulling them both into a tight hug after scanning them over for injuries.



“You should have told me,” she chastised, with no real anger. “Still, this is such a perfect moment. I’m so proud of both of you. You look so good in your costumes!”



“Thanks, Mom,” said Webcam. “We had it under control, you know.”



Will snorted and shook his head.



“Of course you did, sweetie,” said Relic.



Webcam made a pouty noise. Will put an arm around each of them, enjoying the feeling of their bodies close to his as he watched the guy whose arm he’d broken writhe on the ground.
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The police did eventually show up to make arrests. Will watched Relic signing several autographs and politely responding to the men brave enough to try to flirt with her. Webcam got some attention too from a young paramedic on scene, and Will even found himself waving to a cute young woman around his age in the small crowd of onlookers that eventually gathered.



“What I was about to suggest before we got interrupted was that we go out for dinner together,” said Jess, once they were back at the apartment and out of costume. “Celebrate this mini little Crimson Five reunion properly.”



“It was a one-time thing,” said Rue, folding her arms. “LP wouldn’t stop badgering me until I agreed to go on patrol with him.”



“Well, I suppose I have LP to thank for the incredible memory we just made.” Jess pulled Will into a hug, kissing him on both cheeks and then once on the lips with surprising passion. “Now, come on. There’s a pizza place that’s still open not too far down the block from here.”



“That sounds perfect,” said Will. “Come on, Cammie. You have to admit – that was pretty fun.”



“I’m not saying it wasn’t, just that… it’s super corny for us to be running around as
 The Crimson Five, the extraordinary crime-fighting family.
 ”



“Who cares?” He gave her a tiny slap on the butt. “We kicked ass today. Let’s go eat pizza and drink beer.”



“Rue is nineteen, in case you’ve forgotten,” said Jess.



He pulled Rue into a hug and whispered, “I’ll let you drink form my mug while she’s not looking.”



“Naughty, naughty, LP,” Rue whispered back.



The pizza place was within walking distance. Will felt a little like he was on a date with two women at once, given how keen both Jess and Rue were to be close to him, holding hands or putting their arms around his waist.



He absently remembered that he’d agreed to grab drinks with Impact, but it was still early in the night. They sat down at a booth and began scanning over the rather slimmed-down menu the waitress set in front of them.



“Alright,” he said, reading out loud. “Cheese pizza. Um… tofu pizza. Pineapple and ham?”



“Just pineapple I think,” said Rue. “Doesn’t mention ham. It says it’s dried pineapple, too.”



“Are they trying to start a war or something?” asked Will, shaking his head. “It doesn’t look like any of these pizzas actually have meat on them.”



“We can manage without meat for one night,” said Jess. “Cheese sound good to everybody?”



Will ordered a pitcher of beer for the table and proceeded to play footsies with Rue under the table while Jess headed to the bathroom. A minute or two went by, and Rue suddenly stiffened as the bell above the restaurant’s door announced a new entry.



“LP,” she whispered. “It’s the last person I think you want to see.”



A chill ran down Will’s spine. Despot. Not here, not now, not with Jess out of costume and him unable to fight without holding back. He closed his hand around one of the butter knives on the table and slowly stood to his feet.



“Mr. Sorling,” said Sebastian Gall. “Is there a reason why I haven’t heard from you all day?”



“Oh,” said Will, relaxing, and then immediately tensing again. “It just skipped my mind to check in. Miss Mass reminded me at the meeting, but I just never got around to it.”



“Unfortunate.” Sebastian loomed over their table, tall and dark and probably oily in the hair. “I heard a report from one of my informants in the police department that the Crimson Five made an appearance at a bank robbery.”



“We saved the day, actually,” said Rue.



“I believe Miss Mass was the heroine who you were apprenticing under,” said Sebastian. “Did you receive permission from her to be out in the field with your old team?”



“Not exactly,” said Will. “It was kind of a spontaneous decision.”



Rue mouthed the word
 no
 with a subtle shake of her head.



“From this point forward, you are not to so much as put on your costume without her say so,” said Sebastian. “There is something else I think you need to be made aware of.”



He set a hand down on the table, leaning forward to impress his authority onto Will through his posture. “My daughter works at that bank. She wasn’t one of the hostages, thank God, but I was still absolutely terrified when I heard there was an incident underway. That kind of fear… it’s become commonplace in recent weeks for me as a father. Despite your somewhat brash decision to go out into the field without permission, I am genuinely glad you were able to show up when you did.”



Sebastian clapped Will on the shoulder and flashed a rare smile, perhaps the first he’d ever seen from the man.



“I’m glad I could help,” said Will. “I’ll check in with Miss Mass first next time.”



“I would appreciate that.” Sebastian turned to face Jess as she made her way back to the table, her face uncertain. “Ah, Ms. Sorling. I was just checking in with your son. He did good work today. You all did.”



“Thank you, Mr. Gall,” said Jess. “We were just sitting down to eat. Would you like a slice of pizza for the road?”



“Alas, I’m on my way to meet my daughter,” he said, with a nod. “I’ll let the three of you get back to your meal.”



Will breathed a sigh of relief as he watched Sebastian walk away. “That guy is way too scary.”



“I think that’s why he’s a probation officer,” said Jess.



 



***



 



Will didn’t drink much, mainly because he still planned on meeting with Impact later to stay on Miss Mass’s good side. Jess had a few, enough to have her laughing and tipsy on the walk home, and he managed to sneak Rue an entire beer right before they left, putting her in similarly good spirits.



“Just stay in with us, LP,” said Rue. “Fuck Impact.”



She hugged his arm and started planting kisses on his shoulder.



“Plenty of excuses to pick from,” said Jess. “Maybe you’re still exhausted from beating up bank robbers?”



She glommed on to Will’s other side, running her fingers through his hair. Tempting, so unbelievably tempting. There was no way he’d lack for fun with both of them in such a frisky and cuddly mood.



But it was more than just making good on Miss Mass’s suggestion. He thought back to the way Impact had looked at the first super squad meeting, the way he seemed totally checked out of reality. He’d lost the woman he loved, and that was a pain Will could empathize with, if not relate to in scale.



“I’m just grabbing a beer with him,” he said. “I’ll probably be back by midnight.”



“Are you sure there’s nothing I can say to convince you?” whispered Jess.



There were
 endless
 things she could say, though the vast majority were far too lewd and seductive to ever escape Will’s imagination onto his lips. He walked them both up to the apartment and, after a kiss and a hug each, headed out to meet up with Impact.



 










CHAPTER 29




 



Will met up with Impact outside of Nana’s Nook. The older hero was smoking a cigarette next to the stairs leading down into the tavern, looking unusually tense for someone taking a night off.



“Hey,” called Will. “You sure this is where you want to get a drink?”



“It’s fine,” muttered Impact.



Was it? He remembered coming to this same bar once with Mist and watching Impact cause a scene that had led to a fight breaking out. He could almost understand the other man’s mindset, however. The Impact who’d been so keen on his duty had been another person, existed across a chasm of events that felt like they’d occurred in a different lifetime.



They headed by the bouncer and took up seats at the main bar. The place was surprisingly busy, which meant that even if any of the supers present might take umbrage with having a couple of heroes in their midst, the crowd made it easy to blend in.



Will found himself wondering why he’d agreed to this in the first place as he waited for Nana to come over and pour them each a beer. He wanted to start seeing Impact as an ally, if not eventually a friend. If he was going to have anyone backing him up on how the Power Realists needed to be handled, starting with dealing with their control over the compromised gate, the former leader of the Drifters wasn’t a bad place to start.



“I came here with Kat once,” muttered Impact. “Not to grab drinks, but to make an arrest. Dumb idea.”



He chuckled and drummed his hands on the counter as Nana filled his mug. Will waited until he’d taken a sip of his own beer before responding.



“She was brave,” he said. “I’m sorry for… everything that happened.”



“Let’s not,” said Impact.



“What?”



“This is why Marti set us up to come have a beer and pal around,” said Impact. “So you could join my pity party. That’s not what I want tonight to be.”



“Okay,” said Will. “What do you want to talk about?”



“Your old gang. How do we do it? These bastards are within striking distance of having basically the whole city under their control. How do we take them out?”



Will chuckled and spread one of his hands out flat on the counter. “It all comes down to the gate I mentioned at the meeting, their access to the Exclusion Zone. We have to find it and take it from them before moving against them directly.”



“What’s to stop them from simply making a hole in the fence even if we do secure this gate?” asked Impact.



“It’s a possibility, but I doubt they’d take that route,” he said. “The fence has been electrified again ever since the attack by Genesis and I don’t know if any current members of the Realists have a power that would lend itself to easily cutting through. They could always blow up a section, or drive a truck into it, but that just seems a little too…”



Will trailed off, noticing how Impact had completely stopped listening at the first mention of the abomination. Which, he slowly realized, made perfect sense. Genesis had been born from the womb of Kat, Breathless, who had died giving birth to the monster. Impact had sired the monster into the world, and clearly, he still carried that weight on his shoulders.



“I need a smoke,” said Impact. He drained his beer and shouldered his way toward the bar’s exit.



Will gave it a few minutes before following after him. Miss Mass would be furious if he let their little arranged play date end by having Impact wander off aimlessly in the night. Will found the tired hero down the street, smoking a cigarette while leaning against the wall of an abandoned building.



“Are you good?” called Will.



Impact didn’t say anything for a few telling seconds. Finally, he carelessly snuffed the butt of his cigarette out on the ground and turned to face Will.



“I see him sometimes,” said Impact. “The monster. My… son.”



“What do you mean?”



Impact was already taking out another cigarette. He tried to get a flame on his lighter, but only clicked sparks. He made a frustrated noise and flung the unlit cig away from him and into the street.



“Everywhere,” he said. “In my dreams. Out of the corner of my eye. Sometimes… far in the distance. I know how it sounds, but… I need to find him. I need to understand. Kat couldn’t have died for nothing. She didn’t die for nothing! I—I just… can’t accept that.”



It still wasn’t clear to Will whether Impact was talking literally or metaphorically. He half expected Genesis to show up then and there, reveal some deeper meaning to his actions and presence, but nothing happened.



He stood there in the dirty, pockmarked street, watching Impact trying to light another cigarette.



 



***



 



Will went home shortly after, spending no more than perhaps an hour with Impact in total and leaving with more questions than answers. The door to the apartment was locked, as it should have been at such a late hour, and he texted Rue to come let him in.



The energy inside when the door opened gave him a case of emotional whiplash. Rue was laughing, and the TV was on behind her. She took his hand and pulled him inside, playfully and somewhat drunkenly leaning backward.



“Finally!” she said. “Mom and I were worried we’d finish the bottle of wine we opened before you got home.”



She was wearing Avery’s kimono, the same one Jess had put on the other day. He let out a small chuckle and saw her blink in reaction, but the moment passed as Jess got up from the couch and swept him into a tight hug.



“About time, mister,” she said, with white-wine-sweet breath. “You had me this close to seriously considering instituting a curfew.”



“Please don’t,” he said. “I would hate to have to start sneaking around again.”



Jess let out an offended, overdone scoff. Will kicked his shoes off and stretched his shoulders, sighing as he heard a faint pop from one of the muscles he’d used liberally during the fight against the thugs at the bank.



“What are you guys watching?” he asked.



“Some romcom from the 90s that Mom swears is a classic,” said Rue.



“Finish it with us, LP,” said Jess. “We can snuggle for a bit before heading to bed.”



She settled down on the couch and patted the spot beside her. She was wearing a plain nightgown with no promise of underwear underneath, blonde hair loose and sleepy around her shoulders.



“That sounds like exactly what I need,” he said.



There was an odd, expectant tension on the air, especially as he grabbed a pair of sweatpants out of his clothing bag and changed into them behind the couch, just out of sight. Jess and Rue shifted to allow him more room as he took the center spot on his couch, each of his thighs brushing up against their soft, nightwear-clad bodies.



His focus wasn’t really on the movie, and apparently Jess’s wasn’t, either. She immediately slid closer into him, cuddly in a moderately drunk sort of way. One of her hands gripped the inside of his lower thigh as though taking possession of it, and she let her head rest against his shoulder.



“Did you manage to have a nice heart to heart with Impact?” she whispered.



“Not really. He’s dealing with more than can be sorted out over drinks.”



“I figured as much,” she said. “At least you gave it your best shot.”



Her hand slid up and down, and there wasn’t much fabric separating her touch from bare skin. The edge of her thumb nudged his cock, which was getting hard at a sprint. He let out a soft groan, and shockingly, she did it again.



“Do you want me to grab a blanket?” she whispered.



He turned and kissed her before nodding slowly, wondering if in her mind grabbing a blanket meant the same thing as it did to him. It didn’t matter how drunk Jess was. She wasn’t going to give him a handjob with Rue right there on his other side… was she?



“She gets very touchy feely when she’s drunk,” whispered Rue. “She gave me a foot rub before you got back.”



She reached her hand over and flicked his earlobe, smiling devilishly. He caught her hand and pulled her near enough to share one deep kiss. Jess was still rifling through the closet for a blanket behind them, just far enough away within the dark living room to feel separate.



“What about you?” he whispered.



“What?”



He kissed her neck, fingers tugging suggestively at the belt of her robe. “How do you get when you’re drunk?”



“I’m tipsy, not drunk.” Rue reached down and gave his crotch an exploratory touch. “But either way… usually I get really horny.”



“Found one!” announced Jess. “Did the two of you start it without me?”



Rue pulled back immediately. Will shook his head, grinning like an idiot as he tried to settle himself down. Jess cast the blanket outward like a fishing net, making a point to pull at the edges so Will’s obvious erection wasn’t quite such a mountain in the center.



“There,” she said. “How’s that?”



Her hand immediately slid back to where it had been on his thigh, running a circuit up his leg, along the edge of his crotch, even risking a pass of one finger underneath his shirt and along his waistband.



“Does this count as our fabled movie night?” he whispered, kissing Jess’s neck.



“Mmm…” Her fingers teased at the waistband of his sweatpants, toying with the idea of plunging in. “No, that would have to just be the two of us.”



“Am I the third wheel or something?” Rue slid closer to him, rubbing his other knee.



“Of course not, sweetie,” said Jess. “LP and I just planned on having a night alone together. For… bonding.”



“Do you even realize how weird that sounds?” asked Rue. “Why am I even asking? Of course, you don’t.”



“Rue!” snapped Jess.



“She’s teasing you,” said Will. “You’re way too easy.”



“I am
 not
 too easy, mister.”



He took her wrist gently in his fingers and slid it deeper into his pants until she was cupping his erection through his boxers. “
 Way
 too easy.”



Jess let out an impossibly hot little groan, equal parts aroused and annoyed… but she didn’t move her hand. She didn’t move it away, and unfortunately, she didn’t move it to do what he’d been hoping she might, either. It stayed right where it was, though her thumb did start rubbing gently, a tiny mote of pleasure compared to what could have been.



His brain told him not to push his luck any further, but his hand seemed to have ideas of its own. He slid it under Jess’s nightgown, touching her bare thigh. She tensed, the motion running through all of her body and making her fingers squeeze in a way that popped his cock out of his boxers and into direct contact.



“Your hand’s cold,” whispered Jess.



“Help me warm it up?” He let it brush her panties. She shifted, briefly opening her legs for him before coming to her senses and closing them instead, which left his hand neatly nestled between her luscious, warm thighs.



It wasn’t a bad place at all for it to be. He wriggled his fingers, gently rubbing the front of her panties while simultaneously sinking into the sensation of her palm as she began to stroke his cock under the blanket. Rue was right there, not just in the same room, not just watching the same movie, but on the same couch, snuggling his other side.



The scene in the movie shifted as the two main characters finally had sex for the first time. It seemed to jar Jess out of her mood, the pleasured moans of the woman apparently hitting too close to home.



“I think I’m going to head to bed.” She pulled her hand back and stood up, making it final.



“I’ll come tuck you in,” said Will, standing up behind her and enveloping her in his arms. He buried his cock against her ass, eager for whatever else she’d let him get away with.



“I can tuck myself in, mister,” said Jess, with a yawn. “Rue? Do you want to turn in, too?”



“I want to finish the movie,” said Rue.



Jess didn’t press the point, wishing them both goodnight and closing the bedroom door behind her. Will sat back down on the far side of the couch and looked at Rue, who had a devious smile on her face.










CHAPTER 30




 



“I feel a little smug right now,” said Rue.



Will furrowed his brow. “What? Why?”



“Mom was kind of mopey about you running off to the bar, so I figured I’d let her get you warmed up.” She smirked and eyed his obvious hard on. “Looks like it worked perfectly.”



Will stared at her in horror. She knew. She’d figured it out, or perhaps just glanced under the blanket and seen their blatant touching.



Rue let out a laugh and shook her head. “Relax, I’m kidding, LP. Though I do see the way you sometimes look at her. I bet you would if you could.”



He shook his head, trying to cool off the hotness he felt against his cheeks and neck. “Good thing she didn’t hear you say that. Nice robe, by the way.”



Rue frowned and glanced down at it. “What’s that supposed to mean?”



“Nothing,” he said, chuckling.



“Tell me!”



She slid closer to him on the couch, eyes set into an exaggerated glare. Will touched the inside edge of the robe’s hem, pulling it open far enough to see the plump swell of one of her breasts.



“Avery used to wear this robe all the time,” he said.



“So what?”



“She wore it
 all
 the time,” he said, with a dangerous smile.



“She…
 Oh
 .” Rue bit her lip, eyes darting down to Will’s hand as it began sliding deeper in to cup one of her breasts. “Well, who wears it better? Me or her?”



“I can’t answer that. I love you way too much to pick a winner.” His palm grazed her nipple. “Does no bra also mean no panties?”



Rue shifted her legs sideways and ignored the question. “Pass me some of that blanket.”



He threw half of it over her, but it was obvious that neither of them planned to settle in and watch the rest of the movie. They kissed, building in passion, until the sound of a footstep came from the bedroom, which snapped their mutual attention toward the closed door. No further noise came.



“Can I ask you something?” whispered Rue. She slid her hand over his cock, fumbling it loose from his boxers.



Will groaned and nodded as she began stroking him. “Anything.”



“What was your first time like?”



It was a bizarre contrast to think back to it while Rue, of all people, was giving him a handjob. “Backseat of a car in the middle of nowhere. We were worried about getting caught, but ended up going for it anyway.”



“Was this with… Liz?”



He nodded.



“Was she a virgin, too?” asked Rue.



He shook his head.



“How did you know you were ready?”



He thought about the question for a while, long enough for Rue pull her hand back as though his answer required her full attention.



“I didn’t,” he said. “I was just really horny, and one moment led to the next.”



“You didn’t stop and talk about it or like… make a plan?”



“Other than grabbing a condom?” He chuckled and shook his head. “It kind of felt like she knew something that I didn’t, and kept pushing me to see how far I’d go, if I actually would, in the end… and I did. It wasn’t planned, Cammie.”



She didn’t say anything, and the silence took on a weight of its own across the next minute. Slowly, Rue shifted upward and shimmied herself over, sitting down in his lap. His cock slid in between her thighs, nestled in a way that was both perfectly safe and incredibly dangerous.



“Rue,” he said. “This is—”



“Shhh,” she whispered. “Just watch the movie.”



He gritted his teeth, almost more annoyed than turned on. It wasn’t the same with her as it had been with Liz Laser, and he’d
 never
 want it to be the same. She was so much more than she realized, better than the bounty on CamCasters, better than losing her virginity on a whim.



He ran one of his hands up her body, groping one of her big boobs. She let out a little sigh of pleasure and rocked her hips forward and back, the motion incredibly precarious in how it dragged her kimono out of the way. He’d been right. No bra, no panties.



She kept moving, rubbing herself on him like a cat in heat. He kissed her neck and pulled her robe completely open. If Jess walked out now, they were completely screwed, but even that fear seemed distant and secondary to the warmth of Rue’s body, the needy rocking of her hips.



“Rue,” he growled. “If you keep doing that, I won’t be able to stop.”



“Just… a few minutes like this,” she whispered. “Then I’ll use my mouth?”



She turned her head back, and they shared a horny kiss. Will gripped her hips and started moving her, sliding her back and forth, getting so close to the right angle to spear into her that it felt like a form of self-torture.



Rue moaned and shifted forward, letting his cock briefly catch against her folds. It was like… the opposite of stubbing his toe. Stubbing his cock on the promise of so much pleasure, from Rue, of all people, one of the last people it was appropriate for him to lust for.



“I just… want to feel what it would be like,” she whispered. “Then we’ll stop.”



Bad idea
 , he thought to himself.
 Tell her no. Tell her you’ll go get a condom if she wants to play around like that.



“I’ll just put the tip in,” he whispered.



Just the tip. A lie of mythical proportions in most cases, but this was Rue. This was his sweet little sister still feeling out the boundaries of her own sexuality, figuring out what she was comfortable with and with whom. He knew he could hold back.



He rubbed her hips but didn’t drag her downward with his strong arms like he would have with a more experienced woman. He let Rue feel it out, sliding herself against the tip of his erection. She let it touch her womanhood and straightened slightly like she’d sat on a tack, or at least something clearly intent on poking her.



“Will it even go?” she whispered. “Mmm… Maybe that’s why so many of my fans want to see this? Just to see if I can even… you know.”



“Take a cock?” He rubbed her thigh and gently shifted her to the perfect angle. “Here.”



Rue let out a breathless squeal as she sank down an inch or so onto his tool. The pleasure was unreal, too much for him to look at directly, like he was staring at the sun. He wanted desperately to flip her onto her stomach and fuck her senseless, to do things to her that would make her sore in the morning.



He took a breath and forced his arms sideways, away from her. This was Rue, the same little Rue who used to cry when he’d beat her in foot races and beg him to let her win a round in fighting games. He wasn’t going to just defile her like that.



“Oh, fuck!” she moaned.



“Shhh!” He hugged his arm around her, holding her where she was. “Not so loud.”



“LP!” Rue’s hips started moving. “This is… this feels so…”



He groped her ass, unable to resist dragging her a little lower. They weren’t having sex, not
 really
 . It was more like he was hugging her, holding her on his lap, and it just so happened that his cock was halfway inside of her. A happy, dirty little accident.



She sank a little lower, rocked a little faster. Will kissed her, feeling her tongue greet his so eagerly that he almost lost track of what they were doing. This was just Rue doing some experimentation, testing the waters, learning what a cock felt like so her
 real
 first time could be that much more special.



“LP!” she moaned. “I think I’m… I’m going to…”



He seized her hips and bounced her on his cock, sinking as deep into her as he’d gone into any woman. It felt like she was sucking him in, and her ass made hot little slapping noises that would have been the loudest thing in the apartment if not for her high-pitched moaning.



“Ah!” Rue curled her head back against his shoulder and dug her fingers into his leg. He felt her womanhood squeezing around his cock with tight little pulses. He palmed her breasts, arms still tight enough against her to keep her shaking her thick hips for him.



It was a perfect moment. It was the dirtiest moment. He tilted Rue sideways on the coach and started fucking her from behind like he’d been fantasizing about since… well, since he’d first come home from prison and seen her as a woman.



Quite suddenly, he was over and past his limit… and everything was going wrong. He didn’t realize at first what was missing as he unloaded, his thinking mind eclipsed by the sheer pleasure of his orgasm. The fact that it was Rue, face down, ass up, moaning with less control than she’d ever had on stream, made it that much harder to remember that he wasn’t wearing a fucking condom.



“No…” He pulled out and slapped his hands to his forehead, still spurting out the last few strings of his seed. “Goddammit.”



“What?” Rue rolled over, still wearing Avery’s slutty kimono. “Did you… Oh, God! LP, did you just come inside me?”










CHAPTER 31




 



“Hey, do you know what we’re both going to do?” said Will, gesturing cautiously with his hands. “We are not going to panic.”



“What the fuck, LP?” Rue was pacing back and forth, hugging herself at the elbows. “How could you let that happen? We weren’t even having sex!”



Will opened his mouth, and then slowly closed it. There were more important things to deal with at that moment than straightening out what bizarre preconceptions had led to Rue’s definition of sex.



“I should have pulled out,” he admitted. “I just… didn’t. Damn, Cammie. You were so hot in the moment. I couldn’t stop.”



“Oh, well, I mean…” She shrugged. “Thanks, I guess. But this is a nightmare! What am I going to do?”



He grabbed her shoulders as she made to continue pacing and pulled her into a reverse hug. “What are
 we
 going to do, you mean. We’re in this together.”



“Right.” The relief on her face was palpable. “So, to start. Should we, well, you know… Tell Mom?”



“Are you out of your mind? She’d never let us be alone together for more than thirty seconds again. I wouldn’t be surprised if she tried to send you off to some Second Advent convent. She’s only recently recovered from the shock of that time she caught you climbing into my bed at the Lighthouse.”



“Well, we have to do something!” hissed Rue. “How can I even sleep tonight after this?”



Her hand fluttered down to her stomach, and Will understood her horror. There was nothing romantic or motherly about potentially carrying an embryo that might grow into an abomination within weeks.



Will found it unsettling, and he was practically a bystander compared to the risk it posed to Rue. This was up there with every super’s worst fear, but given how avoidable it was, it didn’t usually rate among his own major concerns on a day-to-day basis.



So stupid
 , he thought.
 Why the hell did I have to go and come in her?



Well, he knew why. He watched as she pulled Avery’s kimono tighter over her dark, curvaceous body, nineteen years old and already a voluptuous goddess.



“We’re going to the store,” he said. “Do you have clothes outside of the bedroom that you can change into?”



“I think there are some in the dryer.”



They both got dressed and slipped out of the apartment as quietly as they could. There wasn’t much to say as they hurried down the underlit stairway and out into the night. Will let out a frustrated growl as they passed by his still out of commission motorcycle.



“We’d be there in two minutes if I had this thing up and running,” said Will.



Rue didn’t say anything, and it wasn’t until he looked her way that he realized how she’d taken the comment.



“I just mean—"



“I know what you mean,” she whispered.



“It doesn’t have anything to do with the bounty, I’m just saying—"



“I said I know what you mean!” snapped Rue. “Could you just drop it?”



He rubbed one of her shoulders, but she brushed his hand away. The night was cold and foggy, with odd sounds coming in the distance. Shouts, laughter, occasionally, the kinds of noises that made the city feel like a very different place than what Will remembered.



They were only walking to the nearest pharmacy. Will had been reasonably certain that the place was 24/7, and he’d been reasonably wrong. The reduced lighting visible through the glass door and empty parking lot tipped them off, but they walked up anyway, staring at the empty interior lobby in silence.



Rue’s shoulders began to shake. Will reached for her, but she pulled forward, walking right up to the door and jiggling the handle with angry movements.



“Come on!” she snapped. “Goddammit… Am I
 that
 stupid. Am I out of my mind? LP… you’re my brother. How did we even get here?”



“I don’t know.” He stepped in close behind her and wrapped her in a hug, holding her in a strong, but gentle embrace. “But I am
 here
 Rue. I’m not some master when it comes to love and all this… obviously not. But I’m here, Rue. And even if I’m your brother…
 especially
 because I’m your brother… I’m not going anywhere.”



He kissed her hair and gently pulled her away from the door. Getting it open was no problem, a mere process of cutting the lock and looking out for the silent alarm. He gestured for Rue to wait behind, having already saddled her with enough issues for one night.



A quick jaunt into the store and a quick jaunt out. The infodump on the back of the box of Plan B promised that all mistakes would be forgiven if ingested within 48 hours of unprotected sex. He set it in Rue’s hand, and then, with a smile, passed her a bag of Skittles, her favorite candy.



“Thanks,” she said. She blinked a few times, forcing a smile as a couple of stubborn tears slid down her face. Will wiped at them with his thumb.



“Come on,” he said. “Also, be careful with the box. If Jess finds that, she’s going to jump to a certain conclusion.”



“I know.” She looked at him thoughtfully, frowning a little. “That doesn’t really count, does it? I feel like I wanted my first time to be an entire night of romance and passion. Not just… a really hot accident.”



“I owe you a proper date,” he said. “We’ll go somewhere romantic and fun and do it over again.”



“I’d… like that.”



“And once that’s out of the way, we can start getting each other off for strangers on stream again.”



“You ass!” She hip-checked him, but fell into a side embrace as he put an arm around her. “I’m alright with us getting that bounty now. It would be enough for you to fix your bike with. I want to schedule it in advance, plan it out so it’s super hot, and get that money.”



“Oh, trust me, you’ll get more than just that.”



“Oh yeah?”



He slid his hand down and grabbed her ass. Rue squealed with laughter and pushed him in the shoulder.










CHAPTER 32




 



Will expected to fall asleep immediately once they’d arrived back and gotten comfortable on the couch. His mind wasn’t on the same page, and as much as the events of the night leaned him toward thinking about Rue… for some reason he couldn’t stop thinking about Avery.



It normally bummed the ever-loving hell out of him to think about Avery, but his mind skipped over the pain of her leaving, arriving instead at how badly he just wanted to talk to her again. He had so many questions. How was life on her new team? Was she settling into life in a new city, or was Color Spray on assignment abroad?



Would there come a moment when he would feel the same need to run away from Rue, like she’d run away from him?



He hugged his pillow, annoyed by how relevant what’d happened between them suddenly seemed. He wasn’t naïve. He knew that in Avery’s mind, she was doing what she thought was best for both of them. Protecting him, even. Was that a perspective he’d eventually settle on, too, if things kept moving forward with Rue?



He took out his phone and, forcing his fingers to move more quickly than he could let himself think, called Avery. The phone rang once, twice… and he hung up, suddenly beyond confused about what he’d even say.



Why was it so hard to try to open back up to someone who’d ghosted him? It felt like the answer was right there, baked into the question. His heart was still pounding, but he wasn’t sure if the idea of just getting her voicemail again was scarier to him than having her pick up and say
 hey,
 to have to delve into what would be a hard conversation on both ends.



It felt less like seeking closure and more like seeking answers, seeking help.



 



***



 



Will awoke to the sound of someone being welcomed into the apartment the next morning. He tensed, still cognizant of his late-night phone call, and forced his eyes open expecting Avery. Jess was at the door in jeans and a loose white blouse, stepping back to let a fully costumed Miss Mass into the apartment.



He wasn’t sure if he was relieved or disappointed.



“I brought donuts,” said Miss Mass. “They’re mostly plain, a few chocolate, a few coconut. The selection from the place I usually go to has thinned out considerably over the last few weeks.”



“I don’t think Rue or LP will complain much,” said Jess. “Thanks, Marti. Come on in. Our young hero is still waking up, but I’ll go prod him in the ribs.”



Will couldn’t resist feigning sleep as he heard Jess’s footsteps approaching. She nudged him gently in the shoulder, and then dropped down to her knees so her head was nearly level with his.



“LP,” she whispered. “Wake up, sleepyhead.”



She shook him again and then kissed his cheek.



“Come on,” she said, rubbing his back. “You have a full day of training ahead of you.”



“Beginning with some questions about a report I received from the chief of police,” said Miss Mass. “It seems as though both Lockpick and Webcam were out together on an unsanctioned patrol.”



“That’s…” Jess stood up and cleared her throat. “I suppose that’s
 technically
 true, but I arrived in time to supervise their activities and lend my guidance.”



“Jess…” said Miss Mass. “I know they’re your children, but you shouldn’t try to shield them when it comes to matters like this. Consequences need to apply uniformly in order for them to have weight.”



“I know that,” said Jess. “But there was no harm done. We stopped a bank robbery together. If anything, the initiative they took was a net positive.”



Will groaned and decided that was a good moment to get up. He didn’t realize he was only in his boxers until he was on his feet. He felt Miss Mass do a double take as she saw his tattoos for the first time, but an odd smile came to her face. Far from approval, but not far from an interest of a more feminine variety.



“Morning, Jess.” He kissed her on the cheek as he headed for the donuts. “Miss Mass.”



“Lockpick.” Miss Mass looked him up and down. “Is this your usual morning attire?”



“I’m assuming you’re here to take me out for training or patrol,” he said. “Easier to just put on my costume when we leave.”



“Well,” Miss Mass chuckled, looking him over once more with an approving smirk. “If you’re comfortable enough as is, I suppose I can’t really object.”



“I object,” said Jess. “Costume or sweatpants, mister.”



She slapped him on the butt. Will chuckled and pulled her into a hug before turning and heading for the bag where he kept his daytime costume.



“What’s the plan for today, boss?” he called to Miss Mass.



“We’re running a patrol along the edge of the collapsed district,” said Miss Mass. “Father Darkeye and Impact spoke to a
 representative
 of the Power Realists about various issues and concerns we share in common yesterday.”



“They did?” Will turned and stared. “That’s news to me, and not good news.”



“They didn’t agree to anything beyond establishing that they need to keep their men out of the more stable areas of the city,” said Miss Mass. “We don’t have the manpower to force them out of the collapsed district as of now, but we sure as heck will react to anything they do in the area outside of that.”



“That’s giving them
 far
 too much leeway.”



“I agree,” she said. “But it’s not as though we have a good alternative. Which is why we’ll be making sure that they’re upholding those terms and punishing any criminals cocky enough to try their luck.”



“That… sounds like a good plan for the day,” said Will. “I might actually get a workout today.”



“Oh, I’ll make sure of it,” said Miss Mass, with a smile.



“Breaking out the whip again?”



“I’ll have it on hand, in case you forget how to behave.”



“I think you like it when I misbehave,” he said, leaning over her to grab a donut off the counter.



Jess cleared her throat. “I think it makes sense for me to join the two of you. Just in case any unexpected bumps in the road rear their head.”



“I think we’ll have it under control.” Miss Mass touched Will’s chest as she slid by him, bodies briefly brushing together.



“Yeah,” said Will. “Miss Mass is an excellent teacher. Though I’m still trying to work out exactly what counts as extra credit.”



“Try bringing an apple to put on my desk,” said Miss Mass.



“Macintosh or Red Delicious?”



“I’m suiting up!” said Jess, stiffly. “The three of us will make short work of this patrol.”



She hurried off to change. Miss Mass furrowed her brow. Will shrugged and shook his head. Less than a minute later, Relic stepped out of the bedroom, serious and poised.



“Is Rue still sleeping?” asked Will.



“She is,” said Relic. “I think she had a bit too much wine last night.”



“Yeah, maybe,” he said, shooting a glance at the door. “Well, I’ll let her rest.”










CHAPTER 33




 



They headed out into the city on foot. It was hot out, to the point that Will could already sense his suit would be sweaty and sticky if he ended up exerting himself. Miss Mass quizzed him on CA protocol as they made their way west, toward the collapsed district.



“You’re in a duel against a supervillain, and one of their attacks puts a group of innocent mundane civilians into danger,” said Miss Mass. “Do you continue the fight or change objectives?”



“This feels like a trick question,” said Will. “I end the fight as quickly as possible and then switch to helping the civilians. This way, the villain doesn’t have a chance to put anyone further at risk.”



“Wrong,” said Miss Mass. “You call for backup. It was a trick question.”



“Just try to think each situation through a little more, LP,” said Relic. “It’ll all start coming back to you.”



“Sticking with the order of operations,” said Miss Mass. “You’re out of costume and an incident occurs nearby. Under what circumstances do CA guidelines give you permission to use your power in public unmasked?”



“Uh…” Will stroked his chin, knowing enough to know that he had no idea. “I suppose if…”



He glanced at Relic, who kept pointing to her eyes and then holding up a series of fingers.



“Don’t help him!” said Miss Mass, pushing Relic’s shoulder and glaring over a smile. “He needs to learn this stuff on his own.”



“It’s a small hint,” said Relic.



“I got it,” said Will. “It doesn’t matter if you’re out of costume if people are in mortal danger.”



“Wrong,” said Miss Mass. “The limit is twelve people. Any fewer and, if you are a full status, non-junior hero, you can use your discretion on displaying your power in an emergency.”



“That sounds really arbitrary,” said Will.



Relic touched his shoulder. “It may sound that way, but it’s part of a greater framework that keeps everyone within the CA safe. You have to learn this stuff, LP.”



Most of the patrol was fairly tame. They stopped a few times on the way to the edge of the collapsed district to interact with the public, with Will being prodded by Relic and Miss Mass to practice being approachable and community-minded.



He took on the role of a crossing guard as they passed a group of school children waiting to use a crosswalk with a broken light. One of them had to have been in kindergarten or first grade and insisted on holding Relic’s hand, much to Will’s amusement.



“I thought you were one of the bad guys,” said one of the kids.



“I’m reformed,” he said.



“What does that mean?” asked the kid.



“It means he’s good again now,” said Miss Mass. “You can trust him. If you need help and you see Lockpick, just run over and let him know.”



Will nodded, smiling a hollow smile as he wondered if putting on a heroic costume actually changed anything under the surface. He would do his best to relearn the rules, keep his
 Lockpick
 persona squeaky clean, all while flaunting the law as he pleased as
 Decay
 .



It unnerved him to acknowledge the pleasure he took in it, the games and the secrecy and the deception. He could fully commit to being a hero that played by the rules if he wanted to, ditch his nighttime outings and become a role model in truth.



Why not? What was stopping him?



They continued into the city’s west side, eventually reaching the unofficial boundary that separated the CA-patrolled city from the area now occupied by the Power Realists. Miss Mass and Relic both took to the sky, though Relic mostly moved from rooftop to rooftop.



He traveled on foot, eyeing each of the abandoned buildings he passed, listening as well as watching for trouble. There wasn’t much going on, other than the sprawling mess that was the city’s collapsed district. Bits of glass from blown-out windows crunched under his boots, and the air tasted of dust.



He heard voices ahead of him and glanced upward, spotting Relic and Miss Mass on the rooftops, but that wasn’t the source. In fact, whoever he was hearing was talking about Relic and Miss Mass, catcalling them from a distance.



“Come on down, but I’m pretty sure as part of the new deal, you have to suck our cocks!”



“Fuck that. I want the whole thing, tits and ass and all.”



“Bonespur over here thinks he could handle women like you. Come prove him wrong.”



Against much of his better judgment, Will rounded the corner, knowing whom he’d find on the other side. Standing just within what appeared to be the boundary between the collapsed district and the rest of the city were Bonespur, Gallop… and Francisco.



He heard someone whistle, not one of his old gang mates, probably Relic warning him to cool off. It wasn’t a warning he could easily heed, not with them smiling like they were, acting like they owned the city,
 his
 city.



“Fuck me sideways,” said Gallop. “Look at this walking joke of a human being. They actually let Pick put his costume back on. Do they keep you around to go to schools and scare the kids straight or something?”



Will felt a cold smile tugging at the edge of his mouth. “No, I’m actually the guy they send in when they need essential body parts removed from inconvenient people.”



“He’s one of the heroes, right?” Francisco was smoking a cigarette, or trying to, and took a big drag that immediately sent him almost doubling over with coughing.



“He’s not a hero.” Bonespur spat on the ground, meeting Will’s gaze with matching intensity. “He’s a fucking traitor who we kicked out a long time ago.”



“You’d been in prison for all of two weeks when I left,” said Will. “I still remember how red your eyes were when you first got locked up. You still cry yourself to sleep, Bonespur?”



“Why don’t you get your mom down here, Pick?” shouted Gallop. “Tell her to make use of those sexy lips of hers and maybe we won’t kick the shit out of you.”



“Trot on home, Gallop,” said Will. “Stick around, and I’m going to have to show you what happens.”



“I bet she’d be all about it,” said Gallop, smirking.



“Yeah.” Francisco laughed and made a jacking off motion over his crotch. “Man, I’d, um… definitely tap that.”



Will could brush off the shit talk, the dirty remarks, but the fact that it was coming from the very same stupid kid he’d dragged out of the Exclusion Zone over his shoulder incensed him to no end. He took a breath and forced himself to walk away.



“He’s a hero now, guys,” said Gallop mockingly. “A neutered dog, basically. He has to respect the
 truce
 , like the little goody-goody he—”



Will was moving before he’d decided to, twisting into an attack that his body had been craving like a drug. Gallop dodged, but Will had fought him enough times before to know exactly where he’d be coming from.



He threw a punch into thin air and connected with Gallop’s smug face. The super went down clutching at his nose as it spurted blood. Bonespur threw himself forward, already unsheathing the bone spears that exited out his wrists.



Will dodged a stab from one of them, seized Bonespur by the hair, and punched him twice in the face hard enough to leave him drooling blood. A shout came from overhead, probably Relic or Miss Mass warning him to stop.



“
 Bloodfeud
 !” called Gallop, voice nasally under a broken nose. “Fight him! Use your power!”



Francisco, or
 Bloodfeud
 as he’d apparently been christened, looked a few steps behind the moment. He hesitated for a crucial second as Will lunged at him, seizing him by the throat with one hand. He saw… fear in the kid’s eyes. Lots of fear.



Sighing, Will just pushed him back and walked away. Relic and Miss Mass landed on either side of him, covering his retreat as much as making it clear that they were near enough to stop him from doing anything else that stupid.










CHAPTER 34




 



“Lockpick! Are you out of your mind?”



Relic grabbed him by the shoulder and pushed him against the wall of an alleyway as soon as they were sufficiently far away from the scene of the brawl. She looked very much like angry Relic as opposed to angry Jess, veering close to the scarily powerful enemy he’d so often faced as Decay.



“They had that coming,” he said.



“They were on the border of the area we just agreed to a truce over!” she snapped. “Not only was that incredibly impulsive and violent, but it might very well jeopardize the current balance of power!”



“Not to second guess you, Relic, but the entire street was the agreed upon boundary,” said Miss Mass. “The street itself was intended to be more of a buffer area… I think.”



The interim leader of the Drifters trailed off as she saw the look on Relic’s face. Will was still the core target of her ire, but he bore the brunt of it without wilting.



“They’re escaped criminals,” he said. “You know as well as I do that if the CA cared about Lancaster City enough to send in some heavy hitters, they’d all be back in prison.”



“The situation is what it is, and we have to work around it,” said Relic.



“Let’s not overreact here,” said Miss Mass, in a placating voice. “It was just a small scrap, and he came away from it looking a lot better than the other guys. Letting them taunt a member of the Champion Authority without consequences would have sent the wrong message.”



“Letting
 him
 do whatever he wants without consequence sends the exact same wrong message, just in the other direction!” said Relic. “I just so happen to hold my son to a higher standard than the Power Realists.”



“Did you even hear what they were saying?” asked Will.



“Why would I
 care
 what they were saying?” asked Relic. “The amount of taunting and catcalling I’ve had to endure over the course of my career is a mountain beyond what they could muster.”



“Well, I play by a different rule book.”



“Knock it off!” snapped Relic. “Enough with this cocky attitude. You are a junior member of the Champion Authority, and I expect you to start acting like it.”



Will gritted his teeth, feeling a resurgence of his lingering anger. “I’m not apprenticing under you, in case you forgot.”



He turned to Miss Mass, who sighed and looked like she’d rather be anywhere else.



“It’s past lunch time,” she said. “Why don’t you go take a walk, cool down, and head home afterward? Does that sound good to everybody?”



Will nodded and walked off, too annoyed to stay in the situation for even a second longer. He was still in costume, still conspicuous amid the street even as he moved into the safer sections of town. He headed for one of the few places where a super could drop in to lounge for a while without drawing undue attention.



Nana’s Nook was nearly empty, outside of one of the few escaped prisoners that Will was happy to run into by accident. Erik sat at the bar, nursing a mostly empty beer and looking rather forlorn. He did a double take as Will walked in, eyeing his costume up and down.



“Holy shit,” he muttered. “Am I allowed to speak with you while you’re on duty, or does that violate some CA code of conduct? Rules about fraternization with villains, or whatever.”



“You’re asking the wrong person,” said Will. “I’m more instinctual than methodical in how I operate as a hero.”



“You say that like it’s a bad thing,” said Erik, chuckling and patting the stool next to him. “Sit. Let me buy you a beer and start getting into the CA’s good graces. Unless that counts as a bribe?”



“Please, just shut up.” Will sat down and massaged his temples.



“Rough day?”



Will nodded. Nana set a beer in front of him, and he downed half of it in a single large sip.



“You still working for the Realists?” he asked.



“I’m not sure I’d characterize it quite like that,” said Erik. “They’re still paying for a few of my copies, though it seems like they’ve scaled back the number they need after their latest recruitment drive.”



“We’re still enemies, then,” said Will, with a dark chuckle.



“One of many reasons why you should consider a career change.”



“To what?” Will turned a hand palm-side up. “I don’t even have a high school diploma.”



“You are all about the self-pity today, aren’t you?” said Erik. “How about… you become a handyman?”



“I don’t have the patience.”



“Lawyer?”



“Too much contempt for the law.”



“You could always get a job pumping gas,” said Erik.



“I think I’ve poured enough gas on my bonfire of a life as of late.”



“Well, aren’t you just a bundle of joy and optimism.”



Will’s phone vibrated, and he pulled it out of his pocket to find a text from Rue awaiting him.



Hey.



He smiled, suddenly feeling as though perhaps Erik had a point about him indulging in his own melodrama.



Hey,
 he texted back.
 How are you feeling?



Fine, basically. I’m probably going to spend the night at Becca’s.



Sounds fun. Just don’t get too wild ;)



I won’t. Cool if I tell her about what happened last night?



Will stared at his phone in numb horror.



Are you out of your mind? Of course you can’t tell her!



I’m not going to tell her it’s you, obviously,
 she texted back.
 Jesus Christ, LP, I’m not an idiot. I’ll just say it was some guy I fooled around with.



He hardly liked the idea of Rue telling her friends that she lost her virginity to “some guy” any better, but he recognized that she needed to process the incident in her own way.



I guess that’s fine. Are you alright?



I think so. Thanks for being you last night. Xox.



Have a good night, Cammie. I love you.



It wasn’t until after Will had finished his beer and walked most of the way home that he realized what Rue spending the night at Becca’s would actually mean. It would just be him and Jess, normally an appealing prospect made much less so by recent events.










CHAPTER 35




 



The tension was already simmering as Will made his way inside the apartment. Jess was sitting in the kitchen nook reading a novel, and she barely glanced up at him as he grabbed his clothing bag and started pulling his costume off.



Neither of them said anything, and the silence rendered a level of tension that made him feel hypersensitive to every noise, from the sound his costume made as it peeled back from previously sweaty skin, to the flick of each page of Jess’s book as she made a point of not looking over at him.



“Where did you go?” she finally asked.



“I grabbed a beer with a friend,” he said.



“In the middle of the afternoon?”



“You’re going to judge me for everything I do now?” he snapped.



More silence. Will pulled on a t-shirt and sweatpants, wishing he had a room of his own to disappear into. There was no escaping Jess unless he wanted to go wandering back outside, and he was too tired for that.



“Was it Misty?” asked Jess.



“Would you stop trying to police my every move?”



“It was just a question,” said Jess, narrowing her eyes. “Believe it or not, LP, it is one of my priorities to try to keep you from making stupid, impulsive decisions.”



“I’m a grown man,” said Will. “I don’t need you hovering over my shoulder and judging my every move.”



“You have no idea what you need,” said Jess bitterly.



He sat down on the couch and turned on the TV, upping the volume in hopes that background noise might override foreground tension. No such luck. Jess shifted to preparing dinner, and the sound of her chef’s knife coming down on the cutting board as she chopped vegetables sounded deliberate and harsh.



He was only really pretending to care about the show he’d picked out. When Jess began setting out plates, he came over, sparing her from having to be the one to break through the barrier of silence that’d formed between them.



“Food ready?” he asked.



“Yes.” She managed a smile and gestured to his chair. “It’s chicken stir fry. The ingredients are a little experimental, but I did what I could.”



“Sounds good,” he said. “I trust your judgment when it comes to cooking, at least.”



Jess’s smile twitched, and she set the pan down heavily. “I’ll let you serve yourself. Wouldn’t want you biting off more than you can chew.”



Will scowled and set about ladling food onto his plate. He was too irritated to resist being drawn back in to the argument, as pointless as he knew it was.



“That’s why you reacted the way you did, isn’t it?” he said. “You think I was picking a fight that I couldn’t win.”



“Your words, not mine,” said Jess. “Though I do think that the focus of your skillset as a hero doesn’t really lend itself toward how impulsive you can sometimes be. What do you honestly think would have happened if Miss Mass and I hadn’t been there today?”



“So, what?” he snapped. “I should just avoid fights against criminals because you don’t take my abilities as a hero seriously?”



“That is not what I said! It’s not about whether you fight or not, it’s about you being reckless and breaking the rules.”



“It’s not being reckless if I’m willing to accept the consequences.”



“Who says
 I’m
 willing to accept the consequences?” shouted Jess. “Dammit, LP! This isn’t a game.”



“This is what you wanted, isn’t it?” he shouted back. “For me to fight alongside you. For me to be a hero again.”



“I wanted you to become a hero, not
 Halberd
 !”



“…What?”



He stared at her blankly, thinking he’d misheard her at first. Hoping he’d misheard her.



Jess crossed her arms. “How do you think he would have handled those three thugs this afternoon if they’d gotten in his face?”



“He would have…” Will closed his mouth and looked away from her, so annoyed by her point that he couldn’t even say it out loud.



He would have done the exact same thing.



“You still have so far to go, Will, before you really understand what it means to be a hero again,” said Jess. “But that’s alright! I’ll help you get there, work with you, each step of the way.”



She reached across the table and touched his hand. He felt like he’d lost the argument, but couldn’t bring himself to concede, as childish and rebellious as it was.



“Miss Mass is the heroine I’m apprenticing under, not you,” he said stiffly.



“Your point being?” asked Jess. “Do you even have one, or are you just that desperate to cut at me?”



“My point is that it isn’t fair for you to treat me like I’m still fifteen. I’m a grown man, and I get to make my own decisions. I don’t need you micromanaging me.”



“How far do you think you’re going to get with this arrogant,
 my way or the highway
 attitude?” Jess leaned forward, expression intense and annoyed.



“Far enough.” He jutted his chin out, seeing the flicker in her eyes. She looked like she wanted to throttle him, but the tension in the air threatened to spill over in other, more interesting ways.



They ate in silence, barely looking at each other, hyper aware of one another. The food was good, excellent, probably Jess’s best meal all week, but admitting that aloud was out of the question.



“I’ll clear your plate for you,” said Jess, as he cleaned up the last of his rice.



“I’ve got it.” He stood up, chair screeching on tile.



“It’s fine!” said Jess, reaching to take it from him.



“Really, I don’t mind,” he said, through half-gritted teeth.



“No, LP, please,” said Jess. “Don’t push yourself on
 my
 behalf.”



They both moved together, neither letting go of the plate, nor acknowledging the awkward dance they did as they pulled back and forth on it on the way toward the sink. Will was behind Jess as the dish clattered into the dirty pile, and he didn’t pull back from her, wanting the closeness even if he was mad at her.



“Do you think I want to be
 anything
 like Halberd was?” he asked.



“I didn’t make that comparison lightly, LP,” said Jess. “I just… I need you to hear me.”



“I’m listening!”



He grabbed her hips, half thrusting into her, angry and lacking a better outlet in the moment.



“Are you?” Jess turned around partway, touching his cheek, suddenly gentle and loving like she’d flipped a switch. But there was no switch… she always loved him like this, even when she was correcting his mistakes and judging his behavior.



“I’m not Halberd,” he said. “We’re different people, with massively different views on the world. There might be some overlap in the way we act, the things we want, the… people we love. But I’m here, Jess. And I’m not going to make the same mistakes he did.”



Jess stared into his eyes, a fond, but tired smile edging its way onto her face as Will ran one of his hands along the side of her body. He wondered what she was thinking, how she viewed the way he felt toward her compared to how Halberd had once felt, once acted.



“I love you, Will,” she whispered.



“I love you more.”



“Not possible.”



He squeezed her and kissed her cheek, holding her tenderly for all of two seconds before the sensation of her soft body tight against him bordered on addiction. He nuzzled his lips against her neck, rocking his hips forward in a slow thrust made that much dirtier for its gentleness.



“I have dishes to wash, mister,” said Jess.



“I’m here to help.”



“You’re here to… Well, I wouldn’t necessarily call this
 helping
 .”



“You can call it whatever floats your boat.” He rocked forward again, grinding his rapidly hardening cock into the perfect softness of her buttocks. “Let’s have our movie night. We keep putting it off.”



“Things… keep coming up,” said Jess.



“That’s just life.”



“I still want to talk with you, Will.” She reached a hand back, rubbing his thigh in a manner that seemed like encouragement. “About… where you’re heading in life. What you
 really
 want.”



“I already told you I’d listen,” he said. “And I will, over a movie. Sound good?”



“Sounds workable.”



Despite his suggestion, he stayed right where he was for a good ten seconds, rocking into Jess until he felt within striking distance of a happy little accident. He was sick of arguing with her, that much was for sure, but emotion still lingered in the air, feeding into the night.
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He dimmed the lights and put on the sequel to the romcom Jess and Rue had been watching the previous night. Jess disappeared into Avery’s room for a minute after finishing the cleanup from dinner. Will glanced toward the door as she came back out… and almost broke down with laughter.



“What?” Jess closed the front of the kimono and narrowed her eyes at him. “I know this was Avery’s robe, but I thought it looked good on me.”



“It looks incredible on you,” he said. “I just… find it strange how you and Rue have both latched on to that singular piece of clothing.”



“It’s incredibly comfortable. I was a tad annoyed that Rue decided she wanted to borrow it last night.”



Jess came over and sat down on the couch next to him, pulling the blanket over her pale, bare legs. Will slid in closer, instantly taking liberties under the blanket. He stroked her thigh, expecting resistance as his fingers hinted at sliding toward her crotch. She didn’t give him any and he stopped, expecting some kind of trap.



“Where do you see yourself in a year or two?” asked Jess.



“Have we crested the valley from no-nonsense Jess to guidance counselor Jess?”



“It annoys me sometimes when you call me Jess, you know.”



“Fine. From the stern
 mother
 to the guidance counselor
 mother
 .”



She smiled and propped her head up against her arm, still ignoring the way he actively teased her inner thigh. “I want an answer. What’s your plan, Will, for after you move beyond junior hero status?”



“Would you believe me if I told you that I haven’t really thought that far ahead?” He slid his fingers higher. Jess was more reserved than Rue, he noted, as his fingers brushed the edge of her panties.



She set her hand atop his and pulled it to safer territory, pinning it against her knee. “I would believe that. But, that doesn’t mean it isn’t something you shouldn’t start considering now.”



“I suppose that’s true.”



“I could see you making out well as a solo hero,” she said. “Traveling as needed to get the maximum value out of your power. You could also consider joining a team, like Avery did, if you wanted to, well… expand your horizons.”



She shrugged, looking dissatisfied even though she was the one who’d brought the topic up.



“I mean, I suppose I’d lean toward joining a team,” he said.



“Do you have one in mind?”



“Whichever offers me the best signing bonus.” He smiled at her and started moving his hand again.



“And here we have another example of your confidence boiling over into cockiness.”



“Hey, I’m just answering each question as you ask it,” he said. “Come on, Jess. I’m not complicated when it comes to my goals as a hero. You know that. There’s a reason why I’m still putting that costume on.”



“What do you mean?”



“It’s got a massive Crimson Five emblem on the front,” he said, soft and serious. “I wouldn’t wear it if I didn’t feel like it was still me. I left the city. I didn’t leave the team.”



“Oh, Will.” She stroked his cheek, eyes tender as she stared at him. “Please tell me you mean that and you’re not just saying it.”



He started to nod and then hesitated, smirking to himself. “I mean, as long as there’s a signing bonus.”



Jess laughed and pushed him in the shoulder. Her eyes never left him, which was a bonus in itself, as the kimono had a tendency to slip open and she clearly wasn’t wearing a bra underneath.



“It would be contingent on good behavior, but I think… a certain bonus could be arranged,” she said.



“Oh? Obviously, it would have to be competitive against what other teams are offering.”



The corner of Jess’s eye twitched. “Did she offer you something already?”



“What? I… wait, you mean Miss Mass?”



“So she didn’t. Good.”



“The topic hasn’t come up yet, but she seemed impressed by my progress,” said Will. “I suppose feeling out the Drifters under Miss Mass as a potential team would only be fair, given how helpful she’s been.”



“You’ve already given me your verbal commitment, as far as I’m concerned,” said Jess.



“Sure, but that doesn’t mean I can’t see what she has to offer.”



He let a smile break through his resolve as he saw Jess’s pretend annoyance begin to shift into something real. He grabbed the folds of her kimono and pulled her in for a quick but passionate kiss.



“I’m locking you into my team, mister,” said Jess. “One way or another.”



“And now we watch as guidance counselor Jess evolves into bossy heroine Jess.”



She gently set a hand on his chest and shifted him so he was lying longwise on the couch.



“What are you doing?”



“Giving you a taste of your signing bonus,” she said, with a devious smile.



He didn’t dare ask questions as she began tugging at his sweatpants under the blanket. In truth, Will really hadn’t thought much about his future beyond continuing the balance between Lockpick and Decay for long enough to deal with his old gang.



The kimono billowed open, and Jess only made a halfhearted attempt at closing it as her plump breasts fell out and into view. Her perfect pink nipples were so impossibly erotic, and the edge of one was still poking out even as she finally managed to get the robe belted.



“Promise me,” whispered Jess. “Promise that you will stay committed to the Crimson Five.



She pulled the blanket back, revealing his boxers and the massive erection tenting them. Jess dropped her head down, her hot breath finding all the seams to sneak through and tease his manhood as she held her mouth mere inches away from his crotch.



“This feels unfair,” he said.



“For which of us?” she asked. She kissed his cock through his boxers and Will groaned, watching a tiny wet spot form from the beading pre-arousal.



“I promise I’ll always do what’s best for the Crimson Five.”



“That’s not what I asked you.” Jess withdrew her tongue right as it was within millimeters of prodding his bulge. “I want your word, Will. There’s at least one mistake that Halberd made that… I can’t just endure a second time around. I need you to be clear on your commitment.”



It was more than just an intensely sexual moment. Will wanted to reassert how unfair it felt, but it wasn’t, not really. He could see how his recent behavior might have stirred these fears within Jess. She needed his reassurance. She needed more than that from him, probably, and he really,
 really
 wanted to give it to her.



“I promise.” He pulled his boxers down.



A proud smile flickered across Jess’s face, followed by a more embarrassed one as she tilted her head nearer to his erection.



“Tell me when you’re about to come this time, mister.”



He nodded, and then almost gasped as Jess brought her lips down on his cock. It was like entering a different realm, one born of hot, sucking pleasure, ruled by an angel who made the sexiest little noises.



He leaned his head back, but almost immediately brought it back up. Watching her was better than simply closing his eyes and giving into the experience, even if the intensity all but demanded it.



Strands of blonde had fallen askew across Jess’s face. He cupped her cheek, gently smoothing them back into place. Jess pulled her mouth off his tool for long enough to briefly suck on his thumb before giving his shaft a lick that started lower than most women would allow themselves to go.



“Jess!” he groaned. “Hold on! I’m… Jesus. I’m already close.”



She pulled her lips back, little strands of saliva and more breaking as the contact separated. “Good. That is the
 point
 of this, in case you forgot.”



“I know, I just…” He chuckled as he stroked her cheek. “I want to enjoy it for longer.”



“Aw.” She grinned at him and shifted to using her hand, though her mouth stayed so close he could still feel her breath. “That is so sweet. Do you remember the first time I carried you while flying with my cloak?”



“Uh…” He winced, caught off guard by the way his childhood memories felt in contrast to the current moment. “I remember it being fun.”



“You were ten years old,” she said, with a fond sigh. “I only brought you up twenty feet or so, not high enough to really put you in danger. But each time I tried to land and set you down, you demanded that I keep going, keep flying you around. Just a minute longer.”



It felt really… uncomfortable, to think about that memory while having his naked cock stroked by her hand, pointed in her face. The feeling didn’t appear to be mutual, and if anything Jess was staring at him even more lovingly than she had been a minute earlier.



“This isn’t a piggyback flight,” he said.



“No.” Jess kissed the tip of his cock again. “It’s not.”



She flicked her hair over one shoulder and let out a satisfied moan as she started sucking again. Her robe was completely open now, and Will took full advantage, fondling her plump breasts as she bobbed her head, faster and faster.



He bucked his hips, meeting each movement, intoxicated by the dirty little churning noise he was rewarded with each time. The thought of being on a team with Jess,
 Relic
 , fighting crime and cuddling up to watch a movie afterward… It sounded almost too perfect.



They could be together as teammates, as a man and a woman… as a mother and son. Some of it was wrong, some of it was right, but above all else, it seemed like it could fit. There was a horrible, dirty, forbidden elegance to it that Will desperately wanted to seize for himself.



He let out a tiny gasp as he humped forward, one hand tenderly positioned against the back of Jess’s head as his hips rudely sought to plunge his cock as deep as it would go. He tapped her hair as he began coming, hoping that would be warning enough.



Jess pulled back and let out a little cough, taking a burst of his seed on the chin. She grinned, clearly pleased with herself, and licked a loose bead of cum off her bottom lip.



“That wasn’t much of a warning,” she said.



“It was about all I had time for,” he said, chuckling.



They cuddled up on the couch next to each other, and Jess rested her head on his shoulder. The movie was a third of the way through, and he hadn’t paid enough attention to be able to name the main character.



“You really wanted me to stretch it out?” whispered Jess. “There’s a… sex term for that, you know.”



“Edging,” he said. “And that’s not really it. It’s more like… I just can’t get enough of you.”



“You really need to get a girlfriend,” she said, with a sigh.



“You’d hate it if I did.”










CHAPTER 37




 



Will fell asleep at some point. He woke up to Jess stretching the blanket out over him and made a sleepy attempt to grab her and pull her onto the couch next to him.



“Behave yourself, and maybe you’ll wake up to something nice,” she whispered.



She kissed him on the forehead, and he heard the bedroom door close a few seconds later. The temptation to sneak into her room was near overwhelming, but her offer of something nice for good behavior was probably a better bet.



The idea of falling asleep and waking to another
 signing bonus
 was enough to make it hard to fall asleep in the first place, but eventually he managed it. For a minute or two, at the very least. His phone vibrated as someone tried to call him, and then again as it collected either a text or a voice mail.



He pawed at the screen, turning it on and wincing at the brightness of the display. Erik had texted him, and he had to read the words twice before the full implication of them set in.



NOT SAFE. GET OUT OF YOUR APARTMENT ASAP.



He surged to his feet, still in his boxers, and started toward the bedroom to grab Jess. He’d made it a single step before a horrible crash came from the front door. The air stirred, like a sudden breeze had snuck in from nowhere, and a surprised shout came from Jess’s bed as it continued into the apartment.



“You bastards!” he shouted. He reached for his penknife, which he’d hidden in the pocket of his backpack.



A dagger-long shard of glass slammed into his palm before he could work the zipper, impaling itself in his hand and jutting out the other side. He gasped in pain and roughly yanked it out, but Bonespur was on him before he even had a chance to mend the wound.



Another shout came from the bedroom. Will dodged one of Bonespur’s wrist spears, coming within an inch or two of losing an eye to its tip. He wrestled with the red-haired super, getting him in the face with an elbow but not gaining any real purchase in the fight.



“Now, now, Pick,” called Glass. “Is that anyway to treat your old boys?”



“Think I found them, boss,” said Gallop.



“Bring them here.”



Will headbutted Bonespur, which, while effective, only encouraged the super to engage his weird bone mask power, which gave off the impression of a grinning skull. He reached for his bag again, but one of Bonespur’s spears nearly stabbed his hand to the floor like a pinned insect, Will’s fingers brushing danger as he pulled back at the last second.



Gallop appeared in the living room, carrying in his arms several of Jess’s artifacts. The Cord of Achilles, which she must have taken off to wear the kimono, along with the Circlet of Ra. Her cloak, scepter, and the water breathing brooch were missing, but Gallop had found the ones which granted her the bulk of her power.



“Let him go!” boomed Jess, voice imbued with Relic’s confidence.



She attacked Gallop, getting a solid punch off in his face before spinning to attack Glass. Gallop blurred, knocking her off balance, and Glass was quick to grab her arms. She was still strong without her cord, but she couldn’t win against someone like Glass in a purely physical fight.



“There we go!” shouted Glass. “Fucking hell, I’ve been waiting so long for this.”



Will snarled and elbowed Bonespur in the face, not caring about the mask. Bonespur tried to bring his spear up to ready another strike. Will flipped him over and began throttling his neck, fully intent on killing him and anyone else who got in his way.



His wounded hand suddenly snapped up in the air, pulled by a tendril of his own blood like a crimson-red marionette line. He glanced over his shoulder in muted disappointment at Francisco,
 Bloodfeud
 , who had an arm raised like a practiced puppeteer.



“Shit, Despot might as well just crown me king in his place,” said Glass, stroking his chin. “Taking down his two greatest enemies in one night. There won’t to be nothing left for him to do when he gets back.”



“If you want me, you’ve got me!” snapped Will. “Let her go. She’s doing her job, nothing more than that. You want to make things personal, make them personal with me.”



“In the sexy Japanese robe and everything.” Glass whistled and turned his head sideways to get a better view of Jess. “Wouldn’t mind taking out some of my own grievances toward you on her, right here in front of you. Fine piece of MILF ass, for sure. But I think I’ll save her for later, once I’m sure she’s calmed down. Learned her new place.”



“If you touch her, I will fucking kill you!” he shouted.



Glass signaled for Gallop to take Jess’s hands in his place. He cracked his knuckles and then, with a telegraphed wind-up, struck her hard against the face. Will let out a bestial snarl and tried to pull free of Bloodfeud’s restraint, feeling the flesh in his hand tear and shred as though he was trying to pull the wrong way off a meat hook.



He felt a cold rage, not just toward them, but toward himself. It felt like his entire discussion with Jess had been a warning that’d come too late. He’d made the very same mistake that had dictated so many of Halberd’s decisions. He’d left himself and his family open to attack, and just like Halberd, he might not ever get a chance to set things right.



“Bloodfeud,” said Glass. “You’re going to help me take Ms. Sexy MILF Ass back to the base. Bonespur, Gallop. Can I trust the two of you to kill him once you’re done having fun?”



“You got it, boss,” said Gallop.



Bonespur nodded, but seemed significantly less comfortable with being ordered around by Glass. “He won’t get a chance to try anything.”



He took one of his spears and, while Will was still being held upright by Bloodfeud’s control, slowly drove one of his spears through the meaty muscle at the crest of Will’s neck and shoulder. It wasn’t a vital wound, more like where an insect collector might place a pin to lock a new trophy into place without doing too much damage.



He gritted his teeth even as tears beaded at the corners of his eyes, refusing to cry out in pain. Bonespur kept going, driving the spear into the wall behind Will and snapping it off after creating two back-facing bone spikes that would keep him from being able to simply slide forward off his skewer.



“LP!” cried Jess. “Stop this! Let him go! I… I’ll go with you! Just don’t hurt him.”



“Don’t agree to anything!” hissed Will.



“You’ll behave if we promise to let him live,” said Glass. “Alright. Bonespur, Gallop. You know what to do.”



Glass made a cut on each of Jess’s hands deep enough for the blood to bead and serve as an anchor for Bloodfeud’s power. He was enough of a gentleman to fix her robe and grab her shoes before leading her out the door. She shot one desperate glance back at Will, her expression fierce, but nearly broken by her concern for him.



Gallop started chuckling as the door shut behind them. “Oh, we know exactly what to do. I’m surprised she bought that so easily.”



He blurred, and a punch slammed into Will’s chin, knocking his head around in a manner that made his shoulder scream with pain as it jostled against the spear. He lifted his free arm, trying to shield his face. Bonespur seized his hand and snapped his middle finger sideways in a merciless break.



He couldn’t help gasping from the pain, but it was all secondary compared to the feeling in his chest. This time, he’d actually lost in a way that mattered. It was hard to tell, given his history, but he was pretty sure this was the worst he’d ever fucked up.








CHAPTER 38




FIVE YEARS EARLIER



 



The rhythmic beep of a hospital heart monitor drew Lockpick from sleep in slow, incremental steps. He became first aware of the noise and antiseptic hospital smell, followed shortly after by the bed and the sheets, with the events leading up to what had led him there clicking into place last of all.



I got shot by a drug dealer
 , he remembered.
 How quaint.



He groaned and began feeling the various spots on his body throbbing with unusual aches. He’d done his best at mending the holes, but there was still some internal damage, likely nothing serious, given that he was still alive. Certainly enough to make moving a few muscles extra painful.



A doctor with thick glasses and a bad comb-over poked his head into the room, saw that Lockpick was awake, and smiled. “You’re awake. Good. How are you feeling?”



“Tired,” he muttered. “Confused. How long have I been in here?”



“You were brought in about ten hours ago. Given the strange nature of your injuries, it’s a miracle you’re still alive. You were found in a large pool of your own blood with no external wounds. If you’re feeling up to it, I would
 love
 to ask you some questions about your circumstances.”



“Ten hours…” muttered Lockpick. He closed his eyes and rubbed at them. Was Halberd still waiting patiently for rescue in the jail, or had he already decided to run with the nuclear option?



“Are you feeling at all short of breath or nauseous?” asked the doctor.



“Not especially,” he muttered.



“I can let you rest more if you need some time to compose yourself, though you do have a visitor waiting for you.”



Lockpick sighed. Not only had Halberd escaped, but he’d made the phenomenally dumb decision to come seeking him at a hospital, of all places. Though, an escape along with tracking him down since he wasn’t answering his phone seemed like a lot to accomplish in ten hours.



“Who is it?” he asked.



“A family friend,” said the doctor. “He said he’d been sent to watch over you until your father’s situation could be resolved.”



“Did he give his name?” asked Lockpick.



“I’m sure he did. Everyone has to at the check-in. I didn’t catch it, though. Sorry, I have far too many cases on my hands right now.”



Lockpick would have guessed that Relic had somehow gotten the emergency contact notification and flown out to worry over him had the doctor not emphasized that his visitor was a man. He tried to think of who else it could be and came up empty. Frowning, he decided there was only one real way to get an answer.



“I feel mostly recovered,” he said. “Send my visitor in.”



“It’s wild to hear you say that.” The doctor chuckled and tapped his knuckles against his clipboard. “The energy of youth. You were covered in blood when you came in. Really, you should let me look into having your case presented as a puzzle to some of the nerds in… ah, we’ll talk about that after. I’ll send your friend in.”



Lockpick waited for a good ten minutes before his mysterious visitor finally revealed himself. He didn’t recognize the man who approached the doorway, and became entirely sure they’d never met before as the hulking giant stooped slightly in the door frame to ensure his seven-plus-foot frame could clear the room’s entrance.



He was freakishly muscular, cords of heavily worked flesh twisted together like ropes, veins bulging in his neck like powerlines, but it was all stuffed into an expensive suit. His hair was tied back in a ponytail not unlike Lockpick’s own, though jet black in color and likely dyed, given the heavy network of wrinkles adorning the man’s face.



He had an air of importance around him, like a movie star, or possibly even an alien from another planet. The first real clue that Lockpick got was when the man rubbed his hands together, revealing that the back of each knuckle had a letter tattoo.



U… D… E… R, and M… A… R… A.



“Lockpick.” The man smiled, pulled a chair up, tested it for his weight, and sat down. “I believe this is the first time we’ve met face to face. You’re older than I expected you to be.”



Lockpick slowly shook his head, a pit forming in his stomach as realization dawned on him like a fever.



“My name is Laurence Alamo,” said the man. “You might know me better as
 Marauder
 . Your father and I are… business partners. Old friends, really.”



He would have made an attempt to rush to the door, but he wasn’t actually sure he could get past a man that huge and through it, not to mention the way his muscles still groaned with pain. Marauder, the same Marauder they’d been running from since the beginning. The same Marauder that Halberd owed an obscene, life-ending amount of money to.



“Please,” said Marauder, smiling and holding up a hand. “There’s no need to make that face. I want you to take a deep breath and think very carefully about your next move. Would I be here in person if I wanted you or your father dead?”



“Possibly, given that everyone else you’ve sent after us has failed,” said Lockpick.



“That they have.” Marauder sighed and leaned back in his chair, which groaned ominously. “If I was in a more playful mood, I’d make you guess why, exactly, I’ve honored you with this visit. But I see that you are not currently at full strength, so how about this?”



He lifted a suitcase that Lockpick hadn’t noticed before onto the sliding side table attached to the hospital bed. There was a lock on the front which Marauder twisted a key into before opening the case to reveal several rows of crisp $20 bills tied together with tight rubber bands.



“This should be enough to bail your father out, with a small remainder for expenses,” said Marauder. “I’m going to leave it right here, closed but unlocked, and when you feel well enough to leave this hospital, I want you to take it with you.”



“This is…” Lockpick shook his head, eyes narrowed. “What’s the catch?”



“There’s no catch.”



“There’s always a catch.” Lockpick swallowed, feeling an oncoming headache, the weakness and blood loss. “Halberd owes you money, not the other way around. Why give him more?”



“I have lots of money. It’s within my risk tolerance to have him owe me, given that I need him free and functional to pay me back to begin with.”



“I don’t want it.”



“You don’t need to want it.” Marauder closed the case but set a hand on top of it, leaving the key within easy reach atop the black leather. “It’s here, regardless of what you decide.”



“Where did it even come from?” asked Lockpick. “Drugs? Human trafficking?”



Marauder chuckled. “You are most definitely your father’s son. Lockpick, I’m afraid I can’t stay longer, but it was an honest pleasure meeting you.”



“I don’t want your money!”



Marauder gave an exaggerated shrug that fully displayed the way his incredible frame filled out his suit jacket. “Perhaps the hospital does, then. I’m sure they would eventually be willing to accept it as unclaimed property if you insist it’s not yours for long enough.”



Marauder got up and headed for the door. He stopped as he began to stoop through the doorway and knocked on the frame with one of his massive fists. “Oh, and be sure to tell Halberd to call me.”








CHAPTER 39




 



“It’s not about torture,” said Gallop. “It’s about making a point.”



One of Will’s eyes was swollen into a useless slit, but he could see the speedster striding toward him through the other. Three out of five fingers on his right hand had been broken, but that was alright. The hand had an upper threshold for pain, and the difference between one broken finger and three wasn’t really that much.



“He might be our enemy, but he’s basically a nobody,” said Bonespur. “He doesn’t know anything.”



“I already told you, it’s not torture,” said Gallop. “Obviously, he doesn’t have any critical information beyond what Relic would already know. This is just about… well,
 you know
 .”



Gallop leaned forward and jostled Will’s shoulder, the one still skewered by the spear. Unfortunately, there was no upper limit for that kind of pain, a literal impalement that tore through tissue and scraped against bone. He tried not to scream and, after failing, tried to take breaths in between screams.



“Ha ha ha,” said Gallop. “What a pussy. God, I can’t believe he used to be one of us. It was mostly before your time, of course, but he was like… one of the top dogs. I don’t know how he managed to fool all of us, let alone Despot.”



“I’m sick of this,” muttered Bonespur. “Let’s finish him and be done with it.”



“If you want to, go right ahead,” said Gallop. “I like seeing him suffer.”



He stomped on Will’s ankle, shattering it for the second time in less than ten minutes. Will had managed to subtly mend the prior damage, still distantly hoping for a chance to escape. That hope was dim now, the last pathetic flicker of a candle running out of wick.



He’d simply lost too much blood. He’d been in a few bad scrapes before, and blood loss was always the real threat. Less blood meant less everything, less movement and power in his muscles, less thinking. Less caring.



“I wish I had a lighter with me,” said Gallop. “Imagine if we lit his hair on fire.”



A heavy thump came from outside the apartment, beyond the closed door. It was followed a few seconds later by frantic knocking on the door. Will closed his eyes, not wanting this, of all things.



Rue. She must have come home, seen something wrong from outside. Run, Rue! Just get away!



“No…” he groaned. “It’s a trap!”



His voice was barely loud enough to carry to Gallop and Bonespur, let alone out the door. The two villains exchanged a glance. Bonespur shrugged. Gallop muttered something under his breath and took on the responsibility of investigating.



He blurred as his power brought him to the door in the blink of an eye, opened it, and stepped outside.



“Huh?” said Gallop. “Who’s there?”



Bonespur turned, still watching Will, but also keeping the door in view. He took a step toward the door, briefly turning his back to the skewered prisoner.



In that same moment, Mist appeared in front of Will in a silent poof. She winced and covered her mouth when she saw his injury. Will gestured with the broken fingers of his free hand to the bone spear holding him, though he was fairly certain if she just pulled it out it would kill him.



“Just these two?” whispered Mist.



Will nodded.



“What was that?” Bonespur spun around, missing Mist by a fraction of a second as she teleported elsewhere. He narrowed his eyes, still suspicious, and took a step toward Will.



“Ahhhhh!” screamed Gallop. “My eyes! My fucking eyes!”



Bonespur swore under his breath and pushed a new bone spear out of his wrist. He stalked toward Will, watching the door, but keen on the advantage having a hostage would give him.



Mist attacked from a blind spot, poofing into existence mid-dropkick. Bonespur was a rather scrawny teenager, and hit the wall with a satisfying crack, almost going down. He spun, materializing bone armor around his face and chest, and punched Mist hard in the stomach.



Will had been expecting her to teleport away, but either she’d mistimed it or simply wasn’t used to fighting in close quarters. Another woman ran in that he vaguely recognized, clad in a skintight green and yellow costume that showed off a hell of a body. A forked tongue snaked out of her mouth, and then she leapt at Bonespur in a hissing tackle.



The young villain managed to knock her away, coating one fist with bone for a heavy punch. He spun to face Mist again, glanced at Will, shifting to keep everyone in view. The move left his back to the door, however, and he was an instant too slow to react as Webcam ran in and thunked him over the head with a baseball bat.



He didn’t go down instantly, given how his bone helmet protected his skull, but Webcam didn’t stop instantly. She wound up and, just before he could dodge out of the way, struck him a second time across the face with even more force. Bonespur’s armor rattled as he hit the ground.



“The other one?” asked Mist.



The woman with the tongue,
 Iggie
 , if Will remembered correctly, nodded. “I melted his eyes. I think he went into shock. Please don’t tell me we risked our asses for nothing?”



She eyed Will critically, thinking what most people would think upon seeing him in his current state.



“I’ll live,” muttered Will. “I just need… help pulling this out.”



“LP!” Webcam ran over to him, wincing sympathetically as her eyes shifted from his impaled chest to his broken fingers. “Oh God! I came as fast as I could when I realized something was happening.”



“She almost ran in while Glass and the others were still inside,” said Mist. “In full costume, no less. It’s a good thing I recognized her and let her know that Iggie and I were also here to help.”



“How did you recognize me, by the way?” asked Webcam, gesturing to her eye mask and costume.



“Um…” Mist glanced down at the substantial curve of her breasts, and then up at her wild hair. “Just luck, I suppose. On both sides – your help was exactly what we needed.”



“Thanks, and likewise,” said Webcam, with a smile.



“Not to break up the girls’ night, but can we get on with this?” muttered Will. “I need to mend the wound before I do any more bleeding.”



“Sure, but, um…” Mist winced and looked at the others. “You really want us to pull it out?”



“Yeah, but slowly,” he said. “I need to… mend the back first. Then the front. Both at once is too much for me.”



“No way he doesn’t pass out from this,” said Iggie. “I’m telling you, we’d be better off calling for an ambulance. This is serious shit.”



“LP, maybe she’s right?” said Webcam.



“There’s no time,” he said, teeth gritted. “I’ll manage.”



The three women looked at each other, more nervous about it than he was. Mist finally stepped forward.



“I’ll do it,” she whispered.



“No, I should do it,” said Webcam.



“I volunteered, and besides, I’ve seen his mending in action before,” said Mist.



“You think I haven’t?” snapped Webcam. “I’m his sister, I should be the one to—”



“Just grab it already,” he hissed. “Both of you. Pull together, but slowly and smoothly.”



They nodded and got to work. The pain, from the very start, was unreal, to the point where Will’s experience hovered between a fever dream and black out. It felt worse than dying, not that he necessarily had a solid comparison point.



He felt an amusingly warm flood of liquid run down the small of his back as the spear slid out the rear exit wound, as though he’d popped an impossibly massive zit. With clumsy, weak movements, Will slapped a hand around to cover the gaping injury, mending it over the course of a couple of excruciatingly painful minutes.



“Go,” he muttered.



He gasped as the last bit of the spear came out the front of him, blood gushing forth even as he tried to cover it with both hands and hold it in. Death was still a possibility, not all that unlikely of one, either. So much blood, more than he would think a single person could spare.



“Pick,” whispered Mist. “Hey… hang in there.”



He blinked his eyes open. His head was on Mist’s lap, and though he’d managed to mend his chest, he was pretty sure he’d blacked out afterward. Opening his mouth to thank her, Will coughed out a few dark bits of blood or something onto her costume.



“You’re welcome,” said Mist, chuckling. She smoothed back a few strands of his hair.



Webcam was holding one of his hands and made a slightly annoyed noise, jostling forward to put herself into his field of view in place of Mist.



“I saw what happened,” said Webcam. “We have to go after Mom.”



“We will,” he said. “Tonight. Whatever they have planned… we can’t let it happen.”



“I only signed up to come help him,” said Iggie. “This was a favor to Erik and, as far as I’m concerned, it’s done.”



“Then go fuck off to the sewer or wherever it is you live these days,” said Mist.



“Don’t be such a bitch,” said Iggie. “You know what I’m saying. And for your information, Erik has me in what passes for a nice hotel these days.”



Iggie waved and headed for the door, but given what Will knew of her powers, her departure was closer to a minor loss than a major one. Mist sighed and stroked his hair again.



“I’ll stick around,” said Mist. “Don’t worry.”



“Thanks,” muttered Will. “We have to… get help. Miss Mass. The Drifters.”



“We will,” said Webcam.
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To be safe, they did a quick circuit of the apartment, grabbing everything that qualified as essential. Glass and his cronies had made off with not just Jess, but several of her artifacts. While they still had her cloak, her scepter, and the water breathing brooch Will had gifted her back at the Lighthouse, her cord and circlet were in enemy hands, if not already destroyed.



“Those stupid bastards,” muttered Webcam. “They don’t even care how hard she worked to get that stuff!”



“Let’s not start worrying about material losses until we’ve gotten her home safe,” said Will.



He took both of his own costumes, though he didn’t put either of them on right away. It didn’t make sense to commit to being Decay or Lockpick until he had a better idea of what was going on. Not that changing his clothing was high on his list of things he felt capable of doing at that moment. The simple act of remaining upright and walking around made him feel incredibly lightheaded.



They still had food left from dinner, which Will scarfed down to hopefully increase his blood sugar levels across the near term. His foot bumped into Bonespur’s spear as he was headed for the door, and on a whim, he took that too. Most people tended to overlook how useful it could be to have an enemy’s weapon on hand when it was distinctive.



Bonespur himself was left tied up on the living room floor, still unconscious. As much as a part of Will would have liked to settle the score permanently with him, there and then, it felt off. The younger man probably did deserve to die, but Will felt as though he didn’t need that blood on his hands.



“I grabbed Mom’s keys, but I’m super uncomfortable behind the wheel,” said Webcam.



She tossed them to Will, and his reaction time in catching them was a full second delayed.



“Um, how about I drive?” suggested Mist.



“LP, I don’t think Mom would want her driving her car,” said Webcam.



“Cammie, now is not the time for that kind of worry.”



“Alright, well, I want those keys back as soon as we get to where we’re going.”



“Cammie, please just… stop.” He massaged his temples and took a breath, trying to figure out just what their plan was even supposed to be. “Alright. We’ll call Miss Mass. See if she can assemble the Drifters and get them to back us up.”



She picked up on the second ring, sounding surprisingly fresh for the time of the night. “Lockpick? What is it?”



“They attacked us,” he said. “The Power Realists captured Jess. I escaped, but only just. I—"



“Get over here now.”



“Hold on. I think I know where they’ve taken her. If you could—"



“Lockpick, that is an order!” snapped Miss Mass. “Get your ass over to my house right this instant.”



“Ow!” Will held the phone a couple of inches back from his ear, surprised at the speaker’s depth. “Jesus, alright. I’m on my way.”



“What did she say?” asked Webcam.



“We’re going to meet her at her house,” said Will. “Are you alright with that, Mist?”



“I… suppose I could just wait in the car,” she said.



“I think that’s a good idea,” said Webcam.



“Rue!” snapped Will. “Knock it off.”



They drove fast, aided by both the late hour and the reticence of most drivers to even be on the road, given the city’s current state. Mist did a rough parking job in front of Miss Mass’s driveway, and Will and Webcam climbed out.



The act of standing up from the front passenger seat nearly knocked him out. Too much to do, too little blood to do it. Webcam helped him up Miss Mass’s front steps. The older heroine was waiting at the door and opened it before they’d even knocked.



“Who’s that in the car?” she asked.



“LP’s girlfriend,” said Webcam. “Don’t worry, she’s cool… I guess.”



“Huh.” Miss Mass frowned, eyeing Mist critically at a distance. “She looks… never mind. Get inside, quickly. The two of you must have been through hell tonight.”



She brought them in and sat them down at her dining room table. A pot of tea was already steaming at the center, and she poured them each a cup.



“Sit, drink, and try to calm down,” she told them. “I’ve already called my team and Father Darkeye. They’re on their way here as we speak, but… it doesn’t seem like the best course of action is for us to do anything drastic tonight.”



“What’s that supposed to mean?” asked Will. “They kicked in our door! They pulled us out of bed! That’s fucking drastic.”



Miss Mass sighed, looking tired and emotionally conflicted. “The reason why they were able to do that is because they outnumber us, in terms of both raw manpower and ability, especially now that Relic has been captured. Your mom was our heavy hitter, the core of what was keeping the Realists in check.”



“That’s one of the many reasons why we need to get out there and save her!” he shouted. “We can’t…
 I
 can’t just sit here and do nothing, even for a night.”



His heart pounded an angry rhythm in his chest. He saw not just Glass and Bonespur’s faces, but Despot’s, too. He was in that mood again, the one that had him cutting off fingers and fighting like a lunatic back in Mastodon.



“We won’t be just sitting here,” said Miss Mass. “My team is on their way, as is Father Darkeye. He’s already talking to the representative of the Power Realists. I’ve reached out to a few other teams, as well. We’ll come up with a plan that’s foolproof and act with overwhelming force. That’s the only way to ensure that we get her back, Lockpick.”



“I was afraid it would be like this,” he muttered. “I remembered being a hero, but it was all through the lens of a kid, a fifteen-year-old with no real idea about what was going on.”



“Don’t talk like that,” said Miss Mass.



“Can you blame him?” Webcam nudged the table, spilling some of their tea. “You’re writing her off! They could be torturing her right now, or, or…”



Will set a hand on her shoulder. Miss Mass sighed and folded her arms.



“You both have had a long, traumatic night,” she said. “I want you to rest up here, even if it’s just for an hour or two, and then join the discussion and help us save your mom, okay? This is just… how it has to go in these types of situations. It’s hard, but we wouldn’t be heroes if that wasn’t the case.”



We wouldn’t be, now would we?
 thought Will.



He nodded slowly, mechanically. “Right. Of course.”



“I have an extra bed already prepared,” said Miss Mass. “Why don’t you take it for now, Will? Webcam, you should go help his girlfriend get home and then double back.”



“I think it’s better if I go,” he said.



“You need to rest,” said Miss Mass. “That’s an order. Please, just trust me for now, Lockpick. That’s all I’m asking.”



She did have good intentions, and he did trust her, in his own way. He trusted her to be Miss Mass, a by-the-book hero with good intentions and limited means. He stood up, shot a knowing smile at Webcam, and followed Miss Mass into her spare bedroom.



“I promise that we’re going to get her back alive, Lockpick,” she said, voice finally showing strain. “It just… might take some time.”



“You’re doing what you can,” he said. “I appreciate that.”



She surprised him, pulling him into a tight hug. He let his guard down enough to appreciate the gesture, how she cared for him and took her role as a mentor seriously.



“Sorry,” he muttered.



“For what? I know you’re doing your best.”



She rubbed his hair affectionately, almost like Jess would have, and headed out, closing the door behind her. Thirty seconds later, Mist appeared in the room, her grey and black costume making her look like a ghost, or an angel of death.



“Ready to go?” she asked.



“Yeah.”



She hugged him much like Miss Mass just had, and an instant later, they were back outside, next to the car.
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“She’s going to be pissed when she realizes you snuck out,” said Webcam.



“I can withstand her ire,” he said. “I’ll take it over leaving Jess to die at the hands of my former gang.”



“Where are we going, exactly?” asked Mist.



“The junkyard. That’s where they’ll be holding her.”



“Isn’t that just their normal base?” asked Mist. “Why would they bring her there? It seems too obvious.”



“I would agree if not for the fact that Glass appears to be calling the shots while Despot is out of town,” said Will. “He’s overconfident and bad at improvising. I wouldn’t be surprised if the attack on our apartment was Bonespur’s idea, not his.”



“Miss Mass did have a point about how outnumbered we are,” muttered Webcam. “LP, you’re the only one out of the three of us who can even hold their own in a fight.”



Mist cleared her throat. “Speak for yourself.”



“The plan isn’t going to involve much fighting,” said Will. “I’ll go as Decay and walk right in through the front gate. I’ll find Jess, dispatch whoever they have guarding her, and then with your help, Mist, get her out of there.”



“I don’t know if that’ll work, Pick,” said Mist. “You really think they’re just going to let you in?”



“I went through their stupid trial,” he said. “Technically, I am, or at least
 Decay
 is, a member.”



“In good standing, though?” asked Mist. “Think they won’t wonder about how little time you actually spend around the old junkyard tire fire?”



“I don’t care if they wonder, as long as they let me in,” he said. “Cammie, I want you in my ear.”



“Um, phrasing,” said Webcam.



“You know what I mean. I doubt the Power Realists are used to being careful with their phones. I want you to get a sense of where everyone is, where Jess is probably being held, and anything else that might be useful. Constant stream of intel using your power.”



“I can manage that, but…” Webcam made a displeased noise. “I don’t know about this, LP. What if… Miss Mass is right?”



“We’re not risking that much,” he said. “The worst that can happen is that they discover what I’m up to and kill me.”



“That’s up there with one of the dumbest things I’ve ever heard you say,” said Mist.



“Agreed,” said Webcam. “If you’re trying to convince us, you’re blowing it.”



“This is my old gang!” he snapped. “I know how they work, how they think. After a score like this, they’ll be partying their asses off. Here and now is exactly the time to move against them. Miss Mass may have had a point about us being outnumbered, but numbers don’t matter if the battle is never announced.”



The skepticism in Mist and Webcam’s communal silence was a taste in the air, bitter and hard to swallow. Mist drove to the junkyard, however, parking a block away in between a collapsed building and an abandoned truck.



“This is going to have to be a team effort,” said Will. “I need the two of you to work together. Webcam, you’re going to have to make it clear to Mist where she’ll be teleporting in. Mist, you have to keep Webcam safe. Can you both do that?”



The costumed women exchanged doubtful glances with each other.



“I suppose,” said Mist.



“Yeah, whatever,” said Webcam.



He took out one of the Bluetooth earbuds Rue had given him eons ago and, after connecting it to his phone, slipped it into his ear. “I’m on the line. If there’s anything I need to know, make sure I know it. For the most part, I have a pretty good idea of how this will go.”



He changed into his Decay costume outside the car, smiling a little at the way both Mist and Webcam watched him while pretending not to watch him. Pulling his hood up, Will checked his weapons, making sure he would be ready to do the dirty work when it was time.



“Alright,” he said. “Wish me luck.”



“Good luck, LP,” whispered Webcam. “Be careful.”



She hugged him, and as soon as they pulled apart, Mist grabbed him and gave him a deep kiss followed by a longer hug. He really hoped the gesture didn’t incite the kind of jealousy that might end up getting him killed in the near future.



There was a fair amount of fog in the street, and he could both see and smell the sickly-colored bonfire within the junkyard in the distance. He was nervous, regardless of the brave face he’d put on for the others. Nervous for himself, nervous for Jess.



There was a very real chance she might already be dead by the time he got in there. It didn’t matter what Glass had said about Despot having a “plan” for her. She was not the kind of woman who would simply play meek and follow orders. An escape attempt gone wrong might be enough for them to decide she was too dangerous to be kept alive.



“I believe in you, LP,” whispered Webcam, over the earbud. “You can do this.”



“Keep your eyes open,” he whispered back.



As the junkyard’s gate came into view, his spirit got a major boost. Two of Erik’s doubles were stationed outside, passing a flask back and forth as they kept the graveyard watch. They both reacted with a wince when they saw Will walking up in his Decay costume.



“Ah,” said the double on the right. “
 Decay
 , wasn’t it? One of the new recruits. I thought I’d heard something about you defecting after passing the trial.”



“I’m a busy man,” he said. “Had to take care of a few things. Open the gate.”



“Decay.” The double sighed, and after a glance around to make sure they were alone, leaned in closer. “
 Pick
 . I know why you’re here, and I’m sure you know why I… can’t let you in.”



“Open the fucking gate, Erik.”



He shook his head, exhaling through his teeth. “No. I can’t… and I’m not going to. We’ve been seen working together in public before. If Glass doesn’t work out what happened afterward, Despot will, and that man actually does scare me.”



“Come on!” Will threw his arm out sideways, barely keeping from drawing his pen knife. “They have Relic. My
 mother
 . If there was one time I needed a favor from you, it’d be right here, right now.”



The double hesitated and glanced at his partner, who nodded, both unsurprisingly on the same page. “I can’t just open the gate for you, but… if you were to pay me.”



“What?”



“As I believe our original has told you before, we’re here on contract,” said the double. “We need money, Pick. Pay us out, and we’ll walk off the job.”



“Why do you need money so badly, anyway?” he asked. “I ran into your girlfriend, by the way. She did mention a hotel. Is that it?”



“Erik’s girlfriend, you mean.”



“Whatever.”



The double shrugged. “It’s not complicated. We’ve got mouths to feed. You make thirty-some-odd doubles of yourself, pretty cool shit. Keeping them fed and healthy and recreationally stimulated when none of them can apply for a real job, well, it’s not easy.”



“Well, that’s… a lot less dramatic than what I’d worked out in my head,” said Will. “How much?”



“How much do you have?”



Will winced. He wasn’t exactly flush with cash at the moment. He considered the question for a few seconds more before coming to an obvious realization.



Sorry, Rue.



“Ten grand,” he said.



“Need more than that.”



“I could do thirteen grand, then. Maybe thirteen and a half, depending on certain factors.”



The doubles both swore in unison. “You’re lucky that you’re a friend, Pick. I expect that money by the end of the week.”



“Don’t worry, you’ll get it.”



The doubles nodded to each other and stepped out of the way, one of them pulling the gate open. As expected, Webcam immediately chimed in as soon as he’d made it through.



“Did you seriously just promise to give him the bounty money?” she whispered.



“Yup. There was no other way. Sorry.”



Silence. Surprisingly, there was no anger in her voice when she finally spoke again.



“I’m not mad,” she whispered. “I actually think this is the best use for it. Saving Mom. I don’t think I would feel right about doing something so sleazy for money if it was just for the money and nothing else.”



“Well, I’m glad the notion of family unity is what finally inspired you to let me bone you on stream,” he teased.



“Shut up!” she said, laughing. “You have work to do. Get serious, LP.”



She was right. It was time to get some long overdue work done.
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Will’s initial assumption that the Realists would be partying under Glass’s leadership in the wake of a successful grab proved accurate. The atmosphere within the junkyard felt like a party, a regular backyard barbecue replete with hotdogs cooked over a tire fire.



It was ideal for what he intended. He passed by a handsome villain attempting to woo one of two women whom he was serenading with a story, expression and mannerisms exaggerated for effect. A circle of supers sitting cross-legged were passing a joint around, talking and smoking and getting their buzz on.



“This place is super sketchy,” whispered Webcam.



“You don’t get out much, do you?”



“You know I don’t,” she snapped. “Jerk. I just mean…”



“I know what you mean,” he muttered. “It’s a place outside of the law. It’s not an environment that’s comfortable for everyone.”



He wanted to begin his search immediately, but the simple act of walking in through the gates had drawn a fair amount of attention his way. He walked slowly, acting as though he was searching for a group to glom onto, a friend to converse with. It worked surprisingly well… too well, in fact.



“Hey!” Francisco,
 Bloodfeud
 , waved him over from the group he was with.



Will waved back, hoping he could let the moment slide off as a passing interaction. That hope was dashed as he saw Bloodfeud excusing himself from his friends and jogging over.



“Decay, right?” he said. “Man, it’s good to see you here. I didn’t get a chance to thank you the other day, and it was sorta weird when you didn’t show up the next morning.”



“You’re welcome,” said Will stiffly.



Now kindly fuck off,
 he almost said. The goal was not to draw attention, and a temper tantrum by a sixteen-year-old was the last thing that would help with that.



“Come on, man!” Bloodfeud laughed and shook his shoulder. “Have a beer with me!”



“You are very clearly not old enough to drink,” said Will, forcing an edge of good humor into his voice.



“Just one more thing that does not fucking matter here!” Bloodfeud laughed again and then gestured as though unveiling the junkyard like a freshly illuminated arena. “We get to make our own rules now!”



I remember feeling like that once
 , thought Will.
 It was the same, even inside the prison. An illusion.



“There are still rules,” said Will. “You just don’t have them explained to you here. Not until it’s too late.”



“Um… aight.” Bloodfeud shrugged and scratched his head. “Hey, they gave me a name, in case you haven’t heard. Like a proper name, you know, a super name for missions and shit. It’s
 Bloodfeud
 , get it? You know, cause of my—"



“Your power, yes, I get it.”



“What’s with you, man?” asked Bloodfeud, smile wilting. “Come on, just chill out with me for a bit. You saved my
 life
 out there. I owe you big time, and I want to repay you if I can. Or just be your friend, and shit.”



“I appreciate that.” Will looked at the kid, reluctantly charmed by his earnestness, despite his role in kidnapping Jess. “Don’t hate me if I end up calling in the favor eventually.”



“Dude, you say the weirdest fucking things,” said Bloodfeud. “Just your style, right? The hood, the mask. Black shirt, black shoes. I think I get it.”



“Where’s your sister right now?” asked Will. “Please don’t tell me you brought her here for the party?”



“Fuck no! I know better than that. She’s safe. Got enough in advance to put her up in a room, at least.”



“Stay close to her,” he said. “Closer to her than you are to this. You can get a lot out of this lifestyle, I won’t lie to you about that. But you’ll never get your family back if you lose them.”



The next breath he took made his chest feel heavy, air catching like the tail end of a painful hiccup. He wasn’t too late. He had to believe he wasn’t too late.



“I… suppose I’ll do some thinking on that,” said Bloodfeud. “Sure you don’t want that beer?”



“I found her!” whispered Webcam, the little bird in his ear.



“Gotta take a raincheck,” said Will. “After?”



“Sure, sure,” said Bloodfeud. “We’ll be going all night, I bet.”



He nodded and waited until Bloodfeud was on his way back over to the group he’d been with previously. Will made as though to head for the row of outhouses in the junkyard’s corner, listening as Rue fed directions into his ear.



“It’s the old eighteen-wheeler in the far back corner,” she whispered. “It has to be. It’s the only place aside from the entrance that has a guard standing by outside of it.”



He made his way there through the shadows, moving quickly, but not rushing. This would have to be a subtle job if he planned on pulling it off without turning the affair into a bloodbath. After what he’d been through earlier that night, part of him
 wanted
 a bloodbath, to simply end his former gang rather than continuing to let them fester.



But it wasn’t that simple. They had serious numbers on their side, and he wasn’t arrogant enough to think that there was any way to win in a straight fight even on his best day. And today was far from him at his best, with the loss of blood still leaving him feeling partially winded regardless of how much breathing he did. He was there for Jess, not for a fight, which meant following a very specific order of operations.



As Webcam had reported, a single guard was on duty outside of the sliding door of the eighteen-wheeler’s cargo bay. He hid behind a junked car and let his eyes adjust to the dark until he had a good idea of who it was. A low-level telekinetic by the name
 Boomerang
 who could manage a few cool tricks with his power, nothing serious.



He waited for a few minutes, gauging the noise he could hear from the main party until the loud voices and laughter were overlapping against the night. He didn’t try to sneak or do anything tricky, which in itself was a trick when murder was on one’s mind.



“Boomerang,” he called. “I thought your shift was up?”



Will took a few steps toward the truck. Boomerang’s face was illuminated for an instant as he pulled at his phone and glanced at the screen to check the time.



“What? I thought I was supposed to—"



Will clamped one hand tightly over his mouth and used the other to propel the short bone spear that Bonespur skewered him with earlier that night up through the man’s sternum, into his heart. Dead, just like that.



It wasn’t a great loss to humanity. Boomerang’s criminal history spanned a swath of brutal incidents, including a hostage situation in which he’d used his power to trigger explosives that’d collapsed an apartment building full of innocent families.



Still, for most people, it wasn’t easy to kill like that, out of combat against an unexpecting opponent. Psychological blocks and the sleeping bear of the righteous subconscious. Will had begun to think he was regrowing that aspect of his humanity, but apparently not.



He took a breath, lowered Boomerang to the ground, and propped his body up to make it look like he was sitting down to take a quick nap. He withdrew the spear and, after giving it a moment of thought, hid it nearby in the bushes in a spot where it would most definitely be found during a search. Bonespur was probably still passed out with a skull fracture in Avery’s apartment, but he’d have some explaining to do when he woke up.



Not only did he fail to kill me, but now he’ll be implicated in Jess’s escape. Fuck you, Bonespur.



The eighteen-wheeler’s door was completely sealed along the seam, metal fused into metal by someone or another’s power. It was no real obstacle for him, and a quick cut from his penknife opened the door like a taped mail parcel.



He slid it upward, masking the faint shriek of metal against the ambient noise. Jess came into view in the far side of the truck’s cargo bay, shackled to the wall nearest to the front cab. Her hands were over her head, attached to a chain that ran through a metal loop above her that forced her to stand, or at least slouch at the peril of her wrists.



She looked awful, probably the worst he’d ever seen her. Avery’s infamous kimono was stained with blood that looked jet black against the bright satin fabric. She wore her underwear underneath, at least, but that was it. Will was relieved that still anything at all was on, knowing the way his former gang could be at times, more bestial than human.



She tilted her head back, a curtain of blonde hair falling out of the way to reveal a horribly battered face. A cut underneath one heavily swollen eye had a long line of dried blood running down the edge of it. It was tough to tell if both her eyes were that swollen, or if she was squinting from the intensity of the moonlight.



Her neck had deep, purple bruises all over it, at least one clearly a finger mark. Someone had throttled her in the time since she’d left the apartment and arrived here. Someone was going to die. Blood matted her hair above one ear, a dark spot that felt wrong and out of place.



Jess bared her teeth and spat on the ground as he climbed into the truck. Not Jess, he realized. He was looking at
 Relic
 , simply out of costume. The line between the two wasn’t demarcated by a mask, not in situations like this.



“I’m not surprised to see you here,” she said. “Figures you’d fall in line with a group of sociopaths like this. Did you get your boss’s permission to be the first to… what did he say, again? Run the
 train
 on me? That’s what he said he’d let happen if I struggled, and I think you know as well as the others that I have been struggling.”



Hearing the steel in her voice stirred conflicting emotions within him. Seeing her like this, pushed to her very limit, still guarded in that unbreakable mental fortress. Jess, in her own way, held more strength and defiance than an entire gang of prison escapees put together.



He held a finger up to his hood, praying that she’d at least be curious enough to stay quiet.



“If you expect me to submit or cower, prepare to be disappointed,” she growled. “Go ahead and try your worst. You’ll get nothing out of me.”



He didn’t say anything, aware that even throwing his voice, he could still give himself away in combination with what he was there to do. Instead, he held a finger up, taking out his phone and turning sideways so she couldn’t see it while hurriedly texting Mist.



Found her. Truck in the corner. Make sure your costume is on.



Mist appeared no more than ten seconds after he’d sent the message. Jess blinked, but didn’t flinch, surprise showing on her features.



“What is this?” she muttered. “Some kind of trick?”



Will pulled Mist close, whispering words meant only for her ear. “Drop her off in front of a street cam if you can. Rue can say that’s how she found her.”



Mist nodded and took a single step forward, hesitating as she saw the fierce expression on Jess’s face. Will had been about to cut her cuffs before poofing her out of there, but he opted to leave them on, deciding that the risk of her attacking was a little too high. Easier for Mist to just teleport away after if Jess decided to push the issue once they were out on the street.



He got within Jess’s kicking range first and, without thinking, reached his hand out to gently wipe a bit of dried blood from one of her cheeks. She hissed through her teeth and drew her head back, which both offended and reassured him. At least she hadn’t worked out who Decay really was, as he sometimes feared.



It was too easy. Mist and Jess disappeared. Will let out a massive breath he hadn’t realized he’d been holding. She was safe. She wasn’t dead, she hadn’t been completely ruined and abused by the bastards in his old gang. He’d pulled it off, and even better, he’d done it without making too much noise.



With slow, careful movements, Will closed the door to the truck’s cargo bay and left the scene convincingly normal at a far-off glance. He resisted the urge to text Mist for his own teleport out and instead looped around to the far side of the junkyard before stepping back out into the light of the tire fire.



If he played his cards right, he could play the long game, preserve his persona within the gang on top of saving Jess. He spotted Bloodfeud sitting at a table made from a wooden cable spool turned onto its side, drunkenly flirting with Tinkerbell, another old friend of his. He made his way over.



“Mind if I call in that beer?” he asked, in Decay’s voice.



“Nah, dude, course not!” Bloodfeud grinned and grabbed a milkcrate for him to sit on. “This is Tinkerbell. She’s like the gang’s fairy godmother.”



“I think you’re getting your fables confused, hun, but I appreciate the sentiment,” said Tink. “You’re Decay, right?”



“That’s what they call me.” He accepted the beer from Bloodfeud and took a long sip. “Most often, it’s an apt description of what I bring to the table.”



“He says lots of weird shit, but he’s a good guy,” said Bloodfeud.



“Coming from you, that actually means something,” said Tink. “Fresh meat. Still haven’t had your morals burned out by this shit yet.”



“I’m… on my way,” said Bloodfeud. “I didn’t mention this before, but we attacked this guy and his mom tonight. The heroes here in the city, Relic and… I don’t remember the guy’s name.”



“Relic is queen bee here in the city,” said Tink. “If you didn’t do what you did, she would have come for us eventually. Don’t think too much about it.”



“If you were smart, you would have simply killed her,” said Will. “She’s not one of those heroes that’s there for the paycheck.”



“Speaking from experience, I hear,” said Tink. “You fought her, didn’t you? Beat her, too.”



Bloodfeud’s eyes went wide. Will chuckled and took a deep sip of the beer. It tasted like victory.



“I tend to get the upper hand against most of my opponents,” he said. “Something to keep in mind.”










CHAPTER 43




 



Will left the Power Realist encampment through the main gate, in no real rush. He called Rue, who’d rendezvoused with Mist after getting Jess safely back to Miss Mass’s, and had her come pick him up.



“What’s all this?” he asked, pushing aside clothes to make room in the backseat.



“I made another trip back to Avery’s to grab more of our stuff,” said Rue.



“That was stupid. We may have tied Bonespur up, but it’s not like he was in handcuffs.”



“I checked his phone first, obviously. He went to some sketchy under-the-table doctor to have his scalp stitched back together.”



“Besides, I was with her,” said Mist. “If we ran into any trouble I could have easily gotten her out of there.”



She was out of costume, clad in sweatpants and a tank top, and exchanged a smile with Rue, who’d also changed.



“Good to see the two of you are getting along, at least,” he said. “Let’s get back to Miss Mass’s.”



He took off his own costume on the way, taking a minute afterward to lean his head back against the seat and rest. His body still ached from the wounds Bonespur had inflicted on him, and it wasn’t as easy to ignore it without a life hanging in the balance as his objective.



“We’re here,” said Rue. “Is Mist coming in with us?”



“You’re welcome to,” said Will. “I can just say that I called you to help with the search.”



Mist started to shake her head, but seemed to rethink it after a second. “…Sure, I guess. I mean, I’d like to see that your Mom is okay after what she went through. It feels weird to save somebody when they think you’re a villain.”



“I mean, you are a villain, basically,” said Rue.



Mist grinned. “And don’t you forget it.”



She pulled Will into an embrace as they stepped out of the car, kissing him twice on the lips before turning and winking at Rue, who scowled back. He wondered if he’d jumped the gun in assuming that they’d found some common ground.



Miss Mass answered the door almost immediately when they rang the bell. She breathed a visible sigh of relief and gestured for them to come in.



“Your mother is going to be happy to see you,” she said to Will. “She spent all of ten seconds regaining her equilibrium before demanding to know where you were, if you were safe.”



“I was out looking for her,” said Will. “I—"



“LP!” Jess jumped up from the couch, now clad in some of Miss Mass’s clothing, and pulled him into a tight embrace. “Oh God! You’re alive! I was so worried.”



She cupped his cheeks and kissed him. Her hands didn’t stop there, touching him all over, forcing a wince as she touched the area around his shoulder.



“I’m fine,” he said, gently but firmly removing her hand. “I put some bandages on after dealing with those thugs at the apartment.”



“I… saw one of them force a spike through your shoulder, though?”



“It just clipped the skin,” he said. “Those idiots immediately let their guard down after putting handcuffs on me. It was a piece of cake to get them off and surprise them, especially with Rue’s help.”



“Good, good,” said Jess. “And you had Misty helping you?”



“I did,” he said.



Jess’s mouth quirked sideways slightly. “She’s aware of your secret, then.”



Mist let out a nervous chuckle and gave a small nod.



“She saved my life,” said Will. “I think she’s earned that trust.”



“Of course,” said Jess. “You’re right.”



“I did what I could, Ms. Sorling,” said Mist, with a shrug. “I’m so relieved that you’re okay. Um… if you don’t mind me asking, how, exactly, are you okay?”



She was a damn good actor, and it saved Will from having to play up his own curiosity.



“I can’t imagine what you went through,” he said.



“I’m fine,” said Jess, smiling through the cuts and the bruises. “I’m made of tougher stuff than I think those bastards realized.”



I saw that for myself,
 he thought.



“After they took me from the apartment, they threw me into the back of a car,” said Jess. “I had a front row seat to them destroying two of my artifacts, my cord and my circlet. I think that was one of their main objectives, honestly, though given that they had me in their power, they could have simply killed me if that’s what they intended.”



“Why didn’t they?” he asked.



“LP!” Rue pushed his shoulder.



Jess led them into the living room, sitting down on the couch and crossing her legs before continuing. “I’m still trying to figure that out for myself. The one who appeared to be in charge mentioned some nebulous ‘plan’ that they had for me, but I find it hard to see what it could have been. My working theory is that they wanted to use me to blackmail you and Avery into serving them as hidden agents within the CA.”



“It’s possible,” said Miss Mass. “Though it does seem a little convoluted in terms of a scheme concocted by a prison gang living in the destroyed half of a city.”



“They’re underhanded like that,” said Will. “Anyway, how did you escape, in the end?”



Her mouth twitched, and he would have probably felt a little smug if not for the overwhelming concern and relief he felt in the moment.



“One of the villains… released me,” she said. “A pair of them, actually. I’m as baffled as you are.”



“You’ve explained it to me already, but can we go through it again?” asked Miss Mass. “There must be something here we can use. This points toward discord within their ranks, at the very least.”



“I was chained within a truck,” said Jess. “They asked me a few questions about the local heroes, whether the CA was planning an attack, but I didn’t answer. They gave me a warmup beating, but didn’t do much more than that, nothing that even approached breaking my spirit. Then, maybe an hour or two later, a villain I hadn’t seen among them initially came in.”



“Did you recognize them?” asked Rue.



Jess nodded. “It was
 Decay
 , the same villain who has a record of being obsessed with me in the past. He had another villain with him, a woman, who used her power to teleport me outside. None of it makes any sense, I know. I would have assumed that this was simply him acting on impulse out of his fixation, but he didn’t say anything. No demands, no taunts, no flirtation.”



“You sound like you’re disappointed,” said Will.



“What? Of course not!” Jess shook her head, fighting a smile, and let her knee playfully bang into his. “I just like to understand where my enemies are coming from. I suspect it probably had more to do with the internal dynamics of the Power Realists, some kind of struggle for leadership, maybe. Regardless, that’s what happened. I’m alive… because of him.”



“A power struggle among the Power Realists.” Will gave a noncommittal shrug. “Sure, that might be it. But it’s also possible that he has like his own code, or something.



Rue coughed and shot him a pointed look.



“I honestly don’t know,” said Jess. “He still seemed as fixated on me as he did when I first encountered him. I suppose that might extend to him thinking he needs to protect me, possess me, even. The classic stalker from afar, unrequited love fantasy.”



Will nodded and did his utmost not to glower in response to the idea, so close, but so far.



“We managed to secure the rest of your artifacts, at least,” said Rue. “Your Cloak of Damascus and the Sacred Scepter, though I suppose you could have just summoned that one back. Along with the water breathing brooch LP gave you, you should really give that one a name.”



“Thank you, Rue,” said Jess. “That means so much.”



She smiled, but it didn’t quite reach her eyes. Will knew what she was thinking, how hard a loss it really was. With her cord and circlet destroyed, she’d lost more than just powerful tools. They’d been a part of her identity, abilities in their own right, the core of her strength.



She could still be a hero, fly around, fight, but without her super strength and sunburst, she would be a shadow of her former self. No longer a heroine in contention to take a seat alongside the greats one day, a guardian capable of protecting an entire city without breaking a sweat.



“We’ll get you some new ones.” Will reached over and rubbed her knee. “If I can find you one, I bet I can find you more.”



“That’s sweet, Will, but I’m alright.”



You are not alright, and I’m being deadly serious,
 he thought.
 Let’s cut open the door to a museum and see what turns up.



There was a silent moment, as though the entire room was slowly processing Jess’s loss in the same way she’d been forced to. Mist cleared her throat and stood up.



“I… should probably be heading home,” she said. “It’s getting late.”



“Oh, of course,” said Jess. “I can give you a ride home.”



She started to stand, but Mist enthusiastically shook her head.



“I have a ride on the way, but I really appreciate that, Ms. Sorling.”



“Why don’t I walk you to the door?” offered Will.



He put an arm around her, waiting until they were out of earshot from the others before speaking in a low voice. “You can stick around if you want. Might be a good chance to curry some favor with the heroes.”



Mist let out a single laugh, but still shook her head. “It’s family time. I think you need to focus on them right now.”



Will nodded and pulled her into a tight hug, one hand gently cupping the back of her head. “Thank you. I couldn’t have even come close to pulling that rescue off without you.”



“What are friends for?” said Mist, irony edging into the statement. “Besides, I like the way you are. With your family, I mean.”



“What’s that supposed to mean?”



“I’m not teasing you, Pick,” she said. “I never really had people in my life like that. Even if they aren’t all necessarily my biggest fans… I don’t know. I just like the fact that you’re so close to them. The way you protect them and love them like you do.”



She drew a heart on his chest and then pulled back. “Keep in touch, okay.”



“I will. Stay safe.”



They shared one last kiss, and then Mist was out the door.








CHAPTER 44




 



Jess was on her feet when Will came back into the living room, yawning and arching her back into a stretch.



“It’s been a long day,” she said. “Miss Mass has been kind enough to offer to put us up for the night. I think I’m heading straight to bed.”



“That is one hundred percent understandable.” He wrapped his arms around her and felt her hugging him back fiercely. “I am so glad you’re alright.”



“You were so strong tonight, Will,” she whispered. “How’s your shoulder?”



“It’s fine,” he said, angling to make it seem more pained than it truly was.



“You really should have someone take a look at it.” Jess pulled back, stroking his cheek as she frowned at his arm. “I… swear I saw that bone super’s attack go straight through your muscle.”



“Just caught the skin.”



“Right.” Jess’s eyes flicked back to his face, and then once more to his shoulder. “Well, I’m just glad you’re alright. I was so busy worrying about what was happening to you back at the apartment that I barely had time to be fearful for myself.”



“What happened to me was kicking their asses with a little help from a certain heroine known as Webcam.” He shot a grin in Rue’s direction. “You should see her with a baseball bat.”



“A baseball bat?” Jess laughed and looked at her daughter. “Seriously?”



“It was what I could find, and it worked,” said Rue.



Jess waved Rue over, and the three of them shared a group hug. Will began leaning from side to side, using his height and strength to tease them by threatening to tip them over, earning a couple of laughs and exaggerated groans.



“Miss Mass has a second guest room upstairs for you, Rue,” said Jess. “You might have to settle for the couch again, Will.”



“I don’t mind, but the second things settle down, we seriously need to find somewhere to live.”



“We absolutely do,” said Jess. “I don’t care if it’s a tent or a shack we build by hand. It’s priority number one once this is all over.”



She gave him and Rue one last loving squeeze before heading for the stairs. Miss Mass, looking ready for bed herself with her hair down across her shoulders, began walking him through his setup.



“It doesn’t fold out, unfortunately, but I have a wealth of extra blankets and pillows in the ottoman.” She showed how the top of the foot stool folded back to reveal all of the relevant sleeping essentials.



“That works well enough for me,” he said. “I think I’ll stay up for a bit. Maybe watch some TV.”



“Sure, of course. Rue, do you want me to show you where you’ll be upstairs?”



“I think I saw it on my way to the bathroom before.” Rue shot Will an interesting smile. “Thought I might stay up and sit out here with LP. I have too much energy to go to bed right away after everything that has happened.”



“I totally understand,” said Miss Mass. “Feel free. My room is on the other side of the kitchen, and Jess is upstairs, so you can have the TV as loud as you want without worrying about waking anyone up. Also, the lights are on a dimmer, in case you want it set to a low level. And, don’t tell your mother, but I opened a bottle of wine before all this began that the two of you are welcome to finish.”



Will nodded, but his focus had already shifted to Rue, who was curling up on the end of the couch in a tiny pair of boy shirts and a tank top with significant side cleavage. “Thanks. We’ll definitely polish that off.”



“Yeah, thanks, Miss Mass,” said Rue, biting her bottom lip. “Have a good night.”



She did them the favor of dimming the lights to single digit candle levels of illumination on her way to her room. Will turned on the TV, flipping through a couple of channels and leaving it on some late-night animated show. He slid closer to Rue, and she slid closer to him.



They didn’t say anything or even look directly at each other right away. It became a game of wandering hands as Rue slowly began stroking his leg, fingers tracing the imprint of his cock through his sweatpants. He acted as though the hem of her boy shorts was the most interesting thing he’d ever touched, following the inner seam upward toward her crotch.



“It’s always been about defeating the Dark Destroyer!” cried the dramatic protagonist of the TV show. “We have to stay focused.”



Rue let out a hot little moan as Will slid his fingers into her shorts. Her panties felt so awesome to touch and prod, and he could feel the muscles of her legs tensing as they subtly slid open to better allow him access. She had her hand completely atop his cock now, thumb rubbing side to side across the head as it hardened at her request.



“These people need our help,” said the protagonist’s sassy female sidekick. “They’ve lost their village’s sacred horn!”



Will was more than happy to go first. He slid his hand out of the leg hole of Rue’s shorts, and then back down through the waistband, fingers slowly delving into her panties. She didn’t make a sound, as though it was a game to see who could react less. Instead, she began undoing the draw cord of Will’s sweatpants, fumbling with the tight knot.



“You’re too easy, Lacretia,” said the protagonist. “When’s the last time you didn’t bend over backward to help a village in need?”



Rue let out a wavering breath as Will slid a finger inside of her. Her own hand stopped moving for a flustered moment before picking back up, matching his own motions in their strange game to see who could make the other lose control first. The sight of her hand gently pumping up and down within his baggy sweatpants was way hotter than it should have been.



“How are we going to know for sure if we don’t try?” asked Lacretia. “That’s your main problem, John Jackson. You only know how to swing a sword.”



Will leaned closer to Rue, nuzzling against her neck and getting a front row seat to her reaction as he softly curled his finger. She took a few quick breaths and then turned to kiss him, mouth sucking against his as though it was her core priority in life.



He didn’t care if he lost their game. He needed more. Grabbing Rue by the thighs, he pulled her sideways across the couch and a little downward, manhandling her into place on the couch with such force that it sent her breasts askew underneath her slutty little tank top.



He flipped the lid of the ottoman open and found not just blankets, but a bucketload of condoms, which was intriguing, given what little he knew about Miss Mass. Rue gave him a tiny nod as he held one up between two fingers.



Everything happened underneath the blanket, and for good reason. Jess could come downstairs to grab a glass of water, or a glass of wine. Miss Mass would have to trek across the living room if she needed to use the bathroom sometime during the night. Underneath the blanket was their own little world. Hot and humid, reeking of sex, ruled by hormones.



He stripped Rue’s clothes off like he was unwrapping a long-awaited present. She still had her socks on when he was finished, and the sight of her lying back, naked brown skin capped off by two cute pink feet, was one of the hottest things he’d ever seen in his life.



She made an attempt at helping him with his own clothing, but they were both too horny to wait. Will’s shirt came off, his sweats came off, his boxers came off… the condom went on.



Rue reached out with one socked foot to brush his bare erection before leaning back, arms reaching to grab the edge of the couch, ready and waiting. Will yanked the blanket over them both and dove right in.



They both gasped as he entered her, senses primed for the pleasure, but also for the potential of being caught. What they were doing was risky as hell. Jess catching them, infinitely loving and forgiving, was different from a hero from another team stumbling into their illicit encounter. It would be a scandal, a life-altering moment.



He weighed that against the way Rue’s nipples looked, hanging at odd angles, begging to be kissed and sucked, her big breasts his to play with however he pleased. He pumped forward, hugging her tight as he fucked her under the blanket. She kissed his neck and ran her hands across his back, briefly reaching down to caress his muscular ass.



The couch did an admirable job of holding up against their horny onslaught, barely creaking or complaining as their bodies did the unspeakable. Their breathing, the tiny sex noises, were mostly concealed by the TV show. It was the perfect crime, and Will lost himself in the sensation of sinking his cock deep into Rue’s tight, recently virginal womanhood.



She lifted one of her arms up, and a new light flashed from somewhere other than the TV. He was too horny to ask what she was doing, but she gave him an answer, regardless.



“Remember,” she whispered. “You have to keep your head out of the frame.”



He looked at her blankly as she pulled the blanket back, only then realizing that she had her phone out and her Crimson Five mask on. She had the CamCasters app running. She was going for the bounty, taking full advantage of the moment to make some serious money.



“Cammie,” he whispered. “Damn. You’re kind of sneaky.”



“Mmm…” she moaned. “Are you too scared?”



Her finger hovered over the big red “begin stream” button. He closed his hand over hers, pressing right as he drove into her hard. The audience’s first greeting from her was a high-pitched squeal.



He had some doubts about what they’d be able to see, whether it would really count toward the promised prize money, but Rue let out a satisfied giggle that told him her fans didn’t care about the lighting as long as it happened.



Leaning back further, she angled the camera to capture the ultimate joining point as Will pumped his cock into her. It was bizarrely hot to watch her trying to focus on filming, her attention torn back each time he bucked forward, like he was reminding her who she belonged to.



“It’s exactly what it looks like,” she said, voice breathless. “Sorry to… surprise you guys with it. It’s not always up to me when I, mmm, get used.”



She shifted her phone back to her face, biting her lip, eyes glazed with pleasure. Will gave her a little break, pulling out and rubbing his cock on her crotch as he watched her chest heaving for breath.



“Of course it’s D,” she whispered to her stream. “I’m not the kind of girl who just spreads my legs for any…”



She trailed off with a little peep as Will drove his cock back in. The intensity of the sensation made her hug her phone to her chest momentarily, too turned on to film herself getting fucked. She cleared her throat, one hand holding her phone while the fingers of the other dug into the armrest behind her.



“Yes, he’s… mmm… wearing a condom,” she whispered. “Again, I’m not the kind of girl who lets people just… come inside her.”



Only me,
 thought Will.
 Probably the first and the last.



“How does it feel?” whispered Rue. “It’s… hard to describe. I’ll try anyway for you, MasterBlaster. It’s like… oh, fuck! It’s like I’m losing myself to him. Like he’s made me his.”



Will thrust faster, trying not to feel annoyed by how hot it was listening to Rue’s play by play to her fans. It was like secondhand dirty talk, and it made him want to get a reaction out of her. He gripped one of her thighs, listening to how she hummed with pleasure, and then slapped her ass.



“Oh, fuck!” she cried. “He’s… God. He knows how to get me going, that’s for sure.”



She let out a little chuckle that broke off into a moan, biting her lip. Her eyes fluttered as she reopened them, and then she looked away.



“D,” she whispered. “DougDanger says he’ll give us an extra thousand if I… get on top.”



Through a force of effort, Will managed to stop thrusting for long enough to make the shift. He stretched out on the couch, guiding Rue to sit atop him cowgirl style. She looked uncertain, but acted the part for her fans, holding her phone at selfie distance as she fumbled his cock back inside of her.



“Good girl,” whispered Will. “Now just move your hips. Bounce for me.”



She shot him a look and held a finger to her lips, evidently not interested in sharing the limelight. Will had no intention of staying silent, though he expected that soon she’d be making enough noise for the both of them, regardless.



With one hand pressed down against Will’s chest and the other still holding her phone, Rue began riding. She seemed unsure of what she was doing and almost confused by the pleasure, like she’d been when he’d first helped her get her vibrator working.



“Yeah, it’s really inside me,” she whispered to her chat room. “What do you guys think? Worth the money?”



She giggled at some response or another. Will wanted to make sure they earned every cent of that bounty, but more than that, he wanted to make sure Rue got it good. He rubbed her hips and took a firm grip of her body, controlling her motions slowly to start.



Her free hand gripped his forearm, as though it were the reins to an unruly stallion. Will slid her up and down, faster and faster, until she was moving at a decent pace, tiny slapping noises coming each time her ass collided with his hip bone.



His arms were easily strong enough to control her body, and soon he had her bouncing at a pace that had her big breasts lagging an instant behind, jiggling and dancing to his tune. Rue’s hair fell over her face, and she was barely even cognizant of the phone still clutched in her hand. He slapped her ass again, delighting in the little noise of surprise she made.



“Oh, fuck!” she moaned. “L… I mean,
 D.
 If you don’t slow down, I’m going to…”



She bit her lip, trying to roll her hips to match the punishing pace he was bouncing her to on his cock. Her eyes flickered open, peering at the phone through her mask.



“They want you to make me come, D,” she whispered. “And if you don’t stop I, I…”



“They’re going to get exactly what they want,” he said. “Remember. Make sure your face is in view.”



“Oh, fuck!”



She buckled forward, only making a meager attempt at controlling the view of her phone’s camera as her body shook with a wicked orgasm. Will rubbed the side of one of her buttocks, still urging her to rock her hips, which she did with dreamy, sex-hazy movements.



“They got their show,” he said. “End the stream.”



“Sorry guys,” whispered Rue. “I think I’m D’s to play with from this point on. See you soon.”



She turned the stream off. Will shifted her upright and bent her forward against the arm of the couch. He was efficient, if horny to the point of being rough, as he took her from behind. Her ass jiggled like the backside of a goddess as he took her in the third position of just that session.



He came so hard that he almost fell forward onto her. Rue reached one arm back to rub his chest. They shifted to lie side by side on the couch, safely under the blanket, cuddling in a manner that was suspicious but not outright scandalous.



“That was… kind of awesome,” whispered Rue. “I didn’t realize it would be such a turn-on to have them all watching like that.”



“It isn’t, for most women.”



“Hey!” she snapped. “I don’t know if that’s true.”



“I didn’t mean it as an insult,” he said, running his fingers through her hair. “I think it’s hot, too. To know that I have you and they want you.”



“Between the bounty and the donations, we cleared sixteen grand,” she whispered.



“We’ll still have some left after I pay Erik.”



“You can have it if you want to fix your bike,” said Rue.



“You know what I really want?”



She shook her head.



“To get my own place,” he said. “Even after Jess ends up getting the money for a new house for the family… I feel like it would be nice for us to have somewhere to be.”



“To be ourselves,” said Rue. “I like it. Whether we can afford it is another question, but… I want that, too.”



She laced her fingers through his, and they lay together, sweaty and happy and flush with illicitly earned camcoins.



“I love you, Will,” whispered Rue.



“I love you, too.”









PART THREE: FALL AS THEY MAY










CHAPTER 45




 



Will was naked when he woke up the next morning… a fact which was made strangely unsettling by the fact that Relic was standing over him, shaking him awake. His perspective didn’t immediately snap back to that of
 William Sorling
 , and for a terrifying instant he felt like he was caught off guard in a fight, naked against the heroine he feared most.



“Bad dream?” asked Relic, with a smile.



“Just surprised,” he said, taking a breath. “What time is it?”



“Just after eight,” she said. “We’re heading out soon. I hate to wake you, but you really should get up and get dressed.”



Her eyes darted to the incredibly obvious bulge poking up from the blanket and then back to Will’s face. He grinned playfully at her, only then noticing what should have been obvious to him moments prior.



“You’re wearing your old costume,” he said. He eyed the Crimson Five emblem on Relic’s chest, and most of the events of the previous day fell back into place.



“My captors destroyed most of my new one along with the artifacts they took,” said Relic, with a heavy sigh. “I’m not sure they fully understood which items I could draw power from and which I couldn’t. It annoys me to think that I might have gotten lucky if I’d just hidden my stuff better.”



“I thought your old costume was red and black, though?” He quirked an eyebrow at the color scheme, a grey base with a yellow emblem as opposed to what he remembered.



“This is my alternate Crimson Five costume.” She shrugged, gathering her hair into a ponytail to put on the finishing touch. “I figured since both you and Rue have taken on unique color schemes, I might as well do the same. Now we all match through not quite matching.”



She did a slow spin, showing herself off. Like his own
 Lockpick
 costume, it was skintight, practically painted on. Will felt a thrill of excitement that hit twice as hard so early in the morning as he took in the way the fabric clung to the curves of her hips, butt, and breasts.



“I love it.” He pulled on his boxers under the blanket and stood up. “It’s perfect.”



“Thanks, LP.”



He pulled her into a hug as she started toward the kitchen, wrapping his arms just underneath her breasts as his crotch made a dangerous amount of contact with her ass. Relic let out an interesting sigh, leaning back into him and the moment even as her hand rubbed his wrist in warning.



“You need to get dressed, mister,” she whispered.



Will kissed her cheek and then her neck. “You should help me.”



“You’re a grown man,” she whispered. “You don’t need my help.”



He couldn’t resist rocking into her, nearly humping her full-on for a few glorious seconds. Relic laughed and finally pushed him away, waving a hand at his crotch and purposefully averting her gaze.



“You’re that excited over a costume and a hug?” she said, laughing. “LP, some poor woman is going to have her hands full with you one day.”



“That poor woman would happen to be you, for the moment.”



“A responsibility which you are incredibly lucky that I’m up for. By the way, you need to call your probation officer ASAP. He left a message on my phone.”



Will winced and finally managed to pull away from her, scooping his phone up from the coffee table next to Miss Mass’s couch. The battery was dead, which explained a few things. He plugged in his charger and rubbed his forehead as he noted the obscene number of missed calls from Sebastian Gall.



He called back immediately, and the diligent probation officer answered on the second ring.



“Do you take me to be a fool, William?” asked Sebastian, with no preamble.



“No, of course not,” he said. “A lot happened last night and—”



“I’ve been informed of the events, no thanks to you. It brings me the greatest relief to know that you are alive and well.”



Does it, though?
 he wanted to ask. Sebastian’s tone sounded more disdainful than relieved.



“I appreciate that,” he said instead. “It was a wild night. I’m sure you understand why it took me so long to return your calls.”



“No.”



“…What?”



“No, I don’t understand,” said Sebastian. “From your reticence to communicate your circumstances to the supposed description of events I received as explanation, there are gaps in your story, Mr. Sorling.”



“I’m lucky to be alive,” he said. “If you have concerns about the details, I’d be more than happy to address them.”



A silence followed, and not the kind Will liked. It felt like Sebastian was speaking carefully, coming to a decision.



“I’m going to be looking deeper into this,” said Sebastian. “It’s my job.”



“Of course. If you’d like, you could speak with my mother. I’m sure she’d…”



He heard a familiar beep and stared at his phone in disbelief.



He hung up on me?



The front door to the house opened, and Miss Mass, clad in her black and silver costume, strode in with a box of donuts. She stopped as though she’d run into an invisible wall when she saw Will in his boxers, head turning at an interesting angle, eyes darting downward.



“I… brought breakfast,” she said. “Donuts. In case you want a snack to start off the day.”



“Thanks.” He put his phone down and grabbed his costume from his bag. “I was just getting dressed.”



“I can see that.” Miss Mass shook her head, made a deliberate quarter turn, and headed for the kitchen. “Sorry, I’m not used to having this many guests.”



“Did I hear something about donuts?” Webcam, also in costume, stomped her way downstairs and almost acted out a replay of Miss Mass’s reaction upon seeing Will. “Oh! Whoa. Morning, LP.”



She smiled and drew closer to him, eyes drinking him in.



“Morning, Cammie.”



“Morning.” She was still staring at him, and Will couldn’t help but laugh at how transparent she was with her attention. Relic poked her head into the room, frowning and licking powdered sugar off one finger.



“I believe he’s in the middle of changing,” she said. “Give him some room.”



“If he wants room, sure,” said Webcam.



“The donuts are this way.” Relic took her by the arm and gently but firmly dragged her into the kitchen.



Will finally began pulling on his costume, joining the others as he slid his mask into place. Relic and Miss Mass were speaking in hushed, serious tones, but they immediately turned to include him as he came through the door.



“We’re heading to a meeting with the other members of my team and the Second Advent,” said Miss Mass. “The situation has changed. We can’t just bide our time and wait for the Power Realists to make their next move.”



“That’s wise,” he said. “Now is the time to go on the offensive.”



Three days ago was the time to go on the offensive, but better late than never.



“A few other teams are going to be arriving in Lancaster City today,” said Relic. “We need to take advantage of the support and finish now. Today.”



“Music to my ears.” He put an arm around Relic, free hand reaching down to touch both his lockpick and his penknife stowed away in the inner pocket of his costume. “Let’s get moving.”



He grabbed a donut to go and joined Relic in the car. Miss Mass took her own vehicle in anticipation of a potential need for the heroes to carpool, depending on the turnout. Webcam grumbled as she climbed into the backseat of the Prius, folding her arms and expressing her annoyance into the rearview mirror.



“Why did I let you talk me into this?” she muttered. “I don’t enjoy doing the hero thing, in case I haven’t been clear. Yesterday was an exception and after today, I’m seriously done.”



“Nobody is going to force you to continue with it,” said Relic. “We appreciate your help. Your power is more useful than I think you sometimes realize, sweetie, and we need it now, more than ever.”



They drove through the city, taking in the morning’s sights and sounds. In some ways, it felt like the recovery was taking place more in the morale of the pedestrians and citizens than the reconstruction itself. People were going about their days, no longer wincing from the damage, resolved and rebalanced.



Will tried to use that fact to motivate himself, a reminder of what he needed to protect, who he was there to serve. The effect was muddled by what he knew, or at least suspected, of the Realists’ plans. They wanted chaos, and the populace was letting its guard down, not bracing for the second impact.



Relic parked the car outside the church, and the three of them headed inside, joining Miss Mass as she found a spot beside them. The other members of the Drifters were sitting in the front row of pews. A group of costumed supers that Will believed to be the Midwest team
 Eclipse Awaken
 were on the bench across from them, and Father Darkeye, Sister Ivy, and Brother Cartwheel stood on the dais in back in whispered conversation.



Numerous sets of eyes turned to look their way as they entered. Will was caught off guard as everyone sitting suddenly drew to their feet, applauding them as they made their way forward. Applauding Relic, really, her existence, her survival, the sheer perseverance of falling into the enemy’s hands and coming out alive on the other side.



“Let’s draw our focus back in,” said Relic, smiling and acknowledging the attention with a modest wave. “Are we expecting anyone else?”



“One more team is on the way, but I think it makes sense to begin now and catch them up when they arrive,” said Father Darkeye. “You are the heroine of the hour, Relic. Would you join us up here and share you experience and thoughts on how we should proceed?”



Even though he presented it as an offer, in truth, it felt more like Father Darkeye was stepping back, deferring to her judgment. Will understood the impulse and honestly found it prudent. Father Darkeye didn’t understand the mindset of the Power Realists, the danger posed, let alone their plan for the city.



“I won’t mince words,” said Relic, taking center stage on the dais. “Last night, a super-supremacist criminal gang known as the Power Realists attacked my family in our home and took me prisoner. During my time within their captivity, I overheard a few critical details of their plan, if it can even be called that.



“They have possession of one of the gates just south of the city. Access to the Exclusion Zone. They’re planning on throwing it open and allowing an overwhelming horde of mutants to come through, compromising the security of this entire region.”



She paused, allowing the gravity of her words to sink in. One of the heroes from Eclipse Awaken, a bald man with a shiny gold costume, stood up and raised a hand. Relic nodded to him.



“
 Goldsmash
 ,” he said, touching his chest. “I believe we’ve met before in passing, but never been part of an operation together. I’m curious about the veracity of what you overheard. Is there any chance that they were feeding you false information?”



“Knowing what I know about them, I can’t say I believe that to be their intention,” said Relic.



“Though it is possible,” chimed in Father Darkeye, from beside her. “You recounted to me how one of their members was, rather unexpectedly, responsible for your release.”



A few whispers came from the assembled heroes. Will glanced over at Webcam, who was scowling, mouth pinched sideways in annoyance.



“I won’t deny that it’s possible, but regardless, we have to move on them now.” Relic swept her gaze across the room, allowing opportunity for objections that she seemed to know would never come. “The Champion Authority has failed this city by allowing the aftermath of the Mastodon prison break to fester to this point.”



She nodded to Miss Mass, who stepped forward to speak in her place.



“The plan is simple,” said Miss Mass. “We’re going to set up a staging area along the Exclusion Fence and wait for them to make their move. Depending on the situation and their response, we will act accordingly. They may have greater numbers, but they lack the training, coordination, and drive to beat us in a fair fight. We also will…”



She trialed off as the doors to the church opened and several new faces made their way inside. Will recognized the woman in front as Sprinter, the leader of Color Spray, which gave him an extra half second to prepare for who’d be following in her wake.



Avery,
 Kestrel
 , looked good, poised and confident and certainly healthier than she’d been the last time Will had seen her. She seemed comfortable in her costume, a tight blue and orange bodysuit with a short cape. Her mask reminded Will of the type of thing a woman might wear to a masquerade ball, but the feeling that rippled through him when her eyes turned his way was far from a matching sensation.



He stared back at her, full of so many questions that he couldn’t ask a single one. She’d left, and they hadn’t spoken since. Actions were loud, and he understood her intent if not the emotion behind it.



“Good timing,” said Miss Mass. “I’m sure most of you are familiar with Color Spray. Please, sit down. We may still have more on the way, it remains to be seen. As I was saying…”










CHAPTER 46




 



Will slid down to the far side of the bench and tried to make his way out of the church without drawing too much attention. Miss Mass had begun re-explaining the situation from the beginning for the benefit of Sprinter and her team, and he felt like he needed air more than he needed to hear the same details twice in a row.



“Where are you going?” whispered Webcam.



He gave her a forced a smile and nodded to the door, as though the vague answer of
 in that direction
 should be more than enough. She touched his hand, but didn’t stop him as he passed by where she sat.



It was windy outside, the breeze pulling through the street and around the corner of the church with enough force to be louder than the ambient noise. Will leaned against the stones of the church, tilting his head back and trying to just exist without feeling like he needed to put his own past actions under a microscope.



“LP. Can we talk?”



Kestrel’s voice was so sad that it almost broke him, the kind of tone that warned him away from even wanting to hear anything from her in the first place. Will took a breath, looked over at her, and nodded.



“Yeah,” he said. “Of course.”



He’d forgotten how much shorter she was than him, but not how much older. The feathers adorning the shoulder hem of Kestrel’s cape danced in the breeze as she slowly walked forward, smiling that catch-all, older sister smile.



God, she was beautiful. Her red hair was short and wild, and he struggled to look into her perfect green eyes without being pulled back into another place and time. This was a different place, a different time, however.



Kestrel took up a spot leaning on the wall next to him, looking straight ahead. It seemed like an intentional choice, as though she wanted to spare them both the pain of whatever they might see in each other’s faces.



“I heard about what happened last night,” she said. “It’s the reason my team is here. I wanted to fly out immediately when I got the call yesterday, but Sprinter begged me to wait. I can’t imagine what you and Mom must have gone through.”



Sure
 , he thought.
 Let’s talk about this. Let’s talk about that. Let’s talk about anything but us.



“She’s tougher than she looks,” he said.



“What about you?”



“I’m about as tough as I look, but I’ve been told I look pretty tough.”



“Ha.” Kestrel shifted, crossing one foot over the other. “You look good in that costume. Congrats on passing your review. You deserved another chance at being a hero.”



“Is that coming from my sister or my probation officer?” he asked, in a teasing voice.



She didn’t hit it back.



“The city is kind of a mess right now,” she eventually said. “I got an aerial view this morning.”



“You didn’t commute with the rest of your team?”



She shrugged. “Sprinter ran ahead with her power. Echo and Sonar are twins, and they kind of have their own rapport, so I always feel like the odd one out when I’m riding in the back of their car.”



“Yeah, that sounds awkward.”



The silence drew out for a few seconds too long. Will had so much he wanted to say, so much he wanted to hear in return, but it was all jumbled and twisted, impossible to untangle. He knew what she
 would
 say, and part of him didn’t want to make that conversation easy for her. Not after how she left, without a word, a single syllable of goodbye.



“I wasn’t planning on joining a team, you know,” said Kestrel. “It just kind of happened. I saw the opportunity and decided it fit. Sometimes… things just make sense in the moment, and this was one of those times. Do you get what I’m saying?”



“I’m happy for you,” he said.



More silence. Had they really grown so far apart, to the point where they couldn’t have a straight conversation without a struggle? He sighed, leaned his head back against the church’s brick wall, and started to walk past her, back toward the door.



“Don’t go,” said Kestrel.



“I haven’t gone anywhere.”



“Do you want me to apologize, LP?” she suddenly shouted. “Because I will. I will as many times as you want me to if it means getting my brother back.”



“You didn’t lose your brother!” he snapped.



“Then talk to me! Tell me you’re mad at me for leaving without telling you or explaining.”



“I don’t need an explanation, Avery,” he said. “It’s not the first time that I’ve been ghosted.”



“What we did was…” She closed her eyes, thumb pressing into the bridge of her nose. “Neither of us was in a good place. I was all over the place with the pills and my mental health, and you were still trying to figure out how to live as a young man after getting out of prison. Throw some alcohol into the mix, the standard hormones, both of us not getting laid…”



She shrugged, her face reddening in a manner he still couldn’t help but find cute.



“You think it was a mistake,” he said. He turned around and took a step toward her, standing so he was facing her with the wall at her back.



“Parts of what we were doing, yeah, I do.”



“People are allowed to make mistakes.” He took a small step forward, putting himself at the edge of her personal space. They were both in costume, and the moment felt unpredictable, futures branching in all directions.



“Not
 these
 kinds of mistakes, LP,” she whispered. “We weren’t getting away with it, not how it seemed like. Mom knew what was going on.”



He felt his face flush even as he shook his head. “Not the entire time. We were careful.”



“That’s not the point, anyway. It’s not any better if we’re sneaking around. It still feels just dirty, just as much like we’re… animals. Not even thinking about anything but our bodies.”



“I was thinking,” he said.



He stepped away from her, feeling as though the line had been drawn. Not the one he wanted, but the one Avery’s heart needed. He glanced in the direction of the church’s front entrance again only to see Webcam slowly walking toward them.



She looked vibrant, pretty in her purple costume, loose curly brown hair bouncing as the wind toyed with changing directions. The two sisters shared a tight hug, and Webcam stepped back to stand next to Will, lingering close enough for her fingers to accidentally brush against his.



“It’s good to see you, sis,” said Webcam.



“Likewise,” said Kestrel. “Though I will admit that I’m shocked to see you in costume. You look awesome in it, by the way.”



“Thanks. LP says it, um, fits me in all the right places.”



The corner of Kestrel’s eye twitched. She cleared her throat and stepped away from the wall.



“We were just having a little chat,” she said, nodding to Will.



“Just catching up,” he said, smiling. “Is the meeting over?”



“Yeah. Mom sent me to find you so we could carpool together.”



“Ah.” Kestrel nodded and looked toward the parking lot. “Well, I should… probably go find my own team, again. Be safe, you two.”



“Right back at you,” said Webcam.



Her fingers brushed Will’s again as Kestrel walked by them. He held her hand in a gentle grip, feeling her squeeze back immediately.



“You and her need to talk,” she whispered.



“We just did.”



“Then talk again, or something!” she snapped. “I’m not a fan of this vibe.”








CHAPTER 47




 



Will and Webcam found Relic attempting to get the Prius started in the church parking lot, clearly past the point of annoyance and deep into disappointed acceptance. She climbed out and turned her hands up in a defeated gesture, but a new look of concern came across her expression when she saw them.



“What’s with that frown, LP?” she asked.



“He finally talked to Avery,” said Webcam.



“Ah.” Relic’s frown deepened. “Oh, I’m so sorry. Come here.”



She pulled him into a hug which, honestly, he felt like he needed. It should have been bittersweet, in part because Jess had clearly said something to Avery about him, possibly even triggered Avery’s sudden decision to join a team in the first place. But it was Relic,
 Jess
 , and he knew that she loved them both and only wanted what was best for everyone.



What is best for everyone?
 he wondered.
 Not such an easy question to answer anymore.



“More car trouble?” asked Webcam. “Are LP and I going to have to carpool with one of the other teams?”



“All three of us are,” said Relic. “Miss Mass pointed out that flying in might tip the Power Realists off to our approach. Better safe than sorry.”



Will saw the van Color Spray had apparently arrived in pulling out of the parking lot. He opened his mouth to let the other two know that their best chance of a ride was about to leave them behind, but then shut it. Carpooling with Avery seemed like a less than appealing option, even if it meant having to squeeze in elsewhere.



The SUV that Eclipse Awaken had showed up in was also full, equipment filling the seats not occupied by their team. Will and Webcam stood next to Miss Mass’s car, which already held Impact and Origami, as Relic explained the situation.



“We can make it work,” said Miss Mass. “At least I think? We only have two seats left, but if the three of you don’t mind getting a little cozy.”



“I could sit on LP’s lap,” said Webcam. “I’m sure he could bear it for a little while.”



“Um.” Relic frowned and folded her arms. “It’s a thirty-minute drive. It might get a little uncomfortable for you, sweetie.”



“I don’t think he’ll mind,” said Webcam, in a voice just a hair too suggestive.



“I’ll sit on Will’s lap,” Relic announced. “That way I have the option of hovering slightly with my cape if needed.”



“You can do that?” asked Will.



“I haven’t exactly tried it before in this context, but I can’t imagine it would be that hard.”



They climbed into the car. Webcam was in the center seat with Impact on her other side. Impact smiled as her costumed thigh brushed up against him and then, catching the looks Will and Relic gave him, artfully steered his gaze away from Webcam’s chest.



“Now, let me know if you need me to shift around or anything,” said Relic.



“I will.” Will sat down and patted his lap. “Hop on in.”



She gave him a look, eyes on the verge of being narrowed, that he could interpret easily enough.



No funny business, mister
 .



He wasn’t planning on trying anything. They were headed into what might be the biggest battle of his life, of most of their lives. It was a serious moment, time for each of them to get centered and prepare for life-or-death combat.



With all that said, the soft crush of Relic’s butt felt unbelievably good against his crotch. She wiggled, first from side to side, then back and forth, arching herself to try to get her body at a comfortable angle. Will put his arms around her and heard her let out a surprisingly playful giggle.



“There we go,” she said. “I take it you’re buckling me in with your arms?”



“Safety first.” He gave her a loving squeeze and kissed her cheek.



He looked out the window as Miss Mass started the car and pulled onto the street, eyes searching for something to distract from Relic’s smell and presence. She always used the same deodorant when she was in costume, a brand for athletes that reminded him of the intoxicating smell he’d occasionally catch a hint of when passing by the women’s locker room in the gym.



Her breathing, similarly, was incredibly hard to ignore, the simple and basic way her body shifted into and away from him at a slow, steady rhythm. Fuck. He could feel himself getting hard, and even after everything he and Jess had been through together, all the lines they’d crossed, it still felt ridiculously embarrassing.



She’s your mother, and she’s in costume
 , he thought to himself.
 For God’s sake, you’re on your way to fight bad guys. Calm down.



“The squeeze isn’t too much for you, is it?” asked Relic. Her voice wavered as she asked the question, the slightest hint of panic. She could most definitely feel it too, and she knew it would just keep inching upward, getting harder and harder, a full-blown erection pressed into her thighs and butt.



“I could do this for hours,” he said.



She rubbed his knee with an odd urgency, and he felt like he could sense a deeper message in it. They were in a car packed full of their peers. It was different from fooling around on the couch, at home. She was probably hoping,
 expecting
 , even, that he could keep all of himself under control under the circumstances.



Will’s costume, despite its durability, was far thinner than it looked, and the one Relic was wearing was just the same costume in a different size and color. He could sense the warmth of her body radiating down into his crotch, feel every curve and contour of her thighs and buttocks.



He squeezed, hoping she’d take it as an apology, as his cock grew even harder. She responded by squeezing his knee. It felt like a promise, or rather, a plea. He was almost sure that if he could stay behaved, in body if not mind, there’d be a reward in it. Just like how she’d sucked him off on the couch, her hot little mouth and sweet lips putting in work to make him come.



That’s really not a good memory to linger on right now,
 he thought.



“Shoot,” said Miss Mass. “They’re finally repairing the lane on Palmer Street. We’re going to have to take the bumpy way through downtown to get on the highway. Lockpick, Relic, you might want to hold on.”



“Thanks for the heads up,” said Relic, in a slightly breathless voice.



Will tightened his arms around her as they went over the first bump. She rose a few inches off his lap anyway, bouncing as she came down in a manner so sexual that he couldn’t help but groan. Relic seemed to have stopped breathing, her fingers digging into his knee with a white-knuckle grip as the car’s motions battered her against her son’s erection.



“Sweetie,” she whispered, rubbing his leg. “Do you want me to… try the hovering thing I mentioned?”



“Do you want me to let go of you?” he whispered, into her ear.



She didn’t answer. He squeezed her tighter and, for the first time, rocked his hips upward, letting his cock stretch the fabric of their costumes as it tapped at her womanhood at a naughty angle. Will let one of his hands slide upward, brushing the bottom edge of her breast.



They were basically in their own dangerous little world. Webcam, somehow, had fallen asleep. Impact was still looking out the window and doing his best to ignore the gorgeous young woman sleeping next to him. Origami was staring straight out the car’s windshield, and Miss Mass was busy navigating the bumpy streets.



“Big one coming up!” announced Miss Mass.



“I’m sure you can handle it.” Will nuzzled Relic’s neck, bouncing her faster. Too fast.



Their costumes made slight squeaking noises for a few passes before he slowed down, feeling her digging her nails into his knee again.



She suddenly surged into the air as they hit the bump Miss Mass had mentioned. Will pulled her down, holding her even as the car rocked them together, goading their horny bodies into continuing the dirty motion.



He didn’t care anymore. There was a point when lust won out against reason, when everything else just got switched off in the face of the power draw of arousal. He slid one hand down, sinking it in between Relic’s thighs, and started touching her through her costume. Rubbing from above, thrusting from below, the car bouncing and bumping like an invisible third participant.



“We’re… going to talk about this later,” whispered Relic.



“I’m looking forward to it.”



He started planting little kisses up and down her neck and, within what seemed like five seconds, her body tensed and shook atop his lap. He felt the pleasure bursting within her as she had the most repressed orgasm he’d ever delivered to a woman. She kept the same posture even as Will watched her eyes flutter and bug out in the rearview mirror.



He chuckled, still slowly rocking into her, though he wasn’t sure he wanted his own release. It would be a pain to deal with that mess in costume, and he felt a little bad knowing he’d already inflicted that annoyance on Relic.



“You brat,” she whispered. “You are so lucky I love you as much as I do.”



They shot glances around the car before sharing a quick kiss. Relic cleared her throat.



“We had a small spill back here,” she said. “Lockpick didn’t put the cap on his soda. Any napkins in the glove box?”



Origami passed her back a bundle. Relic made as though wiping off Will’s lap. With a subtle motion, she undid the conveniently located crotch zipper of Will’s costume. He almost covered himself on reflex until he realized her plan.



His cock was so hard that it practically drilled itself out, but it was still pinned between her thighs. Making as though still wiping herself up, she pinched a napkin over the head of his erection, a tiny wet spot forming almost immediately.



“There,” she said. “Now we can just… enjoy the ride.”



He kissed her on the neck, right underneath her ear. “I love you.”



What happened next was more lust than love. Will seized Relic by the hips and bounced her on his cock as though she was his to use, then and forever. It was sex without penetration, dirty and needy, the type of sexual experience he knew he’d look back on one day through a veil of shame.



“Go slow, sweetie,” whispered Relic. “You’re going to wake your sister up.”



“Oh, fuck!” He pumped her down faster, sinking his fingers into one of her plump, costumed breasts. “Jess!”



Her head was bobbing in the rearview mirror, and Miss Mass finally noticed. She slowed the car down a little as she pulled onto the highway ramp.



“Is it really that bumpy back there?” she asked.



“Um…” Jess leaned forward, grabbing the back of Miss Mass’s seat as Will rocked into her with gross intensity. “Just for the last minute. It’s been… wild.”



He felt himself lose it and had to bury his face against the back of Relic’s shoulder to muffle a groan. She leaned back, quickly setting another napkin down over his spasming cock to control the mess. He thought he heard her let out a little chuckle as she grabbed a third and lovingly cleaned him up.



“It should be smoother sailing from here,” said Miss Mass. “The highway is in good shape, and we’ll only be on it for five minutes.”



“That’s fine,” said Relic. “I think we found our groove.”








CHAPTER 48




 



By the time the car reached the staging area, Will and Relic had settled into a comfortable snuggle, bodies entwined in a loving, though no longer sexual manner. She squeezed his knee before climbing out of the car, flashing him a secretive and mischievous smile.



The moment wasn’t about them, however, and their surroundings reinforced that. They stood atop a tall hill with a wide view of the Exclusion Fence to the south. A modest observation tower poked up from another hill slightly to the north of them, but otherwise, the area was barren and abandoned. Few people had any interest in building their homes or businesses so near to the nightmarish badlands that lay beyond the fence.



The other cars pulled up, and various heroes began climbing out. Will spotted Kestrel standing with the other members of her team: Sprinter, Echo, and Sonar. The four members of Eclipse Awaken were already walking a slow circuit around the hill’s slope, alert to hidden threats.



The Second Advent members seemed slightly out of place, dressed in plain clothes or, in Father Darkeye’s case, black cassock. Still, the general sense of the moment was that of a serious operation. Will knew for a fact they’d still be outnumbered, but he also knew his former gang wasn’t combat trained as a collective.



The Power Realists were an alliance of individuals, at heart. They were all supers, undoubtedly capable of doing damage in a fight, but relatively unaccustomed to defending one another and fighting in teams.



They were visible from the hill, saving the heroes from having to do the legwork of finding the right gate, after all. Will could see the mass of escaped prisoners and recruited villains milling around a group of large trucks of the same type he’d ridden in before his trial.



They were a serious threat, but one secondary to the danger they threatened to unleash. The mutants were already piling against the gate the Realists had taken over, lumbering in a mindless fashion toward the smell of fresh meat. From the hill, they looked small, like an array of scurrying insects, one occasionally making direct contact with the electrified gate and seizing backwards.



“Do we have everyone here?” called Miss Mass.



All of the heroes turned her way. Each of the other team leaders, Relic, Sprinter, and Yellow Bear, made their way over to join her, exchanging a few whispered words and nodding their heads. Father Darkeye also found a spot among the operation’s leadership, gesturing with his hands as he impressed whatever his point was upon them.



“How is this going to go?” whispered Webcam.



Will shook his head. “No idea. If it were up to me, we’d be trying to take them by surprise. Attacking by night instead of day. Sneaking up instead of revealing ourselves so openly.”



He looked down at the villains, who had taken obvious notice of them. An oily-looking man who Will didn’t recognize from a distance was flipping them off with both middle fingers, rolling his arms in pantomime of an early 20
 th
 century boxer.



“We’re going to be splitting into three groups,” called Miss Mass. “Group A will make direct contact with the Power Realists and, if necessary, lead the attack against them. Group B will attempt to circle around behind the enemy and potentially recover control of the gate itself. Group C will provide support and intel from a safe distance.”



Will nodded, already feeling an urge to pull out his lockpick and get serious. He’d been waiting for this fight for a long time, waiting for it to be not just him against his old gang, but the Champion Authority itself.



“Group A will consist of myself, Relic, Impact, Kestrel, Yellow Bear, Strongarm, and Father Darkeye,” said Miss Mass. “Group C will be Webcam, Sonar, Exorath, and Lockpick. Sprinter, you and everyone left will compose Group B.”



“Hold on,” called Will. “I think I’d do better on the front lines, or as part of the flanker group.”



“I’m not making these decisions lightly,” called Miss Mass. “Part of your assignment will be to keep the other members of the intel group safe, Lockpick. It’s a serious responsibility.”



He was about to mount more of an objection when he saw Relic take a step forward and knew that the decision was final. Webcam was smiling from where she stood next to him.



“I, for one, am happy to be assigned to the backline,” she said. “Remember when that was our posting by default?”



“I remember getting yelled at by Relic and Halberd for not hanging back as ordered.”



She leaned closer and dropped her voice to a whisper. “Are you going to this time?”



“We’ll see.”



Relic came over to give both him and Webcam quick hugs. Will’s arms lingered around her, holding the embrace for a second or two longer than he normally would.



“You’re not at full strength,” he whispered. “Don’t try to be too much of a hero out there.”



“I’ll stay safe,” she said. “I love you, Lockpick.”



Kestrel was there, too. She hugged Webcam, but hesitated as she turned to Will.



“Don’t overdo it,” he said to Kestrel. “Remember what happens if you push your power too far.”



“It’s not something I often forget.” She glanced away, half turning toward where the others in her group were preparing to set off.



Will stepped forward, opening his arms, and she was against him in an instant, hugging so tight that one of his ribs announced a bruise he hadn’t even noticed.



“I love you, Avery,” he whispered. “Please don’t die.”



“As if. I love you too, LP. So much.”



Group C retreated a short distance back, scaling the observation tower atop the taller hill to gain an even better view of the surrounding area. Webcam was busy from the start, communicating what she could see to the leaders of each team over the same Bluetooth earbuds she so often used to support him as Decay.



Sonar’s power would alert them to anyone attempting to sneak up on the tower, though she seemed more interested in whatever was on her phone than actively searching for threats. Will had no idea what Exorath was capable of and, honestly, didn’t see a point in asking the chubby older man what he could do if he wasn’t volunteering it himself.



He could see the heroes of Group A making a slow approach toward the Power Realists’ trucks, making no effort to conceal themselves. He assumed Group B, which had disappeared in the process of circling around, would be the ones to attempt a surprise attack if the situation called for it. Group A came to a sudden stop, and a villain that Will couldn’t make out from the distance walked toward them slowly, their apparent negotiator.



“Uh-huh,” said Webcam, into her phone. “Okay. Well, I think… No, I haven’t. I can ask.”



She covered the phone and looked at Will. “Miss Mass says their messenger is threatening to open the gate if Group A gets any closer.”



“Which is entirely what we should have expected,” he said.



“She wants your opinion on whether they’ll actually do it,” said Webcam.



Will ran a hand through his hair, giving the question some thought. A significant gathering of mutants was already assembled on the other side of the fence, far more than he’d seen during his trial. Opening the gate would let them in, and the Power Realists would be first in line to bear the brunt of their ferocity.



It wasn’t a controllable weapon, more like lighting a house on fire to ward off invaders. They’d have to hold the gate to maintain its efficacy, on top of that. If they simply retreated and left the heroes to pick up the pieces of the situation, that’s exactly what Relic and Miss Mass and the others would do – defeat the mutants, secure the gate, save the day. In a sense, the Power Realists’ hands had already been forced.



“Yeah, I think they will,” he said. “They aren’t logical actors when it comes to their thinking. Especially right now, given their downgrade in leadership.”



He blinked, suddenly realizing exactly what he needed to do. Webcam began talking to Miss Mass and the others. Sonar looked incredibly bored and withdrawn from the situation, and Exorath muttered something about needing to take a piss and started walking toward a small line of trees to their north.



He caught Webcam’s eye for a second, giving a subtle nod to his bag, and then started down to the tower. He jogged along the edge of the area, speeding up as soon as he knew he was out of view, and found a spot to pull on his Decay costume behind an ancient, rusted-out car.










CHAPTER 49




 



The question of how to play the situation was still on Will’s mind as he made his way into the Power Realists’ staging area by the gate. He expected more scrutiny from them, but nobody even noticed he’d infiltrated their ranks. The gang’s numbers had bloated to nearly a hundred over the past few weeks, just enough to render him a face, a costume, among many.



To most, at least. He saw Bloodfeud do a double take as he walked by. The teenager grabbed Will’s shoulder, pulling himself forward to walk alongside him rather than pulling him to a stop.



“Where did you come from?” asked Bloodfeud. “I didn’t see you get on any of the trucks.”



“I didn’t come here on one of the trucks.” He pulled Bloodfeud closer and lowered his voice. “We don’t have much time. I need to know where you stand.”



Bloodfeud narrowed his eyes. “What’s that supposed to mean?”



Will gritted his teeth, gaze darting to where Glass sat atop one of the trucks, holding court over a small group of his closest allies within the gang. “He’ll follow through with his threat to open the gate if he has to. Glass would rather make a catastrophic move than a losing one.”



“And? That’s why we’re here, isn’t it? It’s like what we went through with our trial. It’s the city’s turn to sink or swim!”



“What exactly did we go through with
 our
 trial, Francisco?” asked Will.



He saw both shame and anger on the younger man’s face, but Francisco slowly nodded, not pulling back from the debt still owed between them. “Fair enough. But I still don’t see what you’re getting at.”



“Where’s your sister right now?” he asked.



“She’s safe. I made sure of it.”



“How long do you think she’ll stay safe in a city full of mutants?” Will held his hand up, cutting Bloodfeud off before he could reply. “How many heroes do you think will be left to look after her once the ones here get slaughtered in the process of trying to prevent this disaster? You think the Realists are going to bend over backwards to keep the
 mundane
 citizens of Lancaster City safe in the coming weeks?”



“Glass… knows what he’s doing.”



“I’m calling in my favor,” he said slowly. “I need you to have my back.”



“What are you planning?” hissed Bloodfeud. “I can’t just give you my loyalty like a blank check, Decay!”



“You’re going to have to give it to someone,” he said. “And it certainly won’t be Glass once I do what I have to do.”



He took a step backward. Bloodfeud clearly wasn’t done talking to him, but it didn’t matter. Glass’s voice boomed out from where he was lording over the procession of villains atop one of the trucks.



“Decay,” he snarled. “I have some questions for you to answer. Get the fuck over here.”



The hair along the back of Will’s neck tingled and itched. He began to question the wisdom of delivering himself into the hands of the enemy after how liberally he’d been using his infiltration of their gang to his advantage. It was possible that Glass knew he was the one who’d freed Relic, possible he knew even more than that.



He’d played his cards already, however, and was past the point of no return. He had to shoulder his way by several villains who seemed to take an interest in passively intimidating him. A ladder hung down the back of the truck’s cargo bay, and he quickly scaled it, coming to stand atop the truck next to the leader of the Power Realists as they stared up the slope of the hill at Relic and Miss Mass and the other approaching heroes.



Glass didn’t turn to acknowledge him as Will walked over. He leaned his head sideways, lips twisted into a cruel smirk, and let the silence hang for an uncomfortably long moment.



“I look at those heroes up there, and what do I see?” Glass gestured to the figures in the distance with an arm. “Miss Mass. Kestrel. Impact. And… what’s this? Who could that be? Looks to me like none other than Relic, free and recovered.”



Will didn’t say anything. His fingers were twitchy, hyper aware of the exact movements needed to draw his lockpick or penknife.



“I heard a rumor,” continued Glass, “that you fought Relic once, Decay. That you somehow beat her at full strength.”



“That’s… quite the rumor,” said Will, hiding his relief. “It’s close to the truth, but the fight ended in a stalemate. The fact that she’s still alive should tell you that much.”



“She escaped from our custody last night, and nobody seems to have a fucking clue about how that happened,” growled Glass. “The rest of the heroes I can predict, but she’s different. What’s your read on her? Does she think I’m bluffing?”



Will chuckled and, at the behest of a sudden dark premonition, decided to tell Glass the truth. “She thinks you’re weak. She doesn’t view you as being as smart or as scary as Despot. But most of all, she’s just wondering how long it’s going to take you to figure it all out.”



“The fuck is that supposed to mean?”



Will gestured for Glass to lean in closer, into whispering, conspiratorial distance. It was over in a single movement, so fast it felt anticlimactic and unreal. Will drew his penknife and stabbed it upward through the man’s chin in a single motion, pulling the tool out after giving it a decent side to side, spinal cord severing shake.



“Goodbye, Glass,” he said. “You never suspected a thing, did you?”



A gurgle came from Glass’s throat. There were no shouts of alarm from below, despite the fact that dozens of villains had just watched him kill their leader. It was a surreal moment, a sudden fork in what had previously been a straightforward path ahead. Will gently laid the body of the Power Realists’ interim leader down on the truck and set a foot on the dead man’s chest, reinforcing the obvious point.



“I give the orders now,” he shouted. “Does anyone have a problem with that?”



Glass’s blood began to bubble upward from the wound in his neck, rising impossibly high in a gusher of dark blood. It swirled around Will once before collecting in two arcs that intersected behind his shoulders, rendering him as a demon with wings of blood. He caught Bloodfeud’s eye in the crowd and gave him a small nod.



Nice touch, kid.



“Are you staging a coup?” shouted Bonespur. He stepped forward with two other villains on either side of him, though with his heavily bandaged head, he didn’t pose the most intimidating figure.



“I’m correcting a mistake,” he shouted. “Opening that gate would be a mistake. The heroes didn’t show up with these kinds of numbers to negotiate. Glass backed us all into a corner. Think of this as me showing you the way out.”



“You didn’t answer my question,” said Bonespur.



“Because it isn’t a question that matters,” said Will. “Here’s one for you. If I give you, my lieutenant, an order… will you follow it?”



Bonespur could challenge him for leadership. It was obvious that the young redhead was considering it, weighing his position. If he did, Will would simply climb down from the truck, challenge him to a fight, and kill him just like he’d killed Glass. He’d been at Despot’s side for long enough to understand how this particular aspect of the gang worked, the foundation of egos and violence underlying the natural order.



“I take orders from Despot,” said Bonespur. “Not you, and not Glass. I only obeyed him because Despot ordered me to.”



“Well, Bonespur, you should think very carefully about the fact that Despot isn’t here right now.” The blood wings behind Will stretched further outward as Bloodfeud fed them more of Glass’s vital essence. “What’s it going to be? Sink or swim?”



An ominously slow applause sounded from the section of the gang nearest to the fence. Will scanned the nearest villains, and his heart skipped a beat as he caught sight of an all too familiar figure standing on the other side of the gate, just within the Exclusion Zone.



Genesis was recognizable only through the basic colors of his body and the intensity of his dark eyes. Like all abominations, his growth was accelerated. In the time since Will had last seen him, he’d sprouted shoulder spikes, an extra set of arms, and elongated his skull.



In addition, the abomination’s face looked wrong, a detail from an actual nightmare. The bone structure underneath shifted, like insects crawling under burrowed skin, unreal and unsettling.



“So many here, all at once,” called Genesis. “Take pride in sharing this experience.”



The abomination slashed one of his four arms through the air. Lines of dark red energy followed the tips of his fingers, extending outward to shred a vast portion of the fence in the blink of an eye.



The gate was suddenly irrelevant. A breach nearly a hundred feet long lay exposed in front of Genesis, the metal of the remaining fences sagging at the edges as though the barrier itself was aware of the severity of the damage.



For a good ten seconds, nobody said a goddamn thing. Heroes and villains alike stared at the compromised fence, each one struggling to comprehend the enormity of what’d just happened.



Breaches in the Exclusion Fence of that size were
 major
 incidents, the kind of problem entire cities were evacuated for and hundreds of heroes hurried to the scene of. The fences existed for a reason and did their jobs remarkably well, a point no better demonstrated than by looking at the aftermath of a failure.



Genesis leaned his head back, mouth opening to unleash a high-pitched noise that reminded Will of a dog whistle, faint and loud at the same time. A hideous chorus of screeching responses came from far off in the distance, each howl bringing back memories of the Power Realists’ trial and his time trekking across the Exclusion Zone to find Avery.



The nearest mutants were already charging toward the breach, but what Genesis had called to was a greater force. Thousands of mutants came over the horizon in a dense pack, flowing like water as they answered their summons to action. There were so many that they stopped being individual monsters and became a nebulous, abstract threat.



Only then did people start moving, but it was already too late. Bonespur began giving orders to the Power Realists, but the first super he pointed to and commanded to take up their defense was attacked by a mutant, a hideous wolf monster with rippling neck muscles, before he’d taken three steps.



Hundreds of mutants rushed through the fence, and the members of the Realists nearest to the fence were forced to choose between fighting and fleeing. The majority of the horde was still half a mile distant, but Will couldn’t help but wonder if most of them would even be necessary.



He heard something hit the metal of the truck underneath him, followed by heavy scampering. A mutant cougar with blood already sticky on its lips flew at his face. He cut it in half with his penknife and decided he needed to make his departure.








CHAPTER 50




 



Chaos is a mood, a distinct weather of ambience and collective emotion. In truth, Will was ready for a fight, but a straight fight was not what the situation presented him with. He had his camping machete out, but it felt like a liability as he tried to push through the members of his former gang, all sense of discipline within the ranks having completely broken down.



Bonespur was trying admirably to lead a group of heavy hitters in fending off the mutants as they attempted to press in from all directions. His team surrounded a truck that was slowly rolling up the meandering road through the hills. Every villain that could fit inside was already packed within, and a few stragglers were actively holding up the escape as they tried to climb up the front or find places on the roof.



Will could see the heroes reluctantly getting involved further up the hill, with Relic and Miss Mass flying overhead as their group spread out in an attempt to contain the situation on a basic level. Anyone with eyes could see they had no hope of managing even just a makeshift barricade across the destroyed section of fence, given how wide it was.



Could they hold against the tide of mutants for long enough to push them back and regain control of the area? Probably not. It was hard for Will to imagine them putting up a defense like that, given the knowledge he had of the heroes present. Even if the Power Realists decided to join in the defense, there were simply too many monsters.



Screams came from ahead of him, right where the line of fleeing gang members met the vanguard of monsters. Will saw a villain named Ticktack go down as a mutant coyote lunged low and bit a chunk out of his calf. The man was swarmed immediately, his screams lost amid the strange snarls and grunts of a pack of mutants tearing him apart, eating him alive.



He remembered watching a team of ants take down a large beetle once during his childhood, using the suffocating press of their bodies as a weapon. There were enough mutants coming through the breach for them to use that tactic on each and every one of them, if they so chose.



Will knew what he had to do. He rolled out of view and hurriedly pulled off his Decay costume, which he was grateful he’d worn over his Crimson Five bodysuit. In the span of ten seconds, he became one of the heroes again, one right there on the front lines, ready to fight.



Genesis was his target. He had a feeling if he could take down the abomination, the monsters would lose their coordination, if not their drive. It was still an audacious objective to set out toward, especially given he could no longer see far beyond the other side of the fence through the surging mutants, let alone see Genesis.



The Power Realist truck that had been slowly fleeing up the hill suddenly tilted sideways, falling over under the unbalancing weight of the mutants attempting to scale its front and sides. Will slashed his machete at a lizard mutant as it scampered toward his leg, tongue outstretched.



He spun, knocking away another monster that went down in a bleeding clump of black fur and thrashing muscles. Two more came at him from his left. He slashed once, using his power and easily slicing through both only to make room for another monster to rush in behind them.



For the next few minutes, his experience was just that of swinging his sword. He didn’t think, didn’t even look further around outside his immediate space. The muscles in his arm tensed in that familiar way, announcing how much energy and burst potential he had left before risking a cramp.



A rush of air came from behind him. Will turned and swung, pulling his machete downward to strike the ground at the last second as he recognized ally in the place of enemy.



“What are you doing here?” snapped Relic. “You’re supposed to be with Group C!”



“I was,” he said, knocking back another mutant. “Now I’m here.”



“Come on!” Relic grabbed his arm and pulled him in the direction of the slope. “I’m getting you back to the other heroes.”



She lifted into the air with her cloak, stooping to get her arms underneath his. He heard her let out a strained grunt as she tried to keep hold of him while simultaneously lifting into the air. She only managed to get him perhaps ten feet up as they quickly glided back into safer territory, the loss of her superstrength cord more evident than ever.



The heroes of Groups A and B had formed a defensive line, though obvious gaps were visible in which the mutants were pushing through. The chaos took on a different flavor as Will watched the heroes fighting with their powers, struggling to hold ground but far more organized than the Realists.



Impact sent a mutant dog flying through a thick group of monsters like a bowling ball, leaving them scattered along its overpowered trajectory. Sister Ivy was controlling the grass, locking mutants in place as they began their frenzied sprint up the slope.



Kestrel was, somewhat surprisingly, one of their heaviest hitters. She was airborne, but using her power to project force into the monsters wherever needed, quickly knocking mutants back whenever they began to close on one of the heroes. She’d occasionally lift one into the air and simply let gravity do its work, dropping her target from fifty feet and shattering bones.



Father Darkeye’s shadowblast attacks were also a huge offensive boon, though the priest’s face was contorted with anguish, as though the very act of violence came unnaturally to him. Brother Cartwheel was by his side, fighting with acrobatic movements whenever a monster got too close.



Will flung himself into a section of the line near buckling as soon as Relic set him down, swinging his machete like a madman and severing limbs and heads and bodies. He heard Relic shout his name, glanced over to see her taking up a position at his side, Sacred Scepter in hand.



“You need to fall back!” she hissed.



“Not happening,” he said. “You forget that you’re just as vulnerable as I am now.”



More vulnerable, even. He could shrug off a bite or two with his mending, but Relic was basically a glass cannon. A glass mace, really, given she didn’t even have a ranged attack she could rely on without her circlet. She wasn’t used to having such vulnerabilities, to having to fight defensively, which only amplified Will’s worry.



He heard a shout of agony and glanced over in time to see Yellow Bear, the leader of Eclipse Awaken, going down under a mass of mutants. One of his teammates threw himself forward to try to extricate him from the press of surging death only to be immediately pulled into it, lost in the whirlwind of bodies.



Sister Ivy let out a gasp and tripped over a rock as a mutant wolf leapt at her. Father Darkeye dove into its path, and the monster sank its teeth into his arm, tearing it off at the elbow. He dispatched it with his power before falling to one knee, bleeding profusely.



“Look out!” Will knocked Relic sideways as a monster attempted to attack her from a blind spot.



They rolled together briefly. Relic swung her scepter, knocking back the offending mutant as it attempted a second strike.



He stood up and took a look at the battle from a wider point of view. The Power Realists had given up on trying to get out in their trucks, which was prudent, given it would have been like trying to navigate a wide load through a street packed with pedestrians… blood thirsty pedestrians.



There was no real option for the heroes other than to pull back and hope their own vehicles, parked further up in the hills, would fare better through the chaos. Relic was already shouting the order, and everybody seemed eager enough to obey.



Everybody minus one. Impact held his ground, staring past the mutants, toward Genesis in the distance. Will knew what the man must have been thinking, his fascination with the abomination that he and Breathless had inadvertently given birth to.



Origami, his teammate, grabbed him by the shoulder and made an aborted attempt to pull him back. Impact tugged free and began sprinting forward, not toward safety, but down the slope and deeper into the mutants. Origami went after him, but was cut down immediately, the mutants swarming in that telltale, death ball manner.



“No!” screamed Miss Mass. She began rising into the air, desperate to do something, anything, to save what remained of her team.



Relic flew up to grab her, the two briefly spinning in a midair embrace.



Will did his best to cover the heroes’ retreat as they all rushed back to the vehicles. Webcam was standing outside Miss Mass’s car looking terrified, mouth moving as she tried to do what she could, reporting what she could see to the heroes who could still make use of the information.



There was a sense of genuine panic as people began rushing to get inside the cars, the kind of panic that undermined the very definition of a “hero” to begin with. Miss Mass jammed her keys into Will’s hand and waved with her arm for him to get moving. Along with Relic and Kestrel, she could simply fly to escape.



Webcam climbed into the front seat. Will helped Sister Ivy get Father Darkeye, who was moaning softly in pain and holding one hand over his gory stump, into the car.



“Cartwheel?” he asked.



Sister Ivy just shook her head.



Sonar, from Color Spray, was there, too, and she refused to go when Will tried to offer her the last seat.



“My sister!” she cried. “Echo! She’s not here. I… I have to wait.”



“Get in the fucking car!” screamed Webcam.



It wasn’t Will’s proudest moment as he forced her into the backseat, ignoring her protests and even the way she clawed at his forearm. He still had his machete out and had to use it twice in quick succession to cut down mutants on his way back to the front seat.



He floored the gas as soon as he was inside, hitting one mutant with a crunch and swerving around another. They were in the car, safer than they had been, but still not safe. Will drove with a balance of speed and caution, trying not to look in the rearview mirror at the growing collection of mutants giving pursuit.



To call it a demoralizing defeat was an understatement. They’d set themselves up for disaster, and walked right into it.










CHAPTER 51




FIVE YEARS EARLIER



 



Lockpick quickly discovered that there was a certain inescapable vibe to carrying around a suitcase stuffed with five figures’ worth of money. It’s not a thing a person could do casually, without glancing around, and then back at their hand to make sure it was still gripped around payday, eyes darting upward, snapping to anyone nearby who might seem suspicious.



People seemed to notice, as though the money itself had a distinctive smell to it that they picked up on even before taking in the other clues. As he walked into the jail and approached the prison guard behind the front desk, he saw the man’s eyes lock onto the suitcase, the way he even cleared a few papers off his desk to allow Lockpick to set it down more easily.



“This should be enough for bail,” he said.



“I would expect so!” The guard whistled as Lockpick opened the case. “David Sorling, right? I’ve got to count this. Might take a minute, not really accustomed to people paying in cash, but supposing it’s all here…”



It was all there. Half an hour later, Lockpick stood up from his chair in the waiting area to see Halberd being led out from the jail’s detention wing, already free from handcuffs. The older man grinned when he saw him, grabbing his hand like an old, respected friend.



“Nice going, LP!” he said. “I was expecting you to have to take more of a brute force approach. You didn’t just get me out, you did it by the book.”



Lockpick nodded, wincing as he considered how to address telling him the means behind the method. “It wasn’t my money that I used.”



“Of course not,” said Halberd. “You can tell me where you
 found it
 after. Let’s go get some food. I’m desperate for a meal that doesn’t look like it came from a school cafeteria.”



“I don’t know if it can wait until later,” said Lockpick.



They slowed down as they entered the jail’s parking lot. It was a cloudy day, heavy with wind and the suggestion of an oncoming storm. Halberd rubbed his hands together against the chilly air and furrowed his brow at his son.



It was as though he saw it in Lockpick’s expression, recognition and horror both dawning in the same unfortunate instant. Halberd let out a soul-weary groan and covered his face with his hands.



“Just let me explain,” said Lockpick. “It wasn’t my first choice.”



“Not Marauder,” muttered Halberd. “Please, LP. Please fucking tell me that you didn’t take money from Marauder!”



He snarled and punched a nearby lamppost three times in quick succession, the metal ringing so loudly that Lockpick was left wondering about the damage done to his knuckles. Halberd closed his eyes and shook his head slowly, sighing as he finally reopened them.



“It is… what it is,” said Halberd. “I supposed they would have cornered us eventually.”



“I didn’t agree to anything,” said Lockpick. “I took the money, sure, but it’s not like you weren’t already in debt.”



“Look over your shoulder.”



Lockpick whirled around, wincing again as he saw two men in finely tailored black suits waiting in front of a black Escalade with tinted windows. He would have tried to be more circumspect with his attention if not for the fact that they were staring right back at him, clearly there for a pickup.



“We could… double back around,” said Lockpick. “Shake them off our trail and come back for the car later?”



“Not this time,” said Halberd. “They’re supers, like us. Probably handpicked for intercepting targets. We can’t risk it this time, LP. If I tried to fight them, I’d probably get you killed.”



“You don’t know that! We’ve taken on long odds before.”



“Not this time,” repeated the older man.



Lockpick looked at the two men again, noticing the patient smile one of them had on his face.



“I… led them straight to us,” he muttered.



Halberd set a hand on his shoulder. “No. I did. They probably got word of my arrest through one of their informants. Maybe you could have gotten me out some other way, but I doubt there’s any chance that we would have escaped through this jail’s front door.”



“We can’t just give up. This entire time, we’ve been keeping ahead of them!”



“We’re not giving up, LP,” said Halberd. “But… for now, we just have to play the cards on the table. Stay close. No matter what, don’t let them split us up.”



Halberd started walking toward the Escalade, and Lockpick reluctantly fell into step beside him. Another pair of men separate from the ones in suits began walking to their left and right, matching their pace as neatly as a military escort.



The passenger side window of the Escalade rolled down, revealing the same weathered face Lockpick had first seen from his hospital bed. Marauder flashed a satisfied smile and curled his index finger in a come-hither motion.



“It’s good to see you, Halberd,” he said. “We have a lot of catching up to do. I met your son, and I must say, I quite like him. Very reasonable.”



Halberd didn’t say a word as he climbed into the back of the car, and not for the first time or the last time, Lockpick followed his example.








CHAPTER 52




 



The drive away from the Exclusion Fence was a harrowing affair at first, but Will did eventually manage to outpace the pursuing monsters. He stopped to briefly touch base with Relic, who landed in the road in front of him with room to spare.



“There’s nothing left for us to do, here and now,” she said. “We need to regroup in the city.”



“Father Darkeye is missing an arm,” Will pointed out.



“Alright.” She ran a hand through her hair, looking tired. “Get him to the hospital. Then, get to Miss Mass’s.”



He did just that, pulling into the hospital just off the other side of the highway. Sister Ivy helped Father Darkeye out, who was enduring his injury remarkably well. A small cap of shadow all but sealed the wound, an elegant enough solution for an injury sustained during battle.



“I wish that had gone better,” said Father Darkeye, with a sigh. “I’ll rejoin with the rest of you as soon as I’m capable.”



“Take your time,” said Will. “We’re going to need you at full strength.”



The nurses rolled him off in a wheelchair. Nobody said a word during the remainder of the drive back to Miss Mass’s, but Sonar’s soft, suppressed weeping spoke for the collective mood.



He couldn’t help but notice on his way through the suburbs that a fair number of people were already packing their cars, beginning their evacuation. It made sense – they were primed for it, given recent events. Everyone had their threshold for holding their ground, and while a singular attack by a powerful abomination might be within it, an open siege from thousands upon thousands of mutants might not.



Will parked Miss Mass’s car neatly in her driveway and made his way inside with Webcam and Sonar. Avery had arrived ahead of them and was already out of costume. She hugged first Webcam and then him. Will stared into her eyes with his arms around her and, without really thinking about it, kissed her.



Webcam had already gone into the bathroom to change out of her costume, and there was an empty moment when Will and Avery just looked at each other, acknowledging themselves as a pair within the situation.



“I was scared,” she whispered. “Mom had me following your car to make sure you stayed safe, but I… lost sight of it.”



“We’re fine,” he said. “We made it. We’re still together.”



She forced a smile onto her face and nodded. “Good. Um, you should probably… watch this.”



She gestured to the TV news, the volume on low. Even before Will could hear what the anchors were saying, the expressions on their faces told him enough, especially when paired with the informative ticker bars scrolling across both the bottom and top of the screen.



OFFICIALS ARE ASKING FOR CITIZENS TO AVOID PANICKING OR HOARDING SUPPLIES.



SOUTHERN SECTIONS OF CITY NOT SAFE TO EVACUATE ON FOOT.



“How are they moving so fast?” he asked. “We were a good half hour south of the city by car.”



“That’s just it,” said Avery. “They’re saying that there may have been more than one breach.”



He stared at her, unable to process the enormity of her words even though he’d heard them just fine.



“There are reports coming in from all over the country,” said Avery. “There was some analyst talking about how it might have been… orchestrated, but they cut him off, said it was too early for speculation that might induce panic.”



“How would that even be possible?” muttered Will. “Are we talking about multiple abominations working together?”



She could only shake her head. Rue came out of the bathroom and hurried over. Will took her hand and held it, not wanting to repeat what Avery had told him just yet.



Sprinter arrived next. Will had been harboring a vague concern that Miss Mass’s modest rented abode might not be large enough to comfortably fit all of the heroes that would need a place to stay for the night, but it seemed like a nonissue as he began to consider who was still left alive.



“Two out of three,” said Sprinter, eyeing Avery and Sonar. “Not that bad. Really, it’s not.”



Sonar was sitting on the floor in the corner, holding her knees and softly crying. Sprinter walked over and nudged her in the shin with her toe.



“Get up,” she said. “Enough. Crying isn’t going to change anything. On your feet.”



Sonar took a wavering breath, shook her head, and clutched her knees tighter.



“Get up!” snarled Sprinter. “Do you see me crying? We all lost her, and if we don’t hold it together, we’re going to lose even more!”



She dropped down to seize Sonar by the shoulders and shake her hard.



“I can’t,” cried Sonar. “Please… no. Echo… I can’t.”



“Hey.” Avery set a hand on Sprinter’s arm. “Easy, Stacy. After what she’s been through, maybe she needs to—"



“You’re barely even a member of this team!” snapped Sprinter. “Stay in your lane.”



Avery blinked and stepped away from them. Will and Rue had taken up seats on the couch. He patted the free spot to his right, and Avery sank into it with a sigh. The TV’s volume was still low, but he faintly overheard one of the anchors explaining how to barricade doors and windows and block staircases with larger pieces of furniture.



Relic and Miss Mass arrived a few minutes later. Will rose to greet them, though Miss Mass’s heartbroken expression made it clear she needed space more than encouragement. He pulled Relic into a hug, for once feeling the truth of her size and feminine profile now that her superstrength was a thing of the past.



“What’s the city look like right now?” he asked.



She shook her head. “It’s not good. I wanted to try to do something but… it’s really not good. Even if I still had my other artifacts… well, it’s pointless to speculate. This is a full-on breach. It’s not safe to travel the streets by foot right now. Within an hour or two, I wouldn’t be surprised if the same applied to traveling by car.”



He didn’t ask the question he wanted to. It didn’t seem fair to make Relic have to bear the burden of considering whether the city was doomed. Even just repairing the damage from Genesis’s first attack had been a monumental challenge. It was too much, too fast, and the people who stuck around would bear the brunt of the consequences.



“I think I need to… lie down for a bit,” said Miss Mass. “Is that alright with all of you?”



The older woman’s eyes were rimmed with red, and her hands were shaking. Her team had already suffered such a blow in losing Breathless, and now with Origami confirmed dead and Impact more than likely dead, she was the only one left.



“Of course, Marti,” said Relic. “Rest as long as you need. I’ll keep things under control down here.”



Will’s eyes pulled toward one of the windows as he saw a man run past at full sprint. He hurried over, searching the street for whatever the man had been running from, but didn’t see it.



“They’re talking about how we should… barricade the windows,” said Rue. “Should we? I mean, we’re all supers, but…”



“Not just yet,” said Jess, as she took her mask off. “We need to get a full idea of how this situation progresses, and that means being able to see out into the street.”



Her words made Will pull back and take a broader view of who might be in danger. He pulled out his phone, hoping to call Mist and Erik. He had several bars’ worth of service, but his phone refused to dial, hanging on silence and never connecting.



“Holy shit,” said Avery. “The Board of Directors is giving a statement. Astroman is with them.”



The news broadcast had cut to a live statement filmed from one of the CA headquarters. Will recognized Ice Nine, Pulse Master, and Galaxy Maiden. Astroman sat apart from the others, an old but healthy-looking super with an oddly satisfied expression.



It was Galaxy Maiden who spoke, and Avery hurried to turn up the volume so they could all get a sense of where the CA leadership stood on current events.



“…identified several breaches across the country of varying severity,” said Galaxy Maiden. “Astroman, Ice Nine, Pulse Master, and myself will each be arriving at the affected areas to survey the situation and determine the best course of action.”



She smiled at the camera, and there was a coldness to it that Will wondered whether anyone was picking up on. He knew without needing to be told that it would be Galaxy Maiden coming to survey Lancaster City, Galaxy Maiden determining that the damage was beyond repair.



Galaxy Maiden, coming for revenge.



“That’s good news, isn’t it?” asked Avery.



“On the surface, though given how much the Board dragged their feet in aiding with the prison break, I’ll believe it when they actually show up,” said Jess.



“We’ll have to at least make it through today,” said Rue. “What should we do while we’re…?”



She trailed off as a horrible scream came from outside, overlapped by a frenzy of hisses and crunches.



“Barricade the windows?” suggested Will.



“Barricade the windows,” said Jess, nodding. “But leave one open so we can see what’s coming.”
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PART ONE: IT ALL FALLS DOWN










CHAPTER 1




 



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



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



Will caught a glimpse of movement in the townhouse to his left and immediately made a beeline for the door. He forced himself to calm down, contain his urgency, as he knocked loud and hard. His eyes didn’t leave the street as he waited, darting from dark alleyway to abandoned car, expecting another monster ambush.



The woman who opened the door held a heavy kitchen knife in one trembling hand and immediately began speaking in a voice too fast to be reasonably understood. Will held up a hand, bidding her to silence.



“My name is Lockpick,” he said. “I’m a hero with the Champion Authority, and I’m here to help with the evacuation. There’s no time to grab anything other than your shoes and your loved ones. We’re leaving
 right now
 .”



He spoke the words with the practice of a call center veteran, though with a fair bit more intensity. The Champion Authority’s official evacuation of Lancaster City had begun in the first few hours after the breach, during a time when the gathered heroes had been more interested in licking their wounds than getting back out into the field.



Lives had been lost, team members and loved ones, but they weren’t unique in that. The news relating to the incidents elsewhere across the country had painted a stark picture of the greater situation at play. Lancaster City was one of many actively besieged population centers, a horror story that would be lucky to get a few sentences in the news reports next to urban juggernauts like San Diego and Dallas that had fallen on the same day.



“Let’s go,” said Lockpick. “Just your shoes. Come on.”



The woman who’d opened the door was shaking her head and trying to explain something about either her daughter or granddaughter’s prescription. Will pushed past her, finding the girl in question and stooping to quickly tie her shoes for her.



It took him another five impossibly long minutes to get them out through the door, and that was the easy part. His phone began to ring, the sound an insistent ping in his right side through the Bluetooth earbud.



“LP, where are you?” asked Webcam.



“I found another family. Hopefully the last one in this section of the city.”



“It’s the last one, regardless. We’ve only got another hour before the evacuation deadline. Get them over here, fast.”



“We’re on the way, Cammie. Let me know if anything is headed in our direction.”



“I always do.”



The family he was escorting looked at him expectantly. He waved his arm, gesturing for them to follow close, but not too close. The street still seemed empty, but he sensed they weren’t alone.



The first attack came from an alleyway, the low hisses and chittering clicks announcing the presence of enemies a good half-minute before they arrived. Will threw himself into the pack, a group of four mutant dogs, each the size of a small bear, corded muscles rippling underneath mottled fur.



Several of them already had crusty stains around their snouts, but they were anything but sated. The largest hurled itself toward Will, jaws flexing open to tear out his throat. He hacked it down with his machete, using his power to slice through flesh and bone like wet tissue paper.



The other mutant dogs moved to encircle them. One of the children from the family, a brave boy of perhaps twelve armed with a baseball bat, took an uncertain, unfortunate step forward. Will shouted and tried to warn him back, but it was already too late. A monster lunged and snapped its teeth, coming back with the child’s hand and the lower portion of the bat.



Will swung again, decapitating the beast before quickly dispatching the last two. The young boy was in shock, crying in that expected, exaggerated way that suggested the real pain hadn’t even set in yet. There was one other adult among the group, a youngish man, perhaps the father or uncle.



“Carry him!” snapped Will. “Make sure somebody keeps pressure on the wound.”



It was bad, seriously bad, a red chunk of missing flesh and splintered bone, but the older woman immediately clamped a handkerchief down on it and held tight. She whispered strained, soothing words to the boy as his crying grew louder, no doubt in response to his growing agony.



“We’ll get there!” said Will. “I promise. Stay close. Don’t slow down.”



In truth, he’d said that to a lot of people over the past few days, and he hadn’t saved all of them. A group of teenagers who’d been in their car had panicked when he’d tried to lead them around a horde of mutants, crashing their vehicle. By the time he’d caught back up with them, it had been too late. That moment wasn’t one he could ever forget, flailing limbs and blood-splattered windows and those horrible, overlapping screams.



He pushed the memory away, focusing on the lives he could still protect. The family was moving at a solid jogging pace and following his every direction. He waved them closer as they rounded the corner onto one of the busier, multi-lane downtown streets. A pileup had occurred at the intersection, and an entire block’s worth of cars had been abandoned bumper to bumper, overflowing onto the sidewalks on both sides to make the street a pain to traverse.



“Stay together!” he shouted.



It was more of a sentiment than an achievable goal. They had to walk in single file between the cars, spreading out into two lines rather than a singular distinct group. Will kept his head on a swivel, constantly searching for monsters, double checking every movement out of the corner of his eye.



A blinding pulse of red energy blurred through Will’s vision from east to west. He spun and ducked on reflex, pulling the older woman down underneath him as he felt one of the buildings on his left violently burst into rubble. He stayed low, watching from in between two cars, as Genesis floated overhead.



The abomination had been a terrifying constant across the past few days, never staying in one area of the city for long, but always being sure to make his presence felt in passing. Genesis carried himself with a dark disinterest, savoring the destruction, trying to stretch it out.



Will wished, not for the first time, that the bastard would drop low enough for him to attack directly. A pointless urge. There wasn’t enough of a city left for it to matter if he struck a grand final blow against the big bad evil. The chaos was already a fact, a foregone conclusion.



The maimed child’s soft whimpering trailed off as they hurried onto the next street. Will heard one of the women saying his name over and over again, each repetition more harrowing than the last.



“Michael!
 Michael!
 Oh God… Michael!”



Genesis suddenly dropped down to the ground in front of them, body pulsing in and out with a bright crimson glow. He pressed the palms of all four of his hideous hands together, posing in mock prayer for reasons beyond anyone’s comprehension.



Will attacked with his machete, the best of his various bad options. The abomination dodged as though each strike was in slow motion. Will knew that even if he landed the perfect hit, Genesis was capable of reforming. He’d seen it happen before, regeneration so advanced that it trivialized even his cuts.



The glow around Genesis intensified, but before he could unleash his power, a purple blast of energy struck him and knocked him sideways into the heavy bricks of a nearby building.



Pulse Master
 , the man, the myth, the legend, ambled over from further down the street. He moved with the aching hesitance of an elderly man, which of course, he was. Will watched as the superhero with arguably the most powerful offensive power in the world groaned and leaned sideways on a polished wooden cane.



“Run along now,” said Pulse Master. “I’ll hold here.”



A crimson burst came from within the building that Genesis had been knocked into, followed by an intense rush of air and pulverized brick. Will pushed the family forward, looping around to make sure everyone was in front of him, coughing from the dust.



“How far out are you?” asked Webcam. “There’s not much time left, LP.”



“I’m nearly there,” he said, shouting over the noise. “It should be just around the next…”



He rounded the next corner and finally emerged onto the street that would bring the evacuation zone into view. A wall of monsters feeding off corpses and fighting among one another greeted him instead. Will shouted, wordless and weary, as he hurried to put himself in front of his charges, already sensing there was little hope of him defending them all safely.



He tried his best, regardless. The first two mutants were easy enough to take down with a slash from each of his weapons. He attempted to slash through the entire next wave with his machete and managed to kill one mutant coyote and disable another, but one got by him, judging from the screams of the family.



He caught sight of a flash of orange and blue and spun around to find Kestrel driving the mutant down into the sidewalk with telekinetic force. He breathed a sigh of relief and tried to ignore the lingering edge of awkwardness he still felt around Kestrel,
 Avery
 .



“Lockpick,” she said, nodding to him. “This is it?”



“This is everyone who was left,” he said. “Everyone I found, at least. What’s up ahead?”



“Mostly clear, thanks to Pulse Master and Galaxy Maiden.”



“Good.”



She nodded and took to the sky again. Will urged the family forward, ignoring the faint crying and noises of disgust as they traversed the gore of the mutants he’d recently cut down. He could see it now, the small crowd of civilians ringed by heroes in familiar costumes. Relic and Miss Mass were watching the surrounding area, poised to defend against danger.



“Run,” he said to the family, pushing them on. “Go. Get there and follow their instructions.”



They took off without a word of thanks, but the fact that they’d all made it alive was really all the thanks Will needed. He leaned against the side of a car, briefly catching his breath and letting the chaos fade into the background.



It was a passing indulgence. Galaxy Maiden landed in the street beside him, her eyes ablaze with prismatic starlight. She’d been a constant presence in the city since she’d arrived the previous day, saving lives and assisting in the evacuation.



To him personally, she was as much of a threat as Genesis. More of a threat. Will felt the weight of her gaze as it roved over him and wondered if this would be it, her moment of revenge.



Another crimson energy blast tore through a building next to them. Galaxy Maiden hurled herself into flight. At first, Will thought she was attacking Genesis, but she was falling back instead, drawing nearer to where the civilians were evacuating.



He felt a worrying rush of air as she unleashed an attack of her own, another building disintegrating into dust and shrapnel beside him. He couldn’t see through the cloud of debris and stumbled blindly with no coherent direction, expecting either Galaxy Maiden or Genesis to strike him down at any second. It felt
 exactly
 like the kind of moment people died in, too much happening at once for luck or fate to have any weight.



“Look out!” Relic’s voice sounded in his ear as a strong arm yanked him sideways.



Will fell onto her in a sprawl, barely missing being crunched into a bloody smear by a massive chunk of concrete that appeared to be the disconnected balcony of an apartment from the building Galaxy Maiden had just destroyed. He absently wondered why, exactly, she’d chosen to destroy it as he felt the side of his cheek press against Relic’s wonderfully soft body.



“Are you alright?” she whispered.



“I’m alive,” he said. “What’s the situation?”



“We were just waiting on you.” Relic sighed, tightening her arms into a brief but greedy hug. “We can’t buy any more time for the city. We’re evacuating one last group and then getting out ourselves.”



“When was this decided?”



She didn’t answer him with words, instead just squeezing, very nearly apologizing with her arms. She saw it as her failure, but he’d already tried and failed at getting her to see that it wasn’t.



Slowly, they pulled themselves up, covered in dust and breathing just as much in.



This is what a dying city tastes like
 .










CHAPTER 2




 



The evacuation zone was centered around the community center, the same one Jess had once worked at. A crowd of civilians had been clustered outside the entrance when Will had last seen it early that morning, but only a few stragglers and late arrivals gathered there now.



The family he’d rescued was among them, minus the wounded boy, who’d likely been rushed through with an earlier group to ensure he got the medical attention he needed. Will saw Webcam in her purple costume off to the side of the double doors, brow wrinkled and lips in motion as she continued to feed intel to the heroes still in the field.



“Kestrel is doing one last scan from above,” said Relic.



“What’s the point?” asked Will. “There’s no way we could get anyone she finds out in time, if this is the last transfer.”



He tried not to sound as cynical as he felt. It didn’t sit right with him to be on the verge of giving up on Lancaster City, the only place he’d ever really called home. Relic closed her eyes, breathing as she smoothed back a few strands of blonde hair running astray from her ponytail.



“I’m not any happier with our current circumstances than you are,” she said. “But this is our job. We have to follow our orders.”



He said nothing. In the distance, red and blue energy blasts were traded back and forth across the skyline, Genesis and Pulse Master engaging in a fantastically pointless display of destruction.



“There has to be something more that we can do,” said Will. “Something more that
 I
 can do.”



“I wish there was.” Relic closed her eyes. “God, I wish there was. LP… I know what you’re feeling, and I know how hard this is. I
 know
 how hard this is, more than you do, in all honesty. But it’s just not within our control this time around. We have to accept that, even if it’s a struggle. We can’t do anything more… and now we have to leave.”



He wanted to argue, but the pain he heard in her voice eclipsed his own emotions. Relic had lost the lion’s share of her power right before being thrust into a battle for Lancaster City’s present and future. She was brushing up against her new limits, adapting to the fact that she couldn’t have the same impact. Compared to that, he was just there, doing Lockpick shit.



Galaxy Maiden landed in the street next to them, Kestrel following a moment later. Will stiffened reflexively, expecting an attack despite knowing that the matriarch of the Champion Authority was far too intelligent to pick a moment like that to take her vengeance.



“Is your team accounted for, Relic?” she asked.



Relic’s eyes darted toward Will, Webcam, and Kestrel, all the former members of the Crimson Five. “Everyone’s here.”



“Good,” said Galaxy Maiden. “Pulse Master and I are going to level certain sections of the city to preemptively thin out some of the larger groups of monsters and looters. On top of buying time for the communities further north of here, I believe it will simplify future reconstruction.”



She took to the sky again without waiting for a response. Will watched as she used a blast of focused starlight to level an old retirement home that he’d once volunteered at in his youth. A few monsters emerged from the dust cloud that mushroomed outward in the wake of the destruction.



“We don’t have to watch this,” said Relic.



“I know.”



She took hold of his hand, and he squeezed his fingers through hers. Kestrel came over to stand on Relic’s other side, and after a moment, the three of them moved to stand near Webcam and help oversee the evacuation of the last of the civilians.



Will was exhausted, and it took him several seconds to recognize a certain familiar face amongst the crowd. Mist was standing next to an elderly man in a wheelchair who looked like he’d been recently rolled out of the retirement home Galaxy Maiden had just destroyed. She met his gaze but seemed uncertain as to whether to acknowledge him in costume.



“I’ll be right back,” he said, already stepping away from his family.



In truth, he doubted anybody would notice or care about the hero
 Lockpick
 paying special attention to a certain attractive, blue-haired woman, just another anxious face amongst a group of refugees in transit. He pulled her into a tight hug, but didn’t know what to say. She didn’t seem to, either.



“Diana, who is this?” asked the old man. “Is this one of your friends from the office?”



“…Diana?” Will smiled and eyed her skeptically. “Seriously?”



“My aunt is named Diana,” said Mist. “This is my grandpa, and he struggles a bit to recognize faces.”



He nodded and felt an urge to ask a question other than the obvious one. “Is he the reason why you stuck around?”



“Yeah,” said Mist. “He is. I don’t know where we’re going now, or what happens next.”



“None of us do.”



Mist crossed her arms. “Are you really going to say goodbye without asking?”



“If you wanted to tell me, you’d tell me.” He blinked and pulled her into a sudden hug. “I’m going to miss you, either way.”



“Goodbye, Pick,” she whispered, voice wavering. “It’s Annalise.”



“Annalise,” he repeated. He cupped her cheek, glancing at her grandfather. “You take good care of Annalise, alright? Look out for her for me.”



“I used to bounce her on my knee,” said the old man. “Little Annie. Peed on my jeans once. Where’d she go, Diana?”



Mist laughed, but it bit off into something more like a reluctant sob. Will kissed her once on the lips, hugged her tight, stroked her hair.



“We’ll meet again,” he said.



“I know we will. I hope we will.”



Miss Mass had begun waving the civilians forward. Will stepped back, letting Mist get into place behind her grandfather and start to push his chair. Webcam came to stand next to Will, fingers brushing his.



“You okay?” she asked.



“I don’t even know what okay is anymore,” he said, with a sigh.



A series of howls and bestial snarls echoed in the distance, monsters sounding off. The report of a gunshot followed soon after from some brave soul who thought it would do any good. Trying to take down mutants with bullets was like taking on a bear with an airsoft rifle, impractical posturing at best.



Will, Kestrel, Webcam, and Relic waited with the remainder of the evacuees as the group ahead of them containing Mist, her grandfather, and close to a hundred others packed into the community center’s gymnasium. It was their turn shortly after, though the simple act of walking into place felt to him like a dereliction of duty.



Zone
 , the hero in charge of the evacuation departures, was a bald man with a stick-thin build and a fairly upbeat personality. He smiled as he waved people into place, talking nonstop in a voice better described as piping than booming.



“Quick, quick, quick,” he called. “Pack right on in tight. Is this everyone?”



“Last group,” called Relic. “It’s just Pulse Master and Galaxy Maiden outside, and they’ve made it clear that they plan on leaving on their own timeline.”



“Perfect!” said Zone. “Beyond perfect. You guys are coming home with me, then, which is actually just
 so
 beyond perfect. Hands away from the walls and windows. Pretend you’re on a roller coaster. It’ll help with the nausea. Everybody ready?”



Nobody really got a chance to reply before Zone did his thing. Will’s experience of the transfer was akin to having the floor dropped out from beneath his feet, or perhaps closer to missing the final step on a staircase. The room around him shifted, and he was abruptly somewhere else, somewhere distant and strange.



Groans came from the others in the group, and a few people threw up. Will stumbled backward as he regained his equilibrium, bumping into a young girl. He turned around to apologize and was briefly staring into the narrowed eyes of Francisco, or as he was known among the Power Realists,
 Bloodfeud
 .



Bloodfeud immediately pulled the girl back, all but shielding her with his arms. Presumably, she was the younger sister Will faintly recalled him joining up to protect in the first place, his motivation for turning to a less than lawful life. Will saw Bloodfeud’s own gaze turn toward Jess and the rest of his family, a similar calculation taking place.



“Here we are!” called Zone. “If any of you feel sick, the floor in this room does have a drain, so don’t feel too guilty about giving in to… typical bodily functions. It’s what this room is for. We’re about two thousand miles north of where we just were. When you’re ready, you can head straight out the doors you see right ahead of you. These doors, right here, right this way.”



Will exchanged glances with Relic and Webcam, who both looked too tired to do anything but follow along. They left the building, a large, unattached warehouse, and stepped out into a brisk, sunny day.



“Where are we, exactly?” called Will.



“Safe and sound at Baffin Academy,” called Zone. “I happen to be the headmaster here, but we’ll get to that in just a bit. For now, if you all could follow my faithful assistant Casey right over that way. That’s it, right over there. Not you five.”



Zone waved a hand at Will and the others as the core of evacuees began following a woman toward another building off to the side. He could see now that they were on the edge of what did in fact appear to be a college campus. A large, red brick school building loomed ahead, flanked by a number of sister buildings, detached wings or dorms, maybe.



“You saved countless lives,” Zone said, to none of them in particular. “I can’t imagine how hard it must have been to watch that happen to your city.”



Will and his family were silent. Miss Mass wasn’t a Lancaster City native, but she’d lost just as much, her entire team, no less.



“We’re safe,” said Relic. “That’s all that really matters. We did our best, and now we’re safe.”



“A practical mentality, for sure,” said Zone, nodding generously. “I understand and appreciate that. Here. Let me help you get settled. We can talk more once you’ve had a moment to breathe.”








CHAPTER 3




FIVE YEARS EARLIER



 



A gasp escaped Lockpick’s throat as an incredibly itchy bag was torn off his head. He thrashed at his bindings on reflex, blinking as the too bright light stung his eyes.



“I believe Marauder instructed you to deliver him to me unharmed?” purred a feminine voice.



“He’s fine,” replied a gruff voice. “The bag was necessary to keep his power in check. There’s more to it than his name would suggest.”



“I’m aware. It’s why I wanted him in the first place. Make sure you—"



There was a deep roar from nearby, followed by the sound of a heavy thump. Lockpick’s vision adjusted in time to see Halberd surging to his feet, knocking back the nearest guard like a bucking stallion.



The details of their circumstances came back to him, piece by piece. Marauder had cornered them as they were leaving the jail. Lockpick had fallen asleep in the back of the car they’d been riding in, despite neither being tired nor comfortable. Drugs, or perhaps a super with a knockout power.



“Contain him!” snapped the woman.



“We’re trying. He’s stronger than he looks.”



Lockpick’s eyes came back into focus in time to see Halberd sweeping a man into a wall with one of his arms. The older super roared again and elbowed another guard in the face, but there was a flash and crackle of electricity as another primed a taser.



“Calm down,” said the woman. “You aren’t going to help anyone by acting like an animal, Halberd.”



Lockpick felt Halberd’s hand knock against his as he finally dropped to the ground. He held his father’s hand, feeling fingers still recovering from the shock slowly tighten against his.



“That’s better,” said the woman. “Take a deep breath. Listen to what I have to say, and think about it calmly. My name is Kim. I’m… a teacher, of sorts. Halberd, your son is going to be coming with me for a while. This is the last you’ll be seeing of him for—"



“No!” screamed Halberd. “LP, run! Get away from them! Go!”



“There’s nowhere for him to go, you oaf,” sighed Kim. “This is very much a contained environment.”



Halberd didn’t stop screaming, and it seemed like the only thing that kept him from immediately flinging himself back into the fight was the lingering effect of the taser. He flailed, trying to rise to his feet and attack even as a guard seized each of his arms, two men holding him from behind at full strength.



“You bastards!” screamed Halberd. “I won’t let you have him!”



“Halberd…” Lockpick aimed for a soothing voice, but what came out sounded small, young, and uncertain. “It’s… it’s alright.”



“I’ll kill every one of you!” screamed Halberd. “I’ll kill you all! I’ll make you suffer!”



He made a snarling noise that broke off into a high-pitched, agonized scream. He spat and hissed, pulling at the men that held him with every muscle defined, shoulders bent near to their popping point.



“I will kill you if you don’t stop!” shouted one of the men. “Shut the fuck up!”



He tried to grab Halberd’s face for some poorly thought-out reason. Halberd bit two of his fingers off, adding a new set of screams to the mix.



“He’s my son!” Halberd took a breath, and Lockpick realized, startlingly, that he was sobbing. “Please…”



“I’ll get through it,” said Lockpick. “We both will.”



Halberd seemed like he was too tired to keep going, but he suddenly surged against his captors for one last round of defiance. Kim made threats, mentioned that his refusal to obey would only make things harder for both himself and Lockpick. Halberd thrashed his arms and kicked his legs, screaming like they were pulling one of his eyes out.



Kim set a cold hand on Lockpick’s shoulder. “We’re heading out that door. If you think he’ll listen, you can say goodbye.”



Lockpick nodded. He took a step toward Halberd and found that his father’s face was like the sun, impossible to look at directly, not like this. Not tear-streaked and agonized and full of that horrible knowing.



He knew Halberd wasn’t perfect, and he knew how deeply Halberd felt his emotions. It wasn’t about not wanting to see him weak… or maybe it was. One of them had to be strong, right then and there.



Why the hell did it have to be him?



“We’ll get some burgers after this, okay?” said Lockpick. His face felt hot, and he had to stifle the reflex to wipe a sleeve across his upper cheek for some reason.



“I’m sorry,” whispered Halberd. “Don’t let them… break you.”



“That’s enough,” said Kim. “Come this way, Lockpick. We have much to cover, and so very little time.”



She led him toward the door, and Lockpick stepped through without looking back.








CHAPTER 4




 



It took Will longer than it should have to notice what was off about the Baffin Academy campus. The ground, the air, even the wind all felt warmer than it should have. Before heading off to help tend to the refugees, Zone had answered Rue’s question about where, specifically, they were.



“Technically, we’re on an island just off the main Baffin Island, but it’s a small technicality,” he’d said. “Northern Canada is so extensive that a margin of error of even a hundred miles still lands you in about the same place.”



They’d found a bathroom to change out of their costumes just within the main building. None of them had gotten a chance to grab much during their harrowing last days in Lancaster City. Will’s backpack held both of his costumes and only a few other pieces of clothing. His greatsword and motorcycle were likely both lost forever, if not already destroyed.



“Okay,” said Jess, as she rejoined the others outside. “I think we can relax now.”



“You think?” asked Rue.



“I don’t know what the situation is. I don’t want to make any promises at this point.”



“Most of the breaches that the news was reporting were near cities,” pointed out Miss Mass. “At the very least, we won’t be on the forefront of things here.”



“Northern Canada doesn’t have an exclusion fence, though,” said Avery.



“Because there’s nothing up here,” said Will. “Few people. Mostly just mountains and a bunch of frozen islands. Speaking of which…”



He held his arms out, gesturing to nothing in particular.



“What?” asked Rue.



“I also caught that,” said Jess. “It’s too warm here. In fact, it’s warmer here than it felt in Lancaster City when we left, which makes no sense whatsoever given the time of year.”



Will, along with everyone else, began looking around. He could see into the distance to the south, the edge of what must have been the main Baffin Island poking out along the horizon, and it did in fact look extremely snowy.



“I’m not about to complain about this little island being surprisingly inhabitable,” said Avery. “Probably someone’s power.”



“Probably,” said Jess.



The shorthaired young woman who’d been helping Zone,
 Casey
 , ran up to them. She smiled and gave a small bow.



“Hello,” she said. “Zone said he’s ready to meet with you in his office. Assuming you’re up to it.”



“Lead on,” said Jess.



Will and the others followed along, tired and still not quite relaxed in the new situation. The academy seemed emptier than it should have been, but they did pass a few students near the campus’s entrance who seemed like they’d also just arrived.



The main building’s interior felt distinctly old, but in a way that made it feel intentional, like a design choice. Beyond the lobby, a long hallway branched off into various classrooms. Casey led them up a staircase to the third level, up to a door that could only be the headmaster’s office from its prominent positioning.



“Headmaster Zone?” called Casey, knocking gently. “I have the Crimson Five and Miss Mass.”



“Oh!” Zone cleared his throat on the other side. “Send them in.”



Five chairs had already been neatly arranged for them in front of Zone’s desk, though it was a slightly crowded arrangement. Zone had a pair of reading glasses on and looked surprisingly bookish, sitting behind a desk busied with papers and pens and a heavily worn stapler.



“Please, have a seat,” said Zone. “Can I get any of you some coffee? Water?”



“Coffee would be nice,” said Will.



“Casey, go grab some coffee from the cafeteria,” said Zone. “From the good machine in the back.”



“Right away, headmaster.”



Zone leaned back in his chair, steepling his fingers, smiling with a touch of awkwardness. “Alright then. No doubt all of you are wondering just why I brought you here?”



“Not especially,” said Jess, with a sigh. “Until now.”



“I just figured it saved you a trip,” said Will.



“Seems safe enough here,” said Avery. “Warm enough, too.”



“Well… I suppose it is sensible to bring you here, in its own right, but, uh…” Zone drummed a finger on his desk and gave a guilty shrug. “I do have an ulterior motive.”



“Cool,” said Will.



“I hope you’re not mad,” said Zone.



“We’re extremely tired,” said Jess. “Please, Zone. You can speak plainly with us.”



“Of course.” Zone smiled and spread his hands flat. “This is, as I mentioned before, Baffin Academy. A newly created alternative educational environment for superpowered individuals ages fourteen to eighteen. We were due to start our first fall semester tomorrow, but as it happens, the world decided to end at a rather unfortunate time.”



He paused as though his last statement had been a joke. Nobody laughed.



“Here at Baffin Academy, we teach life skills and thinking strategies alongside Champion Authority standards and conventional academics. It’s a place where teenagers who may have struggled in one capacity or another can discover how to thrive with adjustment.”



“Why are you telling us all of this?” muttered Miss Mass.



Zone chuckled and awkwardly tapped the desk. “Well… As it happens, we are short on teachers at the moment. Dangerously short on them. That is in fact why I brought you all here.”



Miss Mass sighed and folded her arms. Jess barely reacted, one hand toying with her ponytail.



“You must be really desperate,” said Will.



“Not just so,” said Zone. “Jessica, you come highly recommended. When I mentioned I was due to evacuate Lancaster City, it was in fact my new academic coordinator who suggested that I see about recruiting you.”



He smiled and waved a hand at the open doorway. A new but familiar figure who’d apparently been awaiting her cue strode into the room.



“Hi Jess,” said Isabelle,
 Invisibella
 .



“Ah.” The corner of Jess’s mouth twitched. “I must
 really
 come highly recommended, then.”



“I brought up the fact that I know you in passing, and the headmaster latched onto the idea,” said Isabelle. “I was one of his initial hires. Wanted a change of pace after my recent foray back into field work.”



“A fresh start,” said Jess, with a touch of bitterness in her voice. “I can see how that might appeal to you.”



“I was of the hope that it would appeal to you as well, Jessica,” said Zone. “I know this is a large decision and it’s unfair for me to thrust it upon you so soon after everything you’ve been through. With that said, please consider the potential upside here. We would provide you with free housing on top of a salary and stability.”



“I have a family to look after, headmaster,” said Jess. “I respect your hustle in trying to run your school, but I can’t just settle down here without discussing it with the people I love first.”



“The offer is one I extend to you and your family.” Zone gestured to the entire room with his arms. “And Miss Mass, of course. Kestrel and Lockpick would make suitable teaching assistants under Invisibella. Webcam… well, she’s obviously too young, but we do have an early college program that’s filled with other students her age that she could earn credits through.”



“You’re seriously that desperate for help?” asked Will.



It was Isabelle who answered, her tone grave and audibly strained. “More than half of the staff who’d signed on for this semester were called out to assist with containing the breaches. Curved Arrow and Sparkler are still in the field. Moonheart was, uh… She was among the CA’s casualties.”



“I realize the five of you likely have a focused view of what’s been happening on the frontlines,” said Zone. “There are cities that fared far worse than yours. The world as a whole has fared poorly.”



“It was my idea for Zone to bring all of you here,” said Isabelle. “Everything has happened so fast over the last few days. We have over a hundred students enrolled here, the vast majority now with no home to return to, no place to be other than here. We need help.”



“I’m sorry,” said Miss Mass. “My answer is no. I’ve been through… hell, these past few weeks. With all due respect.”



“I understand completely.” Zone kept his eyes straight ahead, but the shift in his attention was clear.



Jess was frowning, and Will could guess why. She might have been more likely to accept the offer had it been coming solely from Zone, rather than Isabelle, the woman who’d gone behind her back with Halberd. Will let his hand brush hers, and she glanced at him, giving the slightest shrug.



“I think we need some time to think it over,” said Will.



“Yes, of course!” said Zone. “Take your time. But I do need to have an answer by the end of today, as we start classes tomorrow. Trust me, I am just as overwhelmed as you. I just cope with it well. Casey?”



Zone’s assistant had been waiting by the door with the drinks she’d run off to grab earlier. She quickly served everyone while leading them out of Zone’s office. Isabelle stayed behind, already grabbing a chair to slide in close to the headmaster for further discussion.



“Ugh,” groaned Jess. “Why does it feel like everyone always needs something?”



“Because everyone always does,” said Will.










CHAPTER 5




 



They left the main building as Casey, full of peppy energy, began leading them on a tour of the campus. Will and the others walked slowly, a fair distance behind her, talking amongst themselves.



“I didn’t mean to blindside you with my decision like that,” said Miss Mass. “After… everything that’s happened, I feel close to your team. I just… I don’t know how I feel about having to stand up and be a person again just yet.”



“Marti, it is beyond alright,” said Jess. “You don’t have to explain anything to us.”



“I need to check in with my team,” said Avery. “Sprinter left with Sonar among one of the earlier groups of refugees. Neither of them seemed to have their shit completely together. I’m not actually sure I have a team to go back to.”



“I don’t know,” said Rue, with a shrug. “It would be a change of pace. I suppose taking classes here wouldn’t be so bad. I mean, it’s no Seattle Super Academy, but…”



“Seattle was among the cities attacked,” pointed out Avery. “I don’t think they’re going to have a fall semester at the Super Academy this year.”



They fell silent as Casey stopped ahead of them, waiting for them to catch up before continuing her underappreciated tour. She waved a hand to the area ahead of them, and it took Will a few seconds to make sense of what he was seeing.



“If you look closely, you can see the edge of Terra’s influence,” said Casey. “Terra is one of the few remaining teachers here who has the power to influence geothermal energy. She keeps the academy warm throughout the year, but her range doesn’t extend to Paallavvik, the island’s main town.”



Will could see the town in the distance, slightly downslope from where they were. It was a fairly barebones little seaside outpost, with as many structures made from discarded shipping containers as built from scratch.



“Is that where the refugees will be housed?” asked Jess.



“Some of them, I’m sure,” said Casey. “Zone will likely shuffle them around a bit. He’s serving in double capacity right now, helping with ongoing evacuations even as he prepares the school for the upcoming semester.”



“No wonder he’s so desperate for help.” Jess folded her arms, looking pensive. “How do you feel about the idea of being a teaching assistant, LP?”



“Honestly?” Will turned one hand up and shrugged. “I’m a little surprised that he even extended the offer my way, given my past. And given the fact that I’m only a couple of years older than most of these kids.”



He eyed a pair of teenagers who were walking a lap around the field track that encircled the campus’s outer wall.



“Yeah, I was surprised by that, too,” said Rue. “I can’t really see you as a teacher, Will.”



“He’d be a teaching assistant, not a full teacher,” said Jess. “I think you could do well in that capacity.”



“Yeah, I don’t have any objections to us sticking around for a bit,” he said.



He looked at Jess, along with everyone else. She seemed the most hesitant of them all, in tone and body language if not directly. It was a big decision to make, one that would hoist new responsibilities onto their shoulders at a time when they were already at a crossroads.



“I used to imagine retiring one day to become a teacher or professor,” she finally said. “It never seemed like a practical option given how competitive those roles were at the Super Academy. Maybe this is a sign.”



“The fact that we don’t have anywhere else to go seems like a pretty big sign,” muttered Rue.



“Why don’t I show you to the dormitories that Headmaster Zone has prepared for you?” suggested Casey, ever helpful.



They walked across the school’s campus, coming to a stop in front of a squat building with a plaque out front that read “Jerrigan Hall.” Casey led them inside, revealing a comfortable communal living space with carpeted floors and three couches arrayed in a u-shape around a central flatscreen TV.



“There are eight bedrooms in total, but the entire building would be yours,” she explained. “The headmaster wanted me to extend the offer to you, Miss Mass, if you’d prefer to stay here and consider his proposal. Otherwise, he did say that he can transport you elsewhere as thanks for all of your help.”



“I’d like to take him up on that,” said Miss Mass. “No offense to any of you, of course, but I feel as though I… need to keep moving.”



Jess nodded and stepped up to her, pulling her into a hug. “Take care. And keep in touch. You’re a solo hero now, like me.”



Will half-expected those words to land hard on Miss Mass, but she smiled, a rare thing for her as of late. He was caught a little off guard when she pulled him into a hug next.



“Look out for your family, Lockpick,” she whispered. “Rough seas ahead.”



“I will,” he said. “Thanks for having me as your junior apprentice.”



Casey left with Miss Mass, and for the first time in over two days, Will felt as though he finally had a moment to relax. He collapsed onto one of the couches, followed soon after by Jess and Rue on either side.



“I’m starving,” muttered Avery. “Think we can send Casey off to wrangle us up some food?”



“I would assume so,” said Jess. “There’s not much in the way of a kitchen here.”



There was a counter and a dining table along the back of the common room, with a sink, a microwave, a hotplate, and a toaster oven, but nothing that extended beyond the base level cooking capacity of the average boarding school student. Will sighed and put an arm around Rue, feeling her settle her head against his shoulder.



“Are we really going to do this?” he muttered.



“It seems like it might be for the best,” said Jess. “To be completely honest, I think we’d be doing Zone a big favor. He seems desperate for any available, reasonably qualified supers to replenish his teaching staff. We were in the right place at the right time. And if we pass on this, I’m not sure whether our situation is going to get any better.”



Avery grabbed the remote and turned on the TV. Even with the sound muted, the news was a depressing affair, a slideshow of photos and footage of destroyed cities interspersed with maps of areas compromised by the breaches.



“What’s happening to the world?” whispered Rue.



Will shook his head. “I don’t know.”



“That’s not a question that we have to answer right now,” said Jess. “Let’s just take things day by day. We’re as safe here as we’ll be anywhere, given how remote this academy is.”



“I can get on board with that.” Will let out a soft sigh. “Me, as a teaching assistant. That’s going to take some getting used to.”



 “You have a unique perspective that you could share with the students.” Jess smiled and rubbed his shoulder. “I think that’s valuable.”



He nodded, though it was hard to square away her sentiment with recent events.



Glass… Complex… I became a killer again without even flinching.



“Why are you making that face?” asked Jess.



He dragged his fingers through his hair and shook his head. “It’s just weird being dropped into this role. I’m not sure I feel like the type of person a bunch of kids should be looking up to.”



“It goes both ways, Will,” she said. “Maybe this is an opportunity that gives you as much room to grow as it gives them.”



“Interesting theory.”



“One which you’ll see play out in front of you.” She nudged him playfully with her foot, and then stood up with a slow, back-arching stretch. “Why don’t we go check out the rooms?”



As Casey had already explained, there were far more available rooms than they would need, though each was small, under-furnished, and identical. They were true dorms, each with a standard twin mattress on a wooden bedframe that took up the lion’s share of the room’s floor space. A generic black desk in the corner and a shallow closet with narrow shelves rounded out the bare basics.



“This, at least, I’m looking forward to,” said Will. “Having my own space again.”



“You’ve been couch banished for a while, haven’t you?” asked Rue. “I bet you’re looking forward to finally having a door you can lock again.”



“Do the doors lock?” asked Avery.



“They lock.” Jess flipped the tab on the nearest handle, confirming it.



“Perfect,” said Will. “Let’s claim beds.”



They were all on the same floor, four doors to either side of the common room with two bathrooms in back, probably once divided into a men’s and a women’s side. Will took one of the corner rooms, as, unsurprisingly, did everyone else, spreading out as much as they could within the confines of their new living situation.



He tossed himself onto the bed, groaning with satisfaction as he felt the mattress bouncing out his momentum. He took out his phone and was surprised to find that he had service, though he shouldn’t have been. Not just service, but a voicemail and a few missed calls.



He listened to the message first, expecting something from Erik, or perhaps Mist. Disappointingly, the voice of Sebastian Gall, his probation officer, was what greeted his ear.



“William, I’ve been pushed to evacuate the city along with my daughter,” said Sebastian. “I expect that… well, I don’t expect much of anything good happening in the near term, given what the news is reporting. The world seems like it’s… under pressure. I would ask that you do your best to stay out of trouble. I will give you the benefit of the doubt in my reports to the CA based off what little information of your activities comes my way. You’re off the hook, young man.”



Will didn’t feel as relieved as he would have expected, given how much of a pain the man had been to him. It was something in the tone of his voice, the resigned quality to his abdication of duty. Not unlike the indifferent quality to Zone’s voice as he’d pronounced the Crimson Five, Lockpick included, his school’s new hope.



Rue knocked on his door and entered the room in the same step. She took a seat on the edge of his bed, dropping down heavily enough to bounce slightly against the springs.



“My room is two doors down from yours, on the same side,” she said.



“Congratulations. Have you started decorating yet?”



“I took off my socks and left them on the floor.” She wiggled bare toes in his direction. “Does that count?”



He grabbed her ankle and yanked, pulling her toward him and eliciting a delightful squeal from her lips. The sound broke off into laughter as he started tickling the underside of her foot.



“LP!” she shouted. “Stop! Please, I give up!”



The door opened an instant later and Jess stepped in, arms crossed and frowning. “What’s going on in here?”



“Testing Cammie’s defenses against tickling.” He prodded the pad of her foot with a finger, drawing out another gasp. “Found a weak spot.”



“I’ll get revenge for this!” she cried, swinging a pillow at his head.



“You’re welcome to try,” he said, blocking her strike.



This would have been the point he’d normally drag her in close for a kiss, for more, and it felt as though everyone, including Jess, knew it. He let go of her, both of them still on the bed, and waited out a few awkward seconds of silence.



“Casey just came by to drop off dinner,” she said stiffly. “If the two of you are done rolling around on the bed, why don’t you come out to eat with Avery and I?”



“I’m sure we can pick up where we left off later,” he said, with a smile.



Jess’s blue eyes gleamed with a scary coldness that made him wish he could take the words back.



“William,” she said, nudging him as he tried to slide past her in the doorway.



“
 Mother
 ,” he said. He smiled, prodded her in the ribs with a finger, and kissed her on the cheek. “You mentioned dinner?”



She sighed, shooting a parting look of disapproval in Rue’s direction, and turned to lead him into the common room. He pulled Jess into a hug from behind as she took the first step forward, kissing her cheek again, his strong arms squeezing and holding her.



“Thank you,” he said. “For looking out for us.”



“You’re welcome,” she whispered. “Though I wish you’d do a better job of looking out for yourself. Keeping your
 hands
 to yourself.”



He wiggled his fingers, which were still tight against her soft body.



“I’ll do my best,” he said. “I will. It’s just… been a while since we’ve been able to relax.”



“I know.” She sighed and rubbed his shoulder. “Come on. Dinner will help with that. Casey brought us fried chicken from the cafeteria along with two bottles of wine that were a gift from Zone.”



“Good man.”










CHAPTER 6




 



Will took a seat across from Avery at the table without stopping to properly consider how awkward it still was between them. They didn’t look at each other, which meant constantly craning their necks to either side. They didn’t speak to each other, asking Rue or Jess to pass the fried chicken and biscuits, the gravy, and the wine.



 “It’s going to be weird, isn’t it?” said Rue. “Me, taking classes at a high school, I mean.”



“There are plenty of students here your age or slightly older in the pre-college program, from what I’ve heard.” Jess smiled, clearly trying to ignore Will and Avery in the same way they ignored each other. “It’s the first year this academy has run its academic program, regardless. Everyone will be new and awkward.”



“I suppose that’s good news,” said Rue. “Maybe I can make some new friends. Becca’s family evacuated to Montreal. Who knows when I’ll even be able to see her again?”



“Maybe you could finally get a boyfriend,” said Avery.



The silence hung for a few painfully uncomfortable seconds.



“Yeah, maybe,” said Rue.



“There will be plenty of boys interested in you,” said Avery. “If you did want to start getting to know new people.”



Her eyes flicked toward Will for a second. He chewed on a drumstick methodically, hating the way his heart seemed to hang off a ledge at the idea.



“She hasn’t even shown up for her first class yet,” said Jess. “I think discussing the evolution of her love life is a little premature.”



“I think LP would get jealous if I started dating someone.” Rue flashed Avery a slightly mean smile. “I’m sure you know how protective he can be as a brother.”



“…He can be, at times,” said Avery.



Will cleared his throat and took a sip of his wine. “So, Jess… Did you know Isabelle was a teacher here ahead of time?”



“Well, she’s the academic coordinator, not just a teacher,” said Jess. “But no. I was completely blindsided by that, not that I would have objected if I had known in advance.”



“I thought the two of you were friends?” said Avery.



Right
 , thought Will.
 She never found out about Halberd’s infidelity.



“We are,” said Jess. “Just… well, you know. We’re the kind of friends that sometimes have a little too much in common.”



“What’s that supposed to mean?” asked Avery.



More silence, more pain. Will wanted to start saying the things his family seemed so keen on dancing around, but it really wasn’t his secret to simply thrust on out there.



“Why don’t we watch some TV?” suggested Jess.



She turned it on before waiting for an answer. There was a second button on the remote that swiveled the screen around a full 180 degrees, letting them see it from where they were at the dining table. Two strained and tired newscasters were busy detailing the newest catastrophe rundown from a major city.



“Chaos in Denver as twenty thousand people were trapped on the wrong side of a Champion Authority cordon,” said the female newscaster. “Several dozen people died in a mutant attack, but over a hundred were crushed to death by the sheer press of desperate bodies, most of them the elderly and young—"



“Never mind,” said Jess, turning the TV off with a tap of the remote. “Do any of you have, um… music in mind that we could listen to?”



Avery put on some soft jazz on her phone, and they shifted to lying on the couches and simply relaxing. It was such a stark change of pace from what had felt like grinding through the end times in Lancaster City. Will found that he couldn’t keep himself from glancing toward the door every few minutes, constantly seeking reassurance that they were actually safe and not just fooling themselves.



Despite his attempt at keeping vigil, he eventually fell asleep. He awoke to Jess softly shaking his shoulder, with the lights dimmed and the music off.



“Bedtime, mister,” she whispered. “I’d let you sleep out here, but I think you deserve a real bed.”



“What time is it?” he muttered.



“It’s not even nine yet,” she said, with a chuckle. “I’m actually surprised we didn’t all fall asleep the second we got here.”



She helped him up and gently led him by the hand to his room. Will pulled her into a hug as she started to guide him into bed. She stiffened, perhaps expecting seduction, and then gave in to the embrace as it became clear that he just wanted to hold her close.



“This might be it,” she whispered.



“This might be what?”



“The fresh start we needed.” She cupped his cheek and kissed him softly on the lips. “I hope it is. Goodnight, LP.”



“Goodnight. I love you.”



“I love you, too.”



 



***



 



He’d only been asleep for an hour, tops, when the door to his room creaked open. Soft footfalls announced the presence of a barefoot intruder, and a brief peek through half-lidded eyes revealed a mostly naked one, at that.



“LP,” whispered Rue. “Are you awake? I can’t sleep.”



He nodded and pulled his sheet and comforter back. She slid onto the bed next to him, which put her in direct contact, small as the mattress was. Rue was only wearing her bra and panties, and he was in just his boxers.



“Is anyone else awake?” he muttered.



“I don’t know.”



She reached her hand down, cupping his crotch. He already had most of an erection, and her soft touch stirred it the rest of the way toward hardness. He kissed her, his body reacting to the idea of passion like the first shift of an avalanche down a mountain, picking up speed.



He got up to lock the door, finding the tiny click of the handle so immensely promising and satisfying. Rue was ready for him as he climbed back into bed, her body moving against his with such perfect, horny symmetry.



He kissed her neck. He sucked on her neck. Pulling her bra down, he sank the fingers of his hand into one of her fat breasts. She made a little cooing noise and bucked her hips against him, reaching her own hand down to pull his cock loose.



“We have to be quiet,” she whispered.



“Not really.”



“LP! Seriously…”



“You heard Avery and Jess at dinner,” he whispered. “They know.”



“Still… Let’s at least not make them bend themselves into knots trying to pretend things are still normal.”



“I’m going to bend you into a knot.” He grabbed one of her thighs and squeezed, sliding his fingers sideways to yank her panties down.



Rue let out a moan and seemed momentarily torn between spreading her legs for him and pulling closed. She reached up, stroking his cheek.



“Condom?” she whispered.



“I don’t know if I have one,” he whispered.



He prodded forward, letting his cock brush her womanhood.



“Will…” Rue rolled sideways. “I’m not risking another accident.”



“We wouldn’t be,” he said, feeling evil. “Come on.”



He slid in behind her, knowing how unfair he was being, but also knowing how good it would feel to get in between her hot thighs. She was completely naked, and he ran his hands up the full length of her body, cupping her breasts and squeezing them together.



“We’re on a college campus,” she whispered. “You can find some tomorrow, I bet. Wait until then.”



“I’m going to have to do
 something
 while I wait.”



He rocked forward, letting his cock brush the entrance of her womanhood. The tip caught on her entrance, nestling in at the sexual tipping point and testing the limits of her resolve.



“Don’t be mean,” she whispered. “This is… exactly what Mom is worried about.”



“Why would you say that right now?”



“I don’t know, just, mmm…” Rue rocked backward, letting him sink his cock half an inch in, just enough to feel how wet she was. “…Just don’t fuck me tonight, LP.”



“You’re making it so hard,” he muttered. “So easy.”



He seized her hips and pumped into her without meaning to, but also without stopping, stealing three full thrusts that, from the noises she made, were just as hideously pleasurable for her as they were for him. Forcing himself to stop, Will slid his cock out and past her womanhood, groaning as he hugged her.



“I’m going to be horny all day tomorrow,” he whispered.



“You better not leer at me in my school uniform,” she whispered.



“I’m going to fuck you in your school uniform,” he growled.



He stole another thrust… and another after that, pumping into Rue’s tight hole with far too much enthusiasm, given the risk. She twisted away, digging her nails into his side, and then flipped around to face him directly.



“Come find me with a condom in hand tomorrow and I’ll let you do whatever you want,” she whispered.



She disappeared under the blanket, and an instant later, Will felt her mouth close over his cock. A head-shaped lump under the blanket bobbed up and down as her tongue and lips began to pick up pace. The idea of finding her in her school uniform and simply stripping her panties off and taking her in an empty classroom or messy storage closet was horrifyingly tempting.



“Oh, Cammie,” he groaned. “Damn. We should be streaming this.”



“Perv,” she whispered, pulling her mouth back. “You know they’d want more.”



“We’d give them more, if they paid for it.”



She snorted. “Please. As though you even need an incentive.”



“I didn’t say I did, just that I know how to work a crowd.”



He slid his hand between her thighs. The angle was a little weird, but she swung sideways, bucking her hips into his palm as he played with her. Neither of them lasted long, and, as good as it felt to bust a load in Rue’s sweet mouth, he was really looking forward to tomorrow.



“You should head back to your room,” he whispered.



“Why? You said it yourself. Mom and Avery already know.”



“Yeah, but they will take it as a personal insult if we wake up together tomorrow.”



“I suppose that’s true. I wouldn’t want them thinking I lost too much sleep before my first day of school.”



He kissed the top of her head. “I love you.”



“I know. It’s super convenient.”



“Fuck you,” he said, laughing.



She threw a pillow at him. He pinned her and blew a raspberry on her stomach.










CHAPTER 7




 



Will was ready to fall back asleep as Rue slipped out of his room. He closed his eyes, thoughts still awhirl with the sudden changes of the previous day, but what greeted him was not the rest he needed.



He entered the worst kind of dream state, events playing out over the dim awareness of his paralyzed, unmoving body still in bed. He was watching a scene unfold across the section of the Exclusion Zone he’d explored during the Power Realists’ initiation trial, right where the breach had occurred.



Genesis stood in the middle of a dark, moonlit field. Two of his arms were folded, while the other two hung loosely at his side, dangling like strands of a torn cloak. He wasn’t alone, either. Impact, the man whose seed had contributed to the abomination’s creation, faced him a few paces away, still in full costume.



Impact was speaking, his face full of both pain and passion, but Will couldn’t hear any of the words. He wasn’t sure he needed to — Impact was gesturing, almost pleading, lost within a search for meaning he would never find.



A deeper silence held over the scene as Impact stopped talking and waited for a response that Will somehow knew wouldn’t come, not from Genesis, at least not in the form the broken man wanted. Panic flooded through Will, and he was seized by a desperate need to wake up, to not bear witness to whatever was about to happen.



Genesis reached out with all four arms. Two of them seized Impact’s face, while the other two took hold of either wrist, locking him in place. Genesis flexed all twenty of his fingers one by one, a ripple of movement like a run across piano keys.



With no warning or hesitation, Genesis rammed both of his thumbs deep into Impact’s eye sockets. The man twitched once, slumping forward past agony into shock. Genesis held him up by the head, still pressing forward, and it was only then that the transformation began.



Scales formed across Impact’s flesh, each one imbued with a distinct silvery, rainbow hue. A ridge of bumps formed across the edge of his skull, following the upper limit of his hairline and encircling his entire head like a crown. Spikes jutted from the backs of Impact’s elbows, as well as from the fronts of his knees.



When Genesis drew back, pulling his thumbs free and removing his hands, Impact looked more abomination than human, still eyeless, but standing upright under his own power. He touched his face, his arms, feeling what had been done to him as opposed to seeing it.



Genesis swung around abruptly, staring right at where Will felt as though he was viewing the scene from. The abomination took a slow step toward him, arms stretched wide as though seeking a long-awaited hug.



Wake up
 , he felt himself think.



Genesis took a step forward, and then another, closing the distance.



You have to wake up,
 a part of him screamed.
 Move, dammit! Get out of bed!



He felt his body again, limp and useless, trapped in a slow cycle of breath. He could feel the prickle of danger, the primordial gaze of an ancient predator. Genesis came closer, and closer still. Will could see the blood from Impact’s eye sockets coating the monster’s thumbs like finger paint. Genesis reached out, hands moving out of view as they passed beyond the edge of Will’s peripheral vision and prepared to clamp down on either side of his face.



He awoke with a shout, flinging back a sweat-dampened sheet. He already knew where he was, that it had all just been a dream. Strangely, it didn’t make him feel any safer.



“Will?” Jess’s voice came in time with a soft knock on his door. “I heard something. Are you okay?”



“I’m fine.” He sighed and turned sideways, letting his feet settle on the floor. “Just a rocky little dream.”



The door opened, and Jess came into the small bedroom. She was already dressed in clothing that looked shockingly appropriate for an attractive, mid-thirties teacher. Her glasses were making a rare appearance, probably more for style than out of need, and she had on a long-knit cardigan over tan capris and Birkenstock sandals.



“Did you bring all of that clothing with you when we evacuated?” he asked.



She shook her head. “Zone’s assistant Casey stopped by to give us first pick from the lost and found. They used to hold CA training seminars here and various bits and pieces were always being left behind. I grabbed some stuff for you to try on, too.”



She smiled, but her eyes were still all concern. Her gaze flitted down to his tattoos, and he could almost sense what she was thinking, primarily because he was thinking the same thing.



“I have half a mind to ask Zone directly just why the hell he’s so comfortable anointing me as a teacher,” he said.



“You’re a TA, not a full-fledged teacher,” pointed out Jess.



“It still feels like too much. Not the authority aspect of it, but in terms of influence upon young minds.”



“The headmaster isn’t worried, and neither am I,” said Jess. “You have a good heart, and I think as long as you keep your mind on what passes as appropriate conduct, you’ll manage just fine.”



He nodded, appreciating her confidence. Smiling, he reached out and tugged at the front of her cardigan and played at adjusting the fit.



“Looks good on you,” he said.



“Hands to yourself, mister,” she said. “Especially, well… you know.”



“What do I know?”



“All of the students here are teenagers,” said Jess. “Fourteen to eighteen years old. I hope we’re entirely clear on—"



“Oh my God, you are not seriously lecturing me on fraternizing with my students?”



“I know you already know better, I just—"



He playfully tackled her and, with exaggerated movements and cave man noises, pretended to grope her.



“What are you doing?” laughed Jess.



“I’m just so out of control!” he teased. “Anything I see, I hump.”



“You joke, but sometimes it seems like that isn’t so far from the truth.” She shot him a mocking glare and stabbed a finger into his chest. He caught her hand, lacing his fingers through hers, and kissed her on the lips.



“I’ve never really been into younger women, as a general rule,” he said.



Jess looked like she was trying not to smile. “I’m going to get the clothes that I snagged for you.”



She came back a minute later with a decent assortment of, in Will’s opinion, some of the most boring articles of clothing he’d ever seen. He settled for a black turtleneck over a pair of tan khakis and dress shoes that were a size or so too big. He looked at himself in the mirror, slowly shaking his head.



It wasn’t a bad look for him, just a misleading one, as though he was wearing the guise of a man who’d made the opposite choice at every set of crossroads. With that said, it was just clothing, and if it helped the students he’d be interacting with to take him seriously, it was worth enduring.



He joined the others in the common room. Avery had also dressed upward for the occasion, red hair twisted into a neat bun that made it seem longer than it was and paired nicely with her maroon sweater.



She looked good, but he didn’t feel like he wanted to tell her that. He glanced away as she looked toward him and got the distinct sense that she was similarly hesitant to spark a conversation.



Rue wore the academy’s student uniform, a pleated skirt, short-sleeved dress shirt, and navy vest.



“I feel so stupid right now,” muttered Rue. “Ugh. I didn’t realize I would have to wear a uniform when I agreed to this.”



“You look fine,” said Avery.



“Well, I feel ridiculous,” she muttered. “Is it too late for me to opt out?”



“You’ll be getting college credit, for what it’s worth,” said Jess. “And it’s not as though there would be much else for you to do other than sit here in the dorm all day. There’s not much on this island.”



Rue crossed her arms and slumped down on the couch. Will moved to stand behind her, giving her a quick shoulder rub.



“Does everybody have everything they need?” asked Jess. “Pens and pencils, make sure you have at least a few, and… Oh, shoot! Lunches! I forgot to pack lunches!”



“They’ll have food in the cafeteria, I’m sure.” Will shifted his focus to Jess, smiling as he squeezed her hands. “Is it your turn for a pep talk? It’s the first day, we don’t have to be perfect.”



“I know, and you’re right.” She took a breath and checked the time on her phone. “Come on. We should all get moving.”



They left Jerrigan Hall, making their way out onto the dew-studded grass of the academy’s campus. It was far livelier than it had been the previous day, with uncertain-looking students milling together in pairs and small clumps.



Will had harbored the passing concern that he’d struggle to get the students to take him seriously as a TA, given how relatively close in age he was to the older teenagers. Now, that concern had flipped completely around, seeing all the fresh faces, how short most of them were.



He looked down the road leading out of the academy toward the harbor town on the island’s other side. Road, singular… it was the only one on the island that he could see and seemed a bit like a formality, given it only spanned half a mile and served minimal purpose.



The town itself was just far enough off to be hard to make out in much detail, other than that it was small enough to feel claustrophobic, the kind of place life tended to trap people in. Jess nudged his arm, and he turned his attention back toward what was in front of them as they approached the main building.



Few of the students milling about in the school’s lobby were with their parents or families, which made sense. Baffin Academy was the definition of a far-flung boarding school. Will wondered how many of the anxious expressions he could see on those young faces could be attributed to the chaos taking place elsewhere in the world, affecting their homes even, as opposed to first day of school jitters.



“I’ll wait here,” said Rue.



“Are you sure?” asked Jess.



She nodded and forced a smile. “Better for making friends if I’m on my own instead of in the company of a bunch of teachers. I’ll see you guys later today?”



“Of course,” said Jess.



“Try to enjoy yourself,” said Will.



He would have loved to give her a parting hug or kiss, but he could tell from Rue’s body language that it wouldn’t be the right move. She seemed surprisingly eager to be a student again. It made sense, from a certain point of view. There was a stability in academic life that had been sorely missing from their family’s routine over the past few weeks.



Zone was in his office and in the middle of doing three things at once. Casey had a form in front of him that he was quickly signing off on while also speaking with Isabelle and another woman who must have been a teacher or staff member.



“Good,” said Zone, as they entered. “I expected you earlier. Grab a teacher’s manual and read as much of it as you can during the opening ceremony. It’s fairly comprehensive, and you could basically teach straight from it, but I’d like you all to be familiar with its contents first. And most importantly, remember to… Hold on, Casey. I need the other form. Casey!”



“You look tired, Zone,” said Jess.



The bald headmaster managed a smile as he scrawled his signature on another clipboard. “I haven’t slept in over three days now. Well, not in a bed, at least. As soon as I’ve given my opening statement to the assembly, I’m done. Speaking of which, all of you will be on stage with me, and each will be taking the lead of a different class.”



“All of us?” Jess furrowed her brow. “I was under the impression that my son and daughter would be TAs?”



“TAs with a bit of extra freedom, under Isabelle’s guidance,” sighed Zone. “Closer to interim instructors. Trust me, with everything that’s going on in the world right now, a few underqualified teachers at a boarding school for alternative learners is far down the list of problems in need of addressing. Casey, I said the
 other
 form.”



“Sorry, headmaster,” said Casey.



“Why don’t I handle getting the new teachers into place?” suggested Isabelle. “You can finish up here in the time you have left before the opening ceremony.”



“You’re a lifesaver,” said Zone.










CHAPTER 8




 



Isabelle guided Will, Jess, and Avery out of the office and downstairs. She didn’t say anything right away, and her hesitation led to a deeper silence, one that thrust the tension between her and Jess back to the forefront.



“I never really had you pegged as a teacher, Aunt Izzie,” said Avery.



“Never full-time, but I filled in for a few semesters at the Super Academy,” said Isabelle. “Their Infiltration Mechanics classes, mostly. I’ll be honest, I was excited about taking a position here at Baffin Academy, but that was in the time before… recent events.”



She was silent for a few seconds. Jess sighed, seemingly unable to manage a complete front of coldness toward her oldest friend, regardless of past wrongs.



“We were there when the breach south of Lancaster City occurred,” said Jess. “Trust me when I say there’s nothing you could have done to stop it, or likely any of the other incidents. What’s going on right now is larger than any one super, any team of heroes, even.”



“That’s what I’ve been telling myself,” said Isabelle. “The instinct to try to save the world is a hard one to suppress. But I’ll manage. The students here need us, and the world is going to need them. This is important work that we’re doing.”



Jess nodded slowly, as did Avery. Will felt like he was out of his element again, a sensation made worse by the knowledge that he
 was
 the replacement and nobody would step in to fill his shoes if he couldn’t do the job.



You’ll just be helping with the students,
 he thought.
 Compared to fighting for your life, it should be a breeze.



They entered the auditorium, which was about half full. Baffin Academy, by Will’s rough estimate, had only about a hundred or so students. The classes seemed weighted more toward the older demographic, with lots of sixteen, seventeen, and eighteen-year-olds, and only a handful of younger teens. They looked nervous, which was oddly reassuring to him.



They made their way up onto the stage and took their places next to the dozen or so other teachers. Casey was present, and there was another woman among the various other teachers that Will felt like he should also recognize. She had dark hair and strikingly familiar features, but he couldn’t quite place where he knew her from.



They waited for only a minute or two before Zone entered and hurriedly took a position behind the microphone. He smiled and tapped a finger on it as the crowd went quiet.



“Hello,” called Zone. “Welcome to Baffin Academy. My name is Mark Alberg,
 Zone
 , or as most of you may know me more readily, Headmaster Zone. As all of you should know by now, this a school for supers with an alternative curriculum. You’ll still be receiving an education on par with that of any other school, the Seattle Super Academy included, but with allowances for your individual educational needs and…”



He trailed off, eyes flicking across the faces of the assembled students. A fair number of them had their phones out, though Will suspected it was more likely they were watching updates on how the world was falling apart as opposed to secretly texting or watching videos. Zone seemed to sense the mood of the room, and he slid the notes he’d prepared off his lectern, grimacing with good nature.



“Let me be completely honest,” he said. “I wrote this speech two weeks ago when it seemed like this year would be fairly typical. Baffin Academy is a pilot project, sure, but what I expected was more or less a normal school year. Not this, not an attempt at education with the world burning outside our window.



“What’s happening right now is larger than any of us, which makes each of us
 larger
 than we were. I’m not going to obscure the truth. Every single one of you students within this auditorium right now will be coming of age in a world that’s going to expect a lot out of you. As a person, as a hero. A lot of
 hope.
 I can only ask that each of you do your best, because the world I see us heading into in two, three, four years… will desperately need you at your best.”



Zone’s hands were shaking. Will wondered if anybody else noticed the way he gripped the edge of the lectern, the grim resolve underlining his tired expression. He took a step back, and Isabelle swept forward, clapping until the students and other teachers joined in. She patted Zone on the shoulder and took his place at the lectern as the headmaster made his way toward the exit in back, looking beyond exhausted.



“The headmaster’s time is extremely valuable, as I’m sure any of you who’ve heard about his role in the various worldwide evacuations can understand,” said Isabelle. “My name is Invisibella, I’m the academic coordinator here, and I will be introducing the rest of your instructors. Keep in mind that everyone goes by their hero name here, instructors and students alike.”



She began introducing the teachers, one by one, to the polite applause of the students.
 Instructor Relic
 in particular received a fair amount of noise.



“Instructor Lockpick,” called Isabelle.



The response was muted, but that matched Will’s own reaction. The title seemed like more than what should have been hoisted onto him as a humble teaching assistant, but it was already out there, too late to take back. Isabelle continued on, announcing which students would be in which homeroom and sending each class off to get started.



Will followed the example of the other teachers, moving to stand with his group on the auditorium floor as they were listed off.



“Maximum, Klash, Pasithea, Daydream, Physique, and Bloodfeud will all be in Instructor Lockpick’s homeroom,” said Isabelle. “Moving on to Instructor Kestrel…”



Will stared in abject surprise at Francisco, who seemed similarly unnerved by the arrangement. It wasn’t the only surprise, however. He knew one of the girls,
 Physique
 , already, and used that familiarity to distract himself from the confusing headache that was Bloodfeud.



“Helga, right?” he said, pointing to her. “I believe we met before, back in a high school library in Lancaster City.”



She blushed fiercely and nodded. She was muscular and tall for a young woman, with dark hair and an expressive face.



“Sorry,” she whispered. “For breaking your arm.”



“Don’t worry about it,” he said. “We can just pretend it never happened.”



He smiled, trying to conceal how unbelievably uncertain he suddenly felt. It threw him off to have Bloodfeud among his charges. Truth be told, he wanted nothing more than to slam the little bastard against a locker and start questioning him about what moves the Power Realists had made during the last few days of chaos in Lancaster City.



He might be Lockpick’s enemy, but he was Decay’s friend,
 thought Will.
 Though it’s a toss up whether that will mean anything here.



“Lockpick,” said Isabelle. “Your homeroom will be class 2-B. I’m going to show you there and help you get settled.”



“I’ll be assisting you with this class from there?” he asked. The image he had in his mind was of Isabelle, or even Jess or Zone, leading the class while he served as the jack of all trades and gofer for everything needed.



“Assisting with heavy freedom,” emphasized Isabelle. “I’ll be in and out to check up on you. Right this way, I have to help Instructor Kestrel with her class next.”



She led them up to the second floor and into a silent, sunlit classroom with desks for a teacher and around ten students. Various motivational posters adorned the wall, brooding teenagers alongside platitudes like
 Your Actions Define You, Not Your Power
 and
 Win or Lose, Show Up At Your Best.



“Here we are,” said Invisibella. “Now, homeroom will always be first block. Second block for 2-B alternates between, let me see… Science, History of Superpowers, and Power Physiology, none of which you’ll be teaching them directly. Lunch is after that, and they’ll be back here for either the block immediately after or block four at the end of the day, depending on their schedule. Sound good?”



“It sounds like you’re just… dropping these kids in my lap,” he said, lowering his voice.



“Exactly. I’m glad you understand.” Isabelle grabbed his shoulders and smiled encouragingly. “Just do your best. And make sure, first and foremost, that they at least call you
 instructor.
 ”



She was out the door before he could ask any of the various questions he had for her. The students were in their seats, a few of them talking in bored, uncertain tones. First day of school voices when nobody knew anybody else and everything was still on the table.



The class’s new instructor cleared his throat. “Uh, hi. Let’s all… take our seats to begin.”










CHAPTER 9




 



“My name is William Sorling, Instructor Lockpick,” said Will. “I’m new to this role, but I’m going to be doing my best to teach you all for the next few days.”



A hand shot up instantly. It was a girl with brown hair and glasses,
 Daydream
 , if Will remembered correctly.



“Yes?” he said, pointing to her.



“You said the next few days,” she began. “Are you going somewhere?”



“I don’t know, to be honest,” said Will. “I would assume that eventually…”



He trailed off, realizing it wouldn’t inspire much confidence for him to admit that he was already looking forward to when Zone would bring in a “real teacher” to replace him.



“Anyway, don’t worry too much about that. We live in uncertain times. Let’s just start off from square one. We’ll go around the room and introduce ourselves so you can all get a sense of who you’ll be learning alongside. Name and power, I want at least that much from each of you.”



The class already had a rapidly evolving group dynamic to it.
 Bloodfeud
 and
 Physique
 were sitting apart from the other students to either side, both uncertain and socially withdrawn for their own reasons, some of which Will could guess at. The other four sat together, though
 Maximum
 and
 Pasithea
 were the only ones talking. Flirting, from the playful tone Will could pick up on underlying their whispers.



“Does anybody want to go first?” he asked.



Nobody raised their hand.



Duh. Has it really been that long since you were in high school?



“You.” He jabbed a finger at Maximum. “Why don’t you kick the introductions off?”



“Absolutely.” Maximum flashed a perfectly confident smile and pushed himself up to standing. “My name is
 Maximum
 , Max, for short. Thomas Calloway. I can enhance any specific attribute of my physical condition to the upper human limit. Speed, strength, eyesight, hearing,
 endurance
 .”



He winked at Pasithea, and she scoffed and rolled her eyes. Max was tall and handsome, with dark eyes and dark hair, muscular and confident in that cookie cutter quarterback kind of way. Will wondered how he’d ended up at Baffin,
 alternative learning
 academy as it was, but that same question could just as easily be applied to most of the other students.



“Fun fact about yourself?” asked Will.



“That’s such a hard question.” Max gave an exaggerated shrug. “I like to dance, I guess. I’m a good dancer.”



Bloodfeud let out a mocking snort. Klash, the other male student, waved a hand.



“What kind of dancing?” he asked.



“Are you coming on to me?” asked Max.



“Fuck you,” said Klash, flipping him off.



“Lighten up, homie, it was a joke,” said Max.



“Knock knock, who’s there, go fuck yourself,” said Klash.



“Why don’t you go next?” suggested Will. He took a seat leaning on the teacher’s desk,
 his
 desk. It felt strange to acknowledge ownership of it, even if it was only temporary.



“My hero name is Klash, guess that’s what we all go by here,” said Klash, speaking quickly. “Ali Abara. My power is being able to hit things in… just the right way.”



He slapped the desk, but didn’t use his power, judging from the lack of effect. Klash was shorter than Max, but stocky in his own right, with short, spikey dreadlocks and heavily pierced ears.



“Fun fact?” prompted Will.



“I got one, teach, don’t worry,” said Klash. “I actually can dance a real style, unlike Mr. Face over here.”



“Excuse me?” snapped Max. “What’s that supposed to mean?”



“It’s called flexing,” said Klash.



“I wasn’t flexing, I was being serious,” said Max.



“No, the style.” Klash made an annoyed gesture and stood up from his desk. “Here, watch.”



He demonstrated a move that involved lacing his fingers and contorting both shoulders with faint, awful pops. A chorus of impressed and, or, disgusted groans came from the other students.



“Mark that
 not life safe
 next time, please and thank you,” muttered Pasithea.



“Alright, moving right along,” said Will. “Daydream?”



The girl with the glasses and brown ponytail stood up, giving a small bow to Will before speaking in a quick and quiet voice. “I’m Daydream. Emma Rosenberg. Um, my power lets me make people hallucinate through their imagination if I’m near enough. My fun fact is that I wrote a short story that won a prize at my last school.”



She sat down as quickly as she’d stood up. Will rubbed the side of his chin, tempted to ask how a teenager writing award-winning short stories ended up at a boarding school for teenage superpowered misfits. He had the sense not to ask.



“What was it about?” asked Pasithea, in a bored voice.



“Um… it was about a teddy bear that, um, it got passed down from a mother to a daughter. She died, but she had it at the same age as her daughter, who gave it to her—"



“You wrote a short story about a teddy bear, of all things?” laughed Max. “Are you like ten years old or something?”



“Enough,” said Will. “Pasithea, you’re next.”



She was up, already on her feet, halfway posed for the room. Pasithea’s blonde locks were held back by a gold and maroon hairband, and Will made an effort to ignore the way she’d undone the top few buttons of her uniform to emphasize a generous swell of cleavage.



“My name is Pasithea,” she said, speaking the last few syllables like a siren song. “Thea Larue. My power is, well, it’s actually a lot like Daydream’s. I can influence people’s dreams. I don’t have to be nearby, though, I just have to think of someone.”



“Interesting,” said Will. “Maybe the two of you can share tips.”



Both girls shrugged with varying degrees of social awkwardness.



“Fun fact?” asked Will.



“I chose this school over the Seattle Super Academy,” said Pasithea.



“Seriously?” asked Max.



“Yeah.” Pasithea curled her fingers, admiring her nails. “I knew it would piss my parents off. They told me this place would ruin my career as a super. One can only hope.”



“Moving on…” said Will, with a sigh. “Physique?”



Physique’s chair scraped as she stood up. She was tall, with a serious presence and, with her hair cut almost boyishly short, serious style, too. It was mostly undone by her anxious posture, the way she pulled her shoulders in and stooped to try to seem smaller than she was.



“I, um… I’m Physique,” she muttered. “Helga Dulcey. My power is, um… I get stronger when I’m, you know… when I get mad. My fun fact is that I…”



She kept speaking, but it was in a voice too quiet and fast for anyone to hear.



“Speak up,” called Max dryly. “We can’t hear you.”



“I said I um… I look up to
 Relic.
 ”



“Is that right?” Will grinned. It made sense, given that Helga was a Lancaster City native. “How would you like to meet her in person?”



“Judging from how she’s acting right now, she’d probably have a meltdown,” said Pasithea.



Physique turned bright red and sank down into her chair. Will sighed, sensing he was losing control of the class around the edges. Turning to face the last student in line for intros only made that sensation all the more pressing.



“Bloodfeud,” said Will, in a challenging voice. “Well, well, well. We know each other already, but given that you’re here right now and among my students, I’m open to letting bygones be bygones. Are you?”



Bloodfeud didn’t say anything. Will doubted that the teenager believed him, even though it was very much the truth. If he could get the Bloodfeud that Decay had known to show his face, he’d have at least one student figured out.



“You really want me to do my intro,
 Lockpick
 ?” asked Bloodfeud. “Say my fun little fact?”



“Yeah, I do, so get to it.” Will snapped a finger and waved him to his feet.



“My name is Bloodfeud. I’m not going to tell you my real name, because—"



“It’s Francisco,” provided Will.



Max and Klash snorted and, from the way Bloodfeud glared hatefully at them, Will suspected he hadn’t done the group dynamic of his class much of a favor.



“I’m only here because the headmaster said he’d find a place for my sister,” said Bloodfeud. “The second she’s comfortable here, I’m out. I got other shit going on, but I think you already knew that, didn’t you, instructor?”



“That is a very fun fact,
 Francisco
 ,” said Will. “Thanks so much for sharing.”










CHAPTER 10




 



The tension within the room abated into a much more boring and mundane atmosphere as Will shifted into the actual lesson. Isabelle or possibly Zone had marked a few of the beginning pages of the notebook with sticky notes that said
 READ TO CLASS
 , giving him a fairly straightforward path through the actual teaching.



“Let’s see here,” he said, trying to explain the material to them even as he read it for the first time. “This is, um, a little different from the training I went through when I was starting out. It seems as though the CA has shifted to using an instructional system known as
 FIELD
 .”



He could sense the students losing interest as he hurriedly scribbled down the letters on the chalkboard.



“It’s an acronym to make it easier to remember what you’re going to be graded on,” he continued. “F is for
 finding personal strength and mastery
 . I is for
 intelligence gathering.
 E is for
 extracurricular expansion…
 ”



Maximum lowered his head onto his arms, not even trying to pay attention. Pasithea was chewing bubblegum and staring at her phone underneath her desk.



“L is for, um,
 group learning
 ?” He furrowed his brow. “That one doesn’t really fit. I guess learning is the operative word, but…”



“Can I go to the bathroom?” asked Physique, raising her hand.



“Of course,” he said. “D is for…
 defending society
 . Okay, I think someone just liked FIELD as an acronym and backfit some of these. Anyway, next, we’ll go over the various aspects of grading associated with each of these different standards, so we’re all on the same page.”



Everyone was, in essence, on the same page already — the page of the book where the heroes die of boredom. Will shut the instructor’s manual and folded his arms, feeling as though a different tactic was needed to draw the class back into focus.



“Before that, how about I introduce myself?” he suggested. “Properly.”



He dangled it out there, wondering if any of them would bite. Bloodfeud knew a bit about him, obviously, and he would have assumed Physique did as well, given her admiration for Relic. If the others knew or cared, they didn’t show it.



“I’m one of the few supers who can claim to have been both a hero and a villain at one time or another,” he said. “I’ve robbed banks. I’ve been to prison. I’ve saved lives, entire cities worth of people. I was at one of the breaches that we’ve all been hearing about on the news… this news.”



He walked over to the classroom’s ancient-looking CRT monitor and turned it on. It was already tuned in to one of the news channels, and Will didn’t even have to raise the volume to make his point. The chaos was visible on screen, a silent procession of horrific scenes and disaster maps.



“It’s my job to prepare you for this, as far as I’m concerned.” He tapped the screen with a fingernail with a tiny pinging noise. “Let me be clear — I don’t honestly know if I’m fully qualified to do that. I don’t know if anyone is. But apparently, I’m the guy who showed up. So I expect all of you to sit up in your fucking seats, stop looking so bored, and get ready to learn.”



“Eloquently put, Instructor Lockpick.” Isabelle pushed into the classroom through the half open door. “Can I steal you for a minute?”



“Of course,” he said. “Class. Why don’t you, uh, review the section we just went over?”



He stepped out into the hall. Isabelle grinned and gave him a playful punch in the shoulder.



“Not bad at all,” she said. “I was worried I’d have to put out another fire here. Your sister isn’t doing quite as well.”



“Which one?”



“Kestrel,” said Isabelle. “One of her male students tried hitting on her, and she got a little bit scary, apparently.”



He nodded absently, surprised at the sudden stab of jealousy he felt. “Yeah, compared to that, no drama here so far.”



“Good, good.” Isabelle nodded slowly. “I’m so glad. A few of the more behaviorally challenged students ended up with you, just a heads up. That kid Bloodfeud is one of the refugees from your hometown and was running with a pretty rough crowd before Zone convinced him to enroll.”



“Oh, I know,” said Will. “I’m not too worried about him.”



“Hold onto that confidence,” said Isabelle. “First day’s not over yet. If you need anything, I advise you to send one of your students to find me in the main office. Don’t leave them alone for too long, alright?”



“Got it, but I get the feeling that all they’d do is fall asleep. They’re about as anemic as teenagers come.”



“Better safe than sorry,” said Isabelle. “Well, I need to go check in with your mom next. Keep up the good work.”



She smiled and left. Will slipped back into the classroom at the same time Physique arrived back. He grinned, sitting down behind the desk and flipping to the next page in the instructor’s manual.



“Where were we?” he said. “Right. So, as the acronym FIELD would suggest, a part of your training is going to be… what?”



Max and Pasithea looked like they were only barely holding back laughter. Klash was smiling too, but he shook his head and refused to meet Will’s gaze.



“Sorry, Instructor,” mumbled Daydream.



“Did you have a little accident, teach?” asked Max.



Will looked down at his chair, only then noticing the dark, oily splotch against the chair’s navy plastic exterior. Someone had poured ink onto it, and the seat of his pants likely had a massive stain across the ass. A juvenile prank that cut a bit deeper, given that he only had two other changes of clothing. His chair screeched as he slid it back.



“Who did it?” he snapped. “Fess up now, and the punishment will be a little less severe.”



“It’s on that note right there in front of you,” called Bloodfeud.



Will saw a folded piece of paper next to his manual. He opened it and made the mistake of reading its contents.



LICK MY BALLS



“Awesome,” he muttered. “This is going to be so much fun.”



 



***



 



He never managed to get any of them to fess up to the crime. The next hour passed by with him continuing to read the section Isabelle had marked in his notebook, trying to keep the rage in his voice evenly suppressed.



When it was finally time to dismiss the students for their next block, he did it with a wave of his hand and no parting words. He waited until he was alone in the classroom before slumping forward onto his desk, mentally, if not physically, exhausted.



There was a knock at the door, followed by a familiar face poking in.



“Is this a good time, Instructor Lockpick?” Jess had a broad, infectious smile, and he couldn’t resist chuckling and gesturing for her to come in.



“Of course not, Ms. Sorling,” he said. “Come right on in.”



She did, closing the door behind her and scooting one of the students’ chairs up to the other side of his desk. “So… how has your first day been going so far?”



“I need a new pair of pants,” he said.



“What?”



He sighed and stood up to show her. Jess laughed and pulled out a handkerchief to press into his hand, which he made a modest attempt at cleaning himself up with.



“That’s one of the oldest pranks in the book,” she said. “I’m surprised you fell for it. I would have expected you to be savvier about that sort of thing.”



“I was out of the room for a minute, at most,” he said. “It was the barest of openings for whichever little monster did it. Did your students try anything on you?”



“Nope. I got a few from the freshman class. They were in awe of me the entire time. I almost felt like I needed to prompt them to get anything resembling an interesting response or a flash of character.”



“What? How is it that you get the youngest students while I’m stuck with juniors and seniors?”



Jess shrugged. “Ask Zone, not me. I’m not just saying that you might honestly want to ask him. It might not be too late for him to jiggle around the teaching assignments and put you in another class.”



“Maybe,” he said. “Did you know that Bloodfeud is here? In my class, in fact.”



Jess stared at him blankly, shaking her head.



“Bloodfeud,” he repeated. “One of the villains who… was there the night you were taken prisoner.”



“You’re kidding me. The young one? That’s concerning. How in the world could Zone think it was appropriate to let him enroll?”



Will almost pointed out that it was no crazier than assigning him to a class as what amounted to a substitute teacher, but bit back the remark for his own sake.



“Yeah, well, he’s in my class,” he said. “And he’s not a fan of me. I’m not sure what to do.”



“I’ll brainstorm with you tonight.” Jess reached over and threaded her fingers through his. “In other news, this school has a historical research wing.”



“So?”



“With historical
 items
 in it,” said Jess, grinning. “Potential artifacts. Zone says I need to check in with Terra before casing the displays, but if she’s alright with it, I might be able to borrow something to make up for what I’ve lost.”



“That’s awesome!” said Will. “Let me come with you when you go to look.”



“If you want to, sure. I could use the company. Speaking of which, I was on my way to grab an early lunch.”



“I think I have to finish planning out my afternoon block first,” he said. “I want to try to salvage what I can of today, and that’s going to start with having an idea of what I’m supposed to be teaching.”



Jess smiled, leaning her head sideways as though trying to view him from a different angle. “I had a feeling you’d take to this.”



“I wouldn’t say I’ve taken to it at all.”



“That you’d at least take it seriously, I mean,” said Jess. “You’re so competent these days.”



“That’s bordering on a backhanded compliment. I’ve always been competent, just… historically misguided about where I chose to apply it.”



“Well, I think the version of you that’s trying to keep young, impressionable minds from making similar mistakes is a worthy one.” She came around behind his desk and hugged him, kissing one cheek. “Come find me later, instructor. We can lesson plan together tonight.”



He swiveled his chair around and tried to pull her into his lap. “I like the sound of that.”



“Hands to yourself, mister,” she said, pushing a finger into his chest. “We’ll be an instant scandal if you don’t behave.”



“I don’t think anybody is going to misinterpret our affection.”



“You do more than enough misinterpretation on your own. Be sure to soak those pants in cold water when you get back to the dorm.”










CHAPTER 11




 



The rest of Will’s school day was blessedly uneventful. He went to the cafeteria for lunch, grabbing a surprisingly tasty sub with chips and a seltzer. He sat at a table by himself and had a front-row seat watching Rue and a few students from her class eat together. She looked unsure and slightly bored, but the simple fact that she’d found girls near enough to her own age to socialize with seemed like a win.



Will’s students were on the verge of passing out in their seats when they arrived back for their final block with him. He mostly just read from the instructor’s manual, trying to draw out the occasional question or response. It was only Daydream raising her hand, but at least the others seemed too tired to actively sabotage his educational efforts.



He headed straight back to Jerrigan Hall once he’d dismissed them, wondering if he should have made an attempt at giving them some kind of homework-like assignment. The dorm’s common room was empty, and he took Jess’s advice, stripping off his ink-stained khakis to soak in a bowl to loosen the stain.



Rue burst through the dorm’s front entrance, kicking her shoes off and ditching her uniform’s vest in the same motion. She eyed him in his boxers and turtleneck with a small shake of her head.



“Do I even want to ask?”



“Probably not,” he said. “Today kind of sucked. Teenagers are awful.”



“Teenagers are lame,” she muttered. “God. If I have to listen to one more conversation about whether cool guy Jason has a girlfriend back home or not, I’m going to jam a pencil straight through my ear drum.”



“At least you’re making friends,” he said. “You had a full table at lunch.”



“A bunch of immature, cliquey airheads. I have to assume that they were overcompensating for being stressed out with everything that’s happening in the world right now. Because otherwise, they’re just really dumb and shallow.”



“You’re not going to get anywhere coming to snap judgments about people like that.”



“Says the man soaking his pants in a bowl of ice water,” she countered.



“I don’t see how that’s at all related.”



Rue drew something out of her pocket and, smirking, flicked it at him. A wrapped condom bounced off his shoulder and landed on the floor in front of him.



“I found an entire box of them in one of the hallways and grabbed a couple handfuls,” she said. “I had to time it so, you know… nobody saw me taking them. Didn’t want to gain a reputation as the girl snagging a week’s worth of love gloves on day one.”



“Yeah, I can see how that might be problematic.” He picked the condom up and strode toward her. Rue glanced toward the door leading to his room, and he could all but see her doing the same calculations in her head.”



“Mom’s probably going to be home any second, not to mention Avery,” said Rue.



“The door to my room has a lock, as I believe you pointed out last night.” He pulled her into an embrace as she rolled her eyes and turned away from him. The sensation of her plump butt against his crotch was beyond heavenly.



“Mom would throw a fit if she found us alone together behind a locked door,” she said.



“Just tell her I was helping you study.”



“That would make it even worse. She’d probably report you to the headmaster as a lecherous teacher, in that case.”



“I’ve only got eyes for one student,” he said.



“Aw.”



“This girl in my class, Daydream. She was the only one brave enough to raise her hand, and—”



Rue elbowed him in the ribs. Will laughed and enveloped her deeper into his arms, smothering her with exaggerated kisses. The dorm’s front door opened and Jess walked in, smile fading into a much sterner expression.



“I took your advice,” said Will, quickly drawing back. “Pants are soaking.”



“Uh-huh.” Jess folded her arms and narrowed her eyes. “You could have put another pair on in the meantime.”



“Oh, that’s no fun.”



“We aren’t here to have fun, LP,” said Jess. “And Rue, I would appreciate it if you didn’t encourage him. You know how he can be.”



“Oh, I know.” With a sly foot movement, Rue nudged the condom she’d thrown earlier under the couch and out of sight.



Will made a quick trip to his room to throw on his sole pair of sweatpants. Jess was still displeased when he came back out.



“There’s a formal dinner for all of the teachers and staff tonight,” she said. “We have to make an appearance, at least.”



“Ugh. Isn’t it enough that I’m already taking on the responsibility of teaching these kids to begin with?”



“It’s likely going to involve a discussion of emergency procedures and student release guidelines,” said Jess. “Zone will be explaining what happens if the situation here or elsewhere becomes unsustainable.”



“Do I have to go?” asked Rue.



Jess shook her head. “It’s just for the teachers.”



“Thank God.”



“What about Avery?” asked Will.



“Her class went… poorly today,” said Jess. “She’s working with Isabelle on developing a better range of de-escalation strategies.”



“What the hell does that mean?”



Jess sighed and shook her head. “Ask her yourself if you really want to know. You’re not the only one struggling in your new role.”



Avery arrived back at the apartment a few minutes later, not saying a word as she entered and collapsed onto one of the couches. Despite how rocky their relationship had grown over the past few weeks, Will still felt an impulse to put an arm around her, cheer her up, but he held back.



“Did Isabelle tell you about the staff dinner?” asked Jess.



“I’m so not hungry,” muttered Avery.



“You’re coming anyway,” said Jess. “On your feet.”



They left within the hour, trekking across the academy’s campus to the main building. Will hadn’t noticed the previous day just how early the sun set so far north. The moon was a spectacle in the sky, and it lit up the snow on the island across the channel in a white-blue hue, eerie in contrast to the academy’s superpower-warmed climate bubble.



The teachers’ dinner was a surprisingly formal affair. It was held in the event hall, as opposed to the cafeteria. Nobody was sitting down when they arrived, instead rubbing shoulders in small groups and sipping wine from glasses as uniformed waiters carried it out on trays.



Most of the supers present, as far as Will could tell, weren’t teachers or employees of the academy. He could only assume that Zone had used his power to bring people in, potential donors, maybe, or otherwise influential figures within the CA.



Jess led them forward with confidence, scanning the room. A waiter came over, and Will happily accepted a glass of wine, hoping that if he got drunk enough he might be able to find a way to enjoy himself.



It was a stillborn hope. His eyes locked onto one of the last people he was hoping to encounter. Galaxy Maiden was standing next to the female teacher Will had been on the verge of recognizing during the opening ceremony, and the familial resemblance was impossible to miss up close.



“According to Zone, Galaxy Maiden pushed hard for the funding for this school by the CA,” said Jess. “I suppose getting her cousin Terra a job was part of the bargain. Though admittedly, her geothermal warming power is the entire reason why this academy can thrive in this climate to begin with.”



“Is she just visiting?” asked Will.



“I would assume so,” said Jess. “Especially given everything that’s going on right now. She’ll be needed elsewhere. I’m a little surprised she’s even here to begin with.”



“I’m sure she has her reasons.”



Galaxy Maiden turned toward them, and Will saw a dark recognition flutter in her expression upon seeing him. She had to have known ahead of time that Zone had secured the Crimson Five as teachers. It was too perfect… for her, at least. Too easy, given how remote Baffin Academy was, to easily dispose of someone whom she’d already threatened.



“I need more wine,” he muttered.



“Don’t drink too much,” said Jess. “You’re waking up early tomorrow. And every day from now on.”



Some of the supers among Zone’s little clique were already waving Jess over, and with a parting smile, she split off to go mingle. Will looked toward Galaxy Maiden one last time, confirming that she wasn’t actively moving to kill him at that very second, and then walked toward where a server had a small wine bar set up in the corner.



A harpist played soft music that made the silence slightly easier to endure, at least for a few seconds. Avery was also at the wine bar, and they both had to stand next to each other, too close to keep up the mutual silent treatment they’d maintained over the past few days. Will sighed, mourning the loss of the closeness they’d once shared, and decided he’d had enough.



“So,” he began. “How was your first day as a teacher?”



Avery downed the glass the server had just refilled and waved for him to top it off a second time. “It was fine.”



“That’s not what I heard.”



Avery glared at him and started to walk away. He was torn between following after her and staying where he was, and similarly… Avery seemed torn between whether she actually wanted to leave or not.



“It was a shitshow,” she said, with a sigh. “Do we have to get into it?”



He made a face and sipped his wine. “My students poured ink onto my chair, and I spent the entire day with a black splotch on the ass of my pants.”



Avery smiled, but cut off her laughter before it picked up. “Sorry. That sucks.”



“My students suck.”



“Not as much as mine. One of them repeated everything I said in a mocking voice. This other little douchebag had the balls to try to come up behind me and rub my shoulders. I nearly choked him to death with telekinesis.”



“Jesus,” he muttered. “Was that what the emergency meeting with Isabelle was about?”



“More or less. She switched the little fucker to a different class so at least I won’t have to resist the urge to murder him moving forward.”



They took a seat at one of the tables, sitting across from each other. The ice had been chipped, but not broken. Will looked at her, saw her looking at him, feeling paradoxically comfortable and awkward.



“Think we’ll be here for long?” asked Avery.



He shrugged. “Until we move on, we’re kind of stuck here.”



“There are worse places we could be.”



“True enough,” he said. “The world is so crazy right now. It could be a lot worse.”



Avery caught his gaze and held it for half a second. She glanced toward Jess, who had an empty smile plastered on her face as she listened to one of the guest heroes tell a story with exaggerated movements.



“What’s going on between you and Rue?” asked Avery.



He stared at her, unsure of how to answer. “What’s that supposed to mean?”



“Don’t play stupid, LP.”



“Ask Rue,” he said.



“I did. She said to ask you, not that I really needed any more confirmation.”



“Then why bring it up in the first place? You can’t judge her for making the same mistake that you did.”



“It’s pretty telling that you refer to it as a
 mistake
 , LP,” said Avery, folding her arms. “But no, I don’t blame her for whatever’s going on.”



“You blame
 me
 , then,” he said. “I’m sure that does wonders for clearing your own conscience.”



“It’s going to end up the same, you know.” Avery leaned toward him, almost getting in his face. “If anything, she’s going to handle it even worse than I did when it inevitably blows up.”



“It didn’t blow up, you
 blew
 it up,” he said. “Mind your own business.”



“Gladly.” Avery grabbed her wine and stood up from the table. Will glared at her back as she walked off, hating the fact that a part of him feared she might be right.










CHAPTER 12




 



Will’s table didn’t stay empty for long. Surprisingly, it was Zone, the headmaster himself, who took the opportunity to sit down next to him. He looked tired but serious, and Will noted that he was drinking a glass of seltzer in place of wine.



“Instructor Lockpick,” said Zone. “How was your first day teaching here at the academy?”



“Somewhat of a mixed bag, if I’m being completely honest.”



“Good. If you weren’t struggling at all, I would actually be more concerned.”



Will drummed his fingers on the table, figuring now was as good a time as any to broach the subject. “Why aren’t you more concerned?”



“What’s that?”



“You know about my past,” he said. “You must also know that I don’t even have a high school diploma to my name. What are you expecting here?”



“Look, Will, every instructor has their confidence shaken on their first day,” said Zone. “I heard your sister had a time of it, herself.”



“It’s not a matter of confidence,” said Will. “I am objectively unqualified for this job. Hell, I was a junior hero on probation back in Lancaster City.”



Zone slapped a hand on his shoulder, let out a good-natured laugh, and then dug his fingers in deep enough for the nails to bite. He narrowed his eyes, intense and angry in that over-stressed, borderline breaking point way.



“William. The world is falling apart, and nobody has time to give a fuck about whether you’re qualified or capable or the best man for the job. You’re a member of the Crimson Five, you have years of experience in the field, and you’re here. This isn’t about you. If you try to make it about you, then it’ll
 be
 about you, and then we’ll have a problem. Are we clear?”



“Crystal.”



“Awesome.” Zone chuckled and released his hand. “Now, I’m going to go save your mom. I left her with my partner, Michael, and he’s undoubtedly talking her ear off about wine and cheese pairings or some other uptight nonsense.”



The headmaster departed, and Will was left with a fair bit to think about. He stayed at the table for long enough to pour back another glass of wine before heading off in no direction in particular. He was hungry, but it seemed like the catered dinner was still a few minutes off.



The main lights were off in the academy’s halls, which left the school’s interior feeling mysterious, filled with secrets. He rounded a corner and nearly ran directly into Bloodfeud.



“What are you doing here?” asked Will accusingly.



“None of your fucking business.”



“I’m your teacher. I’m assuming you were a student for long enough before falling in with the Power Realists to understand the range of my authority.”



“Well, you know what they say about assuming, Lockpick.” Bloodfeud took a full second to glare hatefully at him. “Fuck off.”



The temptation to wring the teenager’s neck was only barely balanced out by the temptation to tell him the truth. He expected the revelation would land doubly hard on Bloodfeud, perhaps birth a new sense of guilt in the young man over the night he invaded Will’s home and helped kidnap Jess. It would be a huge coup to have what could be his most troublesome student on his side from the beginning.



He tossed the idea aside. It was too risky. Bloodfeud could easily blackmail him with the information, if he so chose. On top of that, there was a fair chance the kid would eventually fall in again with the Realists, and Will wasn’t going to serve his old gang his secret identity on a silver platter. If he wanted Bloodfeud’s respect, he was going to have to get it the old-fashioned way, start from square one.



Well, maybe not square one.



“How’s your sister?” he asked.



“Again, none of your fucking business.” Bloodfeud shook his head and started to turn away.



“You come see me if she needs something,” said Will. “Anything. Food. Clothes. Whatever.”



Bloodfeud hesitated, not answering right away. “…Maybe some clothes. But like I just said, that’s none of your—”



“Fucking business, yeah, I get it. But I’ve also got two sisters of my own. I’ll talk to them, see if they can help source some stuff.”



“I’m not letting my guard down that easy, Lockpick,” muttered Bloodfeud. “Don’t expect me to give up any of my gang’s secrets in return.”



“I know more of their secrets than you do, kid. Ask me why I quit sometime.”



Bloodfeud spat on the hallway floor and stalked off. Will still wasn’t sure what to make of him. The idea that he’d left with the other refugees during the evacuation fit a little too neatly. It would be just like Despot to sneak a sleeper agent into a school, especially an
 alternative learning
 focused one like Baffin Academy. But Despot hadn’t exactly been in charge when the chaos had broken out, and Zone’s decision to bring the refugees to the school had seemed spontaneous.



He returned to the event hall for dinner, wolfing down his food back at his table. There was room for him to sit with the other teachers, but his encounter with Bloodfeud had put him out of the mood for conversation.



After finishing his food, he made to sneak back to Jerrigan Hall and see if Rue was still awake. Jess grabbed his arm on the way. He briefly thought she was attempting to drag him back into the event before realizing that she had the exact opposite idea in mind.



“Get me out of here,” she muttered.



“Absolutely,” he said. “Avery?”



“Already headed back. She seemed tired and a little upset over something.”



He nodded and didn’t volunteer any pertinent information. “I thought you’d want to stick around for longer. Plenty of familiar faces in attendance.”



“Ah, yes,” she said, with a sigh. “It’s so much fun to sip wine alongside my former best friend who slept with my husband. Or alongside Galaxy Maiden, who seems more hostile and prickly than ever. Oh, and they were all talking about which European country has fared worst so far, which historical cities have been wiped off the map. Truly riveting stuff.”



“Point taken,” he said. “At least we got some free wine out of it.”



“It was the only thing that got me through dinner, not that I took my time with eating. Let’s go back to our dorm and watch TV or something.”



He put an arm around her, and Jess leaned in closer. “I can get behind that.”



“I bet you can,” she said, voice amused.



He stopped and took both of her hands in his own. It had started snowing at some point, but the effect of the academy’s climate bubble meant that each flake dissolved into moisture, casting a faint, sinking fog over the campus that made everything seem dreamlike.



Jess held his gaze and smiled, but stopped him as he leaned in to kiss her. “You’re going to cause a scandal, mister.”



“Nobody can see us in the fog.”



“At least hold your horses until we reach the dorm.”



“If you insist, Instructor Relic.”



She laughed and swatted his shoulder. “Quit teasing me.”



“Never.”










CHAPTER 13




 



Jerrigan Hall was perfectly silent as they entered the common room, and they both went to great lengths to keep it that way, taking their shoes off and padding across the carpet on tiptoe.



“I think Rue and Avery are both asleep,” whispered Jess. “I don’t want to wake them up by turning on the TV out here.”



He wrapped his arms around her, nuzzling his cheek against hers. “So let’s watch something in my room.”



She rubbed his arm, and he felt her nod. “Alright. Let me change into something else first.”



Not for the first time, Will found himself appreciating the fact that he had the amenities of a door, a proper bed, a space of his own. He changed into a t-shirt and his sole pair of sweatpants, meeting Jess at the door in a similarly dressed-down state.



She had on a loose t-shirt, probably a new one secured from the lost and found stuff Zone had provided them with, along with a pair of what looked like shorts on first inspection.



“Hey,” he said. “Those are my boxer briefs.”



“They fit me perfectly as boy shorts, though.” She smiled and turned from side to side, demonstrating the way the baby blue fabric clung to the awesome curves of her thighs and buttocks.



“I want them back,” he said. “Right now. Take them off and give them back.”



“Did you really think that was going to work?”



He took her hands and pulled her deeper into the room. “It was worth a shot. Maybe if I ask nicely in a few minutes…”



“In your dreams, mister.”



She held her ground as he led her the final stretch to his bed. The only light in the room came from a single moonbeam from the window, but it was enough to let him see the conflict in her expression clearly.



“I want us to be able to be together safely,” she said.



He almost blurted out that Rue had secured a bunch of condoms before catching himself. She didn’t seem to mean what he thought she meant.



“We can lay down together,” she whispered. “Kiss, cuddle. Physical affection. I’m fine with that. It makes me feel so close to you.”



“I feel the same,” he said. “I just…”



“You want more. I get it. But I can’t give you more, LP.”



Her voice sounded so apologetic that he couldn’t point out how many times she’d already given him more. With her hands, her mouth, small, intense slip-ups along the way.



“Do you still want me in your bed, knowing that all you’ll get to do tonight is cuddle with me?” she asked.



Will chuckled, wrapped his arms around her, and dramatically tipped them both onto the mattress. They bounced as they came to a stop and shared a kiss, his lips finding hers. She’d drawn the line. He’d wait until she stepped over it, and that moment would be sweet and eternal.



She put her arms around his head and hugged, let out a satisfied sigh. Despite what he’d promised her, he could already feel himself getting hard. He would just have to suffer, he decided.



Jess put on a TV show on her phone and shifted to spoon with him. There wasn’t much else for him to do with his burgeoning erection other than to press it into the heavenly little gap in between her butt and thighs. If it bothered her, she showed no sign.



“Comfy?” she whispered.



“Oh yeah.” He kissed her neck and humped into her with a small motion. She’d let him get away with that much, right?



“You have such strong arms,” she whispered, tracing the crook of his elbow with her fingers.



“The better to hold you with,” he said. He gave her a squeeze and slid a hand up. Jess let out a little sigh as he palmed one of her breasts. Her t-shirt was thin, and she didn’t have a bra on underneath.



“Easy,” she whispered. “Here. Just lie still with me.”



She threaded her fingers through his with one hand and used the other to rub his leg. Will took a breath, remembering her earlier request, tamping down on the voice that had all sorts of dark ideas about why he should push on forward.



“There,” said Jess. “You’ll be asleep before you know it.”



“What if I don’t want to fall asleep yet?”



“Try anyway?” She patted his hip and wiggled back into him. He wanted to point out that she wasn’t helping his excitement, but pointing it out would probably make her decide to stop.



He did make an attempt at sleep, and almost drifted off at one point before hearing Jess make a sleepy, sexy noise that stole his attention back. She was rocking into him, and the noises shifted into obvious moans.



Will ground his cock against her, feeling so much heat coming off it that it felt like it might burn through his sweatpants. He tugged at Jess’ boy shorts,
 his boxer briefs
 , and was surprised when she offered no resistance to them sliding down off her waist.



“Do you… still want them back?” she whispered.



Will growled out his lust through his teeth, yanking the underwear downward. She was perfectly nude underneath, and it only took him a second to ditch his sweatpants and join her.



She set a hand against his chest. He still had his t-shirt on, and he felt Jess’s conflict through the way her fingers opened and closed. Push him away… or pull him closer?



He made up his mind first, pressing down on top of her, spreading her thighs open. A single, preliminary thrust, and he was in. Jess’s fingers dug into his back as he started moving, pumping once, twice, staring into her face in disbelief. She looked dazed, too horny to think straight, let alone have an opinion on whether what they were doing was a good idea.



“Oh, sweetie.” She bit her lip, one hand sliding up to stroke his hair. “That’s… oh!”



It was too much. He couldn’t have stopped himself if he’d tried. He began thrusting into her in the same way he might have tackled a rigorous set during a workout, every muscle in his body fixated on slamming his cock into her, stirring her up.



The mattress creaked underneath them and the bedframe began to tap against the wall. Both just seemed like indisputable facts, noises that nothing could be done about. This needed to happen. Will couldn’t stop, wasn’t going to stop.



Jess let out a whimper and kissed him, her lips mashing against his with shameful need. It was too much, to see her like this, to
 have
 her like this. He was already so close to blowing his load, and a single look at the lewd edge to her dark brown eyes was enough to tell him that she’d still come before he did.



Dark… brown eyes?



“Oh God…” Will pumped into her a few more times on sheer momentum. “God fucking dammit.”



He sat up and roughly pushed “Jess” out of the bed. A slight aura of blue power pulsed around her as she hit the floor. He heard a surprised, singular chuckle in another voice escape her lips, a familiar teenage voice.



“Relax,” said Pasithea. “I’m eighteen. I’m surprised you figured it out so quickly.”



“You can’t be fucking serious,” he said, through gritted teeth.



“I didn’t pick her, I just kind of fell into the dream,” she said. “A little Oedipal, lusting over Instructor Relic, of all people, but I don’t judge people on their dreams. Obviously, I could be someone else, if you wanted. Anything you want, Instructor Lockpick. I’m sure we can come to an arrangement.”



Will stood up from the bed and pulled his sweatpants back on, feeling a little ridiculous at covering up within his own dream. “Detention tomorrow, Pasithea. I will see you after class, and we’ll discuss the essay you’re going to write on responsible power usage.”



She laughed and stood up, her proportions blurring as she shifted from looking mostly like Jess back to herself. It wasn’t a massive change aside from the face, and it left Will wondering how much her power was even necessary for her to engage in proactive seduction.



“Are you sure that’s what you want?” asked Pasithea. “We could have so much fun together. I think you might like it more than you realize.”



“Two essays, then,” said Will. “One on responsible power usage, and one on why it’s a bad idea to vaguely allude to potential blackmail.”



“Come on! So not fair!” She made a face and began wiggling back into the pair of boxers Jess had been wearing. “What gave me away? I did have you fooled in the beginning, didn’t I?”



“I wasn’t born yesterday, Pasithea.”










CHAPTER 14




 



Jess shook Will awake the next morning. He opened his eyes to see her laying out coffee and a breakfast burrito on the nightstand next to his head.



“Breakfast in bed,” she said, grinning triumphantly. “Your reward.”



“For what?” He sat up with a groan.



“Behaving yourself. It felt so nice to just sleep with your arms around me without having to worry. You were out like a light.”



“I had an interesting dream,” he said. “Where’d you get the ingredients for this? I didn’t think we had a stocked kitchen.”



“I snagged everything from the cafeteria,” said Jess. “Bacon, eggs, cheese. I also toasted the tortilla so it… why do you look so disappointed?”



He shook his head, doing his best not to remember the intensity of Pasithea’s illusion. “No reason.”



Jess sat down on the bed and kissed him on the cheek. “I would have woken you up with a
 different
 reward if it was just the two of us here.”



He blinked, almost annoyed by her admission. Her words held far too much innuendo for her not to mean what he suspected she meant. He wondered why Jess sometimes seemed to swing back and forth between shutting him down and egging him on. Maybe that was just what people on the fence did, the truest evidence of her internal conflict.



“It really did mean a lot to me to be close to you like that last night, Will,” she added.



“I know. It meant a lot to me, too.” He forced a smile and took a bite out of the burrito. “Mm. This is amazing.”



“Thank you. But eat fast. You only have a few minutes to get ready for your class.”



He pulled on his clothes, more or less the same outfit from the day before except with jeans subbed in for his stained khakis. Rue was in the common room with Jess, and she hurried over to pull him into a hug.



“Hey,” she said. “Sorry I fell asleep last night. I meant to wait up for you.”



“Oh, don’t worry about it. Excited for your second day of school?”



She sighed and gave a small shrug. “It’s not so bad. I have Instructor Terra for homeroom, and she’s pretty cool. It’s actually kind of nice to hang out with girls around my own age with powers, even if they’re a bit shallow.”



“Glad to hear it,” said Will. “Hey, do you have any clothes too small for you?”



“Maybe. Why?”



He explained the situation with Bloodfeud’s little sister.



“Yeah, I can probably find a few things,” said Rue.



“Did Avery leave already?” he asked. “I wanted to ask her, too.”



“Yeah, she already left to go sit in her classroom and sulk until her students show up,” said Jess. “I think she’s struggling a bit adjusting to being a teacher.”



“I can relate. Some of these students present… unconventional challenges.”



He frowned as he considered what the hell he was going to do about Pasithea. Detention and extra essays were deterrents at best. He was far from certain whether it would be enough to dissuade her from making a second attempt, and just as unsure of whether he’d be able to effectively ward off her dream advances again.



I’m going to have to,
 he thought.
 Letting a student seduce me, even in a dream, will only further undermine my authority.



“Do you want to hang out after school?” asked Rue.



She gave him a quick, suggestive smile. Will couldn’t help but eye the buttons on the vest of her school uniform, already imagining how quickly he could undo them. He absently wondered if it was any better to fool around with Rue in real life than Pasithea in a dream.



Rue’s only a student by technicality.



“I do, but I have to stay after,” he said. “I’ve already given one of my students detention.”



“You gave someone detention on the first day?” asked Jess. “What for?”



“Uh…” He scratched his head, not wanting to get into the specifics. “Improper power usage.”



“Improper power usage as in… what?” asked Jess.



“It doesn’t matter,” he said. “I should get going. I don’t want any of my students beating me to the classroom after the prank they pulled yesterday.”



“I notice that you dodged my question,” said Jess. “I’ll just peek in after school and get the story directly from the source.”



“Please don’t.”



He could practically picture Pasithea smiling devilishly as she revealed to Jess how she’d entered Will’s dream, what’d happened during those furious moments of illicit, illusory fucking. He sighed and found himself wanting to commiserate with Avery, even if they weren’t currently on the best of terms.



He finished his breakfast on the way to class. His intention had been to arrive early, use the extra time to review whatever lesson plan was in his instructor’s manual, center himself for another grueling day of dealing with teenage personalities.



Will arrived to find Physique standing at the door to class 2-B, eyes wide with surprise. He pushed past her as he heard a crash, stepping into a scene of upturned desks, scattered papers, and two brawling students.



They were wrestling together on the ground, Max with one arm tightly around Bloodfeud’s neck, seemingly in control.
 Seemingly
 … one of Max’s cheeks was bulging outward, a small tendril of blood pulling at his lip in the manner of a finger fishhook.



“Hey!” shouted Will. He shouldered past Klash, who was filming with his phone, and seized both students roughly by the arms.



Max thrashed, trying to knock Will back more out of primal brawl instinct than anything that seemed intentional. Will gritted his teeth and pushed the teenager sideways, spinning to yank Bloodfeud out of reasonable attacking distance.



Bloodfeud punched Will in the face, the blow a glancing one and not all that technical in the way it was thrown. A deep, cold fury seized Will as he rounded on him. Bloodfeud blinked, reacting to his teacher’s expression in a manner that told Will that he must look as scary as he currently felt.



“Stand up!” he snarled at both of them. “Explain.”



“He’s a fucking punk,” snapped Max. “He had it coming.”



“He swung on me first!” said Bloodfeud. “I was only defending myself.”



“Detention,” said Will. “Both of you. After class. You want to fight each other? Bang egos together, chase that alpha male adrenaline? Guess what — it’s only going to lead to you staying after class and doing pointless essay.”



He took a breath and unclenched the fingers of his right hand. The entire class seemed nervous, and he suspected it had more to do with the energy he was giving off than the lingering effect of the fight. He took a breath and sought out Daydream’s gaze.



“Now, what actually happened?” he asked her.



“Um…” She shrugged, looking like that was one question she wasn’t eager to answer. “They bumped into each other in the hall.”



“He shouldered me on purpose!” said Max.



“You almost ran into a group of girls running backwards while using your power!” said Bloodfeud. “You’re lucky I didn’t trip you instead, Maxine.”



“Fuck you, you little bitch!”



“Enough!” Will slammed a hand down on his desk hard enough for the crack of impact to override his own voice. “Get in your seats and get your books out.”



Max and Bloodfeud glared at each other for another second or two before making a point of slowly walking to desks on opposite sides of the room and sitting down. Will felt like he’d only nicked the surface of both the animosity between them and the way they chafed under his authority.



He let the silence bleed itself out as he took a seat at his desk, only then stopping to consider what a pain it would be to have to babysit both of them along with Pasithea, especially if they began discussing her reason for being in detention in the first place.



“Alright,” he said. “Let’s clear the air. There’s a fair amount of tension between some of you within this class, but you’re all here for the same reason. You’re all going to be on the same side once you put on your costumes.”



He eyed Bloodfeud, daring him to interrupt and claim otherwise.



“Open your books,” he said. “A lot of this first block is just FIELD work, FIELD as in the acronym. It’s going to be boring, which hopefully will give us all time to calm down, recalibrate, and refocus our attention.”



If you can’t get them to behave, bore them to death.
 Solid strategy.










CHAPTER 15




 



Will couldn’t tell if his plan was working, or if he’d simply found the eye of the storm. First block proceeded in much the same way it had the previous day, with only Daydream and, in one instance, Klash ever raising their hands to answer his questions to the room.



“There’s a homework assignment for tonight,” he said. “It’s in the book. Don’t write your answers in the actual book, just on another piece of paper.”



There were a surprising number of groans from the room, given it only contained six students. Will wasn’t looking forward to having to do it, either, as it would mark the beginning of his own crucible — having to grade papers on a regular basis.



He had a break for the next block in which he took the time to review the next day’s lesson in between keeping up with news from elsewhere in the world on his phone. The abomination attacks had mostly died down, but a massive refugee crisis remained in their wake that was, in its own way, a more challenging and resource-intensive problem to solve.



He searched the cafeteria for Jess at lunchtime but couldn’t find her. Rue was sitting with her new friends, looking comfortable, if still not fully engaged by their conversation. Avery sat at a table by herself, but she hadn’t noticed him yet.



The idea of sitting down to eat with her, given how rocky the atmosphere had been between them, felt like it would be a mistake. Paradoxically, sitting at a
 different
 table and making a point of avoiding her also felt like the wrong move.



“Hey,” he said, setting his tray down.



“Hey,” she said.



He dropped down into a chair, hoping something resembling an innocuous idea for a conversation would pop into his head. Nothing did, and the first intensely awkward minute of his lunch was spent in dead silence.



“Um,” said Avery. “How’s your class going?”



“I walked in to find two of my students trying to kill each other,” he said.



“Oh.” She made an amused noise, followed by a sigh. “Could be worse.”



“Could it?”



“I’m still struggling with a sincere urge to murder one of my students,” said Avery. “Not only does he keep hitting on me, but he’s decided his new strategy is to misbehave and have me assign him detention so I have to stay after class with him.”



“That’s where I’ll be with three of my students this afternoon. A full half of my class.”



“Well, I suppose it does make me feel better to know that numerically, my students are better behaved as a whole.”



She smiled at him, and he smiled back, missing her so much in that moment despite her being right there. At least they were talking, trying to take that first step again.



They ate, judging their food and making jokes about nothing, speaking their thoughts without speaking their minds. Will headed back to class feeling marginally better about his day. Isabelle was waiting for him, legs crossed in a pencil skirt as she all but struck a pose leaning against his desk.



“Good, you’re here before the students,” she said. “Next block is combat training.”



“Hell yes,” he said. “Finally. I can start teaching these kids something worthwhile.”



Isabelle frowned and crossed her arms. “Everything you’re teaching is worthwhile, Lockpick. You can’t just skim over the stuff that doesn’t personally interest you.”



“Of course, I know, it’s just… I’m a man of action.”



“Still very much Halberd’s son, I see,” she said, with a slight teasing tone.



It always made him feel strange to hear Isabelle talk about Halberd, to have to think back to the affair and drama from another time. She appeared to sense his vibe and quickly cleared her throat.



“Anyway, I came to make sure you changed into your costume,” said Isabelle. “Zone thinks it sets a good example overall for the students. In your particular case, I also personally think it might help you present yourself better as someone they can look up to.”



“Alright, I’ll get it from my dorm.”



“Meet me in the training hall afterward,” she said. “It’s on the lower level of this building. I’ll wait here for your students and bring them down.”



He nodded and headed off to change into his stuff. The training hall was a massive, empty space, the super analogue of a gymnasium. The walls were made of white panels that were, presumably, both reinforced and replaceable. A single tinted two-way observation window high on the chamber’s back wall allowed interested instructors, or more likely, recruiters, to watch without being seen.



Physique and Daydream had already changed into their gym clothes, white t-shirts and tight grey shorts. They were waiting in one corner, looking comfortable in each other’s presence if not engaged in active conversation. They blinked as they saw him walk up in costume, seeming not to recognize him at first.



“Are the others still in the locker room?” he asked.



Daydream nodded. “Pasithea is doing… something with her makeup. We haven’t seen the boys yet.”



Will nodded and immediately began heading for the men’s locker room, justifiably worried that he was going to have to interrupt another fistfight. Max and Klash came out before he reached the door, both of them laughing and talking shit to each other.



“Where’s Bloodfeud?” asked Will.



“In one of the bathroom stalls doing God knows what,” said Max. “
 Bloodfeud
 . It sounds more like something a serial killer would adopt as a moniker than a proper hero name.”



“How about you start keeping thoughts like that to yourself, for everyone’s sake?” suggested Will.



Bloodfeud emerged right as Will reached the door. His expression turned bitterly sour when he saw
 Lockpick
 in costume. Will couldn’t help but grin back and nod, taking a deliciously petty sense of enjoyment in the teenage villain’s obvious tension.



Pasithea had joined the other girls and flashed him an over-eager smile as he made his way to the center of the training hall.
 Invisibella
 , also in her black jumpsuit costume, came out of the back room pushing what appeared to be a robotic training dummy on a rolling gurney.



“This is SAM,” she said, stepping back from the dummy. “A combat training animatronic created by the hero Hard-Sculpt.”



“Wasn’t Hard-Sculpt that hero who got arrested for running an illegal counterfeit art operation?” asked Klash.



“Yes, but that’s irrelevant to your training,” said Invisibella. “Before you begin both singular and group combat challenges with other students, you’ll be cutting your teeth on this guy and a few other similar robots.”



A few groans and skeptical whispers came from the students, especially Max and Klash. Invisibella pushed a button on a remote in her hand, and SAM sat up, lights flashing from various LEDs as the single front camera began panning and pivoting.



A shock of surprise and dark familiarity ran through Will as he watched the animatronic balance itself on two feet with more than two arms. It was humanoid, with four additional appendages in the form of long tendrils coated in non-lethal rubber. The way they stretched out to either side reminded him far too much of Genesis, but in a way, that was almost ideal.



“He doesn’t look that tough,” said Max.



“He’s on loan from the Seattle Super Academy,” said Invisibella. “I’ll have you know that only two students have ever managed to take down SAM at full strength on their first try. Only about a quarter of all graduating Super Academy students reach the point of ever defeating him in a real sense. It’s not necessarily the point of the exercise.”



Invisibella pressed another button on the remote, and the robot strode toward the center of the training hall, its rubberized feet taking surprisingly quiet steps. A fair amount of thought had been put into moderating the robot’s power, with each potential contact point blunted for safety.



“Did you ever beat it, Instructor?” Klash asked Will.



He shook his head. “I was on a mentor team. I never went to the Super Academy.”



“And they let you teach us?” asked Max.



“They let me try.”



“Not all of you will be in combat roles when you eventually graduate and find teams,” continued Invisibella. “We understand this here at Baffin Academy. As such, those of you with support powers, come with me. We’ll be working solely on strength and conditioning instead of sparring with SAM.”



Daydream took an uncertain step forward, glancing over at Pasithea, who flicked her ponytail over one shoulder and also moved to stand next to Invisibella. That left Will with Max, Klash, Bloodfeud, and Physique.



He accepted the remote from his fellow instructor and examined the various buttons on its surface, far too many for him to quickly make sense of. Invisibella set a surprisingly warm hand on his shoulder and stepped in close behind him, breath tickling his neck as she spoke.



“
 Shift Target
 and
 Confirm Target
 ,” she said, setting her free hand over his and pantomiming each press.



“Got it,” he said.



“The numbers one through ten represent how hard you want him. Double press
 Begin
 , single tap
 Stop
 . Be ready to end each session when it’s clear whichever student is fighting is spent. SAM will keep going, otherwise.”



“I’ll keep that in mind.”



Invisibella pulled her hand back, but instead of drawing away from him, she leaned in even closer, whisper close. Will felt the tight fabric of her costume as one of her breasts brushed his shoulder, bringing up a faint memory of when she’d used her power to conceal him during a sneaking mission.



“Just for your information,” she whispered. “They’re going to want to see you go a round, too. Be ready to get sweaty.”



He smiled and held her gaze for an interesting second. “I always am.”










CHAPTER 16




 



“Alright,” said Will. “Who wants to go first?”



Max’s hand shot up instantly, and he began striding forward even before Will officially pointed and selected him.



“Set it to ten, Instructor,” said Max. “I wonder if there’s a way to get me into the hall of fame at the Super Academy after I finish trouncing this thing.”



“We’ll be sure to look into it.” Will chuckled, already anticipating the fight. He had no idea how powerful Max was when push came to shove outside of seeing him wrestle with Bloodfeud. He was genuinely curious to see how his student would match up against the training robot.



Max certainly wasn’t lacking for confidence as he took up a position across from SAM. He fell into a slightly deeper than normal combat crouch and brought his hands up. He seemed more intent on glancing toward Daydream and Pasithea to see if they were watching — they weren’t — than sizing up his mechanical opponent.



“Ready?” asked Will.



Max nodded. Will pressed the 10 button,
 Confirm Target
 , and then double tapped
 Begin
 .



SAM didn’t immediately rush forward as he would have expected, instead bouncing on the balls of its rubber robo-feet in a manner reminiscent of a character in a fighting video game. Its tendril arms danced like braided hair, and its eye camera tracked Max with movements that made faint, but audible noises.



“I would assume you need to attack it first,” called Will.



“No problem,” said Max.



He darted forward with shocking speed, using his power to close the distance. There was an obvious shift when Max switched his maximized attribute from speed to strength, an opening where he had one arm pulled back pre-punch that any competent opponent would have taken advantage of.



“Gah!” cried Max.



SAM seized him by one leg, yanking him off balance, and then slammed a rubber-coated fist into soft human flesh. Max grabbed his stomach and crumpled, groaning as though on the verge of throwing up.



“I’m calling it,” said Will, pressing the
 End
 button. “You okay, Max?”



Max made a pained gurgling noise, but managed to nod his head. Will helped him onto his feet and brought him over to sit against one wall.



“I’ll bring him a cup of water,” offered Invisibella.



“Thanks.” Will folded his arms and eyed the remainder of his students. “Next?”



There was more hesitance, now that they’d seen what SAM could do. Klash eventually stepped forward, pulling out a hair tie to quickly pull his dreadlocks up into a manbun.



“My power might do some damage to the floor, teach,” he said.



“I think this room can handle it,” said Will. “Show me what you’ve got.”



He clicked the buttons on the remote, switching SAM’s target. The robot was anything but subtle in the way it swiveled from person to person with its camera eye and direct body language.



“Ready?” asked Will.



Klash nodded, and Will double pressed
 Begin
 . He watched, curious about how Klash’s power worked, exactly.



Klash slapped the floor, and the ground underneath SAM shook hard enough to destabilize the robot. It still seemed as though Klash was holding back, perhaps not willing to take Will’s word about the room’s integrity, which was fair.



He did alright for the first minute of the fight, keeping his distance and using the floor shakes to stop SAM from being able to effectively close the distance. Eventually, the robot managed to skip forward in between shakes, grabbing Klash’s ankle with a tendril much as he had with Max.



This time, however, the robot slowly reeled the young man in. Klash shouted in panic and tried, ineffectively, to use his power to shake SAM off his feet.



“I give up!” he cried, right as the robot was gearing up to punch him in the face.



Will ended the fight.



Bloodfeud fared slightly better, which was surprising, given that his power was useless against the metal robot. He had a boxer’s instincts and threaded his way past the robot’s flailing appendages to land a hard and painful-looking punch against its chest.



The fight still ended in much the same way. SAM pulled his ankle, knocking him off balance, and used an arm to slam him down flat on his back with a painful crack. Will ended the fight, noticing a clear trend. Bloodfeud quickly rose to his feet, not even giving his instructor time to ask if he was okay.



“Alright,” said Will. “Physique. You’re up.”



He smiled at her and gestured for her to step forward. She didn’t meet his gaze, looking far more uncertain than she should have, all things considered. All of the other students had lost, the stakes were low, and her power was fairly suitable for the matchup. She looked like an Olympian, with her hair cut short and a lithe but heavily muscled build.



Max made a joke to Klash that, though inaudible, was obviously at Physique’s expense. Klash burst out laughing and leaned in to whisper his own jibe. Physique seemed to take psychic damage from the exchange, blushing and withdrawing internally from the moment.



Will was about to punish the boys and give what little encouragement he could when Relic strode into the training hall. She wore her alternate Crimson Five costume, a match for Will’s own in style, if not color. The tight bodysuit looked painted on, and he knew he wasn’t the only one staring as she strode across the floor, bits and bobs bouncing with tantalizing little movements.



“Instructor Lockpick,” she said, grinning at him.



“Instructor Relic.” He put an arm around her for a quick side hug. “What brings you out this way? And where are your students?”



“Studying
 Super History
 under Instructor Terra,” said Relic. “We’ll be in here next block. I wanted to come and get a sense of the academy’s setup.”



“We’ve got SAM out for the day.” Invisibella came over, smiling uncertainly at her old friend. “So far, he’s been more than a match for Lockpick’s students.”



“Instructor Relic.” Pasithea had momentarily abandoned her exercises to run over to the teachers, smiling in a manner Will found off-putting. “It’s so nice to finally get a chance to meet you in person. Mind if I pick your brain for a minute?”



“Of course,” said Relic.



“In just a minute.” Will set an arm on Relic’s shoulder and turned her so she was facing Physique, who immediately blushed in response. “I want you to watch this matchup.”



He wasn’t sure what would happen, and knew it was a gamble. Physique looked up to Relic, by her own admission. Would having the attention of her idol on her during a training exercise compromise her mental state even further, given how sensitive she was?



“Ready, Physique?” he asked.



The short-haired teenager nodded wordlessly. Will double tapped the
 Begin
 button, and SAM lurched into motion.



Physique was shockingly fast, not the human-limit level of agility of Max, but still far beyond what Will could have managed. She moved with confidence that was so contrary to how she acted in class, first testing SAM’s reaction time and then pacing around the robot with critical and analytical focus.



She feinted forward several times and then made to finally commit to an attack… only to shift into a roll at the last second. SAM slapped his rubber tendrils down on the spot on the floor where she’d been an instant earlier, missing by a good few feet.



“Punch it or something!” shouted Max. “Did nobody ever teach you how to attack?”



Physique hesitated, far more affected by the jibe than she had any right to be. Will saw exactly what she was doing and knew it was the best approach. By slowly baiting the robot into revealing an opening, she was putting herself in the best position she could, given her power. When she did attack, she’d only get one chance to do damage before it would retaliate.



“If she times it right, she just might win,” whispered Relic.



“I know.” Will grinned, torn between cheering her on and remaining impartial. “Here she goes.”



Physique finally made her move, spinning past three of the four rubber tendrils. She grasped at one of the robot’s arms, missed the grip she wanted, and grabbed onto a tendril instead. Yanking with a wild amount of force, she pulled it completely out of its socket, metal grating against metal as the contacts came apart.



SAM, being a robot, obviously didn’t flinch or hesitate from pain. It seized Physique and quickly flipped her down in the same way it had handled Bloodfeud. Will slammed his thumb down on the button to end the fight, smiling as he walked over to help her up.



“I tried my best,” mumbled Physique. She looked past Will, toward Relic, who smiled and gave her an encouraging nod. Physique’s face lit up, and for the first time Will could remember seeing, she looked confident and happy.



“The arm reattaches,” said Invisibella. “No harm done.”



She quickly pushed the loose tendril back into the correct hole, and SAM’s body twitched all over, performing a diagnostic. Will waved the other three combat students over, wondering if he should make them all try again on a slightly lower difficulty.



“Your turn, teach,” joked Klash. “Show us what you can do against the metalhead.”



Will chuckled and eyed them seriously. “Is that what you really want? It’ll cut into a few minutes of your training time.”



“Um…” Physique shrugged. “I don’t mind. But you don’t have to, if you don’t want to…”



He could see the skepticism on their faces, bordering on outright disdain on Max’s part. Even Relic looked a little uncertain, likely less due to the risk of him getting hurt and more in regard to how a bad loss might lose what respect they currently had for him.



“Do you mind doing the honors?” Will handed the remote to Invisibella. “Oh, and keep it set to 10.”



“Of course, Lockpick,” she said slowly. “Just wave a hand when you’re ready.”



He rolled his shoulders out, giving his body the bare minimum of a warmup, and then waved his hand. SAM lurched forward a step and a half, reaching with its rubber tendrils as it had with the other students.



Will rushed forward, baiting SAM into trying to grab his ankle as it had with most of the other students. He stomped down on the tendril with one foot, and then the other, and then was close enough to strike a killing blow.



Obviously, turning the training robot into a heap of shaved metal would interfere with the students’ long-term training, so he settled for tapping it on either side of the head with the sides of his hands, the kind of playful karate chops an adult might use while teasing a child.



SAM spun, trying to get into a better position to grab him. Will put an arm around the robot’s shoulders, set one leg behind its legs, and tipped it neatly off its feet. Invisibella hit the
 End
 button.



“Keep this in mind when you have an opponent that trends toward a single attack strategy,” he said. “The weaknesses they prefer to attack you on are usually ones they share themselves. It’s easy to have a blind spot in that regard.”



“Where the hell did you learn how to fight?” asked Klash.



Will smiled and rubbed his chin. “Oh, you know. Around.”










CHAPTER 17




FIVE YEARS EARLIER



 



“Lockpick,” purred a feminine voice. “Are you finally awake?”



Lockpick stirred, more confused than anything. He was lying in a soft bed, and a warm hand was stroking his hair. His mind jumped to Relic, her soft, loving touch, but the face he saw staring down at him was pale and sharp.



“We had to give you something to help you sleep,” the woman whispered. “We didn’t want you to hurt yourself like Halberd did.”



“Where am I?” he muttered.



“Does it matter? You’re safe, and we’re going to help you reach your full potential.”



The woman… her name was Kim, if he remembered correctly. His thoughts were coming to him across a mental fog, distorted by the surrealness of the moment. He looked down and saw Kim fastening some kind of harness onto his ankle.



“What are you doing?” he asked.



“I just told you,” Kim whispered. “I’m helping you reach your full potential.”



“Please…” Lockpick groaned and tried to sit up. “Just let me…”



“I’ll explain it to you, Lockpick.” Kim began turning a wooden wheel in the corner of the dark, dungeon-like room, each movement letting out an unsettling click. “You’re only going to be able to move so far from this post. I will attack you, and you’ll do your best to defend.”



He tried to process her words, wishing it was as much of a joke as it would have sounded like on paper. A tug came from the harness on his ankle as the line was yanked toward the post in the center of the room. He slid out of the bed, blanket falling sideways and exposing him to the room’s chill in only his boxers.



“Why?” he muttered. “What’s wrong with you?”



Kim let out a darkly amused laugh. “Oh, so much more than you know. But you can relax, pup. This is only the beginning. It’s not going to hurt nearly as much as what’s to come.”



The harness pulled him further across the floor until he was in the center of the room, mostly naked and shivering as his breath came out in white puffs. The room was dimly lit, and he could only see Kim’s outline, not enough detail to make out whether or not she had a weapon.



“This is your first lesson,” she said, in a far too soothing voice. “It’s one of pain, one of control. You must come to understand, Lockpick, that you won’t always be able to win or run away. Sometimes survival comes down to the simple act of pushing through, giving yourself over to the struggle.”



She shook one of her hands, and he saw a long rope unwind and droop down to the floor. No, not a rope, he realized as she drew her hand back.



He tried to shield his head and face, but she was expecting that. The whip tore into his exposed, bare chest, tearing a thick, bleeding gash with skin welted on both sides. It felt like being stabbed with a hot iron, a pain far beyond what Lockpick was expecting.



I can handle this,
 he thought.



Except… Kim had already stopped. She held the whip in both hands, watching him intently. Waiting for him to use his power to mend himself. Lockpick shifted his arm even as he’d been reaching to do just that, an automatic reflex by that point.



She made a noise, a little amused huff, and then drew the whip back. Once, twice… the whip lashed out, the pain so real and intense that it left him confused, ears ringing with mild-grade shock.



It hurt to move, and he screamed even as he dragged himself across the floor to the limit of the chain around his ankle. Crawling exposed his back, and the pain she brought down upon it was simply too much. He was the human anvil, and she was the smith with melted iron and shards of glass.



“You’re not even trying, pup,” said Kim. “Show me what you can do. Marauder told me everything. How you baffled those doctors in the hospital, all the blood and torn clothing, none of the wounds. Show me what you can do.”



Is this what Halberd was afraid of? The beginning?



“Fuck you!” he snarled.



He wasn’t there for what happened after that. The whip lashed out, and it was like a command, a prompt for him to scream. He tried to hold it in at first… but it was relief, defiance. All he could do, and nothing at all.



She was holding his face suddenly, so close to hers, and he blinked. One of her thumbs slid up and slowly traced the bottom edge of his eye socket.



“A person only really needs one eye to see where they’re going,” she whispered. “Could your power restore that, pup? Would you like to tell me, or would you like me to find out?”



He felt his will to hold out crack, and then fracture entirely. With slow movements, Lockpick began mending one of the whip gashes on his chest, hissing through gritted teeth as the relief of one healed wound brought the others back to the fore.



“You’re so talented!” said Kim. “I am so impressed. Your eye, though, that wouldn’t be something you could heal?”



He didn’t answer.



“Well, that’s good to know,” said Kim. “Here, sit down, pup. I’ll rub your shoulders while you fix yourself up.”










CHAPTER 18




 



Will gave the combat students in his class each two more runs with SAM before reaching the end of the block. He stood to one side with Relic as Physique took her last turn, coming incredibly close to taking the robot down in much the same way he had.



“She’s giving it everything she’s got,” he said. “I think I might actually be able to motivate these kids, after all.”



“I know you can, but I wouldn’t let your guard down just yet.” Relic was watching Bloodfeud, and Will knew what she must be thinking. He touched her hand, letting his fingers hold hers.



“He got picked up during the evacuation with his sister,” he whispered. “As far as I can tell, he’s completely separated from the Power Realists and just looking out for her.”



“That doesn’t necessarily mean he’s harmless,” she said. “Especially grouped together with other young, impressionable minds.”



“He’s not the cool kid in this class. He’s not going to be indoctrinating anyone.”



“Still, I feel like I should speak to Zone about this.”



“Please don’t,” said Will.



Relic’s mouth quirked sideways. “You seem like you’re defending him.”



“I’m not, it’s just… This feels like a second chance.”



Relic’s hand closed on his, and she leaned in, touching his chest after making sure nobody was looking their way. “You have a big heart, LP. But please don’t project yourself onto this kid, for your sake and for his.”



“I’m not projecting myself onto him!”



Relic rubbed his shoulder. “I just mean that I hope you’ll be careful. With him and all of your students.”



“I will,” he said.



“I’ll see you tonight. I have to run some errands for Zone, so I won’t be back until the evening.”



“See you then.”



She left the training hall. Will called all his students over, smiling at how sweaty and worn they looked. Invisibella had left after making sure Daydream and Pasithea were fine to run their sets on their own, but both teenagers had still gotten a serious workout.



“Hit the showers,” said Will. “You can head straight to your next block once you’re done.”



He noticed, as he grabbed his own change of clothes and headed down the hallway for the locker rooms, that there were actually three. One for each gender of students, along with one more for instructors, which felt like a nice touch. He wasn’t eager to have to run through the old ordeal of explaining his tattoos to his students.



It wasn’t until he’d reached the door that he realized he’d forgotten to grab a towel. Doubling back to grab one, Will was moving a fair bit faster than he should have as he finally pushed his way into the locker room… running straight into Isabelle, wearing a towel.



She made a surprised noise and pulled back, towel falling uselessly to the floor. Will had seen her naked before, also accidentally, but he hadn’t truly appreciated the depths of proportions, or her pale, flawless skin. She was busty, with faint tan-lines of a bikini with an interesting half-moon shape. Her nipples were tiny little circles, with a small drop of moisture from the shower or sweat sliding down the edge of one.



“Instructor Lockpick.” She blushed, giving him an odd smile and looking away.



She didn’t rush to cover herself, and she didn’t turn invisible. He thought about those two facts as he tried to pull his eyes away. It didn’t feel intentional, at least not in that first surprised second.



“There’s no soap in the first stall,” she eventually said.



“I’ll keep that in mind.” He wasn’t even subtle about it as he looked her up and down again. “Thanks.”



“Any time.” Isabelle finally cleared her throat, picked up her towel, and stepped aside. Will had to take a breath as he disrobed and climbed into one of the showers with soap… and then another to dissuade himself from taking care of his erection right there and then. Not during school hours, especially not in a public locker room.



He dried off, changed into his mundane clothing, and headed back to his classroom. He had the next block free, and spent it getting a head start on planning an original lesson. Teaching straight from the instructor’s manual would only get him so far.



He was ready to leave at the end of the day, which made remembering that he still had to babysit three of his students for detention that much more annoying. It felt like he was the one being punished as he stood by the door, welcoming them into their seats.



“All three of you have at least one five-hundred-word essay to write,” he said. “Pasithea, you already know what yours needs to be about. Bloodfeud, Max, I want five hundred words on what the worst that could have happened during that fight might have been. And if it’s not an actual worst-case scenario, I will make you redo it.”



Max and Bloodfeud grumbled and shook their heads, but pulled out their notebooks. Pasithea was smiling at him and had already started writing, or at least had written her name on the page. Will tried to immerse himself in a novel he found in the second drawer of the desk presumably belonging to the classroom’s previous teacher.



He glanced up every now and then to make sure they were still at work. A few whispers passed between the students, but he let it slide, knowing it would be a pain for him to have to police them to that degree.



“You and me should have played hooky,” Max whispered to Pasithea. “I bet we could have found something else interesting to do.”



“How about you and him play hooky?” Pasithea gestured to Bloodfeud. “Leave me here alone with the instructor to actually get some real studying done.”



She flashed a smile at Will that left him wondering if detention was really the way to discourage her from invading his dreams. The rest of the hour passed relatively uneventfully, and with ten minutes left, he began letting each student leave as they finished their essay.



He gave the fruits of their labor a quick scan to make sure the paragraphs weren’t complete gibberish before setting them on the corner of his desk, intent on depositing them in the circular file at the end of the day. Pasithea was the last to finish, slowly carrying it up to him and leaning far enough forward for her school uniform to pull taut against her bosom in a manner that Will refused to look at directly.



“Here you go, Instructor,” she said. “Be sure to read it. I went into detail about what might happen if I tried what I did again.”



“If you didn’t take the assignment seriously, I’ll make you do it again,” he said.



“You can make me do anything you—"



“Pasithea, knock it off. I’m not going to play this game with you.”



“What game?” She pulled back, looking like she was trying not to smile. “You don’t have to worry. I learned my lesson. I’ll be careful about diving into your dreams.”



“You’re dismissed.”



“I am eighteen, you know,” she whispered.



“I’m your instructor, and your age is totally irrelevant to me.”



“Well, if you do happen to dream about me again, just know that you don’t have to feel guilty. You don’t have to hold back.”



She waved with her fingers and quickly made her way out the door. Will groaned, quickly reviewed her busywork once over, and then set it in the pile with the others.










CHAPTER 19




 



Will immediately kicked off his shoes and collapsed onto one of the couches when he made it back to Jerrigan Hall. Nobody else appeared to be home on first glance. He took out his phone and only then overheard a faint noise coming from underneath Rue’s door… a faint noise that sounded a lot like heavy, erotic breathing.



He crept over, pressing his ear to the door even as he felt a little guilty for the invasion of her privacy. Rue was working up a sweat, and he really wanted to know what that was all about, but he loved her enough to not simply fling the door open. He knocked gently and heard her gasp in surprise, followed by rustling as she no doubt made herself decent.



“Oh!” she said. “LP. It’s you.”



She smiled and took him by the hand, gently drawing him into her room. She was still in her school uniform, but a pair of purple panties lay atop a pile of dirty clothing next to her bed.



“I see you took full advantage of being home alone,” he said, with a wry smile.



“Shut up!” She pushed his shoulder as they both sat down on her bed. “I can explain.”



“I’m all ears.” He took her foot into his lap, giving her a foot massage through her girlish pink sock with wandering fingers.



“I had to fix one of my shoes today, and I caught some weird guy staring at my panties on the lower level of stairs,” she said, shifting to angle her hips toward him. “It made me so wet… not the guy, obviously. I didn’t even really see his face. But that feeling. I was suffering and resisting the urge to show off more all day.”



“Were you streaming?”



“CamCasters is down,” she said, with a sigh. “I got home and I was really in the mood to, well, you know… Make some money. Have a bunch of horny guys tell me I’m pretty.”



“Have a bunch of horny guys watch you finger yourself.” His hand slid up her calf.



“Mmhmm,” said Rue, smiling. “I suppose I’m just that kind of… oh!”



His hand covered the distance up her thigh and snuck under her skirt. No panties, as he’d predicted. Rue arched her back, lifting her hips in the air, and made a waving motion toward her nightstand.



“Condom,” she whispered. “Second drawer.”



“How many did you grab?”



She shuddered as though the idea that he might run through them all on her was nearly too much to handle. Will got up to lock the door, grabbed one of the condoms, and all but fell into an embrace with her even as he was unwrapping it.



They unwrapped each other in much the same horny, eager way, tugging clothes this way and that. Each new point of contact between their naked bodies sent fire rushing through Will’s blood.



“Oh God,” moaned Rue. “The door?”



“Locked.” He kissed both of her tits, falling on her nude body as he made intentionally clumsy thrusts at her womanhood.



Rue angled her hips each time, doing this hot little wiggle as she tried to lock him in.



The first penetration was so smooth and clean that he would have guessed that she was lubed up had she not mentioned how horny she’d been all day. Rue moaned and bit her lip. Will started moving, listening to the bed rock as it passed over a creaky noise threshold.



“That’s it, Cammie,” he growled. “You waited all day for this, didn’t you?”



“Give it to me!”



“Oh, you’ll get it!”



It was effortful, almost combative sex. Will anchored one hand on the bed’s headboard, driving into Rue like he was trying to teach her a lesson. She kissed him and sucked on his lower lip. He seized her by the hips, moving her enough with each thrust to send her big breasts jiggling with wildly lewd movements.



He flipped her over, and she immediately stuck her butt out for him, bracing herself against the bed. It was such a hot pose that he found himself wishing they were streaming, for those addictive little chimes of donations coming in as lustful men watched him ruin her.



He speared into her from behind, watching her butt ripple as he started fucking her with hot, rhythmic claps. Rue was in perfect sync, pitching backward with such force that it almost felt like she was trying to buck him off for the first few thrusts. He leaned forward, reaching around to cup her dangling breasts and breathe on her ear.



“We’ll run through all those condoms, you know,” he whispered. “You’ll have to do the walk of shame to grab some more.”



“I’ll make you get more,” she growled. “You want me that bad, LP? I’ll make you bring the condom if you want to fuck me.”



She dug a hand into the mattress. Will threaded his fingers into her poofy ponytail, pulling hard enough for her to feel it. He grunted and sped his pace up, reality shrinking down into the sensation of Rue’s thick body, the way he was trying to grind her down on the bed. The smell of sex and sweat and laundered school uniform.



“Cammie!” He hugged her tight, still moving his hips, as he felt the pleasure consume him.



Rue moaned and kept wiggling her hips. He held out for her sake, waiting until he saw her fingers splay outward and then dig into the sheets with that shuddering, orgasmic intensity before finally letting himself finish.



The aftermath was made simple by the condom. Will still held her as he pulled out, her body so warm compared to the room’s ambient temperature. It was a perfect moment by his reckoning, and from the ditzy smile Rue was favoring him with, she shared the sentiment.



“Afternoon delight,” she whispered.



“We should make this a regular thing.”



“Avery and Mom will be here most of the time.”



He chuckled. “Come to my classroom after school then. 2-B.”



“As if. The rumors would start flying so quickly.”



There was a noise from the common room, the TV with the sound turned up, if he had to guess. He shared an uncertain glance with Rue, and they both began pulling their clothes back on.



Avery was sitting on one of the couches, not looking at them directly, but not needing to. The expression on her face went beyond disapproval, beyond anger, toward something cold and detached. Vengeful, almost. Hateful… almost.



“Sound travels pretty easily in this building,” said Avery.



Will sighed, wishing that the right words existed to explain how he currently felt toward her.



“Your point?” asked Rue.



“You know exactly what my point is.” Avery stood up and folded her arms. “I know what I just heard.”



“Again, if you have a point, you need to come right out and say it,” said Rue. “If that’s too hard for you, then maybe you should just mind your own business!”



Avery stepped in front of Rue, jabbing a finger at her. “You’re my family! This is my business. You’re his family!”



She spun to face Will, gesturing to him like he was a storm cloud in the distance. Will groaned and rubbed at his forehead with one hand.



“How about we all just sit down?” he suggested. “We can talk this out. We
 have
 to talk this out.”



He was far too reasonable to be heard amidst the intensity of his two sisters.



“Go ahead and get mad, Avery!” shouted Rue. “Listen right outside the door. I’m sure that will make you feel
 so
 much better about how you panicked, and ran away, and broke LP’s heart!”



“I didn’t break his…” Avery looked at Will again, but this time, he didn’t want to meet her gaze.



Breaking his heart
 wasn’t exactly how he’d describe what’d happened, but it also wasn’t an accusation he could save her from.



“Just let us be happy,” muttered Rue.



“Being selfish is not the same thing as being happy!” Avery’s anger flared again as she raised her voice. “The rest of the world doesn’t suddenly go away just because you decide you like spreading your legs for your fucking brother!”



“Fuck you!” shouted Rue. “That is so unfair. You know what? You’re not even talking about me, you’re…”



Projecting
 is what Will assumed Rue had been about to say. Several objects had lifted into the air, including a pillow which crossed the distance toward Rue with jerky, suppressed motions. It struck her across the face, not hard, but not softly either, though the distinction was small, given it was just a pillow.



“Oh…” groaned Avery. “Get… back.”



“Avery!” Will rushed forward, recognizing all the signs of one of her power breaks, but he only made it a single step before being lifted into the air.



Rue turned to look at him, expression worried. She opened her mouth, presumably to ask what was going on, but no sound came out. Her lips moved for a wordless second as the color fled from her face and she began grabbing at her neck as though caught by an invisible noose.



“No…” muttered Avery. “I… can’t stop it.”



“Avery!” cried Will. “Look at me! Just breathe and…”



He felt the word catch hard in his throat as her power stole his breath, as it had Rue’s. It was a horrible sensation, like having his throat plugged by a perfect obstruction. She had him in the air, a good ten inches above the ground, unable to breathe or even reach anything that might save him.



The possibility that Avery might accidentally kill one of them, if not both, nudged its way into view, too pressing and evident for Will to ignore. An argument after listening to two people she loved, one romantically in the past, have loud sex… It was the textbook setup for a crime of passion.



He suddenly gasped in the same instant as he fell to the ground, landing off balance and grabbing the back of the couch to steady himself. Rue was coughing and sucking in pained breaths. Avery was on the floor, hugging her knees.



The pillow was suddenly yanked across the floor along with several couch cushions and the remote, a storm of living room objects snapping to attack Avery herself. She winced and covered her head ineffectually, at the mercy of her own psychic self-harm. Will could tell that she wasn’t just… enduring it. She was used to it. She preferred it.



He slid down next to her on the floor, putting his arms around her, one hand cradling her head to shield her from herself. A few objects grazed his back, one striking his neck on its way past. Avery was crying, and when she looked up at him, it was only to shake her head.



“I’m sorry,” she whispered. “I didn’t… mean to.”



“I know,” he said. “We both know.”



“It’s not your fault, Avery,” said Rue.



“No,” she whispered. “It is.”



“I still love you,” he said. “And I always will.”



“As a sister…” muttered Avery.



Will looked at Rue, wondering if she understood or could guess at the conflict in his heart, the knots of emotion it had been twisted into. Her eyes flicked to Avery, and she slowly nodded.



“You don’t have to be alone, you know,” he said.



“I don’t need your pity, LP,” muttered Avery.



“He’s not giving you pity,” said Rue, with a hint of annoyance. “He’s saying… I mean, look. He’s your brother too, Avery. Which is kind of a blessing and a curse.”



“Thanks, Rue,” said Will dryly.



“If you like, wanted to, Avery, you could, you know…” Rue shrugged. “Spend some time with LP. Patch things up.”



It was a weird moment, and all of them knew it. On top of the general awkwardness of listening to one of his sisters suggest sharing him to the other, the idea brought the reality of his life back into clear focus. Did it really make sense to move in this direction, for them as much as for him? They were both beautiful women, with lives of their own, bright futures awaiting them.



The front door suddenly swung open. Will and Avery stood up on reflex, Will clearing his throat, Avery hurriedly wiping away tears. Rue grabbed the pillow Avery had flung at her with her power and acted as though she’d just been lying on the couch, whiling away time on her phone.



“Perfect!” said Jess. “You’re all here! I was hoping we could… what?”










CHAPTER 20




 



Jess kicked her shoes off, smiling and full of infectious enthusiasm. Will joined her as she began rifling through the kitchen nook, feeling as though Rue and Avery needed more time to sit with one another as sisters.



“I’m not in the mood for cafeteria food tonight,” said Jess. “I’m also not really in the mood to cook. What do you guys say to going into town for dinner?”



“Does that tiny outpost even have any restaurants?”



“Three of them, in fact,” said Jess. “Pizza, Chinese food, and one place that’s more fine dining.”



“I’m down for pizza,” said Will.



He looked at Avery, wondering if she’d be up for a family dinner after her tumultuous afternoon.



“Pizza… sounds good,” she eventually said.



“Yeah, let’s do pizza,” said Rue.



Jess reminded them all to bundle up, which they did, to the best of their ability, with jackets, hats, and gloves allotted to them from the lost and found. It felt unnecessary during the first few minutes of their walk across campus, until they reached the edge of the warming influence of Terra’s geothermal power.



Stepping out of the bubble was very much like stepping through an unseen door. Snow was falling on the other side in fat, lazy flakes, and a good six inches had already accumulated on the ground. Will only had his sneakers on and felt the kiss of cold against his ankle as a few stray bits of powder snuck their way by.



“It’s so beautiful,” whispered Rue. “The snow always looked so dirty back in Lancaster City. Here, it’s pure white.”



“Lack of engine smog and litter will do that for you,” said Will.



She was right, however. The tiny town of Paallavvik looked like a scene from a snow globe, despite the abundance of shipping containers retrofitted into buildings. Every other house and shop was unique in its own way, some with wild paint jobs in bright colors, some with odd layouts and extensions.



A pair of houses was connected by a thin hallway, as though the buildings had quite literally been joined through marriage. A weathervane atop a squat house with a seemingly out of place bell tower creaked as it slowly turned in the wind. A group of kids too tiny to be members of the academy were having an energetic snowball fight, running and sliding and laughing with the ardor of youth.



“We made the right choice in coming here,” said Jess.



“Did we even have a choice?” asked Rue.



“We always have a choice, and I think I agree,” said Will. “This is nice.”



He smiled and reached for both Rue and Avery’s hands. Rue instantly threaded her fingers through his. Avery gave him a slightly skeptical smile before grabbing on, her thin cotton glove making her hand seem even smaller within his bulky, gloved grip.



He was a little worried that Jess might say something, and she did, but not what he was expecting.



“Aw.” Jess smiled and hopped a few steps ahead of them. “I have to get a photo of this, hold on.”



She pulled out her phone and was in the process of the getting the shot in view when a snowball tagged her on the shoulder. Letting out an exaggerated gasp, she grinned and slid her phone back into her pocket.



“Which one of you threw that?” she asked the kids, balling up one of her own.



The gaggle of boys and girls laughed and ran in all directions, a few brave soldiers remaining behind to ready more ammunition. Will scooped a handful of powder and started pressing it into form, chuckling as comfortable chaos broke out in the middle of Paallavvik’s sole street.



Snowballs were hurled in all directions, and the line between child and adult broke down as Rue seemingly defected to the other side and began flinging her payloads back toward her own family. Will went back to back with Avery, the two of them spinning and finding targets with exaggerated seriousness.



“Look out!” He ran at Jess, shielding her with mocking movements. “I’ll save you!”



“LP, don’t you dare!” laughed Jess.



He dumped a handful of snow into her hair, delighting in the way she squealed and slapped his shoulder.



Eventually, after a few more minutes of pitched combat, they made it to the pizzeria. Will kicked snow off his sneakers as he stepped inside, appreciating the welcoming warmth of the restaurant. The hostess seated them, and they placed an order for a large pizza, garlic knots, fried pickles, and a pitcher of beer.



Avery had a few snowflakes in her hair still, and Will brushed them off for her on reflex. She shot him an interesting look, annoyed and yet somehow appreciative, and shifted toward him on the booth bench.



“How’d your classes go today, Rue?” asked Jess.



“Boring,” she said. “All of the other students in my group barely even know the basics. I feel like I’m just sitting there, waiting for them to catch up.”



“You have a chance to set a good example for them, then,” suggested Jess.



Rue just shrugged. Jess sighed and looked at Will, turning the question his way.



“You were there for a good portion of my day,” he said. “The rest of it, if I’m being honest, was kind of a shitshow. I had to break up a fight and keep a full half of my students after for detention.”



“You have to earn their respect,” said Avery. “My class went surprisingly smoothly today.”



“I bet it did,” snorted Rue. “Even some of the guys in my class were talking about how scary
 Instructor Kestrel
 was.”



“I’m not scary!” snapped Avery. “I just… I don’t put up with any BS.”



The waitress arrived with their drink order, and Will began filling everyone’s glasses. Jess set her hand on his wrist as he made to pour Rue hers.



“We’re in Canada,” he reminded her. “The drinking age here is 18.”



“It actually varies between each of the former provinces and the city states,” said Avery. “But I believe she’s still above the line.”



“There’s more to it than just age,” said Jess. “She’s a student. We’re faculty members.”



“Whatever,” said Rue. She nudged Will’s leg under the table, and he gave her a subtle nod.



What kind of brother would I be if I don’t let her get her chug on when Jess’s back is turned?



Their food arrived a few minutes later, and it was everything they needed and so much more. In coming to Baffin Academy, they’d found a reset of sorts, dug their heels in after what felt like weeks on the backfoot.



They took their time eating, and Will did eventually get a chance to slide his beer Rue’s way when Jess was busy with the waitress and paying their tab. When it was finally time to leave, they stepped out into the snowy street to find that the snowball fight was still ongoing with several new participants.



“Who threw that?” shouted Bloodfeud. “Get over here and apologize to my sister this instant!”



He was glaring menacingly at the kids even as his sister, who couldn’t have been older than fourteen, was gearing up to fling a snowball back. He spun around as Will and his family started walking up the street, meeting his instructor’s gaze.



“What are you doing here?” snapped Bloodfeud.



“You need to breathe,” he said. “I’m out with my family. Save the animosity for another day.”



“Is this the girl that you wanted to get some clothes for, LP?” asked Rue. “She looks like she’s almost the same size as me.”



She grinned and moved to introduce herself to Bloodfeud’s sister. Bloodfeud stepped into her way, face set into a grim expression of unyielding protectiveness.



“Francisco, stop it!” snapped the girl. “She’s trying to be nice.”



“I’m Rue, Will, er,
 Instructor Lockpick’s
 younger sister.”



“I’m Maria.”



“You should come over to Jerrigan Hall, where we’re staying,” said Rue. “I have a bunch of clothing that’s just a little bit too small for me. I bet my sister Avery has some stuff, too.”



“I would love that,” said Maria.



“That is not happening!” snapped Bloodfeud. “I’ll get the clothes and bring them to you.”



“Stop being such a psycho!” cried Maria.



“Can we talk for a second?” Will asked it as a question, but grabbed Bloodfeud by the shoulder and dragged him sideways without waiting for a response. “You need to break out of the sink or swim mentality.”



“You don’t know a single thing about me,” snapped Bloodfeud.



“I know more about you than you do about me,” said Will. “Nobody in my family is going to hurt your sister or use her against you. See,
 we
 have standards.”



He held Bloodfeud’s gaze, making sure his implication was understood. Will had no intention of, say, breaking into wherever they were staying in the middle of the night to stage a kidnapping, like the one Bloodfeud had willingly participated in when the Power Realists had taken Jess.



“You want an apology or something?” he muttered.



“I want you to start acting like a man,” said Will. “Maybe even like a hero, one day.”



“As if.”



“I said one day, not today.” Will sighed and shook his head, frustrated, but determined. “You have a decent heart, Francisco. The energy you put into looking out for your sister comes from a good place. I just want to see more of that side of you.”



“Prepare to be disappointed.”



“Oh, trust me, I am,” he said. “I figure if it doesn’t work out, I could always just kill you.”



Bloodfeud went still. Will slapped him on the shoulder.



“That was a joke,” he said. “Obviously.”



“Are you done, Instructor Lockpick?”



“Oh, I’m far from done. And you should be grateful for that.”










CHAPTER 21




 



It wasn’t quite time for bed when the family arrived back at Jerrigan Hall. Jess made a satisfied noise as she kicked off her shoes and ditched her heavy coat.



“Alright,” she said. “I have several lesson plans to finish. Avery, LP, I suggest the two of you make sure you stay on top of yours, too.”



“It feels a little like you’re assigning us homework,” said Will.



She just smiled back at him.



“I’m… actually going to go for a walk,” said Avery. “Too much energy left. And I’m all set as far as lesson plans go.”



“You’re more than welcome to,” said Jess. “Just don’t stay out too late.”



Will was tempted to go with her, but there was an aspect of her body language that seemed to demand space. He waited in the back of the common room, leaning against the counter. Rue had an interesting smile on her face.



“Hey, LP,” she said. “There’s something I wanted you to come take a look at. In my
 room
 .”



Her smile broadened, and one of her fingers kept twirling absently through her curly hair. Rue had taken more than just her jacket off when she’d come inside, opting for her favorite home outfit, a baggy t-shirt and bare chocolate thighs.



“I’ll come take a look.” He tried to contain himself as he glanced toward Jess, who was busy flipping through her notebook. “Real quick.”



“I’m sure it won’t take long,” she said.



Even his footsteps sounded suspicious and guilty as he followed after Rue. She bit her lower lip and tugged his hand toward her bed as he came inside, but he paused for a moment. They hadn’t closed the door all the way. They couldn’t really close it all the way, not with how even the noise of the handle clicking would set off Jess’s matriarchal, no-fun instincts.



“I bet we can be quieter this time around,” whispered Rue, voice barely above a breath.



“Oh, most definitely.” He tugged her to him and kissed her passionately.



Rue spun around, grinding her ass into his crotch like a horny cat.



He groped her all over for a second before feeling like he needed that and so much more… and a condom. Grabbing it, Will tore the top off and was in the process of yanking Rue’s panties down when footsteps came from outside the door, much less quiet than theirs had been.



Rue threw herself away from him and yanked her underwear back up just as Jess came through the door. Will stuffed the opened condom into his pocket and tried to act as though he’d been casually leaning against the wall next to the mirror.



“Sorry, I had to finish the page I was working on,” said Jess. “What was it that you wanted to show us?”



“Um…” Rue shook her head, clearly at a loss. “A website on my phone. Just… nothing really.”



“Oh, okay.” Jess folded her arms, smiling without looking pleased. Her eyes flicked down to the carpet, and she stooped to pick up a tiny torn scrap of condom wrapper, the top of an M, top of an A, top of a G all fully visible.



“We have to try to keep these rooms
 clean
 , you know,” said Jess. “We are guests here. It’s only appropriate.”



“Yeah, of course.” Will let out a defeated sigh. “Well, thanks for showing me that, Rue.”



“No prob, LP,” she said, disappointed.



He left alongside Jess, who firmly closed Rue’s door behind them. She folded her arms and gave him the better portion of her ire.



“Seriously, Will?”



“What?” He shrugged and turned away, trying for something resembling innocence. “She just wanted to show me something on her phone.”



“Really? So what was it, then?”



He didn’t answer, knowing that if he did, she’d just march back into Rue’s room to ask her and expose the inconsistency. He sat down on the couch and was surprised when Jess dropped into the spot next to him, folding her legs sideways underneath her and putting a hand on his shoulder.



“Part of me was hoping that this academy might give us all a reset,” she said quietly. “It felt like it had that first night, when you were so controlled.”



When I was being tricked into briefly dream-banging one of my students,
 he thought.



“It might be a different place, but we’re still the same people,” he said.



“That should hold true in reverse, then,” said Jess. “That’s still Rue,
 Cammie
 , in there. Your little sister.”



She pointed to the door, furrowing her brow for cringe-inducing emphasis.



“She looks up to you so much, Will,” whispered Jess. “It might seem like fun, fooling around, but to her… Have you ever thought that maybe she’s worried about losing a connection with you? That maybe a part of this stems from her just wanting your approval, or wanting closeness?”



That… didn’t really fit at all. Not with Rue, who’d been horny enough to stream for strangers before he’d arrived, and very nearly blackmailed him with mutually assured destruction into joining in on her erotic profiteering.



He was about to tell Jess as much when he realized that what she’d said applied perfectly to
 her
 , and not Rue. She only had her own interactions with Will to go off of, with huge pieces of the puzzle missing from her perspective on his relationship with Rue.



“If
 Rue
 felt that way,” he began, looking at her eyes, her face. “I would tell her that our connection means far more to me than… you know. Just fooling around. I would tell her that, and then ask her to be honest with me. About what
 she
 wants.”



He rubbed her knee and nodded a little at the last sentence. Jess looked like she was caught between scowling at him and smiling back.



“I really wish you’d never discovered how much your muscles and boyish good looks let you get away with,” she muttered.



“But I did, and here we are.”



“Here we are,” said Jess.



Tension flooded in around the edges, a tension not all that different from the ambiance of following Rue into her room to look at an imaginary video. He could sense, however, that what Jess needed in that moment was far from an attempt at seduction.



“I’m going for a walk.” He leaned sideways and kissed her on the top of the head. “Give you some space to work on your lesson plans.”



“Sure,” said Jess. “If you run into Avery, make sure she doesn’t stay out too late.”



“Trust me, you don’t have to worry about Avery and me anymore.”



“I think I still do,” said Jess. “Just… for different reasons.”



He left, heading out onto Baffin Academy’s unnaturally warm campus. There was enough light spilling out from windows and overhead lamps for him to see clearly enough to easily make his way around.



Nobody else was out, as far as he could see, and he did a lap around the main building, hoping to run into Avery. He wasn’t sure what he even wanted to talk to her about. Nothing. Everything.



Jess had a point, and that fact nagged and gnawed at him. He’d blown things with Avery, or maybe she’d blown things with him, but either way, their brief sexual relationship had ended with the two of them on worse terms than when he’d first arrived back from prison.



Was he just setting himself up for a repeat with Rue? His heart said no. Reality screamed yes, including knowing he’d felt that exact same confidence with Avery.



If she wasn’t outside, then she was probably somewhere within the main building, assuming it was unlocked. It was, which he found a little surprising, though Paallavvik and Baffin Academy were the definition of a small-town community.



He almost gave up right there in the lobby, given how large he knew the building to be. He wasn’t there to search every room. Where would Avery gravitate toward? She’d nearly had a power break earlier that day, during that intense moment of arguing between her and Rue. Maybe she’d decided to go to the training hall to work on her control?



His assumption was rewarded by the faint strip of light bleeding out from underneath the training hall’s double doors as he approached. He opened the door a crack, peering through instead of pushing in.



Avery wasn’t there, but
 Physique
 , Helga, was. She was in leggings and a sports bra, a clothing combination that highlighted her incredible power. Every inch of her body was covered with muscle, some running into a river of twisted ropes, like her biceps and shoulders, others taking firm possession of their territory, like her glutes and powerful thighs.



She was fighting SAM. Some instructor, or perhaps Zone himself, must have okayed an extra training session. It annoyed him slightly that she hadn’t come to him to ask, but he’d basically gone straight to dinner tonight with his family, so maybe she’d tried and just been unable to track him down.



Physique fought with savage intensity, every punch and kick and individual, singular movement riddled with commitment. It was a step up from her performance that afternoon, and she’d already been a step up from the other students.



But… it still wasn’t enough. SAM caught her in an off-balance moment, wrapping a long arm around one ankle and yanking one way before grabbing her and taking her down. The robot held her for a three count before reaching some kind of internal conclusion that it’d won and automatically pulling back.



Must be a setting on the remote for that,
 he thought.



He stepped into the training hall, closing the door to draw her attention.



“You’re close,” he said.



Physique blinked, her arms briefly hugging her bare stomach as though she considered it to be too much skin to politely show off. “Close… but I’m not there yet.”



“It’s not a straight path to get
 there
 .” He added air quotes to the last word. “Even when you’re
 there
 , you won’t feel like you’ve arrived.”



He walked over and waited. Physique relaxed after a couple of seconds of silence, seeming to react to the space between words opposite the way many people would have stiffened up.



“I’m not like the other students, you know,” she said. “I’m not here to make friends or obsess over boys. You should hear the nonsense they talk about. They don’t even care about what’s really happening in the world.”



“I get it,” he said. “We both saw what happened to Lancaster City. It’s not real until you experience it up close. Can I give you some advice, though?”



Physique nodded slowly.



“Don’t focus on how you aren’t like the other students,” he said. “Focus on how much you have in common. Force yourself to talk to them, even if it sucks.”



“Talk to them?” Physique made a face. “About… what? It would be a waste of time. I already told you, I don’t care about—"



“You’re going to be on a team one day, Physique,” said Will. “One day soon. More than likely, it’s going to be a team with some of your current classmates.”



Physique glowered at the floor. “I’d rather be on a team with people like me.”



“Nobody is like you,” he said. “Nobody is like me. That’s where all the pointless small talk comes in. It helps bridge the gap.”



He let the silence hang, feeling like more was exchanged by it than their actual words.



“Will you spar with me, Instructor?” asked Physique.



“How about this?” He folded his arms, looking at her seriously. “For each round of sparring we do, I want you to tell me a story.”



“A… story?”



“Or a joke. Or a random thought. Just whatever is on your mind.”



“…Why?”



This girl is going to take some serious work
 .



“Just because.” He took his shirt off, watching her react to both his muscles and his tattoos. “Deal?”



A tiny smile blossomed on Physique’s face, and she slowly nodded.









PART TWO: DEATH WISH










CHAPTER 22




 



Will’s training with Physique ran late into the night. She fought him close, winning nearly as many rounds against him as she lost, though he did have the upper hand most of the time from sheer experience.



She held to the bargain, sharing stories from her life, a few jokes, and the occasional random thought. She told him about how she’d been bullied, but also about friends she’d had in her time before high school.



Her adopted parents, how they’d left in a different evacuation group at Zone’s insistence so she could end up at the academy. Her little brother Billy, who looked up to her. She couldn’t stop smiling when she talked about him, and Will shared some of his own stories of Rue and Avery in return.



For once, he actually had a good alibi for arriving back home late. Jess was in bed, and the dorm was quiet. He took a shower, rinsing the sweat from his body and hair, and headed straight to sleep.



He awoke after what felt like not nearly enough sleep to the sound of Jess welcoming someone into the dorm. After quickly throwing on the few clean clothes he still had left, he made his way out into the common room.



“The man in question,” said Jess, gesturing to him. “Will, you remember Casey, Zone’s assistant?”



“Hi,” he said. “What’s up?”



“Um, the headmaster wanted me to bring you to his office,” said Casey. She smiled and brushed back a few brown bangs. “He said you should grab a coat, gloves, warm clothing, along with whatever you need to use your power.”



That was enough to raise Will’s curiosity. “What, exactly, does he have in mind for me? Some kind of errand?”



“I’m also curious,” said Jess, frowning.



“He didn’t elaborate,” said Casey. “I’m so sorry. I’m sure he’ll explain everything to you in person.”



Will was already grabbing his jacket. He made a quick trip back to his room to grab his lockpick, briefly eyeing Rue’s and Avery’s doors as he came back out.



Still asleep. I’ll have to catch up with them later today.



“Lead on,” he said to Casey.



“I think I’ll tag along, too,” said Jess.



“The director only requested Instructor Lockpick,” said Casey.



“Right,” said Jess. “But I’m still coming.”



She put her coat on, pulling her blonde braid out from within the neckline, eyeing Casey as though daring her to object to her presence.



“Of course, Instructor Relic,” said Casey. “I’m sure he won’t mind.”



It was still dark outside, surprisingly so, a constant reminder of just how far north they really were. They headed straight into the main building and up to the headmaster’s office. Zone was at his desk, and he winced visibly as he saw them walk in.



“Casey, I said
 just
 Lockpick,” he muttered.



“I know, but Instructor Relic was, well…”



“Never mind.” Zone wiped a hand over his bald pate and gestured to the two chairs. “I suppose you can both have a seat. Galaxy Maiden?”



Only then did Will glance toward the leftmost corner of the room, the one in his blind spot upon entry. Galaxy Maiden stood there in full costume, her expression empty, cold, unreadable. A horrible prickle of premonition ran down Will’s spine.



“We have a situation in the surrounding area that necessitates the attention of a member of the Champion Authority,” she said. “Upon considering the powers of everyone we have available here at the academy, I’ve come to the conclusion that you, Lockpick, would be… best suited to address it.”



She flashed a cold, knowing smile. From behind his desk, Zone let out a sigh and rubbed his fingers along his forehead.



“You’re serious?” asked Jess. “Can you at least expand on this situation? What about it exactly requires Will’s skill set?”



“We’ve lost contact with a remote monitoring station on the coast of Hudson Bay,” said Zone. “Not exactly nearby, but in our backyard in the sense that we’re the closest members of the CA. We think something unfortunate may have happened, but the base itself is designed to withstand… well, just about anything. We think Lockpick is one of the few who can get inside, if our assumptions are correct, without demolishing the place in the process.”



There was a hint of doubt in his voice as though he was reporting words he’d been told, rather than a conclusion he’d drawn himself.



“What’s the station designed to monitor?” asked Will. “The weather?”



“Ah, if only,” said Zone. “We’d likely be able to write it off if that were the case. The team there was monitoring an older abomination that lives deep in the ocean under the Arctic Ice, codenamed Pleistocene. It’s a powerful but long dormant monster speculated to be on par with Meltdown. Given the events of the past few weeks, we need to know what’s changed.”



“I understand completely why I’d be picked for an assignment like this,” he said, looking right at Galaxy Maiden. “I’d say it’s a pretty obvious choice, all things considered.”



“How is anything about this obvious?” snapped Jess. “If you need someone to investigate, why not send a flyer, someone who can get there, give preliminary observations, and report back?”



“With my assistance, that’s not a deciding factor,” said Zone. “I’ll be transporting Lockpick to and from the base. He’ll only be there for two hours, tops, and can even teach the post-lunch block of his class when he gets back if he desires. Instructor Terra will fill in for your morning block.”



“Still, it seems like there are better ways to approach this,” said Jess. “My daughter, Webcam, even. She could check in on the base and let us know what she can see.”



“Rue’s power doesn’t work that well at this kind of distance,” said Will.



I appreciate the concern, Jess, but Galaxy Maiden isn’t going to let this chance slip through her fingers.



He felt strangely calm in the face of what might be the most dangerous situation of his life, a trap that he had no choice but to waltz right into. The only ambiguity was in how Galaxy Maiden would attack, from which direction, in which moment.



He wasn’t going to back down. If she wanted him, she could come and fucking get him.



“Should I put my costume on for this?” he asked.



“Oh, that’s up to you,” said Galaxy Maiden. “Whatever you’re comfortable with.”



Jess touched his knee, fingers squeezing tight. “I don’t agree with this. I think it’s worth taking some more time for discussion, perhaps expanding this into a multi-hero mission.”



“Instructor Relic…” Zone sighed and made a defeated gesture. “Jessica. I’m sorry, but my hands are tied. The Board of Directors was very specific about what resources should be made available for this particular investigation.”



“It’s alright,” Will said, rubbing her hand. “I’ll be back before you know it.”



He smiled at Galaxy Maiden, letting her see his confidence. In truth, he was projecting more of it than he actual felt. She was smart and she was dangerous, and she’d be taking him to what amounted to a battlefield of her own choosing.



Hell, she could well just threaten Zone into teleporting him out and never bringing him back. The Canadian tundra would kill him just as surely as anything during this time of the year, over the course of a few days.



There wasn’t much more to be said, and after agreeing to return and meet Zone in his office after finishing his preparations, Will left alongside Jess. She didn’t say anything, but he suspected he knew what she was thinking.



“What’s going on here, LP?” she asked, taking his hand. “What am I missing? This doesn’t feel like normal CA decision making.”



“I can’t explain it either,” he said, shaking his head.



“Promise me you’ll be careful?” she said, squeezing his fingers in her grip.



“I always am.”



Rue and Avery were awake and lounging together on one of the couches in sisterly harmony. Jess explained the situation to them while Will hurried to put on his costume. He walked out as Lockpick, well… as Lockpick with a heavy winter jacket, snow pants, and a parka. It was really just his mask showing through the snow wear, which somewhat defeated the point.



“This is insane!” snapped Rue. “You have to say no. LP…”



She knew about Complex, and no doubt easily connected the dots of the situation. She shook her head, her plea written all over her expression, unable to speak it freely.



She knows I’m walking into a trap
 , he thought.
 Where do I even begin reassuring her?



“I’ll be back before you know it,” he said, hugging her.



“He’ll be fine,” said Avery. “Will, I feel like… we should talk when you get back. Really talk.”



“Yeah, for sure.” He rubbed Avery’s shoulder, tucking the prospect of repairing his relationship with her away as survival fuel.



“Dinner tonight can be whatever you want, LP,” said Jess. “I could do stir fry, or walk into town to pick something up. You just have to get back in time to eat it with us, okay?”



“Sounds like a plan.”



She kissed him on both cheeks and hugged him tightly. “Be safe.”



“I’ll be fine.”










CHAPTER 23




 



Will made one more stop on his way back to Zone’s office. His students were already in class 2-B, looking slightly confused at their apparent lack of an instructor for the day. He saw them react to his costume and winter clothing, a few furrowing their brows, others putting obvious effort into not caring.



“Are you going somewhere?” asked Max.



“Yeah. A group of researchers went missing from their observation station. Zone is taking me out to assess the situation and collect what’s left of their findings.”



“Does that mean we get to skip today?” asked Klash.



“You’ll be glomming onto one of the other classes.”



“You didn’t technically say no,” said Max, with a sly smile.



“Interpret it however you want,” said Will. “For today at least, you guys aren’t my responsibility.”



“Will you bring me back a gift,
 Instructor?
 ” asked Pasithea.



“Stop that,” he said.



Physique raised her hand, the gesture a bit odd, as everyone else was speaking freely. “Um… Thank you. For last night.”



The gaze of almost every other student in the room swiveled to stare at her as imaginations began to run wild off her words.



“I helped her with some extra training,” Will said quickly.



“Can you help me with some extra training,
 Instructor
 ?” asked Pasithea.



“Seriously, knock it off,” he said, pointing a finger at her.



She blew him a kiss.



Daydream also raised her hand. “Why are they sending you? Shouldn’t a full team be sent out if there’s suspicion of foul play?”



“They’re sending me because that’s who they’re sending,” said Will. “I’m not privy to the inner workings of the Board of Directors. I’ll be back later today, possibly tomorrow. And don’t think I forgot that you have a homework assignment that’s still due.”



A few groans came in reply. Daydream and Physique both pulled out the aforementioned assignment with respectable haste, but he held up a hand, gesturing for them to hold onto it for the time being.



Finally, Will made his way to Zone’s office. The bald headmaster was on the phone with someone, but his side of the conversation was mostly just him listening and a few short syllables before he hung up.



“Good, you’re back,” he said. “Look, I’m as surprised as you are that the Board of Directors named you specifically for this assignment, but we’re going to do it straight by the book. You’ll have two hours from when I drop you off to investigate, and if possible, get a backup of their main computer.”



“How will I know which one is the main computer?”



“Second floor of the outpost, right across from the stairs, up against the window,” said Zone. “It’s apparently quite prominent. Now, if you can get access to the computer, all you need to do is see if you can get it online and connect it to the cloud and make sure the files resync.”



“If I can’t?”



“Take the hard drive,” said Zone. “It’s the part of the computer where all the files are stored. It should look like a—"



“Yeah, I’ve encountered a hard drive before,” said Will, smiling. “I can do that.”



“You’ll come back to the same spot I’m taking you to shortly in two hours for pick-up,” said Zone. “I suggest waiting within the outpost or one of the other buildings in the meantime. It is going to be pretty cold, and the last thing we need is for you to pull this off only to die of hypothermia.”



“Uh-huh,” said Will. “Is there anything else I should know, Zone? Anything at all?”



He narrowed his eyes ever so slightly behind the mask, knowing if a moment to get a straight answer out of the man existed, this was it. Zone sighed and shook his head, regret and questions evident in his body language.



“Your mother was right,” he said. “We really should be sending a larger group, or one of the heavy hitters on the board, to a situation like this. It feels too unpredictable. But I still want you to do your best, just like you have been with your students. You’re capable of this, Lockpick. Be careful. Be safe.”



He gestured for Will to come closer and then stepped in that same direction, putting them almost chest to chest. Zone held his arms out front to back, and then left to right, taking measurements for his power, undoubtedly.



The sensation was no different from what Will had experienced when Zone had first brought them to Baffin Island, as though a trap door had opened underneath him, one that crossed an enormous distance through space and left him gasping for breath.



Which was a shame, because it hurt to breathe. It hurt to have a face. It was so cold that Will suddenly felt as though his mask served a practical purpose, covering at least a small amount of exposed, vulnerable flesh from the painfully dry, sub-zero air.



“Jesus Christ!” said Zone. “Okay, not to rush this parting, but I’m going to head back. The station is just down the hill. Two hours, set a timer. If anything comes up, look for a satellite phone around the computer you’re on your way to find.”



“Got it,” said Will. “See you in two hours.”



Zone was already gone, which was fair, given that he wasn’t even dressed for the weather like Will was. Snow gusted in windswept swirls, giving the air currents a visually perceptible quality. A crust of ice crunched and gave way underfoot as he took the first step forward.



“Two hours,” he muttered. “Alright.”



It wasn’t all that much time to perform the investigation he’d been sent out for, but it was plenty of time to stumble into a trap, assuming he was right about being set up. A part of him wondered what would happen if he just stayed right where he was and refused to play along.



Hypothermia, undoubtedly. Should have grabbed some hand warmers.



He pulled up his jacket’s hood and got moving. Each step left another crunch, another footprint, leaving an annoyingly obvious trail behind him. The outpost itself was small, a single specialized observation tower surrounded by a number of geodesic dome structures, storage or barracks of some sort.



The area felt deceptively calm and normal from a distance. Nothing looked off, no wide-open doors or smashed out windows. Few windows at all, from what he could see, which made sense given the inherent heating and insulation cost each one would demand.



He entered one of the geodesic dome structures. The door felt locked at first, but it was just caught on some loose snow that’d spilled into the doorframe. The interior was unlit, unheated, and empty, no more than a basic sleeping area with cots, a tiny fridge, and a few personal possessions.



Will opted to head to the observation tower, and this time, the door was locked. It only took him two quick cuts to render the main lock and the deadbolt ineffective. The door opened outward, and he spent more time scraping snow out of the way to let it swing freely than he had dealing with the locks.



It was dark and quiet inside, but there was a stale, copper scent in the air that ticked off a few too many familiar boxes. He pushed the door open further, letting enough light into the tower’s first level to reveal a scene of silent, frozen death.



There was a man in a hooded sweatshirt lying on a bench with a dogeared novel on the floor next to him. His eyes were still open, though a thin layer of frost coated them both. A horrific gash in his chest was the obvious cause of death, a gaping, impractical wound that had bled heavily, dripping down to the floor.



The cold had preserved the scene in a manner that Will’s nostrils appreciated, at least. He held his lockpick at the ready as he made his way through the lower level. There was another body in the bathroom, still poised on the toilet, a young woman who’d been caught with her pants down and killed in the same manner.



A curving metal staircase led up to the second floor. Will’s feet clanged as he made his way up, but he was already fairly certain that nothing was alive within the tower. Another dead researcher, an older man who’d been struck from the back, was at a chair at a workstation that Will assumed held what he’d come to investigate.



The killing blow appeared to have gone straight through his body and into the relevant computer, demolishing a fair portion of the build. Will carefully pulled the man out on his office chair and took a look at what he was dealing with. Most of the components were smashed to the point where it didn’t even seem worth bothering to attempt to turn it on.



He cut through the computer’s case and carefully extracted the hard drive, only then stopping to consider the situation he’d stumbled into. The researchers had been killed quickly, probably in under half a minute, judging from their relaxed postures in death.



He couldn’t imagine that Galaxy Maiden would kill three innocent, unrelated people just to lure him into a trap. He found himself doubting whether it even made sense to hold to that initial assumption anymore. He’d already been on site for half an hour. Was it possible that he’d been chosen for this errand for another reason?



Regardless of why he was there, he still needed to be on guard. If whatever killed those researchers had done so to keep them from being able to report a discovery, the obvious motive, then it may well extend its focus his way.



He checked the timer he’d set on his phone, also confirming that he had no service, as expected. Eighty-two minutes to go. Enough time for the entirety of a B-grade horror movie.



The wait was fairly anticlimactic. The minutes slowly ticked away, and Will played a game on his phone, trying to judge whether he could make a battery at nineteen percent charge last until pick-up time.



Part of him wanted to leave the main tower for one of the geodesic domes to get away from the dead bodies, but it was more out of a sense of what a normal person
 would
 do rather than because of his own feelings. They were dead, and at some point in his life, after a few kills of his own, his brain had wired up an unfortunate connection between death, safety, and quiet.



He was still playing a silly fantasy-themed match three puzzle game on his phone when another phone rang. Not his, but the satellite phone near the computer that Zone had mentioned. Apparently, the station did still have power, maybe reserves for critical functions.



He answered and immediately heard Zone’s voice.



“Lockpick?” asked Zone. “Is that you?”



“Yeah,” he said. “I’m here.”



“What’s the—"



“Everyone’s dead,” he said. “I don’t know how or why. I’ve got the hard drive, and I’m just waiting for you to get back here.”



“Jesus Christ,” muttered Zone. “Alright. Look, I have to run a quick errand. I’m helping with the evacuation of the Orkney Islands in Scotland. Tack another hour onto our originally scheduled departure time.”



“Seriously?” asked Will.



“Yes, seriously, assuming you’re alright with it. These people need my help, and if you’re not in any immediate danger, it should be fine.”



“Alright. I can manage for that long.”










CHAPTER 24




 



Will felt around the area surrounding the computer. There had to be a phone charger around somewhere, didn’t there? He slid the dead man’s chair out of the way again and stooped low to look for any hidden outlets under the desk.



It was only then, as he stood back up and looked out through the tower’s sole window, that he noticed movement in the distance. He tried to dismiss it as billowing snow at first, but no amount of snow could look that menacing, move that intentionally.



A group of mutants was approaching the outpost, all but following the line of tracks he’d made coming in step for step. He was assuming that they were mutants, terming them that based off his understanding of abominations and reality. If he was being honest, they looked like something out of a horror movie, legitimately undead, shambling threats.



They were humanoid, which in itself was incredibly unusual, but they were also coated with ice and snow in places, much of their naked skin frost-burned black. Will made a connection as he took notice of their bulky jaws, their oddly forward-angled posture. Humanoid, but not human, which had him thinking back to the name of the abomination.



Pleistocene… That’s the last ice age. But the first abominations didn’t show up until the 1950s. What am I missing?



Whatever it was could wait until he wasn’t under siege by frozen zombies, or whatever the fuck was approaching the research tower. Will doubled back to the door, feeling confident as he considered how secure the place felt… less confident as he remembered he’d cut the door open.



He had the option of taking the fight. Even as intimidating as the monsters looked, there were only fifteen, maybe twenty of them. With his
 machete
 , it would have been simple to keep them at range and slowly hack them down to size. He’d left it behind because he’d thought that the sight of it would make Jess worry, or possibly even think back to Decay’s usual weapon choice.



Yeah, I’m sure getting myself killed is a worthy alternative to some awkwardness. Thanks, brain.



He took his lockpick out, frowned, and made the executive decision to case the tower’s interior for weapons. After a minute of frenzied searching, he found a storage closet with a packed survival kit.



It was surprisingly stocked, with an insulated pop tent, a sleeping bag, cooking stove, emergency rations, everything except what he was looking for. He supposed survival in a place so far north had more to do with fighting the cold than fighting off enemies.



It still felt worth it to keep the survival backpack close, but he’d used up his time buffer. The first shambling frozen zombie mutant was approaching the door. He set his back to it, groaning a little as he felt the metal buck significantly under the weight of the first monster’s push.



Something about the situation simply didn’t fit. The timely cascade of ice mutants right after his own arrival. The locked door he’d arrived to discover, and all the originally undisturbed snow surrounding the base. It didn’t add up to a cohesive picture of what’d happened.



The door bucked again. Will sighed, gripped the handle, and greeted his first guest. The frozen zombie groaned and stretched wide a jaw with only a few blackened teeth left in their sockets, lining up a bite. Will slashed with his lockpick, taking a few chunks from the monster’s head until he was shaving off skull and brain.



The pieces he cut were only frozen on the surface, which boggled his mind. They
 weren’t
 actually dead. He wondered if it was his own bias that made it seem more sensible for them to be dead in the first place, as opposed to under the sway of some kind of ice preservation power.



“Too many zombie movies,” he muttered. “Whatever. Close enough.”



A second ice zombie lumbered at the door, shoving it hard enough to knock Will’s arm back and strike the side of his head. Stunned, he took a step backward, which allowed the zombie and the one behind it to rush inside the outpost along with a gust of unpleasantly cold and dry wind.



It wasn’t a good matchup for him, and not just because it was two against one. He had to get close to cut them with his lockpick, and close just happened to be exactly where each monster wanted him. He couldn’t just hack off limbs with a single strike, limited by his lockpick’s underwhelming length. One of those cases where size did in fact matter.



He drew from his speed as he hacked away at them. One managed to get a burly, seven-fingered hand with ice-hardened claws onto his shoulder. He felt jacket, costume, and flesh all tearing in unison as he spun free.



It was an ordeal of a fight. He ducked low, cutting one of the zombie’s tendons, which worked surprisingly well to disable it. The other one tried to pile onto him while he was bent low. He stabbed it twice, once in each eye. A third eye blinked open on its forehead.



He stabbed that too, and then hacked at its neck until its head tipped backward like the top of a Pez dispenser. Another zombie was already pushing into the tower. Will slammed the door in its face, opening it in an attempt to quickly slash in counter.



It didn’t go as expected. The zombie grabbed his arm. Will tried to tug back, fighting a surge of panic as he remembered how much he loved having five fingers and a meaty palm. One of them bit a chunk out of his tricep, which hurt on a level that he rarely experienced.



Bellowing, he tried a rolling motion with his wrist, blindly working to make room for his arm to escape with his lockpick. He felt the grip of the zombie slacken and finally seized back possession of his limb.



An annoying amount of blood spurted free from his arm in short, heartrate-synced pulses. He clamped a hand over the wound, trying to mend it while simultaneously putting his back to the door again to hold off the frozen horde.



He felt woozy, probably a combination of blood loss, lack of food, and the cold climate shaking up his body’s equilibrium. The door banged against his shoulders, and the hand of one of the mutants snuck in through the crack, tearing another gash out of his shoulder.



He tried to mend his wounds, well aware of how dangerous the blood loss would be, let alone how the injuries would affect him for the rest of the fight. The door was his true weapon, and by keeping his body weight strategically levered against it, he managed to use it as a sluice valve, letting in a single monster to quickly cut apart.



It was a slow, arduous process. He had to stop to nudge a few of the hulking humanoid monsters’ bodies away from his kill box midway through. Eventually, however, Will struck down the last one. He was exhausted, still shaky from blood loss, and ready to go home.



He’d won, at least. He’d accomplished the mission and could go back to the academy with the hard drive in hand and smile smugly at Galaxy Maiden for thinking she could be rid of him so easily.



Or not. A costumed figure dropped from the sky onto the snow in the research outpost’s central area.



“Why did I have to go and jinx it?” muttered Will.



Galaxy Maiden turned to face the tower slowly, her eyes passing over the slender crack in the door Will was watching her through without noticing him. She didn’t need to see him to know where he was. The evidence was all there, Will’s own tracks along with the oversized footprints of the mutants he’d just finished whittling down.



It was possible that she thought he was already dead. He couldn’t help but suspect that she’d somehow corralled the frozen mutants his way in the first place. It was hard to imagine how, or even why, she’d take that approach as opposed to killing him directly, especially with the grudge she held against him, but the timing was suspect.



Regardless, she had him now, and there was nobody around to stop her from taking her revenge. Will had once viewed the matchup against Galaxy Maiden with a fair amount of confidence. With his machete or greatsword, a bit of forewarning and a bit of luck, his odds might have been one in three, one in four. Low, but not impossibly low, given the edge his power and the element of surprise might give him.



Right there, with just his lockpick, woozy from blood loss, shivering from his own sweat in the cold, he couldn’t imagine his odds were nearly that good. He did have one small advantage, and that was the simple fact that Zone would be coming to pick him up eventually.



Zone
 would
 be coming to pick him up eventually… right?



Can you really count on that? Galaxy Maiden used him to set you up, and he just happens to have an errand to run to give her extra time to kill you?



She wasn’t giving him time to wait her out, in any case. She began walking toward the tower, each footstep giving off an ominous crunch of ice and the squeak of subzero snow. Her eyes held that dangerous, starlight gleam, the grey streaks in her hair giving her a horribly blasé middle-aged intensity.



He quietly padded deeper into the tower, making sure to grab the survival backpack. Maybe if he went up to the second level, crashed through the window, and tried to make a run for it across the snow? It was a hopeless gambit, like running into the desert to escape a rattlesnake. He would die just as surely in these temperatures, it would just take a few days longer, and that was assuming she didn’t just fly after him and laser him from on high.



He almost shouted as a hand clamped down on his shoulder, whirling about with his lockpick at the ready. It took him several seconds to process the person he was staring at, to acknowledge that she was there and not a stress-induced hallucination.



“…Mist?”



 










CHAPTER 25




 



Mist wore a purple hoodie, tight jeans and black sneakers. She smiled and looked out the window at Galaxy Maiden, who was still fixated on the tower’s front door. Will extended a single finger and poked her in the cheek, confirming that she was made of solid, non-imaginary material.



“You have your sister to thank for this,” she whispered. “We’ll get out of here as soon as Galaxy Maiden steps through the door so we can keep an eye on her from a distance.”



“You’re an angel,” he whispered, shaking her a little too appreciatively by the shoulders. “A sexy, heavenly, blue-haired angel.”



“Are you drunk right now?”



“I lost a lot of blood,” he admitted.



He pulled her into a hug, both to express his well of emotions, and to get her near enough to do her thing. Galaxy Maiden kicked aside one of the monster bodies as she pushed her way into the tower, and abruptly, Will and Mist were somewhere else.



“Holy hell, it’s cold out here!” she hissed as they appeared amidst a group of trees behind a rolling snowbank. “Cold, cold, cold!”



“Here.” Will took off his jacket, which she accepted gratefully despite a few tears and one obvious blood stain. “I also have an insulated tent.”



“How about I just teleport us both to Miami?” asked Mist.



He shook his head. “I have to be here when Zone, my headmaster, shows back… wait, you could seriously get us both to Miami?”



“It would take a few minutes and might make you sick to your stomach a few times over, but yeah,” she said. “I did several thousand jumps in sequence on the way here.”



Will whistled. The tower was only barely visible in the distance. He opened the survival backpack and began pulling out the tent, confident Galaxy Maiden wouldn’t be able to see it from so far away.



“Is that thing as warm as it looks?” asked Mist, still shivering.



“How about we find out?”



The tent had a snow camo pattern that felt tailor-made for the current mood. It unfolded on its own as soon as he undid the main strap, knocking loose a few dollops of snow from the tree branches above that only helped further conceal it as the powder accumulated on the canvas.



Mist immediately dove inside. Will lobbed the rolled up sleeping bag at her, took off his sneakers, and climbed in. The tent wasn’t that much warmer than outside, but he could sense it trapping their warmth even as he rezipped the opening flap.



“Cozy enough,” he said. “Now, how exactly did you find me here? I take it Rue called you, but still. I don’t even know where I am.”



“I didn’t stop to ask how she figured it out,” said Mist. “She was speaking so fast that it would have felt rude to interrupt her. She said something about Galaxy Maiden wanting to kill you and then gave me the exact coordinates. I wouldn’t have been able to get here without them, that much is for sure.”



“Rue is the best,” he said, chuckling. “God. What would I ever do without her?”



Mist folded her arms and looked at him expectantly.



“You are also awesome,” he said. “Thanks, by the way.”



“Don’t mention it,” she said. “It was a nice change of pace.”



Her teeth chattered and she rubbed her hands together. Will slid in behind her, letting his legs sit on either side of hers and cloaking her in his own warmth.



“How have you been since the city’s evacuation?” he asked.



“Pretty good, actually,” she said. “My grandfather did, in fact, end up in Miami. He’s been loving it. I actually managed to secure the funding to put him up at a nice, resort-style old folks’ home.”



“I have to imagine you’ve been having fun, too. Lounging on the beach in the sun and whatnot.”



She shrugged. “Yeah, I suppose. What about you? Your sister didn’t really give me a good explanation of why I’d find you here or what you were supposed to be accomplishing.”



He explained his mission in basic detail, along with what’d happened with the frozen mutants.



“No shit,” she said. “So, you’re still working for the CA?”



“Sort of. We ended up at this alternative academy for supers in Northern Canada. My older sister and mom and I got roped into serving as substitute teachers.”



“Seriously?” She laughed and shook her head. “You, as a teacher? What do they even call you?”



“Instructor Lockpick,” he said, unamused.



“Oh,
 Instructor Lockpick
 , would you please teach me the meaning of heroism?”



“Oh, shut it.” He ran his fingers up her ribs and tickled her arms.



Mist laughed and twisted around, grabbing him by the shirt.



“So how much time do you have before this headmaster of yours comes to pick you up?” she asked.



“A little over ninety minutes.” He stood up and began unrolling the sleeping bag. “How warm do you think this thing is?”



“Well now,” said Mist. “I suppose that depends if it’s just one person inside… or two.”



“I think in situations like this protocol is to go in naked,” he said. “Skin to skin.”



“I mean… when in Rome. When in… Northern Canada.”



She shrugged off his coat and her sweatshirt and pulled her t-shirt up and over her head. It’d been too long since he’d last seen Mist naked, her pale skin and thin frame, those modest-sized breasts that seemed to punch above their weight.



“
 Instructor Lockpick
 ,” she whispered. “How will we ever stay warm in this weather?”



“I’d never get any work done if you were one of my students. You’d be in detention, non-stop.”



“I still cannot believe they let you serve as a teacher, even in a substitute capacity.”



“Oh, shush.”



“I can say whatever I want,
 Instructor.
 ”



He spared one last glance out the door of the tent. Galaxy Maiden was standing outside the tower, staring at the door with a perplexed posture. Good enough for him, though they would have to stay fairly quiet.



Mist grinned, pulling the sleeping bag up to her chin as she watched him undress. “Maybe… you should start with a condom on.”



Will winced as he realized that, obviously, he would need one. He felt around in his pockets and realized, miraculously, that he had one. It was from the previous night, when he’d been gearing up to go deep inside Rue before being interrupted, and it was already open. He appreciated the way Mist clearly noticed, but didn’t ask the obvious question.



It wasn’t a huge sleeping bag, and the simple act of climbing into it with an erection was almost enough to tug the condom off by the time he’d wiggled inside. Mist kissed him on the lips, a quick, teasing peck. He ran his hands up the front of her body, warmth radiating off her like an open oven.



“I thought we were doing this just to warm up,
 Instructor
 ,” said Mist, in a teasing voice. “You can’t touch one of your students like this!”



You’re older than I am
 , he thought, but had the sense not to say.



“We’ll warm up faster with some friction,” he whispered. “It’s all about sharing our heat.”



She wriggled upward, still feigning girlish reluctance, and opened her legs. Will kissed one of her breasts and then her neck, sighing as he sank his cock in and felt the real warmth he’d been seeking.



Sleeping bag sex was a game of confinement, dirty and needy in its own way. This one in particular was heavily insulated and lined with some luxury faux fur material, the sensation so soft and encouraging against Will’s naked skin.



“Oh goodness me,” moaned Mist. “Is this why you held me after class?”



“I told you there was a special way you could get your grades up,” growled Will.



The roleplay hit a little too close to home for him after dealing with Pasithea, but while his mind objected, other parts of him burned hotter within the scenario. What had Mist been like as a student? Oh, he could guess. She was that girl with the lollypop and dress code violations, pawning her homework off on the nerd with a crush on her.



“You need to learn to pay attention in my class.” He pinched one of her nipples and doubled the speed of his assault, feeling the smooth glide of his cock into her womanhood.



“I… I thought I was?” she moaned. “Oh, Instructor Lockpick!”



They kissed, and it was about the moment again, that greedy, probably unwise sleeping bag fuck with the superheroine equivalent of a polar bear in the distance. He could worry about Galaxy Maiden after.



They rolled sideways at Mist’s urging. She bit his shoulder and attempted to ride him, but the angle within the tight sleeping bag was wrong. She grinded, the motion more back and forth than up and down, and gave him a hot, sucking kiss.



He kissed both of her breasts, tasting salt and sweat on one. Mist reciprocated, kissing his chest, sliding off him to kiss lower than that.



“I wasn’t done with you yet, young lady,” he said. “You keep misbehaving, and I’m going to have to call your…”



Parents,
 was how he’d planned on finishing. Mist began blowing him in earnest, and the sensation of her mouth was above and beyond what he’d been ready for. He felt his heart skip a beat as he realized that he was less than five seconds away from depositing his load on her tongue. He didn’t want to be done, not just yet.



“Hey!” cried Mist.



He’d given her hair a small pull to guide her back upward, and she was glowering at him when her head emerged from the sleeping bag’s cave-like entrance. He pushed her flat on her stomach and mounted her, inhaling the scent of her hair and neck as he impressed upon her just how much larger his body was in the most primal way.



The angle was rough. Mist squealed as he missed on the first push, prodding her in the thigh. Finally, he slid back into her tight, dripping womanhood and began what felt like the final march. Mist’s butt was small, but the cushion of it was still exquisite, his own personal crash pad for a hard, humping fuck.



“Instructor… Lockpick,” moaned Mist.



“I expect to see your homework on my desk first thing tomorrow morning,” he said. He slapped her ass and tried not to think too much about how weird it would be to use that same authoritative tone on his own students from that point forward.



Mist rolled around during a moment between thrusts, and the two of them made out passionately as he began moving again, pumping into her, sharing a perfect, sexual embrace. She made a noise and dug her fingernails into his back, not hard enough to puncture skin, more in the manner of pleasured convulsions, oblivious little movements in response to her body’s release.



He cupped her head, hugging her tight as he blew his own load. The pleasure was so blissful, so perfect, but it underlined a fundamental truth about this woman in particular. He had her in his arms, but she could disappear at any time, whenever she wanted to.



And he was alright with that. She wasn’t his to have forever, or even his to protect. Hell, she’d saved him more times than he could count, whereas he couldn’t remember a single case of him doing the same in reverse.



“Annalise,” he whispered.



“Please don’t start calling me that.”



“What? It’s a pretty name.” He stroked her cheek with the edge of a finger. “I’m glad you told me.”



She shrugged. “So am I, weirdly enough. I don’t want you to call me it, but… I want you to know it.”



“I suppose I have to tell you my real name now, too.”



“…What?”



“I was born one Gustav Edgeworth,” he said. “The Third.”



“God, you are such a loser.” She nuzzled her head in closer and playfully bit his shoulder. “Don’t ever change.”










CHAPTER 26




 



Getting dressed in subzero temperatures was a minigame unto itself. Will and Mist took turns grabbing pieces of their underwear and clothing and, in some cases unsuccessfully, pulling them on while still within the sleeping bag.



“I’ve got… thirteen minutes left,” he said.



“No timer for the next date,” said Mist. “Maybe I’m just a needy girl, but it
 kind of
 kills the romance.”



“We’ll see. Have you heard anything about what’s going on in Lancaster City?”



“Bits and pieces. Erik and Iggie stuck around, God knows why. The Power Realists seem to still be holding territory. Despot, um… came back into town with some new recruits. They’re kind of the de facto authority.”



“For now.” Will pulled on his t-shirt and sat cross-legged on the end of the sleeping bag.



“I don’t understand why you care about them anymore, Pick,” muttered Mist. “Revenge never leads anywhere productive.”



“This isn’t revenge, it’s… more like evening the score.”



She rolled her eyes, and then opened the tent’s door flap far enough to peer out across the snowbanks in the distance. Galaxy Maiden was still standing in front of the research tower, eyes ablaze with the power of the stars, seemingly at the limit of her patience.



She rose up into the air while Mist and Will were still watching, taking off into the southern distance. Mist cleared her throat meaningfully and gave him a serious look.



“Speaking of revenge…” she said. “Why does one of the most powerful and famous heroines in the world want you dead?”



He might have tried to brush the question off, had it been anyone but Mist. He owed her honesty and then some.



“Her son tried to kill me after I discovered that he was extorting and raping a group of women,” he said. “I turned the tables on him.”



“Turned the tables as in…?”



“I killed him, along with two of his friends,” said Will. “Complex. Benny Smoke. Glidemaster.”



“Damn…” She whistled and nodded appreciatively. “You’re kind of scary.”



He scowled and started pulling his socks on.



“I meant that as a compliment!” Mist quickly added. “I just mean… I’m glad you’re not my enemy. I know you have a heart, Pick. A heart and a head. You’re not a sociopath.”



“I wonder about that sometimes,” he said, with but a touch of sarcasm.



“I should get going. Do you want me to bring you to wherever you’re meeting your boss at?”



“I can walk. Thanks, though.”



She leaned forward, kissed him once on the lips, and was gone in the blink of an eye.



 



***



 



It only took Will a few minutes to pack up the sleeping bag and tent. He didn’t really need them, but it seemed like littering to just leave them behind in the middle of a bunch of trees. He tried not to chew at his cold, cracked lips as he waited for Zone to arrive at the pick-up point.



“Ah!” Zone appeared abruptly, only a few feet away from him. “There you are. The mission was successful, I take it.”



“I suppose you could say that,” he muttered. “I have the computer’s hard drive.”



“The, uh, research team?”



“Dead. All of them. I’m not sure how, either. The place was locked up tight when I arrived.”



“That’s… unfortunate.” Zone sighed and shook his head. “The data was what I was asked to retrieve, but I will solicit the Board of Directors for more resources in hopes of investigating, and of course, laying to rest the bodies.”



Will eyed the hard drive as he slowly passed it to the other man. “What are you expecting to find on this thing? Are we going to have another world-ender abomination on our hands?”



“Hopefully not, but this data may be the answer to the question,” said Zone. “Now, come on. Let’s get you back to the academy. Your mother is worried sick about you.”



Zone made sure he was positioned correctly and then, for what felt like the hundredth time that day, Will was teleported elsewhere. He took a small, staggering step backward in surprise, bumping into Zone’s desk.



“You did a good job,” he said. “Thanks again for being so understanding about all of this, Instructor Lockpick. Your students are still with Instructor Terra. I’m giving you the day off, but I would recommend checking in with them, just to make sure they’re aware you’ve returned safe and sound.”



“Will do.” He ran a hand through his hair, a bit nauseous and too warm in his winter jacket.



Classroom 2-B was empty. Will assumed his class was in the training hall, but he actually ran into them in between destinations, walking behind a very tired-looking Instructor Terra, who’d been doing double duty with both her class and his.



“Instructor Lockpick.” She eyed him up and down, frowning at the obvious tears and blood stains on his jacket. “I see that you’re back.”



“I am,” he said. “How have they been?”



“It’s… been a challenge keeping their energy level within appropriate parameters.” She eyed his six students, all of whom looked distinctly bored. “We were headed to the training hall for the last block. Why don’t you… take a rest and pick up with them tomorrow?”



“Thanks,” he said. “I feel like I could use it.”



He smiled and stepped toward his students. Max and Klash were whispering to each other. Physique looked uncomfortable, and Bloodfeud was a few steps back from the others.



“What happened to your jacket?” asked Pasithea, with a frown.



“A mutant tried to tear my arm off.”



Max and Klash snorted as though he’d told a joke. Daydream furrowed her brow.



“Um… are you sure you’re alright, Instructor?”



“As good as could be expected after what I’ve been through,” he said. “I’ll see you guys tomorrow. Be ready to pick up from where we left off.”



There wasn’t really a chorus of agreement from them, but he did see Physique and Daydream nod and at least act like they’d heard him.



His exhaustion caught up with him as he made his way back to Jerrigan Hall. He took off his jacket and shoved it into his newly acquired backpack before heading inside, not wanting to worry Jess and the others more than he needed to.



Kicking off his shoes, Will turned toward the couches in time to take a tackling hug to the ribs from Rue. He grunted, patting her head and straining to breathe through the tight vise grip of her arms.



“Oof,” he muttered. “Looks like I was missed.”



“I was so worried!” she hissed. She patted his shoulders and other spots on his body as though checking for hidden injuries. “Never do that again, LP!”



He could see a story behind the expression in her eyes, no doubt one detailing what had triggered her suspicion to such a degree to call Mist and beg her to rush to his rescue. It’d been a smart choice for numerous reasons, not the least of which being the fact that Mist was in the know on most of his secrets.



“I’m fine,” he said. “Why are you here and not in class right now?”



“My last block is open today,” she said. “Mom and Avery are still teaching, as far as I know.”



“Good.” He sighed and collapsed onto one of the couches. “Thanks, by the way. How did you know I was in danger?”



“I was watching Galaxy Maiden and could just tell from the way she was acting. The hard part was figuring out where Zone had sent you. I had to spy through the camera in his phone while he was on his computer to get the exact location.”



“Mist showed up just in time and turned what would have probably been a fight to the death into a pretty enjoyable afternoon.”



Rue’s mouth quirked sideways slightly. “A
 pretty enjoyable
 afternoon? What, exactly, does that mean?”



“Come here.”



He sighed and stretched out on the couch. Rue sat down and, at the urging of his arms, stretched out to spoon in front of him. She smelled like clean clothes and clean shampoo, and he squeezed her like a teddy bear as he felt himself slowly drifting off to sleep.



She wasn’t there when he woke up, but he could hear movement. Jess, Rue, and Avery came around to the other side of the couch, speaking in hushed tones. Jess knelt down, bringing her face close to his as he tiredly blinked his eyes open.



“Enjoying your nap?” she whispered.



“Mmhmm,” he managed.



“I’m so relieved that you’re back safe and sound, LP,” she said. “I’ll cook whatever you want for dinner. Just name it.”



“Food.”



“Hilarious. I have stuff for stir fry, so speak now or forever hold your peace.”



“Stir fry sounds divine.”



She stroked a hand through his hair for another few moments before heading to the common room’s kitchen nook. Avery took up a spot on the couch by his feet, wiggling underneath them and wordlessly taking up the duty of giving him a foot and calf massage.



“Your feet smell,” she whispered.



“Thanks.” He tried to lift one closer to her nose to give her a more compelling chance to appreciate the aroma.



Avery yanked playfully on his big toe and pushed it back down.



The night mostly progressed in a similar fashion. There was an aspect of anxiety, especially coming from Jess and Avery, as though they knew something had happened but couldn’t quite find the right question to ask to find out what.



He was starving and devoured dinner in seconds from his spot on the couch before quickly falling back asleep. The sensation of someone draping a blanket over him was the last thing he was aware of.










CHAPTER 27




 



Jess and the others somehow managed to let Will sleep in the next morning, which was a blessing and a curse. He was left scrambling ahead of his class, grabbing clothes to throw on along with eating breakfast, still following in everyone else’s wake despite rushing.



He received odd looks from Daydream and Physique, both sitting primly in their school uniforms, having arrived at the classroom early, as he entered. He sighed as he sank down into his seat behind the teacher’s desk, only then realizing he’d forgotten to grade their first homework assignment.



Which made perfect sense, as they’d turned it in to Instructor Terra instead of him. He took the answer sheet out and hurriedly began grading the work, feeling as though the world really had come full circle.



Grading homework is the real homework,
 he thought.



Pasithea was next to arrive, and she’d done a thing with her outfit, unbuttoning a generous portion of the top while leaving the vest tight underneath. She smiled and slowed as she passed by his desk.



“Morning, Instructor,” she said, with a wicked smile. “I baked you a cookie. It’s yours to eat, whenever you decide you’re hungry.”



She leaned forward, all but dangling her cleavage in front of him, and set a large cookie with a chocolate chip smiley face on it down on his desk. Will hurriedly finished grading the current assignment, hers, incidentally, and thrust it into her face.



“Fifty-eight percent,” he said. “F.”



“Oh no! Are you going to have to hold me after class again? Are you sure there’s nothing I can do to earn some extra credit?”



She slid one of her hands forward and let it brush his.



“Why do I get the feeling that you made sure to fail on purpose?” he mused.



Standing up, Will took both of her hands by the wrists and pressed them against each other into a chaste prayer position. He spun her around by the shoulders and gave her a small push toward her seat, ignoring the bemused glances of Daydream and Physique.



“Bro, I’m serious!” called Klash from down the hall.



“Bullshit!” boomed Max.



“You don’t have to believe me for it to be true.”



“Bullshit, bullshit, bullshit!”



“Alright, calm it down,” said Will, as the two young men entered the classroom.



“I’m telling you, one of my friends saw it with his own eyes. They had a thing going.”



“BUULLLLLSHIIIIIIT!” boomed Max, in a long, loud, exaggerated voice.



“Enough,” called Will.



“Bullshit,” Max said quickly, smirking.



“Hallway.” Will stared at Max and snapped a finger to the door, in no mood for, well… for bullshit.



“I’m good right here,” said Max.



“Excuse me?” asked Will.



Max kicked his feet up on the desk. “I think you heard me.”



I hate this so much.



Nearly every fiber of Will’s being screamed for him to do what he would have in prison, when someone challenged his rank. Fight, force them into submission. Why even bother with words?



It was an instinct uniquely unsuited for a teacher and again, he was left baffled by Zone’s decision to toss him in as a substitute. What else could he even do? Raise his voice? Or, God… try to
 reason
 with the cocky little shit?



A rumble came from the hallway, too loud to easily be ignored. He sighed, sensing that an interruption here would only serve to undermine him even further, encourage Max to push him more next time around.



The rumbles, footsteps, he realized, led straight to the doorway of classroom 2-B. An enormous man stooped low to bring his head through the threshold. A man with a face that Will still sometimes saw in his nightmares.



He stared in disbelief at a grey-haired hulk of a man with insanely broad shoulders, a weathered face, and a terrifying presence. An ancient warlord brought forward into the modern world, kicking and screaming and terrifying his enemies. The moment lasted for only a fraction of a second before Will was in motion, standing up so fast that he knocked his chair back.



“So,” rumbled the man. “Lockpick. It seemed impossible, but it’s you, after all.”



“You…” Will shook his head, fingers twitching. “How are you here?”



 



FIVE YEARS EARLIER



 



Pain and noise had Lockpick twitchy, even when it wasn’t there. The crack of the whip, the horrible slice and hot fire of each tear it left against his skin. He was in his cell, head resting on Kim’s lap, after another session of torture and mending.



“You did good, pup,” she cooed. “Here. Have some more water.”



She brought a cup to his lips and tilted it so he could drink. It wasn’t just water, he’d figured that out days earlier. Lockpick had just enough experience with drugs and alcohol to pinpoint the feeling it gave him, relaxed muscles, faintly euphoric tingles across his skin.



“You’ll get there eventually,” whispered Kim. “Oh, and when you do, I’ll be so proud of you. So much potential, a mountain of it. You just have to climb high.”



She ran a hand through his hair, finally sliding his head from her lap and heading for the door. Lockpick shivered and pulled his knees to his chest. The cell was always cold, always damp. Always dark.



Kim’s footsteps faded down the long hallway. There was a new sound behind them, one that he’d only recently placed as a noise separate from the faint wind blowing up through the grates from the lower caverns. Breathing, heavy and loud, and ever so slightly inhuman in its depth.



“Has she broken you this time?” rumbled a voice from the next cell over.



“I don’t know,” muttered Lockpick. “I don’t care anymore.”



“You don’t have to care to stay strong,” rumbled the voice. “A rock does not care. The tallest oak does not care.”



“Why?” hissed Lockpick. “Why do they want to break me?”



“Because that is simply what my brother does.”



 



***



 



“
 Giga.”



Will rubbed one of his eyes, still not entirely convinced of the truth of what stood before him. Giga had been his cellmate in the dungeon within Marauder’s base. He’d also been Marauder’s fraternal twin brother, born with a matching power.



“Lockpick.” Giga flashed a smile that creased a watershed of wrinkles across his broad face. “It is good to see that you are still unbroken.”



“Likewise,” said Will. “We need to… catch up when you have a minute.”



“That we do,” said Giga. “But for now, it seems I must fulfill my obligation to my workplace.”



He strode forward, each step shaking the floor. The lane between the desks was too narrow for him to walk down without turning sideways. Max gaped, shoulders slumping like a puppy that knew it was about to be shouted down.



“I am Baffin Academy’s disciplinarian,” rumbled Giga. “I have been on assignment elsewhere for these first few days, helping where my talents are most needed.”



He crouched down, putting himself at eye level with Max, not that the teenager dared to meet the massive man’s gaze.



“Would you like to discover what happens when I need be called to a classroom?”



Max coughed and shook his head. “N-not really.”



“Good.” Giga smiled and began backing up the lane of desks like a truck too large to turn around on a dirt road. “I am just down the hall if you need me, Instructor Lockpick.”



Will nodded, still staring at the other man in mild disbelief. The last time he’d seen Giga had been a lifetime ago, and he’d always assumed the super had simply disappeared after escaping, gone on to live a humble life in obscurity.



Doesn’t working at Baffin Academy qualify as obscurity?



He refocused his attention on his students, quickly grading the rest of their assignments and passing them out. Giga’s appearance had rendered his class speechless, and miraculously, the vibe persisted as he went through his lesson.



There was even time left as he finished. He turned away from the board, surprisingly pleased with himself despite the mostly bored faces staring back at him. He was caught off guard by Daydream, who looked completely distraught, tears edging into the corners of her eyes.



“Daydream, what’s wrong?” he asked.



She shook her head. “I’m sorry, Instructor. I… didn’t want to say anything because I saw it on my phone, but…”



She took her phone out and held it in front of her. Will made his way over, as did most of the class, leaning out of their seats to read the headline of the news article displayed on the smartphone’s screen.



NEW ORLEANS ATTACKED BY AQUATIC ABOMINATION, CITY RUINED BY FLOOD



“My gram lives in New Orleans,” whispered Daydream.



Will winced, trying to think of what he could possibly say to comfort her.



“They play it up for the news,” said Klash. “Abomination attacks don’t actually kill that many people. It’s all played up for ratings, I mean, shit. Why would we hear about it so much otherwise?”



“It’s not played up!” shouted Physique.



“Easy,” said Will. “Daydream, you can head out to get some air if you’d like. Or talk to me, I’m always here to listen.”



“I just want her to be okay…” whispered Daydream.



“Hey,” he said. “Come here.”



He put an arm on her shoulder and brought her out into the hall. Daydream told him a story about her grandmother, or at least tried to, most of it lost to tears and emotional digressions.



“I’m sorry, Instructor,” she eventually said. “I think I just need to go lie down, if that’s alright.”



“Absolutely,” he said.



Max and Bloodfeud were sniping at each other with lame insults when he returned to the classroom, which suggested that they’d been arguing for a while.



“Enough,” he said. “I’m letting you go early this block since we’re basically finished. I just need you to—"



Chairs screeched ahead of him finishing his sentence.



“Hey!” he snapped. “Make sure you read chapter three and come prepared for a discussion on heroic ethics tomorrow. And Max, you need to see me before leaving.”



The other students left. Max rolled his eyes and looked incredibly put off by the minor imposition as he stood on the other side of the teacher’s desk.



“You didn’t do the assignment,” said Will.



“I turned it in.”



“Without a single answer written down.” Will tapped the mostly empty sheet of paper. “What’s your deal? Why not at least try?”



“Are you surprised that I find pointless busywork to be beneath me, Instructor?”



“To be completely honest, yes, I am surprised,” said Will. “You seem motivated, ambitious, even. It’s hard for me to imagine that you don’t have dreams of leading a team someday, being an influential hero within the CA.”



Max glanced away, an edge of vulnerability suddenly obvious in his posture. “I… didn’t understand the assignment.”



“What do you mean you didn’t understand it?”



“This is a waste of time,” snapped Max. “Just give me an F and be done with it.”



“Hold on,” said Will. “Just explain to me what you meant by that!”



“Reading… hurts my eyes.”



“…What?”



Max made an annoyed noise and suddenly surged out through the door, not looking back as Will called after him. He mused on the teenager’s words, finding it both hard to believe and harder to doubt. It felt flimsy as an excuse, but he’d basically had to force the admission.



He had the next block off, and he spent half of it lesson planning and the other half on an early lunch. His students were back with him for the third block, but it was Super History and they watched a documentary on Meltdown.



Actual voiceovers of Astroman, Galaxy Maiden, and Pulse Master spoke over reenacted footage of powerless actors in familiar costumes. It felt incredibly whitewashed even compared to the historical account, which in itself had a few gaping holes. Questions about what’d really happened to the people trapped within the first Exclusion Zone after Meltdown went into hibernation that, at least in Will’s opinion, had never been properly answered.



He spent more time watching his students than watching the TV. Pasithea appeared to be passing notes with Daydream. Wait… no. She was passing a note on
 from
 Daydream, trying to subtly flick it onto Max’s desk. Max caught the note, which had been folded into the shape of a paper football, and flicked it back to them, shaking his head.



His eyes hurt when he reads? Was he being serious about that?



He wanted to follow up, but his students were out the door at the end of the third block, and his curiosity fell to the wayside. Giga’s footsteps gave Will a good thirty seconds of forewarning before the hulking super arrived.



“Is now a good time for us to talk?” asked Giga.



“Absolutely.”










CHAPTER 28




 



They went up to the main school building’s roof, which gave them a somewhat surreal view of the rest of Paallavvik Island. A fair amount of snow coated the town itself, along with sections of the shore, further emphasizing how drastic the influence of Terra’s geothermal warming really was.



“You seem to be doing well, all things considered,” rumbled Giga.



“Well enough,” said Will. “Certainly faring better than I would have in your brother’s dungeon.”



“I don’t begrudge you or your father for how things ultimately played out,” said Giga. “I thought many times about whether I should have stayed, whether it would have changed anything, but I know how my brother was.”



The wind blew across the rooftop, distinctly colder and drier than the ambient air. Will turned and leaned against the railing. He barely knew a thing about Giga, but being locked up next to someone always engendered a sense of comradeship. It was a lesson he’d learned more than once.



“How did you end up here?” he asked.



“I eventually became an informant for the CA,” said Giga. “They didn’t hold my association with my brother against me, and I had much to share. My record was surprisingly clean, even though I aided him in the beginning. The CA allowed me a fresh start in exchange for what I knew, which eventually lead me to this opportunity.”



“I bet the school is happy to have you,” said Will. “It certainly helped me today. I think you scared my students straight.”



Giga slowly nodded. “I hope you do right by them, Lockpick.”



Will stared over the edge of the railing. “I’m certainly trying to.”



“I am glad to hear it.”



He clapped Will on the shoulder, which nearly sent him off the roof. They shared a laugh, and Will pointed to the pizzeria he and his family had eaten at the day before last.



“Let’s go get a beer,” he said. “Didn’t we say we’d meet up one day and grab one back in that dungeon?”



“Alas, I no longer drink,” boomed Giga. “I would gladly sit with you and sip a lemonade, or perhaps orange juice.”



“Count on it.”



Will stayed on the roof for a few more minutes, listening as the sound of the gargantuan man’s footsteps faded into the distance. Giga looked so much like Marauder in appearance that he would have been hard pressed to tell them apart, a fact which was a little unsettling, even after so long.



He sighed, wondering how much gang-related baggage he still had waiting for him out there, off in the distance.



“There you are.”



He turned to find Jess coming out onto the roof, hair done up into a quick and messy bun, knitted cardigan sweater open and lagging behind her in the wind. She looked the part of a teacher, but even more than that, she looked like Jess. Jess, as opposed to Relic. It was a nice change seeing so much of her.



“Hey,” he said. “What’s up?”



“I’ve got the last block off today and, according to the teacher schedule in Zone’s office, so do you,” she said. “Want to go artifact shopping with me?”



“Absolutely.” He grinned and playfully did up one of the rarely used buttons on her sweater, dusting off her shoulders afterward. “Have you taken a look at the historical wing yet?”



“Not yet,” she said. “It’s still not technically open to the public, but Zone said I can have my pick as long as I’m careful with whatever priceless piece of the past I end up taking.”



“That’s so perfect,” he said. “You might find something really powerful.”



“I’m not getting my hopes up just yet.” She smiled and took up a spot leaning against the railing next to him, her shoulder brushing his. “It took me nearly a decade to curate my old set. I’m not even planning on taking anything today, just getting a sense of what’s available.”



“Look, but don’t touch? That’s no fun.”



Jess laughed and pushed a few unruly strands of hair back into place behind one ear. “I saw the school’s disciplinarian on his way down while I was heading up. I take it the two of you have met? He’s a useful friend to have.”



“An old friend, kind of,” said Will.



“From where?”



He shrugged. “Ah, you know. Way back.”



She didn’t probe any further. She never had when it came to the time he’d spent away with Halberd, not really. There was still a wall there, a partition, keeping the glare of the past out of view.



“Anyway, let’s go artifact shopping,” he said, offering her the crook of his arm.



“Let’s do it.” She hooked her arm through his, but hesitated, her expression taking on a slightly worried edge. “LP… Are you happy?”



“What?” He laughed and shook his head. “Is that a trick question?”



“I just mean… We basically uprooted our lives over the past week. You were only just getting settled back home.”



“And then our home burned down,” he pointed out.



“That’s what I mean.” She waved her free hand out at the campus down below. “You were only just beginning to get a chance to rest and regain your balance… and now you’re a substitute teacher. At a school that I’m not sure either of us could find on a map.”



“If you’re asking me if I feel aimless, or out of my comfort zone, then yeah, I suppose I do. At least to a certain extent. But that’s just how change works. I’m fine, really.”



“Actually, really?”



“My students are… keeping me busy.” He shrugged and turned one hand palm up. “I kind of see myself in them, at times. If I can just get them to a point where they seem capable enough to avoid making the same mistakes I did, I’ll be satisfied.”



“I’m sure you can.” Jess’s smile flickered a little. “You look like you’re still worried about something.”



He started to shake his head, but she had a point. “To be honest, I’m worried about Avery.”



Jess nodded slowly. “She has seemed a little withdrawn over the past few days. I suppose I should try to have this conversation with her. She was the same, you know. Just getting a second chance, starting out on a new team.”



Recovering from a drug addiction
 , he silently added.
 She almost had a power break when she overheard Rue and I the other day.



“Rue, on the other hand, seems like she’s starting to thrive,” said Jess. “She’s hanging out in the senior girls’ dorm room right now. I was worried she’d close herself off after having Becca leave with her family early on in the evacuation, but she really seems to like going to school with her fellow supers.”



“It’s what she always wanted. It only took the end of the world for her to get it.”



“Oh, hush with that. The world is bruised, not broken. Now let’s go peruse Baffin Academy’s selection of artifacts and take a step toward keeping it that way.”










CHAPTER 29




 



Baffin Academy’s historical wing was separate from the main building, on the far corner of the campus, overlooking a rocky cliff on the island’s northernmost edge. The door was locked, but Jess had the key.



The historical wing’s main room had that faintly stale museum smell to a degree that immediately set Will’s expectations high. Large, evenly spaced windows let in enough illumination for the overhead lights to be an afterthought, each one spilling forth a sunbeam with a world of lazy particles of dust.



“Oh, wow,” whispered Jess. “Zone was serious when he said they already had a fair number of exhibits.”



“We’re the only ones here,” said Will. “I don’t think you have to whisper.”



“It’s called respecting the atmosphere, mister.”



As far as he could tell, there was no overarching theme or time period beyond
 old and interesting.
 The exhibits themselves were in varying stages of completion and viewability.



He passed by a scrap of aged cloth, a tunic or perhaps a piece of a battle standard, that was still covered in a thin layer of protective shipping plastic. A large, heavily corroded iron bolt was on the display next to it, this one with a placard in front of it that presumably would have explained its relevance, had it not been completely empty and unfilled in.



“Hmm,” said Jess. “I’m actually not sure how to go about this. I suppose I should try to identify all of the historical objects that might work, and then narrow it down from there?”



“I’d just start picking stuff up, trying stuff on,” suggested Will.



“You have no museum etiquette whatsoever,” she said, poking him in the arm. “Just call me over if you see anything that looks fun.”



“Anything?” He reeled her in by the arm and stole a quick kiss.



“Anything of historical relevance,” she said. “Focus, LP.”



“I’m always focused.”



They split up, each circling the edge of the museum’s main hall in a different direction. Most of the central exhibits were larger, certainly not the types of artifacts that Jess could wear to draw power from.



He passed by a fairly complete set of rusted chainmail armor that the description claimed had been worn by Charlemagne or, at least, owned by him at one time. It was in surprisingly good condition given the intervening centuries, but Will suspected it would crumble to dust the first time Jess tried to put it on.



A massive harpoon a couple of exhibits down had, according to the description, been taken from one of the oldest whales on record. It would have made for a fascinating weapon, but he wasn’t sure what kind of power a history of whaling might allot Jess. She could already breathe underwater, thanks to the brooch he’d found for her. There was a chance it might lend itself to some cross synergy.



“No harpoon,” called Jess, who’d been looking his way.



“Why not? It could be interesting.”



“I don’t have my cord anymore,” she pointed out. “As depressing as it is to admit, my arms aren’t strong enough on their own to swing that thing properly as a weapon.”



“Fair enough.”



He moved on to the next interesting prospect, a beautiful, heavily polished recurve bow that had a sticky note stuck to it imploring someone to compare it to the style of bows carried by Mongol horse archers. It was a nice weapon, but Will couldn’t tell if it suited Jess’s power, let alone her style. Sniping people with a short bow seemed a little out of character for Relic.



He also passed on a dagger used in human sacrifice ceremonies, both because he couldn’t really see Relic using a bladed weapon and because of the obvious dark connotations. He furrowed his brow at the next display.



“Question,” he said.



“Shoot,” said Jess.



“Have you ever considered getting a septum piercing?”



“Do I really need to answer that, or…?”



“Right.”



Their paths around the edge of the room eventually brought them toward the same artifact, one which they would have undoubtedly gravitated toward, regardless. It was an ancient piece of jewelry, polished copper encrusted with various jewels and twisted into a spiral-shaped armband.



It was also glowing with an impressive blue aura that Will was sure only he could see. It was the same telltale mark of power usage he occasionally noticed around supers when he focused hard enough, a minor power which he still didn’t completely understand himself.



“Interesting.” Jess leaned closer to the plaque, reading the description aloud. “Ancient Sumerian in origin. Almost nothing is known about it other than that it was incredibly advanced in terms of metallurgy for the time period.”



“It must have been a gift of some sort,” muttered Will. “Maybe for a queen or the Sumerian equivalent?”



“Maybe. I don’t know. I might just be partial to it in terms of appearance. It would be cool to wear, but I’m not getting my hopes up just yet.”



“It’s the most powerful artifact in here,” said Will.



“You sound awfully sure of that.”



He shook his head and took a step back. “Just a feeling I have. Here, try putting it on.”



“I think I should take my time at this point,” she said quietly. “Call it a feeling of my own.”



She opened the display and prodded the armband with a single finger. A shudder instantly ran through her, and she blinked a few times in quick succession.



“Whoa,” she whispered. “I think you’re right about this one, LP.”



“Let’s take it with us,” he said. “That’s fine, right?”



“Zone gave me permission. I’ll spend tonight seeing if I can get a sense of what it does before committing to giving it a real try.”



She let her fingers curl around one of the spiraling curves, but sucked in a sharp breath and pulled back before picking it up. The blue aura pulsed ever so slightly, like a flame flaring outward.



“Jeez,” she muttered, holding the fingers which had made contact. “Would you, um… mind carrying it for me?”



“It’s seriously that powerful?” Will scooped it out of the display case, feeling nothing but cold, ancient metal. “Does it burn when you touch it or something?”



“Ah… sort of.” She shrugged. “There’s definitely an aspect of heat to this bad boy. I’m excited. This could be a game changer, assuming it’s safe for me to use.”



He made an attempt at convincing her to take the Mongol bow along, too, but Jess was resolute on it not fitting her style as a heroine. Together, they left the historical wing and headed back across campus toward Jerrigan Hall.



“Rue must still be out with her new friends,” said Jess, as they entered the main area. “Avery? Are you home?”



A groan came from Avery’s room, and she pulled the door open a moment later. “Why are you yelling?”



She frowned as she came out, clad in a baggy t-shirt and black leggings. A severe case of bedhead suggested that she’d been asleep, but there was something about her stance that made Will a bit concerned.



“You look… tired,” he said.



“Yeah, obviously,” she said, with a sigh. “I was in the middle of a nap before the two of you started stomping around. Mind if I get back to it?”



“Feel free,” said Jess. “Are you hungry? It’s still early, but I might as well get started on dinner.”



“Not even a little bit,” said Avery.



She closed the door to her room without saying anything more.










CHAPTER 30




 



“Well then,” said Jess, with a patient shake of the head. “What are you in the mood for, LP?”



“If it’s just going to be the two of us, why don’t I go grab something from the cafeteria while it’s still open?” he suggested. “You can get a head start with observing and researching your new toy.”



“Would you mind? That would be perfect.”



“Not at all. Sandwiches sound good?”



He passed her the artifact. Again, there was a brief blue spark as it changed hands. Jess nearly dropped it along with herself, her knees threatening to buckle in her haste to carefully set it down.



He caught sight of Rue in the cafeteria, sitting with her new friends and having what looked like a lot of fun. She saw him as he made his way up to the counter and gave him a little wave. As interesting as it would have been to stop by and get the temperature of her little group, it seemed like a bad idea. To Rue, he was a loyal, if sometimes handsy, brother, but to her newly acquired friends, he was just another teacher.



The atmosphere of Jerrigan Hall’s main room was completely different when Will arrived back. Jess had put on soft jazz music, streamed to the TV through her phone, and lit a candle to change up the lighting. She was on the floor in front of the artifact, one leg outstretched with the other folded inward, foot flat against her thigh.



“I still feel that…
 sensation
 every time I touch it,” she said. “It’s making me want to be cautious about this.”



“You’re going to have to put it on eventually, though,” Will pointed out.



“That’s not a fact, but even if it was, if anything, it’s another reason to go slow.”



Will set the sandwiches he’d grabbed for them down on the counter and came up behind her. He rubbed her shoulders, which drew an appreciative noise from her. He kissed her neck, which drew a sigh.



“Cool it, mister,” she said. “For me, this is a work night.”



“A… work night?” He eyed the candles. She even had a glass of red wine next to her.



“Yeah.” She grinned and showed him a sketch she’d drawn of the artifact with half a dozen questions to answer scribbled down at various points.



She looked beautiful, in that moment, sitting on the floor with a contemplative expression and her hair in a messy blonde bun. Moreover, he realized that he wasn’t just seeing Jess, nor his mother, not even Relic, right there and then.



In front of him sat
 Jessica Sorling
 . Ravishingly beautiful, scarily smart, multifaceted. He felt a somewhat unwanted shift of perspective and insight not only into her, but into himself. Her life had been just as complicated as his, leading a mentor family, marrying a supervillain, dealing with loss.



Will had become so used to comparing himself to Halberd, to
 everything
 leading full circle back to his flawed old man. But really, he was just as much the son of Jessica Sorling, now more than ever.



She’s the one I want to rub me off
 , he thought.
 Rub off on me, I mean. Totally what I meant.



“You can still keep me company if you want,” said Jess. “Just… the quiet kind.”



“Why don’t I give you some space to work?” he suggested. “I’ll come back when you’re ready for dinner.”



She was busy scribbling down notes with one hand but managed to give him a thumbs up. He started heading toward his own room, no real purpose in mind, but veered off toward Avery’s door at the last second. It felt like a mistake, given how confusing things still were between them, but he knocked anyway.



“What do you want?” she called, with a sleepy groan.



“It’s me,” he said. “I didn’t realize you were sleeping.”



“I’m not.” The door swung open, and Avery waved an arm for him to come in. The lights were off except for her phone and the last shreds of the sunset, which always arrived so early this far north.



She flopped onto her bed. Will took a seat next to her and waited, wondering why he’d come to see her in the first place. It really was just too confusing, like trying to navigate a washed-out road.



“How was your day?” he finally asked.



“It sucked,” she muttered. “I hate teaching.”



There was a floaty edge to her tone that he hadn’t heard in a while, but recognized instantly. She sounded like she was high. He looked around, but obviously it wasn’t as though she’d just have a bottle or a baggy lying around, not given her history. She
 sounded
 high, but he couldn’t prove it, couldn’t call her out definitively.



“Were you just waiting for things to end between us so you could be with Rue?” asked Avery.



“Are you high right now?”



“Answer the question.”



He sighed, feeling so completely, utterly tired. “No, I wasn’t. How can you even ask that? We were fooling around. You left and… she was still there.”



Avery let out a dry laugh. “I knew it. What’s crazy is I can’t even be mad. I mean, I am mad, at you and her… but it’s so pointless. It’s all so dirty and weird. She’s just making the same stupid mistake I did.”



“Is that really how you see it?” He gritted his teeth. “The time we spent together? What we shared?”



“You’re not a kid,” she muttered. “You had to know from the beginning it was going to end badly. You should still know that now, even more so with Rue. You’re just going to end up with a pile of awkward secrets you can’t run away with, the kind of baggage that makes you want to endlessly avoid someone. No reset button you can slam and pretend it didn’t happen.”



“If that’s how you feel… then I’m sorry.” He patted her leg. “I am sorry, Avery. I’m not going to avoid you endlessly. I don’t want a reset button.”



Standing up, he glanced around one last time for evidence of her addiction. He wondered if she’d even remember having this conversation with him in the morning. She’d been high the first time they’d had real sex, on the tail end of withdrawal, but still high. She was speaking her truth.



“Get some sleep,” he said.



“I love you, LP.”



“I love you, too.”



He closed her door behind him, leaned his back against it, and sighed.



“Is Avery going to grace us with her presence for dinner?” asked Jess.



“I don’t think so.”










CHAPTER 31




 



The evening was surprisingly uneventful, with Jess’s attention hard-focused on her new artifact and Avery’s words still echoing in Will’s head. He ate his sandwich, had a glass of wine, and went to bed early.



You had to know from the beginning it was going to end badly
 .



It was so frustrating to think that maybe… she had a point. He’d never really thought about it before, which was unsettling in itself, as though he’d built a house over a sink hole and only discovered it years down the line.



He hadn’t thought about what might happen long term with Avery or Rue, let alone Jess. He just wanted to be close to the people he loved most in the world, and yes, given he was an energetic young man… that apparently extended to sexual desire.



He’d accepted his own blurring of the lines. It was still love, messed up but valid, pure like sweet acid. He knew in his heart that he loved them, Avery and Rue, enough to let them go if he had to. Let them run away or avoid him or whatever Avery’s worst-case scenario was. He would still be their brother, not just a messy ex.



I am not the center of the world
 , he thought.
 Which is good. The world is falling apart right now.



 



***



 



He was dreaming, which meant that he’d managed to fall asleep. In front of him spanned a massive chamber lit by torch sconces set into evenly spaced marble pillars. A line of attractive women stood across the far wall, each gazing demurely downward, each totally naked.



That’s weird, but far from completely out of character for my dreams.



He noticed that there was intricate art covering each wall and pillar, basic paintings and carvings that were far too abstract and basic to be from the past hundred or even thousand years. His clothing was a gold-laced toga, and the act of looking down at it drew his attention to the familiar copper armband he held in one hand.



He walked down the line of women, each attractive and olive-skinned, except for one. He recognized Jess instantly even though she didn’t look at him. His body moved on its own, taking her arm and sliding the band down onto it.



“You are mine, and I am yours,” he spoke. “Your body is mine. My power is yours. We draw from a shared well, walk toward the same beacon, goddess above.”



A sudden flash of ethereal blue blossomed from the armband, and Will abruptly jerked awake. Back in his own bed, he shrugged off a sweaty sheet, catching his breath to the sound of his door creaking open.



“Will,” whispered Jess. “Are you still awake?”



“Yeah,” he said. “I’m up.”



She slipped into his room. Her hair was down, and she had on the knit cardigan she’d taken to wearing so much over the past few days over plain tan underwear. There was a gleam in her eyes, visible to him against the swirl of ethereal blue power, and he knew what she was about to show him even before she unveiled it.



She stretched out her hand, revealing the armband spiraled around the space in between her wrist and elbow. “I put it on. Ridiculous, I know. I didn’t even mean to, I just… wanted to see if it would… fit on my wrist.”



She gave a guilty shrug. Will smiled, tried not to laugh, ended up laughing.



“It isn’t funny!” snapped Jess. “LP, I can’t get off.”



“You can’t…” He raised an eyebrow. “Wait, what?”



“I can’t get it off!”



He was pretty that wasn’t what she’d said the first time, but thought better than to point that out, given her flustered state. “What have you tried?”



She walked over to his bed, pulling her makeshift robe closed as she sat down next to him. “I tried… being gentle, but that wasn’t enough. I thought if I just wiggled it out, I could get some relief. I tried using oil, but even that just… didn’t quite do it.”



“Not even oil?” He set a hand on her leg. Her body felt hot, and he had to blink more than usual to keep the blue aura surrounding her and the armband from blinding him.



“It just wasn’t enough,” she said, with a sigh. “Look.”



She set the armband down across his lap, the side of her arm all but resting on his partially hard cock through his boxers. As hot as her body felt, the bracelet itself was like an electric blanket.



“Alright.” He held her hand, giving it a reassuring squeeze. “Don’t panic.”



“That’s not it.” Jess let out a small moan and bit her lip. “It’s… the opposite of panic. I wish I could explain better than that. You can’t feel it?”



She shifted the armband across his lap, her palm absently copping a feel of his swelling erection.



“It feels warm to the touch, but that’s it,” he whispered. “I don’t have your power.”



“I don’t know what to do.” She rubbed his cock again and kissed his cheek. “LP, I know it sounds ridiculous, but the armband… it’s like it’s emanating, you know… a
 certain kind
 of excitement.”



She rubbed her thighs together in an odd wiggling motion, her face flushed with embarrassment or pleasure or more likely, a mixture of both.



“And that’s bad?” he asked.



“So bad.” She bit her lip and nuzzled him.



“And you came to me for help?”



“Quit teasing me and just… get started.” One of her fingers snaked into the flap of his boxers, briefly rubbing the head of his cock. “I can’t think about anything other than sex right now so I
 really
 need to get off. Get this off. Goddammit.”



“Alright, alright,” he said. “First and foremost, you need to control your wandering hands.”



He reluctantly pulled her palm off of his crotch and took a closer look at the armband. It wasn’t as though it had tightened around her wrist, at least not to the point of pinching her. It was just a perfect fit, as though the spiral armband had been crafted around her arm in the first place.



He tugged on it, to no avail. He tried to get one of his fingers underneath, but there wasn’t a single gap that he could identify. Jess slid even closer, taking horny, shuddering breaths and kissing his shoulder and neck.



“Be as rough as you want, LP,” she said, voice almost a growl. “I’m not made of glass. I won’t complain.”



“The innuendo isn’t helping.”



“What?” Jess’s lips closed on his earlobe for a brief, impossibly hot suck. “Maybe if I stretch out?”



She did so without waiting for his answer, posing on her back on his bed in her underwear, blonde hair like silk across his pillow. Her hips moved, undulating with small motions, begging for his cock.



“What do you want from me?” he asked, unable to look away.



“Help,” she whispered. “With this.”



The fingers of her free hand ran along the spiral armband as she pressed her palm in a back-and-forth motion over her panties. The message was mixed, but what Will wanted was simple and dirty. She was obviously under the spell of the artifact, but she was still Jess. She still had free will… Did she still have free will?



“You should see what you look like right now,” he muttered. “God, you’re unbelievable.”



“Don’t tease me,” she whispered. “Just do it already.”



Her breasts looked barely held in check by her bra, as though it was a size too small or the artifact had somehow swollen them a size larger. It was a thought that immediately seemed confirmed as Jess let out an annoyed noise and started readjusting her underwear.



“I feel so hot all over,” she moaned. “And you keep looking at me with those eyes.”



He grabbed the armband and started tugging on it harder, well aware of what could happen if he didn’t resolve this quickly. A part of him didn’t want a resolution.



The reason why you aren’t supposed to play with fire is because it’s really, really fun,
 he thought.



He lifted Jess’s arm up over her head, trying to make the angle and gravity do the work for him. She leaned her head up and turned it sideways, her cheek brushing against his erection through his boxers.



“Jesus, LP,” she whispered. “You’re hard right now. God, this must be torture for you, too.”



She made a biting motion with her lips, letting them pinch the tip through his underwear. He was still trying to slide the metal armband upward and making no progress. It was impossible to ignore what she was doing, not when he was just as horny, just as heated.



“Hurry up,” she whispered. “Or we’ll be here all night.”



Will tugged his boxers down as the last vestiges of his resolve fractured and fell to pieces. He wasn’t giving up on helping her, and he certainly wasn’t unleashing himself completely. It was more like he’d been tempted into a side quest in a video game… and that side quest was Jess’s willing mouth.



She was on the same horny, dirty wavelength that he was and immediately began sucking his cock as it bounced into view. She pushed her mouth forward, stifling a gag, bringing her lips nearly all the way to the base of his tool. The armband began crackling with ominous blue sparks, and Will wondered if he’d just made a huge mistake.



“Jess, oh, fuck…” He stroked her hair as she bobbed her head. “You… probably should slow down.”



Churning noises straight out of a graphic porno came from her hot, wet mouth. She did stop, but only for long enough to pose with his cock stretched out lengthwise across her face, leaving a trail of pre-arousal and saliva across one of her cheeks.



“LP,” she moaned. “I’m… burning up.”



She undid her bra and lobbed it across his room. Will tried to grab her wrists and the armband as she did the same with her panties, to no avail. They were both naked, in his bed, with an artifact that made her horny, two exits past the danger zone already.



She tried to pull him on top of her. He finally got ahold of her wrists, pinning her and kissing her in the same motion. His cock grazed her womanhood, peeling back some of the folds as the oozing tip flirted with her hot, wet entrance.



He felt the armband shift, loosening and tightening in a rhythm as though it was matching Jess’s breath. It hadn’t done that before, had it? It was making her horny. Was there a reason for that? A function behind the way she was bucking her hips, trying to get him inside?



“Jess,” he whispered. “The armband.”



She wasn’t even hearing him. Her body was moving in a wave, one of those suggestive, flowing dance moves that so often led people out of the club and into cars for sex. Will kissed her, made sure he had a decent grip or something resembling it on the armband, and sank his cock deep into her tight hole.



“Oh God!” cried Jess. “L…P.”



He’d wondered before about how long he’d actually last inside Jess, whether he’d even manage to make a good showing if and when he got the chance to fuck her. The answer was, apparently… not very long at all. He didn’t come on the first thrust or the second, but could feel it in the distance as though he was actively leaning over the tipping point.



He sucked on one of her tits, pumping into her aggressively. Three times, four times. Five…



The armband exploded with blue light, and Will felt himself flipping off the bed. He never landed on the floor, coming to rest on an ethereal pillow of blue energy. Strangest of all was the fact that he still felt his erection being stimulated. A sleeve of blue energy pulsed over the entirety of his member, pulsing and pulling and extending to connect him to Jess across the room.



He would have muttered something about how unfair it was if it hadn’t felt so fucking good. It was more of a warm sensation than physical stimulation, like someone had a remote for the nerves involved in making sex feel so good in the first place. He groaned, wiggling as the pleasure reached an impossible peak, and then unloaded his cum into the blue energy.



The next few seconds were insanely soft and warm, and probably unflattering, with him naked on the floor. He awoke to Jess, nude but for her knit sweater, shaking him back into awareness by the shoulder.



“I managed to get it off,” she whispered.



“And get off?”



“What?”



Will rose to his feet, smiling dumbly at the incredible, body-spanning sense of satisfaction still ebbing through him. He and Jess stretched out on his bed, holding each other in a loving embrace as they cuddled under the sheets.



“That was… intense,” he finally said. “I think it’s fair to say that the armband has a mind of its own. A sex drive of its own.”



“It absolutely does,” said Jess. “Before I came into your room, I… I know it sounds silly, but I had this bizarre dream. I was in some kind of naked ceremony, and you came up to me, and…”



“I put the armband on you,” he said. “I had a similar dream, or vision. It’s a relief that you managed to get it off. I’m sure Zone will let you swap it out for a different artifact.”



“I… actually think I’ll hold onto it.” Jess squeezed him into a tighter hug and kissed his shoulder. “Now that I have a better idea of how to get it off, it shouldn’t be too dangerous, right?”



“Are you… sure?”



Insane
 was the word he’d originally been planning on ending that sentence with. The idea of Jess playing around with a sexually volatile armband that seemed to require an orgasm to bring it under control was dangerous on multiple levels… but also really hot.



“It’s a true artifact, LP,” she whispered. “I could feel the power within it, the potential. It’s easily on par with my old strength cord, but more flexible. I think I could use it offensively, too, or potentially even to shield others.”



He was unsure of whether he wanted to encourage her or dissuade her. There were good arguments to lean in either direction, really. What he could sense was that this was meaningful to her, meaningful to
 Relic
 . She had her new artifact, and it gave her a path back toward where she’d previously been, toward being the kind of hero that was a true difference maker, defending entire cities on her own.



“I’m not going to object. You should just make sure you go slow, know what you’re doing with it.”



“You know me,” she whispered. “I’ll practice with it. Learn its ins and outs and idiosyncrasies. I… might need your help.”



“You’ll have it.” He snuggled closer, grinding his still partially hard cock against her naked ass.



“Nice try, mister,” she whispered, rolling away from him. “I should head back to my own room. Save me some time tomorrow? We can do some actual testing in the training hall.”



“Yeah, just let me know when.” He smiled, honestly curious how her putting on the armband in public would even play out. “I love you.”



“I love you more.”



“I like seeing you like this.”



Jess glanced over her shoulder and furrowed her brow as she pulled on her panties. “Nearly naked in your room in the middle of the night?”



“Working so hard,” he said. “Nerding out over artifacts.”



“I was a nerd back in school, you know,” she said. “I cried once when I got a B minus.”



“Why do I find that so easy to picture?”









 



 






CHAPTER 32




 



Will strode out into the common room the next morning in his boxers to minimal fanfare. Jess was busy toasting bagels in the dorm’s modest kitchen nook. Rue was already in her school uniform, sitting on the couch, captivated by some video on her phone.



“Morning, LP,” said Rue. “Are you going to show up to your class dressed like that?”



“What do you think?” He nestled into the spot on the couch next to her, kissing her on the cheek. “You were out with your friends late last night.”



“Yup. I had a blast. I helped one of my new friends catch her boyfriend cheating with my power.”



“Sounds dramatic.”



“Oh, trust me, it was.” She grinned and shifted, dropping her feet into his lap. “You weren’t too bored here on your own, were you?”



“Jess and I hung out,” he said. “Did some testing of her new artifact.”



“Mom has a new artifact?”



“It’s still a work in progress.” Jess came over with a plate full of bagels and a few different condiments. “LP was kind enough to help me bang some of the kinks out.”



Rue nodded, making a curious face. A groan came from Avery’s room as she emerged in similar early morning attire – bra and panties, with a makeshift cloak made from a loose sheet.



“I feel like ass,” muttered Avery. “Taking a sick day.”



“A sick day?” asked Will. He frowned, looking for the telltale signs of her addiction. Her eyes looked normal, and her face didn’t seem much paler than usual. Her red hair was a mess, but that was par for the course for Avery in the morning.



“Yeah, a sick day,” she said testily. “Got a problem with it?”



He shook his head. Jess sighed and thrust a bagel and orange juice into Avery’s hands.



“I’ll let Zone know, but you need to also explain it to him yourself,” said Jess. “He mentioned something about one or two of the academy’s original teachers finally arriving back. You might not be missed, if that’s the case.”



“Awesome.” Avery set the bagel back down on the main plate and slipped off to her room sipping her OJ.



Will didn’t buy it. She might not look high, but she didn’t look sick, either. As much as he would have loved to share his suspicion with Jess and Rue, without evidence, it would only serve as a quick way to fray his and Avery’s already strained relationship even further.



I’ll wait for a better chance
 , he thought.
 Sneak into her room while she’s out and do a proper teardown.



“Are you planning on putting on pants this morning?” asked Jess.



“You and Rue both seem awfully concerned with my fashion choices,” he said, rising to his feet.



Jess smiled and snapped the waistband of his boxers with a teasing finger. “This is more of a bold fashion statement than a mere choice.”



“Oh yeah?” He pulled her into a hug, hands sliding low to steal a grope of her buttocks. “And just what does that bold statement say to you, specifically?”



“Gross, LP,” called Rue. “Just because you’re mostly naked doesn’t give you permission to start molesting everyone else, you know.”



“You’re outnumbered and outvoted,” said Jess. “Go get dressed.”



He did, and more or less went straight to his class afterward, eating breakfast on the way. He was there before his students and had time to set out his materials, which was a small victory in the face of what felt like imminent defeat. The general sensation of being a teacher was far too similar to being a student – waking up early, taking work home, abiding by endless rules.



There was a knock on the doorframe, and Zone poked his head in. “Instructor Lockpick. Good, you’re here on time. I just came from your sister’s classroom and found it empty.”



“Yeah, she’s taking a sick day,” said Will. “Our mom said she’d let you know.”



“I haven’t seen Jessica yet. Anyway, your class will be taking their first practical exam today in the place of their fourth period.”



Far too similar to being a student. Will’s heart skipped a beat in exactly the same manner it would have upon having a pop quiz thrust directly into his face at age fourteen.



“A practical exam?” he said, shaking his head. “I didn’t know about this.”



“You’re actually getting more advance notice for this first one than normal,” said Zone. “It’s tradition for them to be announced in the same way a team would be pulled into the field, no forewarning whatsoever, to better capture the feel of being a hero.”



“Can I at least get some advance knowledge about what this exam will entail?”



“None, beyond that it will be a combat exercise against an unknown opponent.” Zone smiled. “Make sure they take it seriously. One third of each of your students’ grades is determined by their average score.”



“I’m sure they’ll appreciate that,” he muttered.



“Keep in mind that your class may not get many of these before they’re pulled into the
 actual
 field as reinforcements, Instructor Lockpick,” said Zone, expression serious. “Make sure you make good use of these teaching moments. We exist in a… fairly chaotic time period.”



He nodded, patted Will on the shoulder, and left the classroom. Physique and Daydream had been politely waiting by the door for him to finish his conversation, and he waved them in. The others slowly arrived, one by one, each sensing and responding to his somewhat dour mood.



“We’ll be in the training hall for third period today,” he said.



Max and Klash both laughed and fist bumped each other, and even Bloodfeud and Physique looked excited.



“…Warming up for your first practical exam, which will be held in fourth period,” he finished.



The shift he saw in his students’ faces was enough to give him whiplash.



 



***



 



The day went smoothly up to and through lunch. Will brought his class to the training hall, which as it happened, was already half occupied. Jess was there with her students. He hadn’t realized how young all of them were, closer to freshmen than his own class, which was mostly the equivalent of juniors and seniors.



“Instructor Lockpick,” she said, grinning at him.



“Instructor Relic. Mind if we go half court on the training hall?”



“Feel free,” she said. “We’re barely even using most of the space.”



He spread his class out into a line, still trying to think through the best way to get them warmed up and ready for the unknown challenge they’d be facing.



“Alright,” he said, after a minute. “We’re going to be splitting into two groups again…”



Daydream and Pasithea immediately began to walk off to one side. Will shook his head, suddenly second guessing himself.



“Hold on,” he said. “I still want the two of you warming up.”



“If the practical exam is a mock battle, how are we going to be needed?” asked Pasithea. “We’re
 support
 heroes, Instructor.”



“I’m aware of that. I was a support hero too back when I was in the Crimson Five.”



He quickly gave Max, Physique, Bloodfeud, and Klash basic instructions on how to warm up with their powers before stepping aside with the two girls. Daydream looked curious, but open to hearing him out. Pasithea alternated between pouty, bored, and stretching in a manner that seemed designed to flash glimpses of cleavage to anyone watching.



“Just because you’re support heroes doesn’t mean you’ll always be outside of the action,” he told them. “Battles don’t work like that. The world doesn’t work like that.”



“What if I just stay close to you?” Pasithea slid in close, grabbing his arm and rubbing his muscles through his shirt. “You’ll keep me safe, right, Instructor?”



“Knock it off. Pasithea. Your enemies will essentially never care about how attractive you are. This
 strategy
 you seem to have settled on is a waste of effort.”



“So you do think I’m attractive?”



“This isn’t a game.” He gently pushed her away. “Seriously. Stop.”



“Look, I don’t really care all that much. I’m just here. I’m along for the ride, and I’ll whoop and make appropriate noises from wherever I find to stand by and watch.”



“You won’t always have the option of just standing by and watching.”



“Um, what are we supposed to do, then?” asked Daydream. “I’m asking that sincerely. How we should be looking to help as support heroes if we can’t use our powers in a given moment?”



“Think of it as being a really athletic gofer,” he said. “Scouting, dragging people to safety, and yes, fighting when there is no other way.”



“That’s the type of thing mundane people do,” said Pasithea. “No offense.”



“You’re absolutely right, and you should think about how much a mundane person can actually accomplish with the right motivation.” He patted her on the shoulder and gestured to the open floor. “I want you both to stretch out, get limber, and be ready for anything.”



He circled the half of the training hall they had available, making sure everyone was staying active. Bloodfeud couldn’t really do much with his power, but he was on the floor, breaking a sweat with a flurry of pushups. Max was running blazingly fast wind sprints. Physique was in a one-handed handstand, holding her balance so perfectly that it actually seemed like the movement might be able to serve a use under the right circumstances.



They headed back to their classroom at the start of fourth block and found Zone there waiting for them. Will gestured for them to stay in the hallway.



“Perfect,” said Zone. “I’ll be bringing you to the staging area for the practical exam.”



“Do we get to know where we’re going ahead of time, at least?” asked Klash.



“I suppose it can’t hurt to tell you a few seconds early,” said Zone. “You’ll be in Australia.”



“Seriously?” said Max.



A few excited cheers came from the students. Zone chuckled and shook his head.



“Yes, in the outback, where it’s muggy and buggy and hundreds of miles from the places in Australia you’re probably imagining. Still, hold on to that excitement if you can. Instructor Lockpick, would you bring them in a bit closer? Within a nine-by-nine square would be ideal.”










CHAPTER 33




 



As always, Zone’s teleportation left Will feeling like he was stepping through a tunnel of vertigo. He and his students were thrust into the middle of the Australian night, which was just as muggy and buggy as the headmaster had promised.



The ground was dry, rust-red dirt, though he could only note the color with the assistance of a large stadium light which had been set up to illuminate the area around them. A field had been marked out with white chalk, about the same size one would expect for either variety of football.



A man stood in the center, looking as though he’d been waiting for a good while and was at the end of his patience. He was chunky, not quite fat, and in costume, a purple number with yellow ridges along the shoulder and the backs of the wrists.



“This is
 Loopsoul
 ,” said Zone. “He’s not an instructor, but I must insist you treat him with the same respect you’d give yours.”



Will could all but sense his more rebellious students rolling their eyes.



“As your first practical exam, this one is more about familiarizing you with the format and general expectations,” said Zone. “Your objective is simply to catch Loopsoul and hold him for three seconds. On the ground, you can see that a basic boundary has been drawn which he cannot step outside of.”



“…That’s it?” asked Klash. “Just hold him down for a three count? Do we each try separately, or…?”



“As a class,” said Zone. “Again, as this is your first practical exam, Loopsoul will not attack you in any way or do anything except take evasive measures. You will have ten minutes from when the test itself begins.”



Various optimistic mutters came from Will’s class. Loopsoul… He’d definitely heard of the hero before, but it was just a name to him. He could only guess at what the man’s power might be.



“Given that the practical exams are designed to mimic a team environment, your students will vote on a captain for each one,” said Zone. “Someone capable of deciding on a strategy and directing people into position.”



“Perfect,” said Max. “I volunteer.”



“The entire class will take a vote, as the headmaster explained,” said Will. “Any other candidates?”



Please let there be another candidate,
 he prayed.



He wasn’t sure who it would even be, though. Possibly Daydream might have enough social clout to secure a few votes. Physique and Bloodfeud, as far as he could tell, still hadn’t made a single friend within the class. Klash might be slightly less self-centered than Max, but the two of them were close enough that he doubted it would make much difference.



“I suppose voting is just a formality when there’s only one person in the running, right, Instructor?” said Max, with a smirk.



Will began taking a step forward, but Zone set a hand on his shoulder.



“You can only watch at this point,” said the headmaster. “This is a test for them, but also a test of what you’ve been teaching and the class’s direction as a whole. The time for giving advice was yesterday, and will most certainly be tomorrow, but not now.”



“Here’s what we’re going to do,” said Max, grinning as he gestured toward Loopsoul. “Klash and I will rush him. The rest of you, I suppose, can sneak around behind him. Piece of cake.”



“That’s not the worst strategy in the world, I suppose,” said Will. “Just remember to use your powers and react to the situation.”



“If the six of you are ready, line up at the edge of the field,” said the headmaster. “Instructor Lockpick, please remember that at this point, your students are in a test. You cannot give them advice or hints any more than it would be appropriate on a written exam.”



“Finally!” shouted Loopsoul. “These bugs are getting old. They keep flying at my eyes.”



“Remember,” said Max. “Don’t get in the way of me and Klash. Should be a piece of cake.”



Zone gave the signal, and Will’s students spilled onto the field. Max and Klash sprinted at full tilt, as though racing each other, rather than running toward an opponent. Physique and Daydream at least attempted to stick to the plan, looping around the far edge of the field. Bloodfeud crossed his arms, watching from a distance. Pasithea took out her phone.



“Gotcha!” Max threw himself into a tackle as he closed on Loopsoul, and Will at least had to commend his commitment. He slammed into Loopsoul at just under chest level, taking the purple-costumed hero straight to the ground.



Except, not quite. Loopsoul stepped backward, seeming to pull away effortlessly. Max still held what appeared to be a motionless double of Loopsoul, like an afterimage with physical presence. Max laughed and began to count to three even as the actual Loopsoul jogged away.



“…The fuck?” Max jerked backward as what he’d thought was his target dissolved into a pile of chalky dust.



The real Loopsoul was doubled over, panting for breath a short distance away. Klash was near enough to react, slamming his hand down to set off one of his targeted vibrations. Loopsoul tripped and flopped onto his stomach. Unfortunately, by the time the two boys were in position to pin him, he’d rolled out of his body and away to safety.



“Loopsoul has a very niche power,” whispered Zone. “I like how it lends itself to an early practical exam. They won’t manage to pin him within the time limit if they don’t think outside the box and consider a multifaceted approach.”



“Get back here!” shouted Max. “Hey! That’s… not fair!”



He seemed completely focused on chasing Loopsoul and was using his power to increase his speed. The fact that he’d been voted the class leader made his case of tunnel vision doubly unfortunate as the other students followed his example, pointlessly trying to close on Loopsoul by surrounding him.



“What would you do, if you were giving them direct orders?” asked Zone.



Will thought about it for a moment, considering each and every student. “I’d have Daydream use her illusions to warm him up. Then I’d have Klash throw him off balance. Then Max and Physique could close in and try to get ahold of him.”



“Bloodfeud and Pasithea?”



“Tough to make their powers work in a practical exam,” said Will. “I suppose just having them engaged and ready to make a grab for the target if needed would probably be enough.”



Max and Klash had begun arguing after one of Klash’s power vibrations had thrown the other teenager off balance. Pasithea was talking with Loopsoul, who’d meandered over to her side of the field. She laughed at something he said, and Will caught the way her eyes darted toward Daydream and Physique behind the man.



She honestly would have made a good captain,
 he thought.
 I suppose she’s already proved what I said about her enemies not caring that she’s hot to be rather situational.



The trap was set and sprung across the next few seconds. Loopsoul suddenly gaped at Pasithea, undoubtedly distracted by one of Daydream’s alterations, judging from the mousey girl’s look of concentration. Physique surged forward, her powerfully muscled frame propelling her like a mustang at full canter.



She tackled Loopsoul
 hard
 , the two of them flying a good six or seven feet through the air before landing. Loopsoul was stunned and used his power early, before Physique and the girls had fully committed to pinning him down.



It allowed them to completely ignore his doppelganger, giving them a chance to grab him as he was attempting to flee. Daydream grabbed him at the ankles and Physique opened her arms wide, enveloping the hero in a bear hug. He used his power again, falling backward out of his own body, but landed heavily and had to scamper on all fours.



Bloodfeud bodily slammed him back down onto the rusty dirt. Will punched the air, so surprised and impressed by their success that he… celebrated too early. Loopsoul rolled sideways out of his body and, with Max and Klash still shouting at one another, there was no one left to secure the prize.



“And… time,” said Zone. “Unfortunately, your class’s grade was dependent on how many minutes were remaining after capturing Loopsoul. Your first practical exam will be marked as incomplete.”



Will nodded, conflicted by how much it felt as though the grade applied to his teaching efforts as it did to his students. He saw various degrees of disappointment on their faces as they filed back into line. Most of them were dirty from the red soil, sweaty from running around. They had tried, just without the right level of intention.



Zone teleported them back to their classroom and took his leave. Will stood behind his desk, frowning as he tapped the fingers of one hand on the polished wood.



“Does anyone want to take a guess at what went wrong there?” he asked.



“It was a stupid test,” muttered Max. “We just didn’t have anyone with the right power. Unlucky.”



“Except you’ll never have someone with the
 right
 power!” said Will. “You’re always going to have to get creative, to some degree. Hell, there were so many times back when I was with the Crimson Five that we won against villains just by communicating with each other. Communication and timing.”



“Whatever,” said Max. “We’re two minutes past the end of the period. I’m out of here.”



He stood up, as did Klash, Bloodfeud, and Pasithea. Will bit back the urge to yell at them, demand they sit down in their seats and leave when he said they could.



You don’t win playing that game even when you win,
 he thought.



“Hey,” he said, in a level tone. “We’ll do better next time. Alright? I want you to at least take that much away from this.”



“How did I do, Instructor?” asked Pasithea, leaning forward across the front of his desk. “If you want to stay after to give me extra lessons, I wouldn’t mind.”



Will sighed and rubbed his forehead. “To be honest, I thought you did pretty well. Nice touch drawing Loopsoul out in conversation.”



She quirked her mouth sideways as though a compliment was the last thing she’d expected. Eventually, she shrugged and headed for the door.



“Instructor?” said Daydream, who was still packing up her stuff alongside Physique. “Do we have any assignments or reading for Monday?”



“No,” he said. “Just think about what happened today. What would the two of you have done if you’d been in charge? Better yet, what should you have
 said
 when it became clear that the class was picking a captain?”



Both girls looked a little bemused by the question. He waved a hand and started grabbing his own stuff. Someone knocked at the door, and Will glanced over to see Rue poking her head in, still in her school uniform.



“Hey LP,” she said. “Guess which site is back up? I’m doing a hair dying party with some of the girls from my class, but later tonight I thought maybe… Oh! I didn’t realize you still had students here.”



Physique and Daydream shot him an odd, almost accusatory look. Which was probably fair, given that Rue looked so little like him and had strode into his classroom, smiling and calling him by a nickname.



“This is my sister, Webcam,” he said, by way of explanation. “Cammie, meet Physique and Daydream.”



“Hi,” she said. “Nice to meet you both.”



“Likewise.” Daydream smiled, hesitating as though caught slightly off guard. “You’re… the same Webcam from the Crimson Five?”



“I see my reputation precedes me,” said Rue, with a grin.



“I used to be obsessed with you,” said Daydream. “I mean, not
 obsessed
 . That’s totally not the right word. Just, I wanted so badly to be like you and the other young heroines on the mentor teams.”



Physique was nodding next to her, silently agreeing with the sentiment.



“Trust me, it wasn’t nearly as fun as it looked,” said Rue. “You know what is fun, though? Dying your hair for stupid, spontaneous reasons. Any chance you both want to tag along to my party?”



Daydream and Physique looked at each other, as confused to be invited at all as to be invited as a pair.



“I mean, um…” Physique blushed and shrugged. “I’ve never dyed my hair before.”



“You’d look sick with pink hair, I bet,” said Rue. “Come on! And you don’t have to. I’m not actually sure anyone will commit to anything beyond highlights or dyed tips.”



She all but dragged Will’s remaining two students out of his classroom. In one incidental stroke, Rue might well have done more for the dynamics of his class than he had since arriving. Will couldn’t help but smile, even if the rest of the day had been a shitshow.










CHAPTER 34




 



It was a Friday night, and the campus was sufficiently lively as Will made his way back to Jerrigan Hall. It didn’t matter that Paallavvik Island was the definition of the middle of nowhere, an intentional choice, given the academy’s so-called
 alternative
 focus. Teenagers were still teenagers.



You aren’t that much older than they are
 , he thought.



He looked at a couple of them and immediately realized that he was, in fact,
 that
 much older than they were, even the seventeen and eighteen-year-olds. It was different with Rue, nineteen and somewhat of a bridge between, but he suspected he might view her the same way had she been anyone other than his sister, with so much common interest.



Jess was in Jerrigan Hall’s common room, standing outside Avery’s door with an expectant posture. She grinned at him as he came in, reaching one hand his way and making a vague, grabbing motion.



“Hey,” he said. “What did I walk into?”



“I’m trying to get Avery up and out of her room,” said Jess, as she put an arm around him for a sideways hug. “Zone wants us to meet him in his office for a quick meeting.”



“I already told you,” groaned Avery, from behind the door. “I feel sick. I just want to sleep.”



Will exchanged a skeptical glance with Jess.



“Look, I can’t force you to go if you really aren’t up to it,” said Jess. “I’m just… concerned.”



“I’m fine,” said Avery. “Give me the cliff notes version later.”



Jess sighed and shook her head. Will wrapped his arms around her and pulled her into an exaggerated, rocking embrace. She cupped the side of his cheek and let out a low sigh as she kissed him, her body briefly molding into his.



“Hello?” called Avery.



“I give up,” said Jess. “You win. Just… do your best to make sure tomorrow isn’t another
 sick day
 .”



She stepped back, and Will followed her to the door, putting his shoes on again. Will waited until they were outside before expressing his own opinion.



“I’m worried about her,” he said. “There’s a chance that this is more of a… relapse than a sick day.”



“Yeah,” muttered Jess. “I peered into her room this morning. If she is taking opiates again, she’s being sneaky about it. I can’t exactly confront her without evidence. Even with evidence… you know how she can be.”



“What are we supposed to do, then?” he asked. “Waiting for her to self-destruct doesn’t seem like any more of an optimal strategy.”



“No, it doesn’t, but she’s still her own person. Her own beautifully complicated person.”



Will sensed that she needed a hug. They were outside, but on the far wall of Jerrigan Hall, not overly visible from the campus, especially with the sun actively setting. He wrapped his arms around her, remembering again how much smaller she was than him, how much like any other woman she felt within that embrace.



“LP,” whispered Jess. She nuzzled her cheek against his and kissed him, sighing as their lips locked. Her tongue slid out as the kiss deepened, and the way she opened her posture toward him made it feel like she was an open book, begging to have her pages flipped and read.



He felt the brush of metal against his wrist and realized, somewhat belatedly, that she was wearing the Sumerian copper armband. He furrowed his brow, running his fingers across it, tracing the spiral.



“You put it on again,” he said. “Are you… sure that’s a good idea?”



“The power feels a lot more subdued than it did previously,” she said.



“What happened to wanting to study it carefully and take your time?”



She shrugged, her smile taking on a sexy, borderline devious quality. “I’ve decided to take more of a
 gonzo journalism
 approach to my research.”



“Do I have to worry about you on top of Avery, now?”



She rubbed a hand across his chest muscles, one of them briefly lingering over his nipple, still smiling that crafty little smile. “Maybe. I suppose we’ll find out tonight.”



He
 really
 wanted to know what she meant by that, but it felt like one of those offhand comments better to delve into himself rather than pick apart with questions. He slid his hand down and cupped Jess’s ass, noting how her smile flickered, but refused to fade.



“Tonight, then,” he said.



The walk to the main building was an exercise in slow breathing, controlled thinking, and a certain amount of adjusting the profile of his bulge through his pants. He found a small amount of relief in the sterile, academic smell of the headmaster’s office, leather and dust and aerosolized boredom.



Zone and Isabelle were both present, the latter stepping back from the door to make room for them as they entered. Zone stood up, sliding some papers to the side of his desk and smiling.



“Jessica, William,” he said. “Excellent timing. I wanted to touch base with you as soon as possible. You’re off the hook.”



Will glanced at Jess, who looked as confused as he felt.



“What?” he asked.



“Well, I should say two out of three of you are off the hook,” said Zone. “A few of our instructors who were drafted out into the field have returned, along with one substitute who transferred in from Seattle.”



“You’re saying you don’t need us here as teachers anymore?” asked Jess.



“I still need one!” Zone said quickly. “And just to be entirely clear, I would still appreciate your help here at the academy. But yes. You and your family are welcome to step back from this arrangement, if you’d prefer to.”



Will wasn’t sure how to react to Zone’s sudden declaration. He’d been just starting to get comfortable, feeling like there was a rhythm to life again that made sense. He looked at Jess and saw much of what he was feeling reflected in her expression.



“Which isn’t to say that you don’t have the option to stay,” Zone added. “The main reason I wanted to have this conversation is because I’ve heard a few reports of… issues with some of the classes.”



Will gave a chagrined smile and nodded, but Zone shook his head and waved one of his hands.



“Not related to your class,” said Zone. “Instructor Kestrel’s. Just to reemphasize, I would be happy to have you all stay on as teachers if you’re so interested. In her case, however… well, it simply doesn’t seem as though she’s all that interested.”



“That’s a fair assessment, I’d say,” muttered Jess. “I’ll be completely honest with you, Zone. I care about my family’s continued stability more than anything else. I’d like to preserve our living situation here at the academy, within Jerrigan Hall.”



Will shared that sentiment and had, in fact, been about to bring it up himself. Especially in regard to Rue, staying at Baffin Academy seemed like a no brainer.



“I was hoping you’d say that,” said Zone. “We would be more than happy to have you and your family here. We’re as low on all staff as teachers. How about this? What if we keep William in his current role as an instructor, allow Avery the freedom to… explore new opportunities, and move you into an administrator role?”



“Basically, you’d be working alongside me,” said Isabelle. “Subbing classes when needed, but with a focus on looking out for the academy in more freeform ways.”



“Especially given your power, Jessica, I think it would be a perfect fit,” said Zone. “You could use the artifacts within the historical wing as needed and even take up the occasional wider ranging CA assignment, given how painless it would be for you to simply fly there and back.”



“No complaints here,” said Jess. “Would I be starting tomorrow?”



They hashed out a few more details, primarily issues of compensation which had been glossed over across the first week. Will would have been galled by his rather modest salary had it not included room and board. Jess’s was more generous, though again, Zone stipulated that Rue’s tuition was being subtracted from the final amount.



“That went surprisingly well,” said Jess.



“You got a promotion, Avery got fired, and I’m still stuck with the class from hell.”



“Yet you say that with a smile on your face. I think they’re starting to grow on you.”



He shook his head but couldn’t quite subdue his expression convincingly.










CHAPTER 35




 



Will walked across campus alongside Jess, watching various groups of students buzzing with Friday night energy.



“How do you feel about this?” she asked.



“About what? Us staying here?” He shrugged, but gave it a moment of serious thought. “I don’t see an obvious alternative. Not now, with the world how it currently is. We can’t head back to Lancaster City.”



“No, we can’t,” agreed Jess. “I suppose part of me is just so used to constant change that… I want to grab onto this, hang onto it, if it means stability for all of us.”



“Stability, and a foot in the door,” said Will. “I’m self-aware enough to realize that there’s no way I’d be qualified for a teaching gig like this outside of a crisis. I might not have corralling my students down to a science yet, but… I don’t know. I do think I want to keep trying, especially if it means a regular paycheck.”



“Teaching is about more than just money.”



“I know. I certainly wouldn’t put in the effort for what Zone appears to be paying me.”



Jess smiled, her eyes taking on a gleam as though she was seeing him in a new light. He felt the same way on the inside, and part of him was left wondering where the words had come from. Certainly not from the corner of his soul that had run amok with Halberd, nor the one which had inspired him to create a vigilante identity in Decay.



 They headed back to Jerrigan Hall. Jess gave Avery the news about her being off the hook, and Will caught the tail end of her muted reaction.



“In other words, I get to sleep in from now on,” she said, with a yawn.



“Avery…” said Jess.



“Please don’t start. If you love me, just trust me when I say that I’m fine.”



“My love for you is what makes me doubt that,” said Jess.



Avery gently but firmly closed the door in her face. Jess looked as though she was trying very hard to resist testing the power of her new artifact and simply kicking her way back into her daughter’s room.



“I suppose we should just give her some space,” said Will.



“Is that really what she needs right now?”



Jess sat down on the couch next to him, and he put an arm around her shoulders.



“If she is using again, it’s not as though she has easy access to more pills,” he said. “Think of where we are. How the hell would she keep her supply up in a place like this? I bet she just confiscated a bottle from one of her students and had a little taste.”



“You make it sound harmless,” muttered Jess. “It is a plausible theory, though, I’ll give you that much.”



“Dinner?”



“Nothing special tonight. I was thinking grilled cheese, tomato soup, and some homemade half-sour pickles Isabelle dropped off.”



“Sounds good to me.”



He made an attempt at watching TV while Jess prepared the fairly modest meal. A few channels had shifted back to their regularly scheduled programming, but most were still portals into various realms of destruction occurring throughout various countries across the world. Chaos porn, in essence.



“Do you know what Rue’s plans are for tonight, LP?” called Jess.



“I think she’s having another party with her fellow students.”



“Would you mind tracking her down to confirm?” asked Jess. “She left her phone here, so I can’t text her. I’m not interested in having to worry about both of my daughters tonight.”



“No prob. I’ll go right now.”



He turned the TV off and headed out onto campus. The girls’ dorm was on the west side of the campus, a squat, unassuming building with a few teenagers in casual clothing sitting on and around the steps.



He hesitated as he approached the entrance, feeling very out of place as a guy even just on the outskirts of a gender-gated space. The first page of his instructor’s manual had been very clear about that facet of the student dorms, but he wasn’t actually sure if it applied to teachers. The girls on the steps gave him a wary look, but didn’t say anything as he made his way inside.



The first-floor hallway was dead silent, but the second floor was all but overflowing with feminine energy, girlish giggles, and mood music emanating clearly from one door in particular. Will made his way up and knocked, chuckling a little as he heard a fair amount of shushing and what sounded like hiding of contraband occurring on the other side.



Daydream was the one who opened the door, though he almost didn’t recognize her. She’d taken her glasses off and done her makeup, or more likely, had the glasses removed by a vote and gotten a makeover from her peers. She looked nice, and that was as far as he allowed his internal monologue to go in terms of descriptors.



“Instructor Lockpick!” Daydream’s face turned bright red and she held up her hands meekly. “We’re sorry! We’ll be quieter!”



“I’m not here on a noise complaint,” he said.



“Oh no, were we being too loud?” Pasithea was also present, but had undergone a different transformation, hair divided into neat pigtails with cotton candy pink tips. “I’m so sorry! I’ll take the heat for this one, girls. Feel free to give me a serious, private dressing down, Instructor.”



She grabbed his arm, pulling it close enough to rub one of her relatively large breasts against his bicep. Her breath reeked of vodka and sugar, and she had on a girlish pink nightgown with thin shoulder straps and thinner fabric.



“Hey!” shouted Rue. She quirked her mouth sideways and all but levered herself in between Pasithea and Will. “Knock it off. He’s my brother!”



She shifted from glaring at Pasithea to smiling up at him, and he picked up on her similarly alcohol-scented breath.



“Jess sent me to make sure you weren’t getting into any trouble,” he said.



“I forgot my phone,” she said. “I should have texted.”



She tightened her grip on him, almost dragging him by the arm so that his gaze defaulted toward her and away from the other teenagers. Will scanned them over anyway as a thought came to mind.



“Hey, where’s Physique?” he asked. “Didn’t you invite her, too?”



A tall girl with long blonde hair cleared her throat and held up one hand. Will stared at her for several seconds before realizing that she was, in fact, Physique with makeup and what appeared to be a fairly convincing wig.



“I wanted her to see what she’d look like if she grew her hair out,” said Daydream. “I think she’s really pretty.”



“She totally is!” said Pasithea. “You don’t even notice how big her hands are if she stands just right.”



“Alright, so, I’m going to go,” said Will, taking a step back. “Go easy on the vodka, ladies, or it’ll be Zone or Isabelle knocking next time around.”



“Yes, Instructor,” came a chorus of mumbled voices.



He took a step back from the door. Rue followed him into the hallway, pushing the party back and shutting everyone else inside. She grinned at him, waiting for the sound to die down within the room, and then wrapped her arms around his shoulders and rose up on her tiptoes.



“Remember what I mentioned earlier?” she whispered. “CamCasters is back up.”



Will took her by the wrists and gently extracted her from the embrace. “You’re drunk, and you have friends to tend to.”



“They can wait up for me,” she said. “Come on, LP. We could totally make some money tonight.”



It was tempting,
 really
 tempting, but he still felt like he was in instructor mode. Rue was technically a student at Baffin Academy, and he had to be careful with how he interacted with her in public.



Funny how her being a student gives you more pause than her being your sister,
 he thought.
 Funny, and sad.



“Go have fun with your friends.” He leaned forward, whispering as quietly as he could. “If you’re still horny later, when you get home, feel free to climb into my bed.”



She kissed his neck, nibbling like some kind of sexy squirrel. “You’d better wake up for me, LP.”



It took a serious flex of willpower to pull away from Rue and start heading back down the hall. He was proud of himself for managing it, however, and suspected that some of the lingering energy he felt might have a use back in Jerrigan Hall, with Jess. They were basically alone, after all, with Avery cooped up in her room.



The girls who’d been sitting outside the dorm building were gone. Max and Klash, however, stood in almost exactly the same place. They tried to act as though they’d just been walking by as Will emerged, but he knew better.



“The two of you had better not have any ideas about sneaking into the girls’ dorm,” he said.



Klash looked away and ran a hand through his dreadlocks.



“God dammit,” muttered Max.



“I told you we should have tried to find a back door,” said Klash.



“Why are the two of you alone on a Friday night, anyway?” asked Will.



“Because all of the girls worth hanging out with are at that makeup party that girl Rue is throwing,” said Klash. “She’s actually the one I wanted to get a date with in the first place. Her tits are huge, and she’s got this style that just drives me… what?”



Klash had not picked up on the incredibly obvious signal Max had been trying to save him with, one hand sawing back and forth across his neck as he silently implored his friend to shut the fuck up.



“Rue is my sister,” said Will, setting a death grip on Klash’s shoulder.



“Uh…”



“If you touch her...” Will grabbed Klash’s other shoulder, leaning in with enough intensity to make the young man drop his gaze to the core of the Earth. “I will kill you. After torturing you slowly, for many, many days.”



“I was speaking metaphorically,” said Klash. “Her tits are… huge in a, um… hypothetical sense.”



“Don’t talk about her tits,” said Will.



“I won’t. I’m sorry.”










CHAPTER 36




 



Not trusting they’d move on of their own volition, Will walked Klash and Max away from the girls’ dorm. Activity on campus had died down significantly as the students had settled into their various nighttime activities. A sense of quiet and stillness held over the academy, undercut only by the whistle of the whipping wind.



“Who’s that?” asked Max.



Will glanced in the direction he was pointing. Someone was standing in front of the main building, just within the shadows beyond the illumination of the school’s front lamplights. Will blinked, picking out more details as his eyes adjusted to the night.



It was a man, and for whatever reason, he was in costume. Strange, but far from unusual on a college campus for superheroes. Will strode toward him with Max and Klash following a few steps behind, more curious than suspicious.



He stopped in his tracks, blood running ice-cold as he realized why the man’s costume looked so familiar.



Impact…



“It’s just some guy,” said Klash. “Who cares?”



He made to continue forward. Will reached an arm out, stopping him in his tracks. Impact slowly turned around, and as his face entered into view, the wrongness of the moment came into full clarity.



His eyes were gone, empty, gaping sockets that at first seemed to be actively dripping blood. It wasn’t blood, however, but a pattern of mutation across his face. Lesions and boils ran in two vertical lines, extending above and below each eye socket. His nose was also missing, or at least, condensed into two thin, snakelike slits that gave his entire head a flattened quality. Tiny horns protruded from his skull, each one branching into multiple points like stubby little antlers.



He lifted one arm, revealing a hand with far too many fingers, and waved to Will one time before stepping deeper into the shadows. Will surged forward, rushing into the space the man, the
 abomination
 , had previously been standing in. He spun in a circle, eyes searching all of the nearby campus, and saw nothing, not a single trace of anyone else.



“What the fuck was that?” asked Max. “Did that… really just happen?”



“Oh God,” muttered Klash. “Where did he go? Why did his eyes look like that?”



“Come on,” said Will. “Don’t panic. Stay close and keep your eyes open.”



Why the eyes? Why did it have to be the eyes?



 



FIVE YEARS EARLIER



 



“One more time,” muttered Lockpick.



“What has a mouth, but cannot speak, a bed, but cannot sleep?” said Giga, from the next cell over.



“I’m telling you, it’s a river,” said Lockpick. “I’ve heard this riddle before.”



“That is what your intuition might suggest, but I assure you, there is a second answer,” said Giga.



“There’s a second part to it, which you forgot,” said Lockpick. “
 What can run, but not walk?
 Also only makes sense for a river.”



“It is not a river,” said Giga. “You are thinking from too literal a mindset.”



“Alright, I give up,” said Lockpick. “If it’s not a river, then…”



He trailed off, hearing the sound of footsteps descending the staircase that led into the dungeon. Kim usually came to visit him twice a day, once in the morning and once at night, bringing food for both him and Giga. It didn’t bode well for her to be coming back down now, with hours still to go before the evening meal.



“Prepare yourself, young one,” said Giga. “Remember — you would not still be alive if they did not believe you still have value.”



“I’m not afraid,” said Lockpick, in a voice shakier than what he wanted. “They aren’t going to break me.”



Giga gave him a sad smile, one of those true adult smiles full to the brim of far too much knowing. Kim was at the door a few seconds later, whistling as she opened it, letting out a horribly ominous little laugh.



“I’ve got something to show you, pup,” she said. “Something I really do believe you must see.”



“And what’s that?”



Her eyes were beaming, and she simply gestured to the open door, the dark hallway. Lockpick felt a strange spike of anxiety as he followed after her, which was amplified by the way his bare feet against the dirty stone reminded him of how much of a prisoner he truly was.



He’d been unconscious when they’d brought him in, and was surprised when he was led upstairs into a fairly normal mansion. The hallway was wide, with a ceiling so high it made him feel smaller than he was.



It was built for Marauder,
 he thought.
 Marauder and Giga? Imprisoned in his own former home?



Again, there was a sense of deeper imprisonment in the way Kim treated him. She barely spared a glance backward as they passed by several rooms, a gauche set of standing armor with a broadsword that every fiber of his being demanded he reach out and touch. It was as though she was so sure he wouldn’t run that she didn’t even need to bother.



They passed by what appeared to be Marauder’s office, even. The massive man had his feet kicked up on his desk and was both smoking a cigar and sipping from a glass of dark liquor. He looked so much like Giga that Lockpick almost struggled to remember how evil and cruel he was, how much Halberd rightfully feared him.



“This way, pup,” said Kim.



They descended another staircase on the opposite side of the house into an almost identical basement. Lockpick was more than a little impressed by the mansion already, but two dungeons? Now that was just overkill.



Kim led him past half a dozen empty cells before stopping at the only one that was occupied. Lockpick expected Halberd, the man within the cell looked dirty and ragged and… oh God. It was Halberd.



Oh God.



His face was smeared with dried blood, so much of it on one side that Lockpick didn’t immediately notice what’d happened, what was missing. They’d torn it out, stolen it from him. Halberd’s remaining eye stared sightlessly through the bars at a downward angle, not flicking toward Lockpick, not even focusing.



A memory came to Lockpick,
 Will’s
 mind. A Christmas, he couldn’t remember which one exactly, maybe when he was around eight or nine. He’d snuck out of bed early in the morning, so excited by the presents, but so tired that he’d simply fallen asleep on the couch by the tree.



Halberd had come downstairs, making just enough noise to wake him up, and put a blanket over him. He’d sat down for a while, just sat there, waiting to see his son’s face first thing Christmas morning.



“No…” muttered Lockpick.



His hands trembled with too much anger, too much sympathy, just… too much. Kim didn’t say anything, didn’t taunt him in the way she usually would. She didn’t need to.



Lockpick took a breath and pressed up against the bars, gripping them for stability. He gritted his teeth and sucked in another breath as his mind started imagining how it must have gone down again. He was crying — he had both eyes, he could still cry.



“Fuck you,” he muttered.



“What was that, pup?”



He whirled around, already winding up for a punch. “I said—"



Halberd’s arms wrapped around him, holding him and hugging him from within the cell. He must have crossed the intervening space in a single step. The metal felt so cold against Lockpick’s skin. He grabbed his father’s forearm and blinked, still shaking in rage.



“Sometimes you have to let them think they’ve broken you,” whispered Halberd, voice no more than a breath. “Sometimes you have to wait. Be patient.”



“What did he just say?” snapped Kim.



Halberd slowly sank downward, crumpling forward against the bars as though the act had used up the last of his energy and willpower.



Lockpick knew better.










CHAPTER 37




 



Will searched for Impact, or whatever it was he’d seen. He made sure Klash and Max stayed close at all times, not interested in testing what might happen if he let them out of his sight. They found nothing.



“We have to go tell the headmaster,” he said.



“I still don’t understand what we just saw,” said Max. “It couldn’t have been… I mean, it
 wasn’t
 an abomination. Right?”



“Just take a breath,” said Will. “Whoever it was, whatever it was, we’ll handle it.”



“We just saw it,” said Klash. “How is it our problem?”



Will spun around, anger flaring as he heard his student trying to shrug off the problem like it was someone else’s. He bit back on his reaction when he saw two scared teenagers standing behind him, too young to understand, too young to know the stakes.



“Come on,” he said.



He sped up, jogging for their sake, knowing how it felt to have a pounding heart and too much anxious energy. They headed through the main building’s dim hallways up to Zone’s office. Will knocked on the door, hearing voices on the other side.



“Come in,” said a slightly tired-sounding Zone.



The headmaster was, in fact, not alone. A bottle of wine and a platter of cheese and cured meats sat on his desk. A tall, tanned man had a slightly wry smile on his face that suggested to Will that he and his students were perhaps an unwanted interruption.



“Instructor Lockpick,” said Zone. “This is my partner, Michael. Michael, this is the infamous Lockpick.”



“It’s nice to meet you,” said Michael. “Well, why don’t I step out for a minute? I sense this is work-related.”



“Five minutes,” said Zone, with a nod.



The headmaster waited until dark and sexy Michael was out the door before drumming his hands on his desk and turning one finger in a rolling, out with it gesture.



“There’s an abomination on campus,” said Will.



Zone opened his mouth, closed it, and shook his head. “Excuse me?”



“We saw something outside,” said Klash.



“We don’t know for sure that it was an abomination,” said Max. “It was dark. It could have been, I mean…”



Will leaned forward, looking the headmaster right in the eyes. “It was an abomination, but more than that. It was wearing Impact’s costume. I don’t know if you heard what happened south of Lancaster City on the day of the first breaches, but he was last seen running toward another abomination, Genesis. His girlfriend gave birth to that abomination.”



Zone exhaled and reached for his wine glass. He took a slow sip and rubbed the tips of his fingers across his bald head.



“I’ll have Giga and Isabelle organize a search,” he muttered. “There’s only so much we can do, regardless of whether we can track this thing or not.”



“If it’s here, it’s here for a reason,” said Will.



“I don’t doubt that, but can you tell me what that reason is?” Zone folded his hands together. “It’s all we can do right now. Search, stay vigilant, and… hope for the best. God, of all the things we needed to start this year off with. Regardless, thank you for coming to me with this, Lockpick. I’ll make sure the school is vigilant.”



Will nodded, appreciative that the headmaster took him seriously and yet, still somehow disappointed. His heart pounded as he walked back out into the hall. It was his nightmare that had stepped into reality, after all.



“What are we supposed to do?” asked Max.



“Go back to your dorm,” said Will. “Stick together. Don’t forget to use your powers if you get attacked.”



“That’s not funny,” muttered Klash.



Will snorted. “You think I’m joking? This is the world we live in now. You might not have much experience with abominations and mutants, life and death. That’s probably going to change sooner rather than later.”



He was tempted to escort them straight back to the boys’ dorm, but he felt like this was a teaching moment. The abomination formally known as Impact was unlikely to make its move tonight, judging by how quickly it had fled after being spotted. Will wanted Max and Klash to have to face that fear and understand the stakes of where their training was leading them.



“I’ll see you both in class on Monday,” said Will. “Stay on guard until then.”



“Should we tell other people what we saw?” asked Klash.



“Not yet,” said Will. “But try to encourage people not to go out walking alone.”



He watched them start off across the starlit campus as they exited the main building, and then turned to head back to Jerrigan Hall. It’d been a long day, a long series of days. He was ready for the weekend.



The lights were off as he entered the common room. He could smell dinner, tomato soup with a hint of some spice or another along with the toasty scent of grilled cheese. Jess seemed to have stepped out for a minute after cooking, which was fair, given that he had been gone for a while.



He walked forward, slowing as he noticed that Avery’s door was open. She was splayed out across her bed, her posture strange and slightly uncomfortable-looking. Her face looked pale… too pale.



The moment lurched in a horrible direction as his eyes searched for the predictable rise and fall of her chest and failed to find it. He ran forward, yanking her up from the bed in his arms, shaking his head.



No. I saw this coming! Why didn’t I do something?



“Avery!” he shouted.



She came awake immediately as he shook her shoulders, sleepily pushing him back. “What… the hell, LP?”



“Jesus.” Will sighed and squeezed her arms, still feeling like he needed reassurance despite having it. “You had one arm folded underneath and I just… I thought…”



Avery shot him a glare made cute by her sleepiness and sat up. “You thought that I was on pills again? No, wait. You thought I’d overdosed? Because you can’t look away from me for five minutes without expecting self-destruction? Does that about hit the mark?”



“You haven’t been yourself these past few days,” he muttered, taking his hands off her.



“What does that even mean? You can say that anytime anyone does anything slightly out of character. I think what you really mean is that I triggered your weird paranoia, and then you tattled to Mom, and she fed into it with her own busybody suspicions.”



“You’ve been acting like you’re on pills, Avery,” he said, doubling down. “I just wanted to make sure you were alright.”



“Jesus Christ, LP, would you stop treating me like a sick kitten? Did you ever stop to think that maybe, just maybe, the reason why I took off in the first place was because you wouldn’t stop treating me like a project instead of a person?”



“That is so not fair,” he said. “I care about you!”



“I know you do! Which is why it really fucking sucked when you, of all people, seemed to not understand what I was going through. You came so close, but still missed what I was feeling.
 Dismissed
 what I was feeling, really.”



“Ah, I see. So that’s how you justify running off with no advance warning, without saying goodbye. It was all
 my fault
 for trying to help you get back on a real path in life.”



“Well, it just so happens that I am back on that path.” Avery folded her arms and looked away from him. “I’m leaving again. There’s your heads up, LP. Happy?”



He stared at her, the words not even hitting him, not like they should have. “…What?”



“I’ve already spoken with Zone about it,” she said. “He’s going to use his power to bring me to the Lighthouse tomorrow morning. From there, I’ll start looking for a new team to join.”



“Why?” He hissed the word, more emotion than syllable. “Do you hate being here with your family so much that you have to run away again?”



“That isn’t fair! You don’t have the right to—"



“To what?” he snapped. “To love you? Damn straight I have that right!”



“That… isn’t fair.” Avery pushed up from her bed and started toward the door. Will stood up, pulling her into a hug before she could run away.



“If you really want to go, Avery, then I’ll let you go,” he whispered. “But I feel like if I just let you walk away without at least letting you know that I don’t want you to go, it would be a mistake. Maybe not on paper, but on my heart.”



She made a tiny, amused noise. “
 In
 your heart.”



“In my heart,” he said, rolling his eyes. “Beside my heart. Above and below my heart. Whatever.”



“I love you so much, Will. But you have to understand. I feel like I need to be doing more than just going with the wind.” She turned around in his arms and touched a hand to his cheek. “You’re right to be worried about me right now. I think I might well end up in a bad place if I stay stuck here, toiling away at a job that clearly doesn’t fit me.”



“Toiling away? Melodramatic much?”



She didn’t rise to the bait. “I… honestly do feel like I need a team, LP. The purpose that comes with it, especially with how the world is right now. I’ve finally gotten decent control of my power and feel like I could be in a position to really help.”



“I agree, and I think we should seriously think about where we could help as the Crimson Five.”



“That’s not what I mean,” she said. “I want a team that fits
 me
 . A new team. Maybe… a new team for both of us, if you were up to it.”



“You’re serious?” He was still holding her, small but definite, definite but fleeting, all within his arms. She was inviting him to leave with her, and it was galling how much that simple offer undid the damage of her ghosting him in the first place.



“I’m building up a reputation.” She gave him a proud, borderline cocky smile. “I may have only been on Color Spray for a short while, but a lot of heroes took notice. We’d have options. Hell, we could technically even recruit from the students here at the academy.”



“I can see you’ve already put some thought into this.”



“Yeah, I have. I didn’t bring it up because it just felt… I don’t know. Selfish, I guess. That’s part of what’s been weighing on me these past few days, part of why I finally decided to talk to Zone and see about getting out of here.”



He nodded slowly, knowing there was one other hard question that he couldn’t let slide. “Avery… Was it really just you being sick, or mentally fatigued… these past few days?”



“Are you asking me if I’ve been getting high again?”



He wanted to let it go. She seemed so bare, so honest, but that just wasn’t quite enough. “Have you?”



She smiled and let out a patient sigh. “LP. Come on, quit changing the subject. I want a new team,
 my team
 . I want you on it. What do you say?”



He wanted to let it go. He wanted to say yes, to be all for the idea, but the stakes were deeper than they seemed.



“The two of us taking off to start our own team,” he said. “How do you think Jess would take that?”



“Mom is like, ninety percent of the reason I’m suggesting this. I love her. We both love her. But can you imagine what it would be like if we just restarted the Crimson Five as adults, as we all are now? Take a second and picture it… seriously picture it.”



He felt he already had over the past few months, but maybe he’d glossed over some of the essential truths that would still be present. Jess could be reasoned with, but Relic… not so much.



“What about Rue?” he asked.



“What about her? She’s thriving here at the academy. It’s what she’s always wanted, in essence. I think she’s smart enough to just go with the flow and enjoy it while she can.”



Avery stepped back from him, and she made a point of folding her arms and giving him a look that had him second guessing whether she was truly talking about Rue’s new school life. They certainly had been going with the flow, as Avery herself had discovered that afternoon she’d overheard them.



“Come on, LP,” said Avery. “A fresh start. What do you say?”



“I have to think about this,” he said.



“What’s there to think about?”



“Everything. Not just the idea of a new team, but… everything.”



“LP...” said Avery, eyes pleading. “Will.”



“I’m not saying no,” he added. “Dammit, Avery. I love you so much. It’s hard for me to separate that out from the rest of it.”



“I want you on my team,” she said, stepping toward him. “But I also want you. As a friend. As a little brother, for whatever that’s worth. For…
 other things.
 ”



He turned around. Avery hugged him from behind, her small breasts pressing into his back with dual soft, indescribably wonderful sensations. Her hands ran over his chest, down his abs, fingers only stopping when they reached his waistband as though it was a militarized border between two countries.



This is so Avery
 , he thought.
 She loves the chase. She’s not coy about sex. She’s coy about her mindfucks, her secrets, dark and wild.



“I’m open to being recruited,” he eventually said. “That’s how it has to go with me, Avery. You have to come to me with a team worth joining.”



“Oh, I’ll come with it.” One of her hands rubbed a little lower.



“I’m serious. I have a job here. Students.”



“We’ll be eligible for CA contracts which will pay you even better, and students don’t need you as badly as I do.”



She let one of her fingers trace the edge of his cock through his pants for a brief, glorious moment. Will was glad she was behind him and unable to see the smile tugging on the corners of his mouth.



“Jess might well make a counteroffer if I come to her and tell her you’re trying to poach me,” he said. “In her mind, we’re all just in the waiting room for the Crimson Five’s official reboot.”



“Oh, I don’t know if she’ll be able to match my offer,” whispered Avery, voice hot against his ear.



“She values my skills quite a lot. Not to mention my company.”



“I’ll give you the second one, but you have an inflated opinion of your skill set.”



 He turned around. She was still close, dangerously close. He touched her chin with his fingertips, leaned in as though to kiss her, only to leave her waiting.



“I’ve gone far in life with my skill set,” he whispered.



Avery relaxed her lips and tried to glare at him, smiling too much to pull it off. “You’re pushing it, little brother.”



“Oh yeah? Better get used to it if you’re planning on being a team captain.”



“And you’d better get used to following orders and saying
 yes, almighty Kestrel
 . Otherwise…”



He gave her a playful push on both shoulders. She took a step forward, lifting her chin in his face and holding his gaze until the tension of the moment was all body heat and pounding hearts.



He kissed her, and everything seemed to slow. They tumbled onto the bed together, pawing at each other’s clothing. Avery had a blouse on that came off her slender shoulders, red hair falling loose from the neckline as Will tossed it aside.



He buried his face in her pale, bra-clad bosom, kissing and smelling and just loving her so goddamn much. Avery made a needy noise, her fingers fumbling with the button of his trousers. He pushed her hands aside and did it for himself, kicking them off with a motion worthy of an intense karate movie in his haste to be more naked.



Her leggings and his shirt went next, and then they were both in their underwear, kissing and touching each other. It felt like they’d never missed a beat, never split up, as though they’d just been away for a while and were both intent on a homecoming that would creak the bed.



Will pulled Avery’s bra down and sucked on one of her nipples, listening to her horny breathing urging him on. She got his cock out and started moving her hand with loving motions, pulling it a little more toward her crotch with each stroke.



“Um,” she managed. “Condom?”



“I have some. In the other room.”



He kissed her and they locked eyes for a moment, clearly both thinking the same thing. Jess or even Rue might be in the common room. It wouldn’t be a simple trip back and forth, not without question and answer.



“Anywhere but inside, okay?” whispered Avery.



God, that was hot to hear her say. He nodded, rubbing her crotch through her panties. She bit her lip and bucked her hips slightly, and that was about as much foreplay as Will could endure. He silently reminded himself to go slow, stay quiet, thin walls and what not, but it was more of a hope than a promise.



“Give it to me!” hissed Avery.



She kicked her panties off, and he dragged her closer by the thighs. He prodded forward, slowed down, realizing that he needed to ease his cock in, despite how wet she was.



“Fuck,” he growled. “You got tight again.”



“Happy birthday,” whispered Avery.



“My present.” He rubbed his thumb over one of her nipples and pressed his cock another inch or so into heaven. Avery’s legs stretched outward with a weird, involuntary movement as she sucked in a pleasured breath.



It felt like his cock was being pinched by perfection as he started moving. The folds of Avery’s womanhood dragged across sensitive skin with a borderline sucking quality. It was a tight fit, and from the noises Avery was making, she felt it, too.



He finally stuffed it all in, shifting close to kiss her as he bottomed out. Avery’s hands ran across his shoulders, fingers opening and closing like a kitten kneading its claws.



“Remember,” she whispered. “Not inside.”



He
 needed
 that reminder, because she felt too fucking good to remember such a pointlessly critical detail. He started pumping, one hand tightly gripping Avery’s elbow while the other was braced against the headboard. He tried to go slow. Fuck, it was hard to go slow.



Avery’s pale body was a thing of perfection, naked and splayed out before him. Her hair was a few scant inches more than a pixie cut, deep red locks that reflected the raw passion of the moment, bouncing in time with her tits, her body, the bed.



The bed was a traitor twice over, with both the creaking mattress and the telltale tap of the headboard against the wall practically proclaiming their coupling from the ramparts. Creak, tap, creak, tap. Faster and faster. Creak, tap. Avery moaned and curled her legs around him.



“Not inside!” she said again, almost chanting it.



“Then you have to remember to give me room to pull out,” he hissed, squeezing a handful of her thigh.



She nodded, eyes closed, face all scrunched up from the pleasure. Will kissed her neck and lost himself completely to the moment, hearing her breathing, the bed, the way all the noises began to accelerate in unison.



He didn’t feel like he was in complete control of himself. Timing when it came to sex, especially pulling out, was far from an exact science. Will kissed Avery, their tongues meeting for a hot, sucking moment. He grabbed her hips and thrust into her faster, watching her small breasts jiggling like little feminine bobbleheads.



He caught himself at the last possible instant, pulling out as he felt that beautiful lurch of pleasure, like falling into a cloud. Avery was still too drunk on pleasure to realize what was going on as the first hot string came out, coating her stomach in a sticky, translucent line.



She made a moaning noise and slid around, bringing her mouth down to suck on the tip of his cock to minimize the rest of the mess. Will went to work on her womanhood with two fingers, making sure all that effort wasn’t a waste.



Avery had to stop sucking as the pleasure overtook her, and she made a little catlike purring noise as her fingers dug into the mattress. Her body bucked as her orgasm tore through her. She blinked her eyes open to give his cock one last kiss and, unexpectedly, started laughing.



“I missed you so much, LP,” she whispered.



“Me too. So fucking much.”










CHAPTER 38




 



Will got dressed. The ambiance within Avery’s room wasn’t quite awkward, but there was a sense of fragility to it, one they both had to tread around lightly.



“I do want an answer,” she eventually said, as she finished clasping her bra and pulled it back around to the front of her body.



“I’ll give you one,” he said. “Just… not today.”



“Be honest, LP,” said Avery. “Are you… just trying to let me down easy?”



“Would you have even asked me about joining your new theoretical team if I hadn’t woken you up? Would you have just taken off in the morning and recruited other people?”



She didn’t answer, and that was an answer.



“I’m glad I asked you,” she eventually said. “I want you on my team. Just picture it for a second. If we filled in the other slots with the right kind of people,
 open-minded
 people, we might be able to be together. Actually together, without sneaking around in the shadows.”



“It’s not just my decision, Avery,” he said. “It would affect everyone. We will have to talk to Jess. Rue, as well.”



“I’m not asking you to pick me over them,” she said. “I mean, not directly. You could even be more of a transient team member. One week with me, one week back home. I could be flexible.”



“Oh, I know how flexible you are.”



Avery lobbed a pillow at him. He caught it with one hand, set it back down on the bed, and kissed her.



“Just give me some time,” he whispered. “You’re not the only one trying to figure out what you really want out of life right now.”



“Fair enough. I love you.”



“I love you, too.”



They kissed again. Will made to leave, reflexively quieting his footsteps as he slowly opened the door and headed out into the common room.



Jess was sitting on one of the common room couches no more than ten feet away from him. She gave him a tired but loving smile and stood up, heading for the kitchen nook.



“There you are,” she said. “The food’s cold, but I can warm it up for you. It actually came out pretty tasty, if I do say so myself.”



“Thanks. I was, just, uh…” He hooked a thumb at the door he’d just come out of. “Talking with Avery.”



Jess sighed, and some of her annoyance showed through her relaxed expression. “Well, at least the two of you are talking again. I thought about knocking on the door, you know, but… Well, with what I was hearing, I honestly don’t know what it would have accomplished.”



Her cheeks were flushed, and he noticed she still had the copper armband on as she adjusted her knit cardigan. It was hard to avoid the conclusion that it was perhaps influencing her decision making, softening her resistance along with certain boundaries.



That’s concerning, but now is probably not the time to bring it up,
 he thought.



“My students and I had a bit of an incident while I was on my way to check up on Rue,” he said. “She’s having a blast, by the way.”



“I heard from Zone,” said Jess. “He sent me a text detailing what you encountered. It is a little worrying, but…”



“But what?”



“I don’t know.” She shrugged and popped the plate of food she’d been preparing into the microwave. “Given how early it gets dark, do you think it’s at all possible that your eyes may have been playing tricks on you?”



“My eyes along with the eyes of two of my students?”



“We’ll stay vigilant,” said Jess. “Watch for anything unusual. That goes without saying. But it’s not as though shutting down the school for a few days would amount to all that much. An abomination could simply hide out elsewhere on the island, or even across the channel, come back at a time of its choosing.”



“I wasn’t suggesting that we close the school down,” he said. “I saw what I saw, and I reported it to Zone. I’m honestly not sure what the prudent course of action here would even be.”



“The academy isn’t exactly lacking in terms of supers to defend it,” said Jess. “Zone, Invisibella, Giga, the renowned Crimson Five, not to mention a gaggle of students in training.”



He had to bring it up. He might be able to kick the subject of the armband’s influence down the road, but Avery was literally heading to the Lighthouse in the morning to declare her intention of starting a new team. Jess needed some forewarning.



“You know, Avery’s looking into starting a new team,” he said.



Jess blinked, a microcosm of different reactions playing across her face in under a second. Pride, at Avery finally reaching for her potential. Loss, at the implication of a new team meaning a new team without her. The painful realization that Will wasn’t bringing up the development by happenstance.



“That’s… good,” said Jess. “I… never really pictured her going in that direction. If it’s what she wants, I’ll support her however I can.”



She looked at Will, wearing a brittle smile like broken armor. He walked over and hugged her as the microwave’s timer went off.



“Nothing’s been decided yet,” he whispered.



“You’re right about that,” she growled. “I’m not going to let you go that easily. Not this time.”



He couldn’t help but chuckle at that. She took his food and pressed it into his hands, looking a lot more like Relic under threat than Jess in distress. The tomato soup was piping hot in its bowl, and cheese oozed out of the sides of the grilled sandwich.



“You want to keep me company while I eat?” he asked.



“Absolutely.”



 



***



 



He slept in the next morning, savoring the sensation of it after so many school days in a row. Nobody was around when he made his way into the common room, though some evidence of their passage was there — toast and coffee prepared by Jess, Rue’s crumpled school uniform outside her door.



Will intentionally made his morning as lazy as possible, sipping coffee and staring at his phone and doing as little serious thinking as possible. He needed to recharge, to give himself a real break after dealing with his students and, to a lesser extent, his own family.



The training hall called to him, the perfect answer to his unasked question of just what the hell he was supposed to do on his time off other than fool around with Rue and possibly Avery. He showed up in sweats and a sleeveless shirt, silently thanking the influence of Terra’s power for allowing the academy’s campus to be so unnaturally warm.



There were shockingly few students taking advantage of either of the training hall’s two rooms. Will did some warmup stretches before heading for the weights, intent on working out until his body was fully reminded of what it could be at its best.



It was closer to the exercise he’d done in prison, endless sets of reps with the intent of wearing himself down to the point where everything else went quiet. He wiped sweat from his brow with one of the towels he’d taken from the front and noticed that he wasn’t alone.



“Instructor Lockpick,” said Giga. “Good to see you.”



The hulking super looked too large to make practical use of most of the equipment, but he was clearly dressed for a workout. He crouched in front of one of the barbells and began loading up an obscene amount of weight onto a bar that suddenly seemed very thin and bendable.



“I didn’t realize you had to exercise,” said Will. “I thought your power…?”



“I can make intentional muscle,” said Giga. “Sculp myself larger or small. There still needs to be a catalyst, one way or another.”



“Ah. That sounds a lot more like what… normal people do than I always pictured your and your brother’s power.”



Giga’s expression took on a dark, pensive depth. He sighed and slowly shook his head.



“It was always in the back of my mind that I needed to match him,” said Giga. “My brother. Even though we walked such drastically different paths, even though he is so long removed from this world, the impulse still remains.”



“Momentum,” said Will. “I think it affects our habits. Who we are, really. You can break out from it, but oftentimes you still feel it pushing you, from the back, around the edges.”



Giga nodded slowly, and his eyes took on a faraway, years-gone look. “Do not hold yourself accountable for the things your father did, young Lockpick. I sometimes wonder if you could have walked a different path across time, had I simply insisted that you follow me out.”



“Wasn’t meant to be. We were also on different paths.”



“Well said.” Giga smiled, creases and wrinkles and at least a couple of scars folding into prominence across his face. “Would you care to spar with me, Instructor?”



Will laughed. “Are you serious?”



“I think it would be worthwhile for the both of us.”



“Are you offering to go easy on me?”



“I would never offer such a thing.”



Will wiped his hands on his towel. “Then I accept.”



They walked together into the training hall’s main chamber. Will could feel Giga’s footsteps through the floor next to him, each one raising the question of whether sparring against him was really such a good idea.



As it happened, the other room was presently occupied, by two of Will’s students, no less. He motioned for Giga to stop at the door, giving in to the impulse to spy for a moment.



Physique and Bloodfeud were facing each other in the center of the floor, both sweaty, both clad in disheveled workout clothes. Bloodfeud was saying something, though his voice was too quiet to carry. Physique was nodding slowly, watching him, looking uncomfortable, but not to the same degree she usually did in class.



Bloodfeud gestured with his arms, and Physique suddenly broke out in laughter. Giga nudged Will impatiently and made to stride out. Will held him back again, shamelessly curious about how well his two outcast students were getting along.



Physique fell into a combat crouch. Bloodfeud bounced on the balls of his feet, movements closer to an untrained street fighter. The size difference between them was fairly pronounced, with Physique being at least a couple of inches taller and significantly more muscular.



“You should not be peeping on these youths,” muttered Giga.



“Oh, I know, but I’m going to do it anyway,” said Will.



It didn’t seem like it would be as interesting of a matchup as it was, given the nature of Bloodfeud’s power didn’t really lend itself to normal practice. He was fast, however, dodging past Physique’s grabs and strikes to counter with his own.



It was pretty evident that Physique was holding back slightly, but Bloodfeud’s attacks were straight out of the Power Realist school of underhanded brawling. She did show glimpses of her true strength, at one point catching his ankle when he went for a kick and flinging him a good ten feet with a single arm.



She won, but that was no real surprise to Will or either of the combatants. Physique reached down to help him up, and they held hands for a second longer than necessary as Bloodfeud came back to standing.



Her face turned beet-red and she tried to pull back, mumbling an apology. Bloodfeud grinned and used the moment to twist her into a throw, and the two of them fell to the ground together, wrestling with mixed intention.



“You know what, I agree,” said Will. “We really shouldn’t be peeping on them.”



 “Young love is a beautiful thing,” said Giga.



“Don’t let them hear you say that. The only thing harder than teenage courtship is being honest about one’s feelings.”



“Wise words, Instructor.”










CHAPTER 39




 



Will’s own sparring match against Giga was relatively one-sided. It felt more like fighting a tree that could counterattack than a human opponent, but it was exactly what he felt like the day called for.



Bloodfeud and Physique watched them for a while, sitting on the sidelines and sharing the same water bottle. Will managed to surprise Giga a few times with interesting trips and off-angle attacks, but after an hour or so he was simply too tired to keep going.



“I did not hold back as much as you seem to think I did,” said Giga.



“My ego appreciates that. Same time next weekend?”



Giga snorted. “Will you still be at the academy next weekend?”



Will felt an answer come to him, one that was a bit of a surprise. “Yeah. I think so.”



He went back to Jerrigan Hall to shower and change into clean clothes. His limited wardrobe drew his attention to the dorm’s laundry situation, and he took care of a couple of loads of everyone’s clothing to help free up Jess’s chore schedule.



Rue stopped by briefly, only slowing down to explain that she and her friends were going out to dinner before giving him a kiss and heading straight back out the door. Avery called him with news from the Lighthouse and her early preparations toward establishing a new team.



“There’s apparently a process to it,” she said, with a sigh. “Lots of forms to fill out, regulations to clear, that sort of thing.”



“Abandoning the idea already?”



“Of course not!” snapped Avery. “The more I think about how cool it would be to have my own team to boss around, the more excited I get.”



“You’re doing a fantastic job of convincing me to join already.”



“You know what I mean.”



“Are you staying at the Lighthouse for tonight?” he asked.



“Yeah, looks like it, and for the next couple of days,” she said. “I have to fill out a basic team premise and proposal thing that’s far more convoluted than it has any right to be. Isabelle is going to help me with it, but she said it’s a bit of a process. Lots of writing involved.”



“Sounds like fun,” he said.



“I’ll be back to visit sometime this week regardless of whether it’s done or not,” she said.



“Let me know the day. I’ll take you out to dinner.”



“I would love that,” said Avery. “I… really have missed you, LP.”



“Me too.”



He texted Jess after that, confirming that she was still at the academy, busy with some of her new administrator responsibilities. With nothing else left to do, he made a trip to the cafeteria, grabbing some kielbasa hotdog-style things with chips for himself and anyone else who happened to stumble into Jerrigan Hall later that night.



Jess was the only one who did. She came through the door and kicked off her high heels, looking ready to collapse on the couch. The food was still hot at that point, and Will set about making her a plate without asking.



“How was your day?”



“Long,” said Jess. “Exhausting. I’m still new to my responsibilities as an administrator. I was on my feet all day long. Oh, you’re the best.”



He passed her the food. “I know.”



They sat down to watch TV together. Jess took off her cardigan, and Will couldn’t help but notice that she’d taken her newest artifact off.



“You took the armband off again,” he said plainly.



Jess paused with the kielbasa half an inch from her lips and gave an odd nod. “I did.”



“What happened to the
 gonzo journalism
 approach?”



She gave him a slightly peevish smile. “The armband is… very needy, as I know you’ve already seen. Not in a fun way, but a wiggling at my desk because I just need something I know I can’t have kind of way.”



“Ah.” Will felt an edge of something closer to jealousy than annoyance as he thought of Jess sitting in her new office, likely meeting with instructors and students, so horny she couldn’t think straight.



But it hadn’t just been raw, unfocused arousal, he remembered. He thought back to the dream he’d had on the first night after she’d tried it on, walking through a Sumerian harem, putting the armband on her in that hazy context.



“I took it off before lunch,” said Jess. “I had to… wrap it to keep it contained. It’s in my bag right now, and I plan on keeping it there.”



“You’re giving up on it, then?”



“Of course not! LP… You have to understand. I think you being so close by when I first linked myself with its power got a couple of wires crossed. The artifact, from what I’ve deduced so far, was a piece of jewelry meant to symbolize a… certain kind of relationship.”



“Marriage?”



“No!” she said quickly. “Well, that’s to say… I’m not entirely sure yet. Certainly not a marriage in the way we understand it today. Look, my point is that I was a little naïve to think I’d be able to get its power under control within a day or two. It’s going to take time, practice, perhaps a different approach, for me to get a handle on it.”



She took a bite of her kielbasa hotdog, brushing her thumb across a bit of grease on her cheek with a cute motion.



“Well, if you need any help or even just emotional support, don’t forget that I’m here,” he said.



“I appreciate that.”



“And if you get too
 wiggly
 the next time you’re wearing it, don’t hesitate to—"



“William Sorling!” said Jess, smiling. “I don’t care how you were about to end that sentence. Totally inappropriate.”



“A
 lot
 of totally inappropriate things happened the other night,” he said. “We survived. I woke up feeling excellent, as a matter of fact.”



Jess bit her lower lip. “Don’t… say things like that.”



He chuckled and let her off the hook, though the silence that lingered made him question whether the conversation was anywhere near over. He knew he was being a little mean, teasing her in the way that he was.



Jess’s artifacts had always been deeply personal to her, part of her identity, really. She put up a front in the way she’d shrugged off the loss of her circlet and superstrength cord, hiding what must have been a tremendous blow to her sense of self.



The armband presented a new opportunity, but like so many opportunities, it was a game of risk versus reward. He certainly wasn’t making it any easier for her. Hell, he’d already confessed his attraction to her months earlier.



She knew he wanted her. The stakes were as high as they’d ever been, and doubtless a part of Jess feared what might happen if she came to rely on her new artifact without mastering her emotions.



“Hey,” he said, touching her hand. “I care about you. I love you. I don’t want you to feel like you can’t let your guard down around me.”



“That’s just it — I can’t let my guard down around you. And it’s
 because
 I love you. Now more than ever. The other night was…” She made a shuddering noise, followed by the sexiest chuckle he’d ever heard, and shook her head. “…not something we can ever come that close to again.”



Her voice was vehement, as though she was trying to convince him and herself. Will let the subject drop and was on his best behavior for the rest of the night. Strange how it felt like she shared in the disappointment he felt as they sat a respectable distance apart on the couch, eyes on the TV, their phones, anywhere but each other.









PART THREE: ROLE MODEL










CHAPTER 40




 



Will’s Sunday was a near repeat of his Saturday, and Monday morning rolled around far sooner than he appreciated. He took a seat at his desk, still half asleep, and did his best to greet his early arrivals.



Surprisingly, Max was first through the door, bag in hand and looking chipper, if not fully invested in the moment. He seemed just as confused as Will as he gazed across the empty desks and realized he’d arrived ahead of everyone else.



“Salutations, Professor,” he said. “Instructor, I mean.”



“Morning, Max.”



Will resisted the urge to narrow his eyes at the overwhelming mint scent coming off Max’s breath. Fumes of mouthwash were practically emanating from his soul to a level that could only be meant to cover up something else. Weed, or more likely, booze.



I don’t have the energy or the evidence to confront him on it right now
 , thought Will.
 Later, if his behavior makes it an issue.



More students filed in, one by one. Klash burst out laughing as he sat down next to Max, the two sharing a few whispered words that Will didn’t need to hear to interpret. Bloodfeud sat off to one side, still apart from the others. Physique took a seat next to Daydream, sporting a pink bob ponytail that suited her surprisingly well.



Pasithea came in last, showing off a few additions she’d made to her school uniform that left it hanging diagonally, off one shoulder, the top of one breast just barely peeking out. Again, Will could only shake his head and wonder if it was worth making into an issue.



“Morning, Instructor,” she said, stopping by his desk. “Did you have a good weekend?”



“Yeah, I did,” he said. “How about you, Pasithea?”



“It was alright. I was so bored, though. I should have asked you if you knew about anything fun to do.”



“Nope, you shouldn’t have. Now how about you take a seat so we can get started.”



Pasithea made a noise and rolled her eyes. “Rude.”



Max started coughing. “Anyone else smell that?”



“What?” asked Klash.



He leaned his head forward, taking an exaggerated sniff of Physique, who sat in front of him. “Cotton candy.”



Physique stiffened, face flushing as she dropped her gaze. Max sniffed again.



“Cotton candy and BO!” he said, in a louder voice.



“Max!” snapped Will.



“Shut the fuck up,” said Bloodfeud.



Max tilted his head at the other teenager incredulously. “Excuse me?”



“I said...” Bloodfeud turned sideways in his desk, staring at him. “Shut. Your fucking. Mouth.”



Will was out of his desk in a flash, but somehow his two students were even faster, despite the massive weight of their egos. Max threw a punch that, thankfully, wasn’t power-assisted. Bloodfeud ducked under it and seized the other boy by the scruff of his shirt. They knocked over a desk and a chair before being forced away from each other by a hard push from Will.



“Knock it off!” he shouted. “If you have something to settle, do it in the training hall.”



All six of his students stared at him, wide-eyed and speechless.



Finally, some respect
 , he thought.



The lights flickered and abruptly went out, and Will felt someone’s humid breath against his shoulder. He turned around slowly, eyes to empty eye sockets with the abomination formally known as Impact.



Time seemed to stop even as Will flung himself into motion. He slammed his elbow into the abomination’s face, the point of his bone connecting with a painful crack as though he’d struck polished marble.



“Move!” he shouted to his students. “Get Relic! Or Giga!”



Impact’s bloody eye sockets lit up with a horrible red intensity. Everyone but Will screamed, and even he wanted to. It was like something out of a goddamn horror movie.



He traded a few close quarters blows with the man, the monster. He blocked a punch that jarred his forearm so badly that it almost didn’t matter. One of the desks screeched on the floor as he stumbled backward into it, attention entirely focused on his opponent.



His lockpick was in his bag, such a small mistake to potentially die over. His hand fumbled across a desk, closing on a pen. The tip was technically a cutting edge, albeit a tiny, limited one. He ducked under a hard hook from Impact and focused his power as he counter-slashed at the abomination’s neck.



Impact leapt back with impossible speed, landing on the teacher’s desk. Bloodfeud rushed forward in the space between moments. Will tried to grab his arm, stop him from attacking and probably getting himself killed, but he was an instant too slow.



The door suddenly swung open, and Zone poked his head into the classroom, no doubt curious as to the source of all the noise. He took in the scene instantly, blinking and gaping, and then hurled himself into the center of the room.



“Step away from the walls!” screamed Zone. “Now, now, now!”



“What?” cried Pasithea.



Impact seized Will by the throat, hands clenching in a true death grip. His eyes bulged, lungs pulled for oxygen against a plugged windpipe. He battered Impact in the face with his fist, hearing at least a couple of bones in his hands let out sickening, fleshy cracking noises.



“There’s no time!” shouted Zone. “I’m doing it!”



The world shifted, as though reality itself had been flipped like a coin. Will had always been thrown off by the body toll of Zone’s power, but it was even more disorienting this time around. He wasn’t seeing through his eyes, taking in visual information at first. They were outside, on a rooftop, no less, replete with sun and wind, air cold enough to show his breath.



The whole gang was still right there, within a fifteen-by-fifteen square, including Impact. Will dodged a punch from the monster and stumbled backward into his own desk, which had also made the jump.



“Nobody panic!” cried Zone. “Just, ah… give me a small amount of space, and—"



He attempted to rush the abomination. There was a certain logic in what his plan seemed to be. His focus was on minimizing the damage, first sequestering off Will’s class to protect the rest of the school, and then the abomination itself to protect the smaller group.



Unfortunately, Zone was a fifty-year-old support hero. Speed had never been a necessity for him, and it showed as he moved toward Impact, footsteps slow and hesitant and predictable. Will threw himself onto the abomination, trying to distract, buy a couple of seconds, at least.



Impact flung him backward, straight into Zone. Will both felt and heard an unfortunate crack as his and the headmaster’s skulls connected. Clearly stunned, Zone fell without catching himself, head striking a second time against the mildew-spotted concrete roof.



Death was hovering on Will’s shoulder, fingers out and ready to start counting. He’d been in this position before, so many times before, but rarely with stakes like this. All of his students and Zone were going to die if he didn’t pull off a miracle.



He finally got his lockpick out of his bag and faced the monster again, ignoring the active bleeding sensation from the fresh wound on his scalp. One of his fingers was still broken from an earlier punch, and he quickly popped it back in place with his mending. Impact had a tired smile on his face that looked so wrong with his missing eyes and demonic features.



“Above and beyond,” he said. “It hasn’t even been that long, has it?”



And here comes the cryptic abomination nonsense.



“Long enough,” said Will.



He feinted with his free hand, then immediately slashed low. Impact dodged back, landing with one hand open, fingers twitching. Was he finally going to use his power? Why was he holding back? It wasn’t a question Will really wanted an answer to.



Impact attacked with a series of jabs and feints of his own, his smile broadening into an expression Will had never seen on the man before his transformation. One of his students shouted something. Bloodfeud, wielding a rusty pipe, coming in hot.



Will hissed through his teeth, knowing that the kid just didn’t have enough strength even with the weapon to make a difference. But he didn’t need to, not really. Impact’s attention shifted for a split second, a holy grail of an opening.



He slashed at the monster’s neck. As fast as Will was, Impact was faster, ducking under the blow… just as Will had hoped. He rammed his knee upward into the abomination’s chin, and that did have an effect.



Bloodfeud let out a battle cry and tried a second time, managing to ding the abomination’s shoulder with the pipe, which was bent slightly by the… Impact. Will threw himself forward into the monster, risking everything to tackle him back another step, right into and over the rooftop’s ledge.



Impact tumbled into thin air, and Will nearly went along with him. He had a horrifying moment right at the edge, comically windmilling his arms as he stared at the ground from a good thirty stories up. They weren’t on Paallavvik Island anymore, that much was for sure.



He heard Impact hit the ground, a distant, unsettlingly solid thump. The abomination seemed to simply vanish after that, much as he’d appeared within the classroom to begin with. Will had technically won, but it didn’t feel like very much of a victory.



 










CHAPTER 41




 



Will sank down to a sitting position, resting his back against the rooftop’s guard ledge. The fact that all of the classroom’s desks had been caught up in Zone’s teleport made the scene look patently ridiculous, as though he’d gotten cabin fever and announced that he’d be lecturing outside for the day.



Zone,
 he thought.
 Right. Let’s make sure he’s not dead, to start.



He hurried over to the crumpled headmaster, feeling his students gather in his wake and watch from over his shoulder. Zone’s head was bleeding a good amount, not too much, but enough to be concerning. Will glanced sideways, looking for bandage material.



Zone sucked in a raspy breath and, all at once, just wasn’t there anymore. Will swore under his breath even as a part of him knew it was the smartest and safest move, for the headmaster and for them.



“Um,” said Pasithea. “Where did he go?”



“I think he used his power reflexively,” said Will. “There’s no way he doesn’t have a concussion of some sort, at the very least. If he’s as crafty as I think he is, he’ll get himself to a hospital.”



“What about us?” asked Max.



“We wait,” said Will. “We stay calm. Figure out what our current situation is. Zone will be back once he’s conscious and capable, and he’ll bring us all home.”



“Where the hell even are we?” muttered Klash.



It was a fair question. They were atop a building in a city Will didn’t recognize, and it only took a few seconds of inspecting the destroyed streets and crumbling infrastructure in the surrounding area to understand why.



“I want everyone to stay calm,” he said. “We’re… in the Exclusion Zone.”



There were a few sucked in breaths and lots of murmuring, but overall, his students took the revelation surprisingly well. He held up a hand, bidding them to keep listening as he answered the question he knew must be on all of their minds.



“Zone is shrewd. Obviously, his goal was to get Impact away from the academy rather than to put all of you in danger. Bringing an abomination to the Exclusion Zone is basically like dumping a shark back into the ocean.”



“This… is the Exclusion Zone?” asked Physique, in a quiet voice.



“Looks like it to me,” said Bloodfeud. “It’s not a fun place, but it’s mostly all just abandoned.”



“We can figure out where we are,” said Daydream. “We still know what time it is. At Baffin Academy, it was around eight in the morning. It’s morning here too, from the position of the sun, so I’d guess that we’re still somewhere in North America.”



“No shit,” said Klash. “That’s the Statue of Liberty.”



He pointed it out in the distance. The torch-bearing arm had been snapped off and lay upturned at Lady Liberty’s feet, but the statue was otherwise in reasonably good shape. Well, at least compared to Manhattan and the surrounding area.



“Zone certainly has a flair for the dramatic,” muttered Will. He turned in a slow circle, trying to see if he recognized anything else that had once been a part of New York City’s iconic skyline. Most of the skyscrapers were unidentifiable piles of rubble, but he marked the absence of the Empire State Building, the Chrysler Building, the Twin Towers, all of the ones which had been part of the death toll of Meltdown’s destruction.



Fuck,
 he thought.
 They’re going to realize it any second now.



“If we’re in New York City, then we’re within range of the nuclear fallout!” said Daydream, with a gasp.



“We’re not going to be here for long,” said Will. “The main risk of the fallout comes from drinking water, eating food, touching heavily contaminated things with bare skin, that sort of thing. We’re not going to be exposed to much of it this high up, and we certainly won’t be here for long.”



That seemed to placate Daydream and the others, though it really shouldn’t have. It was bullshit, just assumptions that seemed reasonable and he hoped they’d buy. There was less than nothing they could do about any radiation they were being exposed to, but having them panic about it would be like facing the situation on hard mode.



“My phone doesn’t have service,” muttered Pasithea. “Any of you guys getting bars?”



Everyone checked; everyone shook their heads.



“If Zone doesn’t show up, how are we going to get out of here?” asked Klash.



“He’ll come back for us,” said Will. “We just have to stay calm until then.”



“But if he doesn’t…?” asked Klash.



Will wanted to ignore the question, but someone had to answer it. “Look, I’ve spent some time in the Exclusion Zone before. It’s not easy terrain to traverse, even with supplies, transportation, and an idea of where you’re going.”



“What you’re saying is if Zone dies from that head wound that knocked him out, we’re all fucked,” muttered Max.



“No, that is not what I’m saying,” said Will. “We just have to take this as it comes, alright? Zone could be getting ready to teleport back here with Relic and Giga and Invisibella along with him, for all we know.”



“He’s right.” Physique shockingly spoke up, voice loud and confident. “They wouldn’t just leave us here. We’ll make it through this.”



She looked at Bloodfeud, who nodded and put a hand on her shoulder. Will exhaled, hoping that would be the end of a discussion that would only lead to one place if it kept going — despair.



If Zone dies without waking up, they won’t even know where to look for us.



He gave his students a minute to breathe, talk to each other, and most importantly, come to terms with the situation. It was eerie to be within a city and have it be so quiet, regardless of its destroyed state. The wind whipping across various broken windows in both the tower they stood on and other nearby buildings had a whistling, cave mouth quality, and that was really the only ambient noise.



Impact was still out there somewhere. Will struggled to shake off a distinct, inexplicable feeling that the abomination was coming for him, specifically. Genesis, Impact, Hive… There was something that tied all of it together, something he was missing.



“Uh,” called Max. “There are people down there.”



“Those aren’t people, idiot,” said Pasithea. “People don’t walk on all fours.”



All of the heads of the students turned in the direction of what Max and Pasithea were looking at, the silence asking the question as well as words could.



“It’s just… wild dogs or something, probably,” said Klash. “Who the hell can even tell from up here?”



“They’re not wild dogs,” muttered Bloodfeud.



“It doesn’t matter what they are,” said Max. “I don’t see them climbing up twenty stories and then some to come after us.”



Will winced. “Stay low around the edge of the roof. Just in case.”



He didn’t want to worry them, but he knew for a fact that mutants could and would invade buildings and climb any number of flights of stairs to get at fresh meat. Whether they could smell him and his students from that far down was a fair question, but not one Will could address, given that the building’s interior could be even more dangerous.



Time passed slowly, each minute ticking off until a full hour had passed. Strange feeling, waiting for something that
 has
 to happen with no alternative. Will’s mind kept imagining the scene on the other side with Zone, him getting his head wound treated, him slipping in and out of consciousness, how Jess and the others must be reacting.



It was an endless battle of hope versus doubt that kept looping back on itself, a trap of the mind as surely as their current circumstances were a physical trap. He started pacing as he reached the point where he knew he needed to come up with an answer to the question of what he would do if they had to stay there longer than expected.



It was mid-autumn, and on the colder side for the season. They could probably endure the weather for a night if they found space to huddle up safely inside the building. But the temperature, combined with the lack of food and water, and a handful of fragile teenage personalities, simply wasn’t pointing toward a good place.



Pasithea was already shivering and hugging her shoulders. The modifications she’d made to her uniform, while trendy, weren’t suited to holding her body heat in. Will took off his crewneck sweater and passed it to her.



“Aw,” she said sweetly. “Thank you. I knew that you like-liked me.”



“Enough to want to keep you from getting hypothermia,” he said, with a smile.



“Headmaster Zone will be back long before that’s even remotely a possibility.” Pasithea sounded like she was repeating a known fact, almost too sure to be believable.



“I hope so,” said Will.



“He’s on his way!”



She looked so brittle that he didn’t even want to let her down with kid gloves. Will put an arm around her shoulders and gave her a small side hug.



“He is,” he said, nodding. “Stay strong, alright?”



“I’m… always strong.” She nuzzled her head against his shoulder.



So young, all of them are,
 thought Will.



“Um, Instructor?” called Daydream. “Instructor Lockpick, it looks like they’re heading into the building.”



He groaned and walked over to where Daydream was trying to be subtle about peering over the roof’s ledge. In the ruined street below, a visible clump of at least a few dozen “wild dogs” were pushing against the doors of the building’s lobby.



“We’ll still be alright up here though, won’t we?” asked Daydream.



Will ran a hand over his forehead.



Don’t swear in front of your students. Don’t swear in front of your students. Don’t…










CHAPTER 42




 



“Everyone, gather in,” called Will. “It looks as though we’re doing another practical exam.”



His students came closer, and he saw a few confused expressions in response to his announcement. Better confused than fearful, confused than panicked.



“A… practical exam?” asked Physique.



“Oh yeah,” said Will. “This one is going to be
 real
 practical. We need to figure out a way to stay safe up here.”



“We’re already safe,” said Max. “I fail to see why a bunch of wild dogs in this building’s foyer poses any sort of—"



“They aren’t wild dogs, they’re mutants,” said Will. “They can pick up scents at unreal distances. They don’t get tired and will fling themselves at doors over and over again until they smash through.”



They didn’t nod, exactly, but he saw at least a few students grow more serious. Bloodfeud, Physique, Daydream, they all seemed to understand the gravity of the situation.



“How do we… I mean, what can we even do?” asked Daydream.



“We have to go inside the building,” said Will. “See if we can lock down or barricade some of the staircases. Let me be totally clear, there could already be other mutants inside. We’re all in danger right now, and we’re going to have to work together to survive. All of us, working together, without drama.”



He watched as Max and Bloodfeud exchanged a hateful glance. If anything, the current class dynamic was far worse than the one that had sabotaged their last group test. He had a decision to make, one with no good answer, but plenty of bad ones.



Do I take them all with me, leave them all here, or divide them up?



First and foremost, he would be heading into the building and likely into a real life-or-death fight. The prospect of any amount of friction between Max and Bloodfeud was unacceptable, which meant he couldn’t take them both with him.



In fact, even leaving them both behind on the roof seemed to run the risk of coming back to an injured or dead student. Max had no idea about Bloodfeud’s past, and Bloodfeud didn’t respect Max’s power as much as he probably should.



The worst part of it was that they were the two Will trusted the most in a fight, aside from perhaps Physique. Klash’s power was too situational, while Daydream and Pasithea’s were completely unsuited to what they’d be facing.



This isn’t a teaching moment. Pick the one you know you can trust not to die.



“Francisco,” said Will. “You’re with me.”



Slip of the tongue, calling Bloodfeud by his given name. The teenager scowled a fair amount at Will as he made his way over. Physique followed him, and the two exchanged a few quiet words before stepping back.



“How is blood boy over here the one that gets picked?” snapped Max. “What’s he going to do? Give the mutants AIDs?”



“Fuck off, unless you want to see what I can do up close,” said Bloodfeud.



“That sounded an awful lot like a threat,” snarled Max.



“Quit acting like children!” shouted Will. “Bloodfeud is coming with me because he has more experience with what we’re up against than the rest of you, but that doesn’t mean you won’t be in danger, too. Stay on guard.”



“We will, Instructor,” said Daydream.



Will nodded to Bloodfeud, and they headed for the single door leading down to the tower’s top floor. He paused before opening it, eyeing the teenager, flashing back to the Power Realists’ trial.



“We’ll stay as quiet as we can,” he said. “This first floor we’ll do a complete sweep of before heading to the stairs. After that, we’ll go as far down as we can before encountering them.”



“Got it,” said Bloodfeud, voice quiet.



“Let me attack first,” said Will, holding up his lockpick. “Once I draw blood, use it to pin as many of them down as you can handle.”



Bloodfeud nodded, but there was an aspect of incredulity that Will hated, but understood. From Bloodfeud’s perspective, Will was a support hero with a fairly useless power. Ideally, they’d make it through the next few hours without him having to break that illusion.



“What happens if the abomination that attacked our classroom is in the building too?” asked Bloodfeud.



“We’ll cross that bridge when and if we come to it,” said Will. “Don’t try to be a hero.”



“Oh, you don’t have to worry about that, Lockpick.”



“
 Instructor
 Lockpick.”



Bloodfeud let out a noncommittal grunt. Will opened the door, revealing a fairly dim stairway with stale-smelling air. He went first, taking each step slowly, listening as much as looking.



The building’s top floor was a generic maintenance level, and he didn’t bother to do more than glance at the first few doors they passed, each of which was obviously a storage closet. There was a larger room with a machine probably related to an ancient air conditioning system or some other vital building function.



They continued on, finding a proper set of stairs not far from an elevator with rusted metal doors. The stairs only led down to the next level below, not the main staircase that Will feared the mutants would use as the highway to their next meal, but they could potentially be barricaded, too.



Strangely, he felt in his element within the moment, more so than he had while tending to his flock of students. He knew these kinds of games of violence intimately, their nature, their flow. It was a puzzle he understood how to approach, with a beginning and an end, no teenage egos to carefully balance.



It felt right, and that made him wonder if he was making a mistake. What other choice was there? Taking the entire class this far down into the building would have been serving them up like steaks on silver platters. Leaving most of them behind presented its own risks, but none as actively dangerous as what he sensed he and Bloodfeud would soon be facing.



The second floor down from the roof appeared empty at a glance, but there wasn’t a good angle to see everything. It was an old office space split up by ancient, dust-encrusted cubicle dividers.



Light spilled in from the windows in static beams, not enough to properly illuminate the entirety of the floor. Old CRT-style monitors still sat upon a few abandoned desks, though most of the computers had likely either been removed in advance of the city’s destruction or looted in the time immediately after.



Movement flashed through the aisle directly to Will’s left. He spun, pulling out his faithful lockpick and trying not to blame the makeshift weapon for its depressing lack of reach.



A mutant stalked toward them, one not identifiable as any single creature in particular. Despite having jet black fur, most of its head features were wolf-like, but its ears hooked backward at an odd angle. Its posture was more like a hunting cat, low and patient.



It almost looked like a passably normal animal until the extra eyes came into view, each blinking out of sync, or the way various nubs of sharp bone protruded along its spine, extending like flexed claws. Its head twisted fully around, peering at them upside down from a flexible vantage point.



“Watch my back,” said Will.



Bloodfeud did one better, all but pressing himself back-to-back with his instructor as a loud bang from elsewhere within the office announced the arrival of more enemies. The first mutant rushed at Will, straight into the point of his lockpick. He stabbed it and dragged diagonally downward, sheering off a leg and about a quarter of its body.



Bloodfeud let out a snarl and immediately drew from the monster’s blood. The next mutant to attack never made it the full distance through its lunge. Bloodfeud created a snare of blood, long tendrils that latched onto the monster’s legs and neck, pulling it in like some kind of carnivorous blood plant.



He might as well have bared the mutant’s jugular for Will to sever. He brought the lockpick down in a hard sweep, doing enough damage with a single blow to finish it off. More were on the way, announced by a chorus of footsteps and frenzied screeches.



There was no time for strategy, no time for anything but attacks and reactions and counters. Will went from breezing through the encounter to flailing his weapon on the back foot. Each hit he landed only seemed to buy him that particular instant at the price of leaving him open for another mutant.



He heard a scream come from behind him and knew he’d made a terrible mistake in bringing a student along with him. Bloodfeud wasn’t Mist, capable of teleporting out of danger, or Erik, with a million copies. He was just a teenager with an attitude, a teenager with a little sister to protect and a work-in-progress power.



“Dammit!” hissed Will.



He slashed his lockpick in a full circle, the motion taking out two mutants at once. There were two left, both bent forward into feeding posture over Bloodfeud. Will knocked one over with a kick, slashed the other across the eyes, and quickly finished them both from there.



He could hear more coming, but it was a far-off sound that hinted that they at least had a minute. Will closed the ancient door leading to the stairs and hurriedly dragged a desk in front of it before making his way back to Bloodfeud.



“Can you heal that wound with your power?” he asked, wincing.



Bloodfeud groaned, seeming very hesitant to even look in the direction of the massive chunk of flesh missing from one of his thighs. It was like half of a baked potato with the inside carved out, and Will found himself giving in to the same impulse to avoid having it directly in his field of view.



“I… think so,” muttered Bloodfeud. “I’m going to be walking with a limp after, though.”



“We’ll have to just barricade this door and hope for the best. With any luck, Zone will be waiting for us when we head back up.”



Bloodfeud sucked in a breath, and various bits and bobs of flesh that apparently belonged to his body flew across the room and back into place. Will watched in fascination, noting that the end result wasn’t far from what he could accomplish with his own mending, and certainly a fair bit more convenient in function.



He tilted two more desks up against the door and braced a third to hold the barricade in place against the nearest cubicle wall. The door itself was the most likely failure point, primarily the rusted hinges, one of which was already sagging at an angle.



“Come on,” said Will. “Do you need help to make it back up?”



“I can manage,” muttered Bloodfeud. He winced as he took the first step, but his expression made it clear that he didn’t want to accept help.



Slowly, with numerous backward glances, they made their way back up to the roof.










CHAPTER 43




 



Will was holding out hope that his students might have already been evacuated by Zone as he emerged back out into the open air. He wasn’t so lucky, and even more frustratingly, only three out of five of his students were still on the roof where he’d left them.



“Um…” Daydream winced and exchanged a brief glance with Pasithea. “Max got really angry over the fact that you picked Bloodfeud to go with you instead of him.”



“Uh-huh,” said Will, teeth gritted.



“I told him to chill out and quit acting like a psycho,” said Pasithea. “What? He was throwing a hissy fit.”



“And?” asked Will.



“He told us to fuck off and then jumped to the next building over,” said Daydream.



“It was a pretty sick jump,” said Klash.



“It would be more impressive if, you know, it wasn’t exactly what his power lets him do,” said Pasithea.



“Where’s Physique?” snapped Bloodfeud.



“Max went down into the other building and didn’t come back,” said Daydream. “We got worried. Physique decided to jump after him and bring him back, since she knew you’d be mad if, well… if we weren’t all here when you got back.”



“I’m not mad,” said Will, with a sigh. “Just disappointed.”



Disappointed,
 he thought.
 Right. So disappointed that I kind of want to punch a concrete wall six times in a row.



He had to massage his temples to fight off a headache as he considered what retrieving Max and Physique would entail. They were in the next tower over, which meant he’d have to make his way all the way down to the ground level of the building he was in, fighting mutants every step of the way, and then back up to the top level of the next one, which might be just as infested with enemies.



“You have to go after them!” said Daydream.



“I know,” he said. “Just let me think for a second. Maybe… Daydream, does your power have a specific range?”



“Yeah, about twenty feet,” she said. “Trust me, if I could have reached out to get a message to them, I would have.”



“Pasithea, can you check and see if either of them are sleeping?” asked Will.



“Why would either of them be sleeping?” asked Pasithea. She had her phone in hand, probably out of habit, given the complete lack of service. If there had only been cell service, Will might have even been able to call Mist, have her arrive to help him within a few minutes flat.



Depending on her mood, anyway.



He hadn’t noticed that Bloodfeud had gone back into the building until the teenager emerged, carrying, of all things, the bleeding carcass of one of the mutants.



“Ew!” cried Pasithea. “You really are just unbelievably gross, blood boy.”



“It’s for his power,” said Daydream.



“I think I can make a bridge across,” said Bloodfeud.



“Seriously?” asked Will.



“Well, like… more of a rope than a bridge.” He shrugged. “With my power, I can stick to it. I won’t be at risk of falling.”



“I’m not going to send you over to hunt for them alone,” said Will. “Still, go ahead and get started.”



“I need more of the mutant bodies to do it,” said Bloodfeud. He eyed Klash and the two girls, none of whom looked keen on helping.



Will had to raise his voice a bit, but eventually got them into motion. Bloodfeud worked from a pile of five dead mutants, a feat no doubt made slightly more challenging by the indescribably horrible smell.



It was fascinating to watch the teenager put his idea into motion, a glimpse into Francisco’s creative mind. He fashioned a javelin of blood that remained tethered to the corpses, each stream feeding into it weaving into a dark crimson rope at the base.



Pulling his arm back, Bloodfeud hurled his creation across the gap between the two buildings. It wasn’t the best throw, but it didn’t have to be. The blood javelin splashed into a thick puddle as it hit the roof on the other side, fastening the rope tight through means that Will didn’t completely understand.



The excess line slid backward into a similar anchor point on the roof they were standing on. Will pushed past his hesitance and set a hand on the rope, grimacing at the raw meat texture of it. He took a breath and looked at his students.



“I’ll go across first,” he said. “Bloodfeud, you can follow me if you’re up to it. The rest of you need to actually stay put this time around.”



“You can’t be serious?” Klash glanced over the edge of the building and shook his head. “You have a death wish or something?”



It was a fair question. Will wasn’t bad with heights normally, but they were
 so
 high up. Dead instantly on impact high up. Wind a constant, unbalancing factor high up. Sweaty palms just from the view high up.



“I’ll manage,” he said. “It’s not so bad as long as you don’t look down.”



He pushed himself into motion before he could second guess every decision he’d made in life leading him up to that very moment. Two of his students were in danger, possibly already injured. They needed his help, and he wasn’t going to let a few hundred feet of elevation stop him, regardless of the way it made his heart beat at the speed of an assault rifle.



He wiped his palms off on his pants three times in a row and then got a grip on the blood rope. It was a little bit sticky as opposed to being as slick as it appeared, which was reassuring, if also one of the grossest things he’d ever touched.



Positioning himself so he was straddling the thick rope but still sitting on the roof’s ledge, he took a deep breath and swung upside down, hooking his ankles together for maximum security. He began shimmying across before the fear could set back in, hanging upside down and going as fast as he safely could. Shifting back around to get onto the roof on the other side would be a pain, but he didn’t let himself think of that.



The wind picked up, and he only barely resisted the urge to start swearing reflexively as the blood rope wobbled back and forth like a plucked rubber band. He kept going, moving faster, syncing up his breath with each release of his fingers. Breathe out, grab, breathe in, pull. Out, grab, in…



“Instructor!” called Daydream. “Don’t hit your head!”



He tilted his head backward and saw the concrete lip of the far building. With the grace of a cat on painkillers, Will kicked one ankle up over the ledge and fumbled his body into position to tip safely onto the roof. He just lay there for a few seconds, letting the residual trembles run through his body.



I really, really hope there’s an alternative to coming back this way,
 he thought.



Bloodfeud’s own passage across was much quicker and more efficient. He created a zipline of sorts using the blood in his hands, which brought him over in a couple of seconds, complete with a shoulder harness to further reduce any chance of falling. Will helped him over the ledge, noting the way the teenager still favored his recently healed leg.



“What should we do, Instructor?” called Daydream.



Will winced and did his best to simply motion that she should stay quiet. The last thing any of them needed was to draw more mutants toward either of the two buildings. He gestured for her, Klash, and Pasithea to stay where they were, though he was hard pressed to think of any other option they had.



“Stay close,” he told Bloodfeud. “Hopefully, they haven’t gone far.”



“If that was the case, why haven’t they come back?”



There were no wise, teacherly words that Will could throw out to raise the teenager’s spirits. Bloodfeud was one of those unfortunate cases, cynical from growing up too fast while also emotionally immature, again, from growing up too fast.



“We’ll find them,” said Will.



The new building they found themselves on was residential and expensive, a lens through time into the extravagance of the late 20
 th
 century. A squat rooftop shed appeared to hold the main door down to the top level, but a chunk of the roof had collapsed inward.



Through the gap, Will could see the living room of a penthouse, heavily weathered by years of exposure, with a very confused-looking tree growing to the limits of an ornamental flowerpot. He waved a hand at Bloodfeud and pointed to the floor.



“What?” asked Bloodfeud.



“Footprints,” muttered Will. “Either Max or Pasithea dropped down here.”



“Then let’s go!” Bloodfeud made to lower himself down into the gap, wincing as he bent his bad leg in a manner that relied on the thigh muscle.



Will went down first, kicking up a fair amount of dust as his feet hit the floor. He all but caught Bloodfeud as the teenager tried to wing the drop one-legged, steadying him with a shoulder as he grimaced and staggered through a rough landing.



“You have the option of hanging back,” said Will.



“I’m not going back!” snapped Bloodfeud.



“Then you need to be ready to fight,” said Will. “Don’t bullshit me if you’re not. Don’t bullshit yourself.”



“I’m. Not. Going back.”



Will eyed the teenager skeptically for another second before shrugging and moving on. There was no point in forcing the issue, but if they were going up against more mutants in number, it
 would
 be an issue.



The penthouse seemed empty until Will began opening a door that led to a heavily windowed corner office. He could hear breathing even before the space came into view, ragged and rough, but quiet. He realized they didn’t have to worry about the mutants as his eyes scanned the dusty, sunlit room.



Both of his missing students were inside, Max unconscious and Physique actively being held hostage… by Impact.










CHAPTER 44




 



Will didn’t say anything, didn’t move an inch. He sensed Bloodfeud trying to rush forward as he came through the door behind him, though his leg wasn’t doing him any favors. Will seized his bicep, digging with his fingernails.



“Stay the
 fuck
 back,” he said, under his breath.



“Physique!” hissed Bloodfeud.



Physique was in more danger of the two, but still conscious, still upright. Impact held her in the manner of a human shield, with the seven fingers of his disproportioned hand wrapped firmly around her neck. There were red marks on her chin and one cheek, as though Impact’s touch was like a mild acid.



Max was on the floor, one arm clearly broken, face battered and bleeding with bits of dust and dirt sticking to his cuts. Will felt a horrific surge of emotion, sympathy tied around his own immense sense of failure at nearly getting one of his students killed.



He was still breathing, though, just barely. Will sucked in a breath of his own, hating how incredibly high the stakes felt. If he could have simply faced Impact alone, it would have been straightforward, easy, even, regardless of whether he won or lost. He’d tossed his own life onto the table enough times before, played his cards with the ultimate stakes.



“They’re just kids,” he said. “Goddammit, Impact. What’s happened to you? What do you want?”



“He gave me a choice,” said Impact. “But I’d already made it. I promised to protect her, but I never did.”



“He… changed you. Has he done it to others?”



“It was already decided,” said Impact. “A choice I had to make.”



“Alright, if you want to talk past me instead of to me, that’s totally fine,” said Will. “Let her go. Let me take my students out of here. I’ll come back, and we can hash this out.”



Impact didn’t say anything, simply stared with his bloody, sightless eye sockets. Seconds ticked by. The situation felt unsteady, tipping at the edges, but in which direction?



“Let her go,” said Will. “Please.”



“You haven’t made the choice yet,” said Impact.



Will slowly shook his head. “Genesis? If that’s the case, let me bring my students back, and then I’ll go with you.”



“You haven’t made the choice yet, Lockpick.” Impact’s fingers tightened around Physique’s neck, and Will saw her stiffen, eyes panicked.



“What choice?” he shouted. “Why do you even care about me?”



“I didn’t understand I either,” said Impact. “Not at first. I felt it… the tug… the impulse. I didn’t understand.”



“You know, there is such a thing as being too cryptic for your own good,” said Will. “As it stands, the best you can hope for is to go back to your boss, or your son, or whatever Genesis is to you in your head, and tell him you failed because you couldn’t not be confusing for five seconds.”



Impact’s mouth twitched, a small, but infinitely telling reaction. He was still in there, underneath the monstrous visage and vaguely ominous proclamations. Impact, a tortured father, a widower, in essence. He was emotional, angry, even.



“I would have just tried again,” said Will, as cavalier as could be. “Fuck it. Your girlfriend died and the kid is a monster. Shit happens. You weren’t even forty. You could have easily found a new woman, gotten a do-over, forgotten about all the—"



Impact hissed, baring his teeth and his rage. It was exactly the reaction Will had been fishing for, but it didn’t play out how he’d hoped. The hand Impact had around Physique’s neck began to tighten.



With no other choice, Will surged forward, drawing his lockpick and praying his aim was steady enough to chop off Impact’s arm without grazing Physique. He began the swing, but never finished it.



Physique’s body rippled with muscle, arms and legs and shoulders contracting, swelling with power in a literal, physical sense. She slammed her head sideways, butting into the abomination’s face, and then spun, striking again with each elbow before pulling free.



Will’s spike of relief was immediately blunted by Physique’s decision to… keep fighting. She let out a snarl and attacked Impact with a series of punches and kicks. The abomination avoided most of it, sightlessly dodging through some deeper means.



“Physique!” he snapped. “Get back!”



Bloodfeud made to rush into the fray, but Will stopped him with a hard, unbalancing push to the chest. He knew it wouldn’t be as easy to pull Physique out of the way, superstrength and what not, but he made the attempt anyway, grabbing her shoulder and tugging.



She hesitated, various muscles relaxing for an instant. Impact blurred, rushing toward them. Will slashed with his lockpick, and then again as he saw the abomination come to a stop to their left.



Physique attacked again, throwing a punch with blurring, air-wavering speed. Impact dodged, seized her by her punching arm, and flung her toward the high-rise windows.



Miraculously, Physique struck the support between the windows, head bouncing against the concrete pillar with a slightly worrying thunk. She collapsed to the ground, dazed if not unconscious. Bloodfeud hurried to her side.



Will’s fingers tightened around his lockpick as he faced off against Impact, slowly circling to place the abomination’s attention opposite his students. He absently considered whether running might still be an option, having been in enough of these life-or-death situations to know there was no shame in picking his battles.



But no, as far as he could tell, there was no getting away, not with two unconscious students to lug along. He had to kill or at least disable Impact. The memory of the time he’d literally cut Genesis in half with his greatsword flitted mockingly through the back of his mind, tempting him to question whether winning would even count.



“Is he afraid of me?” he asked. “Is that why you’re here? Why he sent me that dream?”



Impact cracked his head sideways in a surprisingly human gesture. “You could serve a purpose. But you aren’t special, Lockpick. I see you’ve made your choice.”



The monster punctuated that point with a powerful, blurring punch. Will ducked, feeling a chunk of the concrete wall behind him pulverize with such intensity that a chip of shrapnel scraped a cut across his forehead.



He slashed at Impact. The abomination dodged, an instant too slow, and Will’s lockpick lopped off a couple of fingers. Pain exploded through Will’s side as he took a blow he’d neither seen coming nor felt until after the fact. He bounced off the wall, hissing with pain and shuffling to stay upright.



Impact feinted an attack that, had it not been a feint, would have almost certainly killed him. Will spun, slashing behind himself and to the left entirely on assumption. His lockpick cut a thin slice into Impact’s chest, a wound that would have undone a normal opponent. Impact touched the gash as though it were a mosquito bite and shifted into his next attack.



Bloodfeud moved out of the corner of Will’s vision, pulling a hand back like a ventriloquist doing an advanced movement with a puppet. Impact jerked sideways slightly, droplets of blood pulling loose from his body. They snapped back an instant later as though the monster had some kind of gravitational pull over its own blood.



Resistance to powers in general, more likely
 , thought Will.



He wondered if that was why Genesis was going through the recruitment effort. His own power clearly still worked. Perhaps they viewed him as more of a threat because of it, dangerous in a way they couldn’t just shrug off.



He slashed again, his ribs screaming in pain as he moved in a manner they found disagreeable. Impact ducked low, scooping up a piece of concrete with one hand. It seemed to simply blur out of his hand, crossing the room so fast that it was better described as ammunition than a mere projectile.



It was sheer luck that saved Will, and it only
 mostly
 saved him. His own momentum put him out of the way of all but the concrete’s tip, which still opened up a nasty gash in his shoulder, one of those injuries that carried with it a flash of blinding, confusing red.



He had to mend it. Bloodfeud had seen it happen, but Will wasn’t about to value that one secret over the lives of every human there. He did it quick with one of his reflexive slaps, sealing off the skin and ignoring the way one of his shoulder bones felt dented.



Impact swung one of his arms into the wall, yanking loose another chunk of concrete and collapsing part of the apartment’s structure in the process. Will’s attention was so fixated on a new attack that he didn’t notice who was about to be under the debris until it was already too late.



Max…



A section of the wall tipped as one, falling toward the teenager with crushing intent and the weight to back it up. Will moved without thinking, diving low and landing underneath the falling wall, braced over Max’s prone, unconscious form. He felt a variety of different building materials crack down against his back, a nail or two punching through skin like prehistoric wasp bites.



Even as Will was shifting to slide Max to safety, he knew he’d messed up. It was a deeper mistake than just putting himself on the ground, defenseless, in front of Impact. Taking the fight with his students there in the first place. Coming to care for his students, feeling that need to defend them at all costs, in the first place.



Impact lifted his foot, winding up for a tasteless classic — a stomp to the skull. Will was already twisting, feeling how slow he was in comparison, but the kick never came. Bloodfeud leapt onto the abomination, one arm tight around its neck even as the contact instantly made the teenager’s skin break out in a red rash.



With disgusting smoothness, Impact seized Bloodfeud’s shoulder with one hand and yanked him around and into the air. He let the long, overcrowded fingers of his free hand close around Bloodfeud’s face and skull. The teenager howled in pain. Impact’s face was blank as he started to squeeze.



Will was already in motion. He had the perfect angle. His lockpick came down, and Impact’s hand came off. Bloodfeud slapped it sideways, wide-eyed with a partial red rash hand mark marring his expression.



Impact’s attention twisted Will’s way as he rolled out the wrist stub of his injured arm. A tiny, gross-looking red bud pushed outward. It looked… a little bit like his arm was taking a shit.



“Interesting trick, but something tells me it won’t work on your head,” shouted Will.



Of course, he didn’t swing for the head. Lying — what a concept. He slashed high with his left hand, which only held a chunk of debris he’d scooped up to draw attention, and then cut upward at a searching angle. Impact’s other hand came off, fingers tensing as the appendage landed like a stranded octopus.



Impact tried to attack him anyway, swinging his bleeding, nubby stumps at Will. They could probably still do some damage, but Will could do more, so much more. So often his fights came down to this distinction, the simple fact that he had a much broader upper limit.



He slashed, cutting off more of one of Impact’s arms, a chunk of his leg, and then with no hesitation, the abomination’s head. The decapitated monster remained upright, which was horrifying and very likely a bad omen. It did stagger a step backward, moving in front of one of the windows.



Will kicked the headless, bleeding monster out of the apartment, taking a deep satisfaction in the sound of breaking glass, followed by silence, capped off by an impact. The fight was over. He’d won, but he wasn’t done just yet.



“Holy fuck…” Bloodfeud sank down next to Physique, shifting her head onto his lap. “That was… We just fought an abomination?”



“We did,” said Will. He chuckled and grinned at Bloodfeud. “We fought it, and we…”



A faint rush of wind came from the broken window, followed by footsteps on glass as Galaxy Maiden touched down within the apartment.
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Will felt tired, more than anything. He’d exhausted the emotional muscles that let him feel surprise, or horror, or even concern for his students. Galaxy Maiden had arrived to finish what Impact had started. Even if Will had somehow seen it coming, it wasn’t a fight he would have ever been able to adequately prepare for.



Bloodfeud was still smiling, but he seemed to read Will’s reaction as his brow furrowed with confusion. Galaxy Maiden was smiling, too, if the sharp crescent her mouth was twisted into could really be called that.



“That must have been quite the fight,” she said, striding forward. “I knew you were capable, but to be honest, that little display went above and beyond where I’d marked your power level.”



“I am
 so
 glad that you’re here,” said Will dryly. “I have three students in this apartment, two of them experiencing health emergencies, and three more up on the roof of the next building over.”



“Yes,” said Galaxy Maiden. “Zone informed me of all of it. He needs to be able to calculate in order to use his power and was still recovering when I set off. I’ve preempted your rescue by at least a few minutes, which is all that I think I’ll need. I never expected to be handed such a perfect opportunity.”



“What are you talking about?” asked Bloodfeud. “Instructor Lockpick? What… what the hell?”



“Stay back,” muttered Will.



He hated the idea of attacking first in front of one of his students, but he suspected he’d only get one attack, if even that. He launched himself forward, lockpick in motion. Galaxy Maiden struck him across the head, completely throwing off his equilibrium. She had him by the neck in the next instant, and it was all he could do to grab her wrist and struggle for control of his circumstances as she hoisted him into the air.



The window was still to her back, but any thought of trying to push her out of it like he had Impact was undone by the obvious — she could fly. The sunlight rendered her in silhouette, and he could see her shoulders shaking in that strange, unexpected moment of hesitation. Her eyes closed, and her head dipped forward.



Wait… she’s crying?



She had him in the palm of her hand, revenge a simple matter of closing her hand, closing his throat. He kind of understood it, too. The idea of killing him was an emotional reaction, an eye for an eye, everyone blind. The
 reality
 of killing him, someone her son’s own age, just to make sense of a tragedy, must ultimately be…



Oh wait, never mind. She’s laughing, not crying.



Galaxy Maiden lifted her head back up, eyes wild, mouth and lips twisted into a maddened grin. She shook her head slowly, the motion made unnerving by the way her eyes remained focused and glued to him.



“I wish this moment could last even longer,” she whispered. “But I already know I’ll relive this again, and again, in my dreams. I think I’ll spend some time at the academy, speak with your mother, taste her pain. Maybe I’ll kill one of your sisters, too. I want her to feel what I went through twice over. Three times over, even.”



She was just monologuing. Will couldn’t breathe, let alone speak. He made a feeble attempt at kicking one of his legs out only to feel Galaxy Maiden’s hand tighten, the world pulsing black around the edges. He slashed again with his lockpick, one last bit of desperation. He’d been aiming for her neck, but only managed to nick her lip.



“Even now, you still struggle.” She touched the spot of blood on her lip. “Just a scratch. Your eyes looked so hopeful for the briefest mo… ma…”



Her lower lip suddenly jerked downward, stealing her ability to finish her thought. A dangling red crescent of her own blood yanked her mouth and her head sideways, hooking her like a fish out of water. She reached for her face, like anyone would, under the circumstances.



Will didn’t cough or gasp for breath as her hand came free from his neck.



He just killed her.



He stabbed his lockpick forward, sinking it through her breastbone, deep into her chest. He twisted side to side to stir her heart up, and watched her crumple. He pulled his lockpick loose and wiped it off on Galaxy Maiden’s costume in the same motion. Her mouth kept moving, though no sound came out, and just as before, her eyes stayed so focused on him.



There wasn’t anything more to say. She’d come close to killing him, far closer than most generally did. She’d lived the life of a hero, but died… as something else. There was no inherent beauty or fairness in death, as far as Will was concerned, but he felt no regret whatsoever about what he’d just done.



It was over, but it really wasn’t. Will didn’t turn around right away, knowing Bloodfeud would be there when he did. An accomplice, or perhaps just a witness, depending on what he decided to do next.



“You’ll just kill anyone who gets in your way, won’t you?” asked Bloodfeud.



Will let out a tired sigh, still looking at Galaxy Maiden’s corpse, mostly just to be sure. “If they try to kill me first. If they try to threaten my family. Yeah.”



“Is that the real reason why you did Glass in?”



He turned around and stared at Bloodfeud. “How’d you figure it out?”



“I’ve always kept the fact that I can self-heal a secret,” said Bloodfeud. “There’s only one person within a few hundred miles who I’ve revealed it to recently.
 Decay
 .”



There was no point in trying to deny it. Will gave Bloodfeud a thin smile and nodded again, letting the secret hang out in the room like stale smoke. He was acutely aware of the way Bloodfeud was glaring at him, along with the copious amounts of blood left over from the fights with both Impact and with Galaxy Maiden.



“I trusted you!” shouted Bloodfeud. “I was waiting for you to show up again after what you did to Glass, to… take over. Start giving orders. Something. The entire gang would have followed you, but you never wanted to be in charge. You were just undercover, just a fucking spy, or something.”



“You didn’t stick around either.”



“I had to protect my sister!” shouted Bloodfeud. “The whole point of joining the Power Realists was so I could look out for her.”



Will took a step forward. He saw pillars of blood rise from the pools on the floor out of the corner of each eye, but whether Bloodfeud was setting up an attack or just using his power reflexively, anxiously, was an open question. The teenager was still sitting with Physique’s head resting on his lap. Will crouched down so they were at eye level.



“You kidnapped my mother,” he said, slowly. “You broke in and attacked us in the middle of the night, and left me to die.”



“That was… before.”



“And this is now. Bloodfeud.
 Francisco
 . Here we are.”



In some ways, the tension of the moment outstripped what Will had felt facing off against Impact or Galaxy Maiden. This was more than just a question of potential violence, but the balance of a young man’s soul. A teenager who Will really wished he could stop projecting himself onto.



Physique let out a groan and briefly blinked her eyes open. Bloodfeud stroked her hair, expression instantly losing its hard edge in favor of open concern. Will breathed out and shifted his focus from one student to another.



“Hey,” he whispered. “Sleeping beauty. How are you feeling?”



“Instructor… Lockpick?”



“I’m right here,” said Will, rubbing her shoulder. “Impact… the abomination is dead, as far as we can tell. Max is still alive. I think Max is still alive?”



He went to check. Max was breathing, and he stirred as Will gently roused him. He looked back toward Bloodfeud and Physique. They had their foreheads all but pressed together, talking in that quiet, intimate way.



Did it even matter what choice Bloodfeud ultimately made? He’d learn his lessons, regardless.
 Instructor Lockpick’s
 tutelage was secondary to the curriculum of the world, love, and family.



Then again, love and family weren’t a one-way street.



 










CHAPTER 46




FIVE YEARS EARLIER



 



Despite how much trust Lockpick had in Halberd, the wait was becoming unbearable. There was nothing to do within his tiny little cell apart from occasionally chat with Giga. While Giga was polite and conversational, two people could only talk about so much before finding themselves with nothing to say.



He paced across his cell again, feeling the acute sensation of the past few weeks having been stolen from him. He was past being mad, and though he did want vengeance… he really wanted like a cheeseburger, or some greasy tacos, or a clean hotel bed instead of an itchy pallet. Freedom meant different things to different people.



The door leading down to their dungeon level creaked with familiar noises in the frame. Kim, probably, come to feed the prisoners. They staggered the meal times for seemingly no other reason than to fuck with his head, but he still appreciated getting something to eat, even if it was just a basic sandwich on stale bread and a granola bar.



It was Kim, but that wasn’t what threw Lockpick off. The entire building rumbled as she approached the bars to his cell. It was the signal from Halberd he’d been waiting for. At least, he told himself it was, though with his impatience budding, maybe he just wanted it to be.



“It’s lunch time, pup,” said Kim. “We’ll get to your training after. I need to see what that was, but it should take only but a moment. Lockpick? Did you—"



The instant she opened the door, Lockpick was upon her. Kim was a capable fighter, far stronger than she looked, but he hadn’t simply been twiddling his thumbs in the time since he’d last spoken to Halberd.



He’d made himself a weapon, a crude little cutting shiv with an edge made from a rusted hair file he’d cleaned and slowly sharpened, and tied wood around as a handle. Kim hissed in pain as he cut into one of her arms, barely even using her power.



She won’t fight me, despite all her posturing. She knows what I can do.



“You… planned this, pup?” she said, dropping to one knee. “Fantastic. I am
 so
 impressed.”



“Stop talking,” said Lockpick. “And don’t move until I say you can.”



He quickly moved to Giga’s cell, cutting a hole into the bars, and then after eyeing the hulking man, cutting a much bigger hole.



“It seems your name suits you after all, young Lockpick,” said Giga.



“This is only step one,” said Lockpick. “It’s still a long way to get out of here.”



“Not as long as you would think. There is a path, a secret path, just outside these cells.”



“I have to get to my father first,” said Lockpick. “I… was kind of counting on your help.”



Giga smiled, and there was too much knowing in the expression, too many memories and years lived. “I am in this cell because I do not fight. I have no intention of going down that path again.”



“…Why?”



The massive man shrugged his massive shoulders. “I cannot say, not with words. You will understand someday, perhaps. Or you will not. I am not sure which outcome is truly preferable. Farewell, Lockpick.”



Giga didn’t wait around, immediately hurrying toward and out the dungeon’s main door. Lockpick swallowed, annoyed for reasons he couldn’t quite place, made worse by the way he also had more respect for Giga than ever.



“You’re going to be my ace in the hole, then,” he said to Kim.



She gave him a thin smile, still holding the cut which’d disabled her arm. “You’ve learned your lessons well, pup. But I must impress upon you how much of a mistake you’re truly making.”



His
 lessons
 . The only thing she’d managed to teach him was that pain breeds as much disobedience as obedience, and whoever has the most power gets to decide what’s important.



“What’s the thing they say about eggs again?” He brought the shiv to her neck. “Can’t make a good omelet with cracking or cutting or stomping a few? Something like that?”



She swallowed, and he felt the contortion of one of her neck muscles against his makeshift weapon’s blade. “You’re putting the nails into your own coffin.”



“Enough metaphors. Start walking.”



They made their way upstairs, and Lockpick noticed an open door in the direction Giga had disappeared off into. He took a mental note to head back that way once he found Halberd.



Two guards nearly ran right into them as they rounded the corner. Moving fast, Lockpick shifted the shiv to press into the small of Kim’s back and adopted a more submissive posture.



“Get rid of them,” he whispered.



He could all but feel the way she wanted to snap back, yelling or even whipping him for his insolence, but she knew him. She knew he’d do it if she forced his hand.



“What are you two doing here?” snapped Kim.



“We were… on our way to check on the two prisoners in the west—"



“Get back to your posts!” snapped Kim.



“Yes, ma’am!”



They saluted and hurried off, and Lockpick didn’t encounter any further resistance on the way to Halberd’s cell. His hopes soared, and he couldn’t help but grin as he realized that the fast food he’d so recently been dreaming about was a very real and near possibility. Him and Halberd, back in the car. Halberd ordering through the restaurant speaker while he looked up nearby places on his phone for them to hide out at.



He held Kim at knifepoint while she opened the door down to the second dungeon. It was dimly lit, but Lockpick heard his feet splash across something. Slowly, he turned and caught sight of a body in front of the first cell.



A dead guard with an axe jutting from his face. He must have staggered a few steps and, apart from bleeding, it looked as though he’d thrown up before dying. Halberd stood in his own cell, an eyepatch now covering his empty socket, hands gripping the bars expectantly.



“Good timing, LP,” said Halberd. “Cut me out of here.”



Lockpick sidestepped the body, still holding Kim with one arm. “Uh, yeah. The guard…?”



“I took care of him.”



“How did you manage the explosion?”



Halberd flashed a dark smile. “I didn’t. One of Marauder’s own lieutenants betrayed him on behalf of a group of radicals called the Power Realists. The only thing I did was kick up enough fuss down here to give them an opening.”



Lockpick quickly cut through the bars, one hand still tight on Kim’s neck. Halberd slipped through the opening he made and immediately got in her face. She sighed and rolled her eyes.



“Is it revenge I see glittering in that eye?” she asked. “If so, you may want—"



Halberd struck her hard across the face. He was a big man, and Kim fell sideways from the blow, banging against the wall. She was no slouch herself when it came to violence, as Lockpick had learned firsthand, but the size difference was a nearly two-to-one ratio.



Halberd yanked her back up by the hair and began battering her face, strike after strike until Kim’s coyness was replaced by bruises, a bleeding lip, a black eye. Lockpick swallowed, not sympathetic, not really, but not finding much he liked in the moment, either.



“There’s a way out,” he said, trying to draw Halberd’s attention. “Giga, the prisoner in the cell next to mine, showed me it. We don’t even have to go out through the front.”



“We’re not leaving just yet,” said Halberd. “I have a score to settle.”



“What are you talking about?” Lockpick stared at Halberd, who’d already started down the hallway. “Hey! Hold on!”



He started after him, stopped, pulled Kim up, and brought her along. She was dazed and for a moment, he thought she was attacking him, but no, just staggering from her recent encounters with Halberd’s hand.



Halberd seemed to know the way, and he led Lockpick down two hallways and up to a polished oak doorway. He stopped for long enough to set up for a kick before knocking it open, the sound a sharp hammer blow of intention.



A pointless one. Nearly everyone inside was already dead or dying, and a massive hole in the back of the room peered out onto the mansion’s courtyard. Marauder was on the floor, raised up by his elbows, legs twisted in a manner that heavily suggested they were no longer in working order.



Someone shouted from their left. Halberd spun, conjuring an axe from the wood of the door and slamming it into the face of a guard trying to raise an assault rifle. Another guard popped out from the other side of the room. Lockpick slammed into him, shoulder first.



“Duck!” shouted Halberd.



He did immediately, and the wooden axe sliced through the air overhead… and the man’s head. Blood spurted in inconvenient ways that left Lockpick missing shampoo and a hot shower on top of all the fast food.



“You bastard!” shouted Marauder. “No! You can’t kill me! Halberd!”



“Oh, I think I can,” said Halberd. “I think I’m going to.”



Marauder tried to pull a pistol. Halberd stomped on his hand and kicked the weapon away. He started laughing as he crouched over the dethroned gang leader. Marauder’s features twisted in an expression of agony… and beyond that.



He’s not making that expression,
 realized Lockpick.



The skin and flesh of Marauder’s face suddenly snapped loose, leaving behind a skeletal visage of blood and exposed muscle. The loose flesh formed into an axe within Halberd’s hand. Lockpick had seen him use the trick once before on Arc Master, but that’d been after Liz had killed him.



Marauder was still alive and screaming, face completely flayed. Halberd’s laugh took on a deeper, scarily satisfied quality. He took a breath when it stopped, the room silent except for Marauder’s low, desperate moans. The wooden axe came down, and the man who’d haunted their lives for so long simply was no more.



“There we go,” muttered Halberd. He started chuckling and tossed the flesh axe into the air, letting it spin once before catching it. It had an odd bounciness to it, like the cartilage of an ear.



“It’s over,” breathed Lockpick. “Finally!”



“Not quite.” Halberd’s gaze swiveled to Kim. “Do you want to kill this bitch yourself, LP?”



He still had her held at shiv point, and the question made him suddenly aware of how close that already was to killing her, a twitch of the hand away from an open, gushing neck.



“You wouldn’t want me dead,” purred Kim, with a slight, fearful hiccup. “What use would I be to you dead?”



Halberd ignored her, reading his son’s face instead. “I’ll do it. Quick and easy, and then we can move on.”



“Wait!” hissed Kim. “Aren’t you curious where all of Marauder’s wealth is?”



“We’ll take a look around,” said Halberd.



“And find nothing!” Kim slowly held up her hands. “It isn’t here. The secret vault. Hundreds of millions of dollars in laundered money. Paintings, gold, cryptocurrency… Enough to change your lives, a hundred lives.”



Lockpick didn’t say anything, torn about whether he wanted to kill Kim, or even let Halberd kill her. It was a mistake, as it gave Kim a chance to keep talking.



“All of that money,” said Kim. “It’s yours for the taking. Nobody else is going to come for it. Nobody else knows. Enough money to reinvent yourself, Halberd. Enough to finally be somebody.”



“He’s
 already
 somebody,” said Lockpick. “Halberd of the Crimson Five.”



“She has a point, LP,” said Halberd. “If we had that much money, we’d have options. Enough money to negotiate with the CA, or maybe enough not to need to.”



“What?” snapped Lockpick.



“Exactly!” said Kim.



“She’s just telling you whatever you want to hear!” he said. “She’ll do or say whatever it takes to survive.”



Halberd strode up to Kim, looking at her like he might eye a used vehicle with a deceptively low price tag. He lifted her chin up by one finger. Kim stiffened, not quite meeting his gaze.



“The vault is real,” she whispered. “You can kill me if it’s not.”



“And getting inside?”



She made the slightest nod toward Lockpick with her head.










CHAPTER 47




 



Will and Bloodfeud waited until Physique and Max were conscious enough to stand on their own two feet before heading back up onto the roof. Both students had a moment of shock upon seeing Galaxy Maiden’s dead body, but neither asked all that many questions.



Zone was waiting for them on the next roof over, already apparently having evacuated Klash, Pasithea, and Daydream. The headmaster’s reaction was so joyful and relieved that it instantly raised Will’s already high regard for the man.



“Oh, thank fucking God,” called Zone. “You’re alive. That is all of you, isn’t it? Oh, wow… I need a second. I was in mourning.”



There was a slight distortion as Zone teleported across the gap between buildings, appearing a few feet away from their group.



“We’re all here,” said Will. “Except for… Galaxy Maiden.”



“She’s a busy woman, I know,” said Zone. “Off to another crisis, no doubt!”



Will glanced at Bloodfeud, who gave away nothing with his expression.



“The abomination we were fighting against was the hero formally known as Impact,” said Will. “I’m still not sure how he underwent that transformation. My point is… he was extremely powerful. Galaxy Maiden didn’t survive the confrontation.”



Bloodfeud nodded slowly. “Yeah. I think she… underestimated him. She wasn’t ready, never thought she’d lose.”



“You’re… joking, right?” Zone shook his head. “Galaxy Maiden? You can’t be… You are? You’re serious?”



He let out a soul-weary sigh and collapsed to his knees.



“Headmaster?” asked Max. “Are you…?”



“Don’t talk right now.” Zone massaged his forehead and made various overdramatic noises of psychic pain. “The world is so fucked. God. That might be it. The tipping point… I already thought we were past it.”



He took another minute to compose himself before standing up and waving them over. “Just ignore that. I’ll get you guys home to the academy and… I’m sure we’ll figure this out. Goddammit. I never thought for a second that I was taking a risk by letting her go ahead.”



Another body, another lie,
 thought Will.
 Am I past the point of it all weighing on my conscience?



He was a killer, many times over, and he knew if he let himself dwell on those faces for long enough, it would take him to a dark place. A place he couldn’t go to, a place he might not come back from.



Zone completed the transfer, and Will stumbled as his feet fought for balance on a new surface. They were in the academy’s transfer building. Upon emerging onto the sunlit campus, they found a small crowd waiting for them, populated by several familiar faces.



Bloodfeud was the first to run forward, sweeping his sobbing sister into his arms and hugging her tight. Will saw Jess running toward him with similar intensity and let himself go to her.



“I was so worried!” Jess hugged him tight… painfully so, in fact. Will grunted and tapped out with one hand against her shoulder.



“Easy,” he said, grimacing. “One of my ribs is a bit jangled up. On top of that, you’re… kind of strong right now.”



Jess kissed his cheek, and then his neck… and then his lips. “The armband. But that’s beside the point right now, mister. I was so sure that you… that something bad had happened.”



“It got a little hairy, but I pulled through. So did all my students.”



Jess nodded, still pressing her body into his with a level of intimacy only barely excused by the emotions in the air. “Will… Galaxy Maiden was here at the academy briefly. She, well… we talked for a minute.”



Oh no.



“What did she say?” he asked.



Jess opened her mouth, closed it, shook her head. “It doesn’t matter now. I think she’s just naturally insensitive by nature. All that matters is that everyone is safe.”



“Not… quite everyone,” he said. “Galaxy Maiden didn’t make it.”



Jess blinked a few times, head tilting sideways a bit. Was he reading too deeply into her reaction? She hugged him again, and he decided he was, he had to be. His arms wrapped around her, and he let himself simply love her, trust her, and hold her.



“Um.” Isabelle awkwardly cleared her throat from where she stood nearby. “I found those notes about the armband you’d asked me to look for, Jess. You might want to read them.”



“Of course,” said Jess. “Just… put them in my administrator’s mailbox.”



“You might
 really
 want to read them,” said Isabelle. “Sooner, maybe, as opposed to later?”



She eyed Jess and Will, focus clearly on how much of their bodies were in contact.



“Hold still, Headmaster!” said Casey, from nearby. “That bandage is already bleeding through. I need to change it.”



“LP!” Rue’s voice bellowed toward them from a distance. Will looked over to see her sprinting across campus in her school uniform. Avery followed a few feet behind.



He hugged all three of them tight as they shared a moment of appreciation for what they had, what they could have lost. Will saw Bloodfeud still standing with his own sister, holding her hand tight. His eyes met Will’s for a moment of unspoken understanding.



 
 Home is whoever shows up for dinner.



 



 



THE END
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    PART ONE: LESSONS IN BLACKMAIL 
 
   



 

 CHAPTER 1 
 
    It was the end of a typical school day in a classroom filled with typical students taught by their typical reformed supervillain instructor. Will eyed the horizon-bound, blood-red sun, which was prone to setting around three thirty so far north, accepting the dramatic glow it cast onto the six teenagers seated at their desks. 
 
    “Your homework tonight is simply to review the notes I left on each of your essays,” he told them. “You’ll be writing another one soon, and they’ll make up a significant portion of your grade. If your scores are lacking in other areas, a few essays where you put in some extra effort could go a long way.” 
 
    It was as though he was speaking to them from the edge of a yawning pit, as close to the day’s end as they were. They were far into that last, often painful section of the final block when each and every second seemed to stretch into eternity. 
 
    He strode the room as he passed back the essays, stopping first in front of the only student still mostly alert and engaged. “Daydream. Good work.” 
 
    She smiled, fixing her round glasses and shrugging her bushy brown ponytail over one shoulder as she raised her hand. “If I have extra credit atop my essay score, would that also factor into my overall average?” 
 
    “I would assume so, though there’s probably an upper limit,” he said. 
 
    He moved to the next desk, doing his best to ignore the way his prettiest, blondest, and arguably most annoying student batted her eyelashes at him. “Pasithea, you were three hundred words under the word count. What was there was good, but I still had to take points off.” 
 
    “I got so lost about what I wanted to say, Instructor,” purred Pasithea. “I was hoping you’d stay after to give me some help.” 
 
    “I’m out of here the second that bell rings,” said Will. 
 
    A couple of chuckles came from other students, and he moved on. 
 
    “Klash,” he said, slapping the next essay down on the next desk.  
 
    Klash did a small hair flip to get his dreadlocks out of his face and waited with a bit of tension in his expression. 
 
    “Not bad at all,” finished Will. “Cool premise. I like the idea of doing more research into whether age affects raw power strength.” 
 
    “Uh, thanks,” said Klash. “I just wrote whatever popped into my head.” 
 
    He leaned back in his chair and gave a fist bump to Max in the next desk over. Max made a show of stretching as Will set his essay down, smiling without a care in the world. 
 
    “You didn’t write this essay, Max,” said Will. “Do it again.” 
 
    “Oh, come on!” cried Max. “How can you say that, Instructor?” 
 
    “Because the girl from class 2-C that you got to write it for you was so guilt-riddled that she came to me during lunch and admitted it,” said Will. “You’re going to rewrite it, and you’re going to apologize to her.” 
 
    “Apologize to her, as in…?” 
 
    Will moved on from the king of lost causes to his last two students, who’d taken to sitting in a row of their own a little back from the others. Physique’s short pink hair in combination with her tall, athletic build made her seem more like a character out of a movie than a mere teenager. 
 
    “Nicely done,” he said, setting her essay down. “I’d like to see you expand more on power stereotypes in another essay if you get the chance.” 
 
    “Um.” She nodded, letting the motion drop her gaze. “Thank you, Instructor.” 
 
    There was plenty of room left to build up her confidence, but Will still considered her a top prospect, the right mix of humble and powerful to be a force in the super world post-graduation. He stepped past her desk, which brought him to his last student and biggest problem. 
 
    “Bloodfeud.” He set the empty paper that Bloodfeud had turned in down on his desk. “You didn’t do the assignment. You can either accept the consequences and get an F or redo it by tomorrow morning.” 
 
    Bloodfeud slowly shifted to look at Will directly, his expression just as cold and aggrieved as it’d been the day Will had killed Galaxy Maiden. They hadn’t spoken about it in the time since, and really, there was nothing to say.  
 
    “You know all about consequences, don’t you, Instructor?” said Bloodfeud, in a mocking tone. 
 
    “Francisco!” hissed Physique. She nudged him with an elbow and shot an apologetic look at Will. 
 
    “Whatever,” muttered Bloodfeud. “I’ll turn in something for you to read.” 
 
    “Good.” Will stepped back toward his desk, sensing he’d barely brushed the surface of the problem the young teenager represented. If Bloodfeud told anyone about what he’d done to Galaxy Maiden, or hell, the fact that he was Decay, he was done.  
 
    The temptation to just let the issue of the assignment slide was a hard one to resist, but Will wasn’t about to opt into his own blackmail. Bloodfeud had leverage over him, but he had to know that having it and wielding it were two different things. If Francisco decided to try him, to see how far he could push him, then… 
 
    Then what? Another body at the bottom of the ocean? Who the fuck even are you anymore? 
 
    “Um, Instructor?” piped Daydream, hand half raised. “It’s 3:31.” 
 
    “Right.” He nodded to the room. “You’re free to go. Review your essays or rewrite them, if you didn’t get a passing grade.” 
 
    Chairs screeched, and the room emptied in the blink of an eye. He’d been expecting Bloodfeud to stay after and cause him a headache, but he left with Physique, the two off to enjoy the afternoon on Paallavvik Island the way only teenagers can. 
 
    It’d never occurred to him as a student just how much matching relief his teachers felt at the end of the day. Will packed his notes and teacher’s manual into his bag and headed straight for the door, keen on getting back to Jerrigan Hall to see what Jess and Rue were up to. 
 
    He nearly ran straight into Casey at the door, Headmaster Zone’s peppy but tiny assistant. She gasped and took a step back before clearing her throat ahead of the last sentence Will wanted to hear at that moment. 
 
    “Headmaster Zone wants to see you,” said Casey. 
 
    “Of course he does.” Will sighed dramatically and leaned against the doorframe.  
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 2 
 
      
 
    Baffin Academy was a small school with only one true main building, not quite large enough to escape that claustrophobic feeling common to small schools in small communities. Will passed a few of his students in the hall, along with a couple of faculty members, Giga and Isabelle, on his way upstairs with Casey. 
 
    He was left waiting outside Headmaster Zone’s office for only a few seconds. Casey knocked and announced him, and the faint sound of papers being shuffled and banged on the desk preceded a quiet invitation to come in. 
 
    “Instructor Lockpick,” said Zone. “Please, have a seat.” 
 
    The situation felt a little bit like a reversal of those afternoons in which Will had to assign a student detention. Zone was thin and bald, but no less imposing for it. A small computer tablet was propped up at an angle on his desk, quietly playing the news from elsewhere in the world.  Will eyed it briefly as he dropped down into the chair Zone had indicated. 
 
    “Headmaster,” he said. “What can I do for you?” 
 
    “You can start acting like a teacher, at least if you plan on sticking around here at the academy,” said Zone. “A full half of your class is currently failing the majority of their subjects.” 
 
    Will gave a barebones shrug. “I’m doing what I can. This is new to me. Zone, you knew who I was when you hired me. My past. My lack of what one might call relevant experience.” 
 
    “I don’t care for excuses,” said Zone.  
 
    “It’s not an excuse. You’re welcome to fire me. I’m surprised you hired me in the first place.” 
 
    Part of him actually wanted it, though not quite enough to quit on the spot. Avery was actively recruiting for her new team. He saw glimpses of the impact he was having with his students, but they were so fleeting, wedged between frustrations. 
 
    “I didn’t call you here solely to be critical of your performance. As I’m sure you already know, the school is going to be running an open house ahead of the upcoming preliminary recruitment showcase. A number of your students’ parents and guardians will be visiting the academy.” 
 
    “I hear you,” said Will. “I’ll be polite. But that’s all I can promise. I’m not going above and beyond.” 
 
    “If I get so much as a peep of a complaint, I won’t be able to defend you,” said Zone. “Some of them have donated significant sums to the school. I shouldn’t say which, but rest assured, we need them more than we need you.” 
 
    Will didn’t say anything. He found himself chafing under Zone’s authority even as he appreciated that the headmaster was always straight with him. 
 
    “I’ll take the meet and greets as seriously as my mood allows,” he said. “Is my class really doing that badly? The grade averages are deceptive, in light of the shock they suffered from the incident in New York. The vibe is otherwise good, and everyone’s making progress toward…” 
 
    He trailed off as his eyes passed over the tablet again. The news report was running recent footage taken from an all too familiar city, his city. Lancaster had fared poorly in the wake of the breach and Genesis’s rampage, but it wasn’t the destruction that demanded his attention. 
 
    “Do you mind turning that up?” he asked. 
 
    “I do, but not so much that I’ll deny you the request,” said Zone. “I’ve… heard rumors of some of what’s happened in your hometown over the last few weeks, William, and you should, too.” 
 
    “…and for the people left on the ground in places such as Lancaster City, help is coming from an unusual source,” said the newscaster. “A reformed faction of escaped inmates from the infamous Mastodon Supermax Prison have taken to defending the streets. The group’s apparent leader, Despot, or Jacob Miller, has even been deputized and given an official defense contract by the Champion Authority.” 
 
    “Unbelievable,” muttered Will. 
 
    “Is it?” asked Zone. “Desperate times call for desperate measures. You being here as a teacher was a choice I made from a similar place of desperation.” 
 
    “That’s different.” 
 
    “Prove it.” Zone rapped his knuckles on his desk. “Show me what your students are truly capable of. Recruitment season is going to be fast and furious this year, Instructor Lockpick. Get them into shape so they can be the ones defending civilization instead of, well… whoever happens to be available.” 
 
    He shook his head and waved a hand at the tablet. Will didn’t take his eyes off it even as Zone muted the volume. The shot panned to show lines of desperate survivors, most of them in dirty and torn clothing, queuing in front of a supply tent. 
 
    Zone dismissed him, and Will fell into his own thoughts as he headed out onto campus. Despot, a recognized member of the Champion Authority. He would have laughed if the idea of it hadn’t pissed him off so much.  
 
    It was so dangerous and shortsighted that he actually couldn’t believe it. He took out his phone and searched for a few news articles about current events and Lancaster City which confirmed it, much to his horror. 
 
    There was a certain logic to it, a certain blurring of standards when mutants and abominations were knocking at the door. Still, he couldn’t make himself alright with it, not knowing Despot as well as he did. He wouldn’t be helping the mundane residents of Lancaster City out of the goodness of his heart, but claiming them as chattel, seeing it all through the lens of a super-supremacist growing in power. 
 
    A group of students split in two to hurry out of his way, and he realized that his face was set into a dangerously hard scowl. He forced himself to relax, not wanting to bring that kind of energy home to Jerrigan Hall. 
 
    It had mostly just been him within his family’s private dorm for the past week, with Jess’s new schedule as an administrator keeping her busy at odd hours and Rue spending a lot of time with her new friends. Avery was still at the Lighthouse working through the logistics of starting her own team, which had proven to be a much more time-consuming process than she’d first realized. 
 
    He was surprised, all things considered, to find Jess was already home, busy cleaning up the kitchen nook and prepping for dinner. Her blonde hair was twisted up into a messy bun, and she wore a white apron that said “KNEEL BEFORE THE COOK” over a t-shirt and black leggings. 
 
    She had her phone out and was listening to an audiobook or a podcast and didn’t hear him come in. He silently shut the door and took his shoes off, sneaking up behind her. Jess was running a cloth over the counter as he swept her up into a hug and planted a quick kiss on her cheek. 
 
    Several things happened at once. The ethereal crackle of blue energy came from Jess’s armband, which he hadn’t noticed she was wearing. The world flipped upside down as Jess seized him by the shoulders and, with superhuman strength, flung him around and back the way he’d come.  
 
    He heard her gasp and had a brief, spinning view of her trying to undo her attack as she realized her mistake. Will did a complete flip as he traveled through the air before landing painfully against one arm of the couch. Groaning, he pulled himself up and flopped onto the cushions. 
 
    “LP!” cried Jess. “Oh, jeez, I am so sorry. I didn’t hear you come in and… my reflexes have been a bit springy as of late.” 
 
    “I’m alive and unbroken.” He rubbed his shoulder and smiled as she hurried over and plopped down next to him. “Where’d you get the apron?” 
 
    She glanced down and held out the fabric for his closer inspection. “It was in the lost and found.” 
 
    “How does an apron end up getting lost at a school?” 
 
    “I have no idea,” she said. “But I needed an apron, and now I have one. Do you like it?” 
 
    “Are you kidding?” He sat up and threw an arm around her. “I love it.” 
 
    “Aw, thanks.” 
 
    “You could wear nothing but that and I think it would still look good.” 
 
    Jess cleared her throat, obviously trying not to smile. “That’s a very… interesting way of complimenting it.” 
 
    “Interesting, or tempting?” He leaned in and kissed her cheek, letting one hand stroke her thigh. Her leggings were smooth and so thin that he could feel the heat pouring off them. 
 
    “Cool your jets, mister,” she said. “It’s my new apron, not a jumping off point for your horny little fantasies.” 
 
    “When it comes to you, I hardly need one.” He shifted his kisses to her neck. “Is Rue home?”  
 
    Jess turned her face to give him a quick peck on the lips as she stood up. “Not yet. I wanted to have an early dinner tonight. It seemed like it would improve my odds of locking the two of you down for some real family time.” 
 
    “You’ve already given up on Avery, then?” 
 
    “For tonight, at least,” said Jess. “She’s still chasing this dream of having her own team. I tried to explain to her that it’s not something you can just snap your fingers and create overnight.” 
 
    She sighed and walked back over to the kitchen nook. Will wondered if he was imagining the hurt and frustration in her posture. Avery’s new team was, in some ways, like the final nail in the coffin for the Crimson Five. 
 
    Well, him joining Avery’s new team would be the true final nail. He still hadn’t given her his answer, which in a way was also withholding an answer from Jess. It was probably the only time he’d be such a hot commodity on the team market, given that Lockpick’s public power was, to put it mildly, rather focused and niche. 
 
    They both wanted him on their teams, saw the value he brought to the table even outside of what they assumed to be his raw power level. He loved them so much for that. He still hadn’t given up hope of finding a way to sidestep having to choose. 
 
    “I was going to do a pork cutlet ramen thing for dinner,” said Jess. “Sound good?” 
 
    “Sounds like dorm food,” he said. 
 
    “Hey!” 
 
    “In a good way. In the best way.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 3 
 
      
 
    Will did some chores while Jess cooked, helping tamp down on the overall messiness of their living situation. He didn’t want to point fingers and play the blame game… but it was mostly all Rue. He picked up a pair of her panties, a lacey number she’d acquired somewhere since coming to the island, and brushed off the image of what they’d look like on her.  
 
    Or off her, next to her naked body on his bed. 
 
    “Why are you holding Rue’s underwear?” called Jess. 
 
    “I’m trying to clean up in here, Jesus,” he muttered. “They were stuffed in between two couch cushions.” 
 
    He immediately felt like he’d implicated himself as he realized how they’d probably come to be there in the first place. With Jess busy with her admin work, he and Rue had been making healthy use of all the free condoms Baffin Academy supplied for students. They’d done it at least once on each of the couches. 
 
    His mind was still in untoward places when the door swung open and Rue, along with a couple of her friends, spilled into the dorm’s common room. They still had their school uniforms on, plaid skirts and navy vests over plain button-up shirts. 
 
    “Hey, LP,” said Rue. “You’ve met Amber and Alex, right?” 
 
    “Yeah,” he said. 
 
    “Hi, Will,” said Alex. 
 
    That alone was enough to draw a glare from Rue, who’d been pretty vocal to him about her dislike of him flirting with her friends. He couldn’t remember her exact words, but the removal of his balls had been the general idea. 
 
    “I think Jess wants us to do family dinner tonight,” he said. 
 
    “Oh, well, they were just stopping by anyway,” said Rue. “I’ll see you both tomorrow.” 
 
    “See you, Rue,” said Amber. 
 
    Rue’s friends left. Will finished collecting the laundry and joined the conversation in the main room. Rue was asking Jess about her day as she cooked thin slabs of pork in a pan over the dormitory’s expansive hot plate. 
 
    “It was boring, trust me,” said Jess. “I was mostly handling logistical stuff. Flying around and running odd jobs, in essence.” 
 
    “That’s why you were made an administrator, you know,” said Will. “Supers with the power of flight have it on easy mode when it comes to productivity.” 
 
    “Hey!” Jess smiled and lifted a foot at the knee to nudge his shin as he passed by. “You say that as though I wouldn’t otherwise be qualified.” 
 
    “I think LP just means that Zone is throwing a paycheck at you as much for your powers as for what would be on your resume,” said Rue. 
 
    “That’s… almost a worse way of putting it, somehow,” said Jess. 
 
    The food didn’t take long, and soon they were all seated and eating. Ramen was a hard dish to mess up even within the limited confines of a dormitory kitchen nook. Will dug in, savoring the broth, the noodles, and the general moment of peace among his family. 
 
    “How was your day, Will?” asked Jess. 
 
    “It was fine,” he said. “Fairly standard. The good students were good, the lazy ones were lazy.” 
 
    “I saw Casey marching you up to Zone’s office right after school,” said Rue. 
 
    He shot her a look that came in just under a glare. “He had some… concerns about my class’s overall trajectory.” 
 
    “Concerns?” Jess furrowed her brow. “What did he say?” 
 
    “About what you’d expect. To get their grades up so they’ll look better for the recruiters. We’re barely a month into the school year here and I’m already supposed to be prepping these kids to join a team. It’s a little insane.” 
 
    “You were on a team years before you were their age,” pointed out Jess.  
 
    “Mentor teams are their own beast,” he said. 
 
    Jess looked toward Rue, and so did he, realizing she was on the front lines of the recruitment frenzy. She shrugged and poked her fork around her bowl. 
 
    “Instructor Terra has my class doing basically the same thing,” she admitted. “I don’t know. I don’t really want to get recruited, not that I’m trying to tank my scores or anything. At least not by some random team.” 
 
    She looked at Will. He looked at Jess. There was a lot to unpack in that moment. What would it mean if Avery decided she wanted both her siblings involved with her new project? The idea of leaving Jess out simply because Avery wanted full control felt beyond cruel, but including Jess would simply be the Crimson Five over again. 
 
    “Why don’t we watch something?” said Jess, with a sigh. “I’m sick of talking about teams and recruitment.” 
 
    She turned on the TV. It was already set to one of the news channels, the same one that had been on in Zone’s office. Lancaster City was immediately identifiable in the windowed background behind the anchor, with a ticker banner running across the bottom describing the Power Realists’ work combatting a food shortage. 
 
    Jess turned off the TV, and nobody said anything for a moment. 
 
    “I heard already,” he said. “The Power Realists… my old gang… They’ve basically taken over our city.” 
 
    “They aren’t your gang anymore, LP,” said Rue. “Right?” 
 
    “They aren’t,” agreed Jess. “And as hard as it might be to accept, Lancaster City isn’t our home, either. It might be best to simply close that chapter of our lives. Move on.” 
 
    “Close and never reopen it?” asked Will. “Never go back?” 
 
    Why did he care so much? He wasn’t sure he could put it into words. He’d felt this way with Halberd a few times, as though he was flailing for control. 
 
    “I’m not saying never,” said Jess. “Just that, if we did go back, it wouldn’t be the same. It wouldn’t be the place we remembered. We did what we could, but we don’t owe Lancaster City anything more than it owes us.” 
 
    Will did the dishes after dinner, which was far less of a chore than it sounded like given they’d eaten what amounted to noodles in broth. He felt a soft set of arms wrap around his chest, and a softer set of breasts press into his back. 
 
    “Hey,” said Rue. “Want to come hang out in my room?” 
 
    “I do,” he said. “We could watch a movie, or something.” 
 
    “Or something,” agreed Rue.  
 
    He wiped his hands off on a clean dish towel and turned around to hug her back, looking toward Jess, who was reading on the couch. She set a bookmark into her novel and placed it on the table, frowning at them slightly. 
 
    “Mom, LP and I are going to hang out in my room and watch a movie,” said Rue. 
 
    “Are you telling me or asking me?” asked Jess. 
 
    “Do we really need permission?” asked Rue. 
 
    “Of course you don’t need my permission to spend time together,” she replied, with a sigh. “I just… want you to make good choices.” 
 
    “Jesus, relax,” said Rue. “It’s not that big of a deal. We won’t even close the door all the way if that’s what you’re worried about.” 
 
    “That’s not as much of a solution as you seem to think,” said Jess. 
 
    Will touched Rue’s shoulder. “Why don’t you go start seeing what’s on Netflix?” 
 
    “Whatever.” 
 
    He waited until she’d left the common room before sitting down next to Jess on the couch. Her feet were bare, and he rubbed one of them while he thought about what to say, how to say it. 
 
    “I love you.” He gently pinched her big toe. 
 
    “And I love you,” said Jess, with a sigh. “And Rue. And I’m not trying to ruin your… fun. I just thought that after what happened with you and Avery, you might, I don’t know. Turn over a new leaf?” 
 
    “Do you want me to watch a movie with you instead?” 
 
    Jess shook her head, but her eyes were smiling. “You shouldn’t keep Rue waiting.” 
 
    He tickled her foot until she pulled it away. “Enjoy your book.” 
 
    “I will. Remember, the deal is that the door stays cracked, mister.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 4 
 
      
 
    Will closed the door as far as he suspected Jess would let him get away with, leaving it open more in spirit than practice. Rue had already changed into more comfortable clothing, one of his t-shirts, in fact. Her legs were bare, and her panties looked like they were actively disappearing into the wonderful curves of her butt as she leaned forward to set up her laptop. 
 
     “You can get comfy, too,” she said, glancing at him.  
 
    “I’m comfy enough already.” He stretched out on her bed as the movie started, some animated film with subtitles that he didn’t care enough about to even pretend to pay attention to. 
 
    Rue’s smile had a chaotic edge as she slid in close next to him. She kissed his cheek and then let her lips run down to his neck, nibbling and suckling in a way that got him hard almost instantly. 
 
    “Slow down,” he whispered. “The movie just started.” 
 
    “What?” She poked him in the cheek. “Are you afraid you can’t be quiet?” 
 
    “I’m afraid we’re going to break her heart,” he said, nodding to the door and Jess beyond it. 
 
    Rue slid her hand down to start rubbing his cock through his pants. “She’s not heartbroken. She’s pouting. As much as Mom won’t admit it, she wants you all for herself.” 
 
    Will elbowed her in the ribs. “Why would you fucking say that?” 
 
    “I didn’t say it, Avery did. I agreed with it.” 
 
    He scowled, realizing not for the first time that there were a lot of conversations happening amongst his family that he simply was not and could never be a part of. 
 
    “Quit trying to ruin the mood, LP,” whispered Rue. “I didn’t steal you tonight by accident. I thought Mom would be working, so I scheduled our grand return for this evening.” 
 
    She fiddled with her various devices, switching the movie so it was playing on her phone connected to a Bluetooth speaker. She brought up CamCasters on the laptop and, in short order, had her finger hovering over the button to start a stream. 
 
    “Well?” she whispered. 
 
    “What?” He chuckled and shook his head. “Are you expecting me to stop you?” 
 
    “Kind of.” 
 
    He set his hand down on top of hers, starting the stream. Only the back of her body was in view, and the angle he was sitting at kept his own head from being visible. 
 
    “I know how much this turns you on,” he growled into her ear.  
 
    She bit her lip. “God, it really does. I’m such a slut.” 
 
    “I love it. And you’re all mine.” 
 
    Rue glanced toward the door and then back toward him. A few CamCasters members had joined the chat, but no familiar faces. It had been a while since they’d last streamed, both in terms of time and world events. 
 
    And it didn’t quite feel the same, even with Rue clearly eager to recapture the feeling of performing for an audience. Will dropped his pants and slid his cock out of his boxers. Rue whispered a few words to the camera and then gave him a kiss right on the tip. 
 
    She grinned up at him and whispered something he couldn’t quite hear. Will nodded and then groaned as she brought her mouth down further, working his length into the confines of her lips and mouth. He had to focus on his breathing to keep from groaning loud enough to give them away. 
 
    The stream was practically dead, in no small part due to that same impulse to stay silent. Rue couldn’t really greet the people stopping in or explain what the plan was for their sexcapades. It was a view of the back of her head and a portion of his torso, raw and dirty and clearly footage of her sucking him off, but nothing monumental. 
 
    Rue paused, frowning and gesturing to the laptop. Will furrowed his brow, and then almost had a heart attack as Jess walked by the doorway on her path toward the kitchen. It was unlikely that she’d been looking the right way to see anything, but he reacted reflexively, slamming the laptop shut and covering Rue’s head with a blanket. 
 
    “Hey!” She wiggled her way up. “A little warning would be nice next time.” 
 
    “I just saved us from getting caught,” he said. 
 
    “Is it even worth it to restart the stream?” she whispered. 
 
    “Honestly… I’m having more fun with you than with the show.” 
 
    “Same.” She poked her head further out from under the blanket. “Want to come join me under here?” 
 
    It was unbelievably tempting. The idea of a quick, dirty romp underneath the blanket with Rue, horny and obvious, made his blood run hot. Picturing Jess trying to read her novel in the other room, perhaps fidgeting with her armband as various noises filtered in, only seemed to add to the brazen rawness of it, assuming she didn’t interrupt them. 
 
    His phone rang, and he made the mistake of letting himself look at the screen. It was Avery, and ignoring her felt kind of wrong, somehow. Like he was picking Rue over her, and though he knew that wouldn’t be the case, he was still curious to see what she wanted. 
 
    “Hey,” he said, answering the call.  
 
    “LP, hey,” said Avery. “Is this a good time?” 
 
    Will glanced down to see Rue glaring at him from underneath the blanket. 
 
    “Yeah, totally,” he said. 
 
    She pinched his leg and shook a cute fist at him. 
 
    “I wanted to run a few team names by you,” said Avery. “I know we’re still in the preliminary phase, but…” 
 
    “Preliminary as in I still haven’t agreed to join?” 
 
    “Well, I suppose if you want to be technical,” said Avery, with a sigh. “Rate some names for me?” 
 
    “Avery…” Will started to expand his protest when he felt a wet tongue run up the length of his cock. 
 
    “Thanks!” said Avery. 
 
    “Uh, yeah,” he said, meeting Rue’s gaze.  
 
    Her head was still under the blanket, and she planted her lips against his cock and started slowly sucking him in. 
 
    “Okay, how about The Flock?” 
 
    “Mmm…” groaned Will. Rue dropped her mouth lower, and he found it hard to think through the heavenly sensation pillowing upward from the point of contact. 
 
    “What’s that supposed to mean?” snapped Avery. 
 
    “I think… it’s a little suggestive,” said Will. “Not everyone on the team is going to be a high flyer.” 
 
    He ran his hand through Rue’s hair, urging her to suck faster. He wasn’t going to be able to speak coherently within a minute or two if she kept edging him. 
 
    “I suppose that’s a good point,” said Avery. “Okay. What about Red Atlas?” 
 
    “That’s, uh…” Will watched as Rue set her hands flat on the mattress and made a heroic attempt at inhaling his full length. “I don’t know. Are we all going to have red costumes?” 
 
    “We could, but I wouldn’t really want to,” said Avery. “Maybe it’s too close to the Crimson Five. Alright, I’ll strike that one. What about the Lost Avengers?” 
 
    “Kind of… oh, hold on a second!” 
 
    Rue was really getting into it, and it took altogether too much self-control to keep himself from blasting off.  
 
    “Is that a yes on that one?” 
 
    “Already… too many teams with vengeance or avengers,” he muttered.  
 
    “Come on, I really liked that one!” said Avery. 
 
    Lewd, wet, sucking noises came from under the blanket, so loud that he didn’t understand how it wasn’t bleeding through into his call. He lost it, grabbing Rue’s head with one hand and bucking his hips as he unloaded into her mouth. 
 
    “LP?” said Avery. “Are you still there?” 
 
    “Yeah,” he said. “Oh yeah, I’m here. I’ll… try to think of a few and get back to you.” 
 
    “I’d appreciate that, but I’ll only consider them once you actually commit to the team,” said Avery. “Which I’m sure you’ll be doing any day now.” 
 
    “Avery…” 
 
    “They’ll be perks,” she said, sweetly. “Perks and rewards. I promise.” 
 
    “I’ll keep that in mind.” He ran his hand across Rue’s cheek as she slid up to cuddle next to him. 
 
    “I love you, LP,” said Avery. 
 
    “I love you, too.” He spoke the words to Avery, meaning them even as he let his forehead press against Rue’s.  
 
    Rue was smiling, and Avery wished him a happy goodbye, and everything felt right, or close enough to it. 
 
    Jess knocked at the door before poking her head in. She blinked, seeing them both cuddling under the blanket, clearly still in the midst of a post-sex afterglow. It gave her a second of pause, but that was all. 
 
    “Can I run something by you two?” she asked. 
 
    “Of course,” said Will. 
 
    “Do you think Baffin Academy could use a school bus?” 
 
    Will glanced at Rue, who shook her head before cuddling back against his shoulder. 
 
    “It sounds ridiculous, right?” said Jess. “Given how small the island is. Pointless, almost.” 
 
    “I mean… There are worse uses for a school bus.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 5 
 
    FOUR YEARS EARLIER 
 
      
 
    “It’s a bus,” said Lockpick. 
 
    “No,” said Halberd. “It’s our bus.” 
 
    Halberd’s hand thumped against Lockpick’s shoulder hard enough to force him to take a step forward. It was the middle of the night, and they were in the middle of an out of the way industrial lot filled with a variety of parked vehicles, trucks and delivery vans and several busses.  
 
    “It’s what we need,” murmured Kim. “Assuming you wish to inherit all that Marauder has left you.” 
 
    “Oh, trust me, we do.” Halberd took her hand and pulled her into an impromptu spin as though selecting her as a dance partner. “LP can get us into the shed. I’m sure that’s where we’ll find the key.” 
 
    “You think they won’t notice that someone stole a bus come morning?” asked Lockpick. “Maybe even sooner, depending on whether there are any security cameras here that we didn’t notice.” 
 
    “We will be long gone by then, pup,” said Kim. “Be confident. Every step of the journey here you have worried and questioned. It is unbecoming of you as a virile young man.” 
 
    Lockpick gritted his teeth and looked away from her. She was most of the reason why he’d been so vocal with his doubts. Part of him still hoped that if he just kept at it, Halberd might snap out of the spell she’d put him under. 
 
    Halberd and Kim were fucking, and they hadn’t been coy about it. There was so much that Lockpick wanted to say, so much frustration he was holding in. It all felt so petty in the face of the greater issues they’d faced, not to mention how accepting Halberd had been of Lockpick’s own brief affair with Liz Laser. 
 
    But there simply didn’t seem to be any good way for him to voice his feelings without sounding like a seventeen-year-old pissed off at his father for getting a new girlfriend after what amounted to a divorce. Part of it was his own baggage. He missed Jess and Rue and Avery, and it was easier for his heart to be angry with Halberd than to deal with that loss. 
 
    “What do you say, LP?” asked Halberd. “We can’t do this without you. It’s your call.” 
 
    Kim scowled and shook her head dismissively. Lockpick sighed, knowing he wouldn’t have come along in the first place if he hadn’t planned on letting Halberd talk him into it. 
 
    The shed was mindlessly easy to break into, and the keys were just as mindlessly easy to find, hanging from conveniently labeled hooks. He handed Halberd the key to bus number thirteen, and the three of them were off. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    They reached Marauder’s vault late the next evening. From the outside, it was fairly discreet, giving off the appearance of an upscale storage facility.  
 
    There was a fence around the outskirts that looked to be more for show than anything, thin and basic. A bored-looking guard sat at the gate, staring at his phone and not reacting to the bus in the slightest as it drove up. Halberd had to open the bus’s door in order to talk to him through the thin kiosk window of his station. 
 
    “Name and storage unit number,” muttered the man. 
 
    “Laurence Alamo,” said Halberd. “Unit one hundred and seventeen.” 
 
    The guard tapped on a computer for a few seconds before shaking his head. “Sorry, that’s not the listed name.” 
 
    Halberd glared at Kim. 
 
    “He must have initially registered it under a pseudonym,” she said, with a sigh. “It is that unit, however. Of that, I am sure.” 
 
    “Gate doesn’t open,” said the guard. “If you’re here on someone’s behalf, call them and—" 
 
    Halberd’s arm shot through the minimal opening the guard was speaking through and seized the man by the shirt. He yanked backward hard, several times in a row, slamming the man’s face into the reinforced glass until it was smeared with a finger painting of blood. 
 
    “There are cameras here,” said Lockpick. “This was supposed to be easy. Now they’ll be after us, and we’re not exactly in a speedy escape vehicle.” 
 
    “We taped over the plates for a reason,” said Halberd. “Come on. We can still get in.” 
 
    He waved a hand at Lockpick, who climbed down from the bus and did his thing. It was quick and easy to cut into the guard station and open the gate. He eyed the numerous surveillance monitors on the screen. There was one other guard, a man already rushing outside at the behest of some hidden alarm or unanswered check-in over the comm radio. 
 
    Halberd ran the man down with the bus. It was a surreal moment. Halberd wasn’t even going that fast, the man simply refused to get out of the way and surrender his authority. There was a bump as the bus continued over him, no more than the shake of a pothole. 
 
    “Kimmie, you’re staying here,” said Halberd. “LP, with me.” 
 
    He nodded and followed him outside, ignoring the mess on the tires. Ignoring so much in that moment, as though part of his brain had simply turned off. 
 
    They found the storage unit, just one of dozens of identical reinforced metal doors in a long line. Lockpick cut it open, and Halberd swung it up and out of the way. 
 
    A modern-day dragon’s hoard lay behind it. Suitcases filled with money lay in imperfect stacks. Several laptops and hard drives, probably full of cryptocurrency or potentially far less savory content. Diamond jewelry of all sorts filled several plain plastic buckets. 
 
    It was so much money. Lockpick did a quick calculation in his head after opening the second case and seeing the crisp stacks of rubber-band-bound bills. In just straight cash, they were looking at well into the millions. It was like they’d stumbled into the messy closet of an unimaginative billionaire, everything just tossed into storage and forgotten. 
 
    “No password,” chuckled Halberd as he booted up one of the laptops. “Can you make sense of this, LP? Battery is about to die.” 
 
    “I’ll take a look at it when we can charge it,” said Lockpick. “You want to take those, too?” 
 
    Halberd’s eyes gleamed like the jewelry in the bucket. “Everything. We brought the bus for a reason.” 
 
    It took them dozens of trips to get it all into the back of the bus. It felt more like helping somebody move than robbing a vault. Halberd was like a little boy, dancing and hugging Kim, fantasizing out loud about what he was going to buy. Lockpick was waiting for the other shoe to drop, but it never did. 
 
    They drove off into the night as silently as they’d driven in. 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    “Should we tell him?” asked Kim. 
 
    “Of course not. He doesn’t deal with this sort of thing well. You saw how he got with what I had to do to those guards.” 
 
    Lockpick groaned and sat up. He’d fallen asleep across one of the bus’s seats after they’d left the storage unit. The bus’s radio was on, but turned down, too quiet for him to hear from his seat midway down the aisle. 
 
    “Tell me what?” he called up. 
 
    Kim was driving, with Halberd standing over his shoulder. Halberd gave him a tired smile and made his way back. He sank down in the seat next to him, kicking one of his knees up against the seat in front of theirs. 
 
    “There was a mix-up,” said Halberd. “The police are searching for the bus. They found a bus and opened fire on it. I guess they just didn’t see the kids from the angle or something but… Anyway, the bus driver died, along with four kids. Few others in critical condition.” 
 
    Lockpick slowly turned his gaze to stare out the window. Halberd clamped a hand down on his shoulder. 
 
    “It’s not on us, LP,” he said. “Sometimes we have to hurt people, but this was not us. Those mundane cops. They’re fucking trigger-happy maniacs. You know how they view us. How they view supers in general, even.” 
 
    “Why would they just… open fire?” 
 
    “Because they’re afraid of us,” said Halberd. “Because they want us dead more than they care about not killing some kids in the process. They probably won’t even be charged, let alone do any time over it. They’ll say something about how they feared for their lives expecting it to be the big bad supervillains and get off scot free.” 
 
    Lockpick was already shaking his head. Halberd patted his shoulder. 
 
    “They play by different rules than we do, LP,” he said. “That’s why we keep moving. Sink or swim.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 6 
 
      
 
    Rue was still in Will’s bed when he woke up the next morning, which was a surprise. Usually Rue would slip off during the night, conscious of how it affected Jess to have such blatant evidence of their illicit activities thrust into her face. 
 
    She yawned and started to get up, naked from the waist down. Will made a sleepy attempt at pulling her back down for morning sex. 
 
    “We’re already running late,” she said, giggling. “I might be able to get away without a shower, but not if you get me sweaty all over again.” 
 
    “Fair enough.” He stopped groping her and rolled onto his back, eyeing the obvious tent of his erection against the sheet.  
 
    Mere seconds after Rue was out his door, Jess knocked and poked her head in. Her eyes snapped to his erection as though drawn by a powerful magnet. 
 
    “Oh,” she said. “Good morning, LP. Did I, um, interrupt something?” 
 
    “Nope.” He gave her a mischievous smile and propped his head up on his elbow. “It’s like this every morning.” 
 
    “Jeez.” Jess was wearing her hair down and brushed a few blonde strands behind her ear. “That sounds painful.” 
 
    She had her armband on, and it crackled with blue light that only he could see, little bits of prismatic glitter that faded as they pulsed outward. He’d noticed that it only ever did that when she was around him, never for other men or women. Will had caught Giga making a very polite pass at her a few days ago, and the armband hadn’t so much as sparked. 
 
    “It can be a little painful,” he said. “I usually have to work it out in the shower.” 
 
    Jess bit her lip and turned sideways, but it was clear she was still staring out of the corner of her eye. “I should probably get moving.” 
 
    “Right. I don’t want you to be late.” 
 
    He sat up on his bed and motioned her over for a goodbye hug and kiss, at least. Jess chuckled and hugged her arms across her chest, face flushed. 
 
    “I should… really probably get going,” she said. “Um. Enjoy your shower.” 
 
    She hurried out of his room faster than Rue had. Painful indeed. 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    He hurried through his morning routine, but was still running a few minutes late as he approached his classroom. A fair amount of noise was coming from it, raised voices and what sounded like scuffling feet across the floor. Will groaned and prepared himself for the worst. 
 
    He paused in the doorway as music washed over him, funky hip-hop with a catchy drum loop. A few desks were slid out of place to make space on the floor. Klash was in the middle of doing some kind of strange shoulder twist, both arms contorted behind his back. Max and Pasithea were cheering him on, while the rest of the students watched in amused silence. 
 
    Klash suddenly whooped and jumped into the air, doing a back handspring flip without ever undoing his original contortion. It was actually incredibly impressive, and Will took a step back, not wanting to have to enter the room as a teacher and end the spectacle. 
 
    “My turn!” Pasithea jumped forward and began cycling through a range of very typical white girl dance moves.  
 
    Max tried to dance with her, but she spun away. 
 
    “Hold on!” said Max. He tried to sweep himself into a backspin but tipped onto one side. Holding his arms out, he yelled, “Spin me, spin me!” 
 
    Bloodfeud stood up, and Will was half expecting the situation to still somehow devolve into a fight between the two. Instead, he joined in on the dance party, doing some kind of quick floor work, feet kicking around in circular patterns. Physique started clapping to the music. Bloodfeud pulled her forward and, blushing, she volunteered her own handstand, holding it with perfect balance. 
 
    “Ahem.” 
 
    Will winced as he heard Zone clearing his throat over his shoulder. He hurried into the classroom, doing his best to seem stern and not mesmerized by his students’ energy. 
 
    “Alright, alright,” he called. “Time to get started.” 
 
    “It is several minutes beyond that time already,” said Zone, from the doorway. “I came to remind you that your students’ parents and legal guardians will be visiting today. I’m going to be using my power to transport them each to the school. If any of you need to adjust your arrangements, now is the last chance you’ll have.” 
 
    Nobody raised their hand. Most of the students were still buzzing from all the dancing, and Will was actually glad he wouldn’t have to fling them straight into a boring lesson. 
 
    “We’ll meet you outside, Headmaster,” he said. 
 
    “Please do.” Zone nodded and left the room.  
 
    The students watched Will, perhaps expecting that he’d pass Zone’s ire on to them. Instead, he folded his arms and leaned against his desk. 
 
    “How the hell did you learn how to do that, Klash?” he asked. 
 
    Klash shrugged. “Practice, I guess. I used to be part of a dance crew.” 
 
    “What were they called?” asked Daydream. 
 
    “Bad Trip Brigade,” said Klash. “We didn’t fool around. We were serious about it.” 
 
    “Next time we’re in the training hall, I want you to show me all of the stuff you can do,” said Will. “It could be relevant to your skillset.” 
 
    “You think he’s going to do a ninja flip in a fight or something?” asked Max. 
 
    “Imagine if someone tries to tie him up without realizing he can do that crazy thing with his shoulders. You never know when that kind of ability might come in handy.” 
 
    He brought them straight out to meet up with Zone, feeling like he’d been given the day off from his normal teaching duties. His students would be the ones showing their parents around, with him only needing to hand out some progress reports. It seemed like it would be a total breeze. 
 
    Zone was finishing up with Instructor Terra’s class, which included Rue. Jess was already standing alongside her. Rue seemed to have regressed back into her thirteen-year-old self, embarrassed by her mother’s presence to the point of sullen pouting. 
 
    Will waved to them both, but decided it was probably better if he stuck with his own class. He was too free with them sometimes, and the last thing he needed was his students beginning to catch on to what was happening behind closed doors at Jerrigan Hall. 
 
    “Helga Dulcey,” called Zone. “If you’ll step right up, I’ll bring your parents through momentarily.” 
 
    She glanced at Bloodfeud before stepping forward. Zone disappeared into the empty building he used for his transfers and emerged a minute later with an older couple, perhaps late-sixties and on the edge of the normal spectrum for active parentage. 
 
    Adopted parents, most likely, thought Will. That’s going to be the case with most of them just like it was with me. 
 
    “You’re Instructor Lockpick?” said the man as he stepped forward. “I’m Kurt, and this is my wife, Ericka. Helga has told us so much about you.” 
 
    “Well, don’t believe a word of it,” he said, smiling. 
 
    “It’s been a rave review overall,” said Ericka. “We heard about you before you were even her teacher. She told us what you did for her back at her old high school.” 
 
    Will furrowed his brow and sent Physique a questioning glance. He’d broken into the locker of one of her bullies and stuffed it with trash. Those had been simpler times. 
 
    The next few parents came through with similar quick introductions. Most of them were fairly unassuming. Pasithea’s parents seemed aloof and upper class. Daydream’s mom was an attractive woman who spoke with far too fake of a vocal tone for Will’s liking. 
 
    “Thanks for the lift, O-Zone!” A boisterous older black man in costume with salt and pepper grey hair emerged from the building when it was Klash’s turn. “Yo! Klash. K-Pop. Give me a fucking hug already.” 
 
    It wasn’t unheard of for supers to have biological children, but heavily frowned upon and discouraged. Between the risk of producing an abomination and the inherent dangers to the mother, it was a move closer to driving while intoxicated than spurious family planning. 
 
    Will recognized Klash’s father, Quake, even before he’d been introduced. He’d been a good friend of Halberd’s once upon a time, which in hindsight said a lot about the man in just a few words. 
 
    “Hey, Dad,” said Klash, wincing through a hug. “How ya been?” 
 
    “Fucking fantastic.” Quake produced a flask from somewhere and took a long sip. “Hey O-Zone, where’s the nearest commode?” 
 
     “It’s in the main building,” said Zone. “Klash, why don’t you show your father the way?” 
 
    The headmaster frowned and gave a small shake of his head, clearly also familiar with Quake’s mannerisms. He was infamous in his own right, though he’d never fallen nearly as far as Halberd. Quake was the kind of hero who thrived on the drama he left in his wake, the kind of hero people loved to argue about and be opinionated over. 
 
    “Ah,” said Zone, turning his attention to Will’s last student. “Francisco. You didn’t fill out the form related to your legal guardian, but since there’s time, I could still make the attempt?” 
 
    “There’s no one to make the attempt for,” said Bloodfeud. “If you don’t mind, I’ll just grab my sister and take her for a walk.” 
 
    “Yes, of course.” Zone’s expression wilted a bit in that soul weary way of teachers that truly do care about their work. “That’s quite alright, Francisco. There’s ice cream in the cafeteria. She might like that.” 
 
    “Why don’t I walk with you into town?” suggested Will. “The others will be on their tours for the next hour or so.” 
 
    “Whatever floats your boat, Instructor.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 7 
 
      
 
    Will wanted to see what Bloodfeud might say to him given the opportunity to have a few uninterrupted minutes completely alone. The answer, at least to start, seemed to be nothing. 
 
    They walked slowly across Baffin Academy’s campus and then onto the island’s sole real road. The tiny village of Paallavvik still had a sliver of the claustrophobic remoteness he’d originally been struck by on arrival, but it was secondary to a new perspective. 
 
    There was a familiar rhythm to it all — the same people in the same places on most days. Will waved to one of the men who worked to clear the section of the road past the academy’s power-warmed climate bubble. The man touched his toque with a small motion as though tipping it Will’s way. 
 
    The buildings were rough and ramshackle, using everything the islanders had at hand. Wood was expensive, but shipping containers were plentiful. Paint, surprisingly, was a bit of a luxury, and the way the islanders used it made it seem vivid and special, each home its own peephole into the creativity of its owner. 
 
    Paallavvik was greater than the sum of its parts in a way that required a person to get to know it to understand. Not small and remote, as Will had first judged. Secluded and beautiful, verging on a winter wonderland from a dream on days when the snow came down in thick flakes. 
 
    “Is this the part where you ask the poor little orphan where he sees himself in five years?” muttered Bloodfeud. 
 
    “It’s a valid question, isn’t it?” 
 
    “I should turn you in. If only so you’ll stop pretending like you care.” 
 
    Will flashed a tired smiled and nodded. He knew Bloodfeud wasn’t going to use his best card over something so frivolous. He was smart, and he saw Will’s secret for the valuable tool it was. In a way, that fact alone was enough to let Will feel safe. He’d probably see it coming. 
 
    “You’re capable, Francisco,” he said. “If you keep putting in effort and open up your mind to the possibilities a little, you could do wherever you wanted. You could end up on a team, really do some good in the world.” 
 
    “Just like you, Instructor?” snorted Bloodfeud. “All the good you’ve done and continue to do?” 
 
    “You could be a part of something,” said Will, more firmly. “Maybe sooner, rather than later.” 
 
    He’d thought about it in passing, given Avery had mentioned potentially recruiting for her team from the students. Would it be buying Bloodfeud off to add him to the shortlist in exchange for his silence? Would he even go for it? 
 
    “I’m already a part of something,” said the teenager. “I’ve seen the news coming out of Lancaster City. I should have just dug my heels in and stuck around. They’re defending our city and we’re, what? Playing at school life here? It’s all complete bullshit.” 
 
    “Is it? What would Physique have to say about that? What about your sister?” 
 
    Bloodfeud scowled and looked away. When he looked back, his expression was set and determined. “You want to know where I see myself in five years, or even just this year? Back in Lancaster City. That’s my answer. Back with the Power Realists. And you’re going to help me get there.” 
 
    There it is, thought Will. He’ll push the lever down for this. Of all the things he could have blackmailed me for, what he wants is to go hang out with a bunch of bigoted psychos. 
 
    Neither of them said anything more as they walked through the village, leaving matching tracks in the thin base layer of snow. Will hadn’t grabbed his jacket given how abruptly they’d left. His exposed arms and hands were tingling, almost warm, rather than cold. 
 
    He’d known that Bloodfeud didn’t live in the dorms, but in a small apartment Zone had secured for him and his sister to convince him to come to the school in the first place. It was above the town’s general store, more of a cozy one-bedroom loft situation than anything extravagant. 
 
    Will walked him to the door. His sister, Maria, was a dark-haired and bright girl of perhaps twelve or thirteen. She scowled at him when she saw him at the top of the stairs. 
 
    “What did you do this time?” she asked. 
 
    “What? Nothing!” Bloodfeud pushed her playfully in the shoulder. “Come on. It’s parents’ day or whatever. Let me show you around the school.” 
 
    Maria’s ire immediately flipped around to excitement. “Oh! I’ll get my coat.” 
 
    Will made his way back ahead of them, feeling as though he’d played his part within the moment. He wondered if he could just kick Bloodfeud’s demand down the line if he played it right, or maybe talk him out of it by bringing up his sister and her welfare. 
 
    The kid was stubborn, but it might still be easier to talk him down than to do what he was asking. There was no real way for them to leave the island without Zone’s help, no passenger ships, no planes. It would take some serious convincing to get Zone to bring them back, to the point it seemed borderline impossible. 
 
    Zone’s assistant, Casey, ran up to Will as he walked back on campus, skin still tingling as he passed into the college’s climate bubble. She slid to a stop on the grass, breathing as though she’d sprinted the entire way. 
 
    “Um,” she said. “Headmaster Zone wants to see you in his office.” 
 
    “About what?” 
 
    “He didn’t say, but he said he needed you immediately. I’ve been looking everywhere.” 
 
    “Well, lead on.” 
 
    Casey took another few seconds to catch her breath before leading him back into the main building and up the familiar route to Zone’s office. The door was already open a crack, and she knocked on the doorframe. 
 
    “Headmaster Zone,” she called. “I found Instructor Lockpick.” 
 
    “Send him in.” 
 
    Will entered Zone’s office. The Headmaster was at his desk, fingers weaved together and serving as a platform for his sharp chin. There was another hero there, as well, sitting across from Zone, back turned toward Will. 
 
    “Instructor Lockpick,” said Zone. “Have you met Astroman before? Given how you were a firsthand witness to the unfortunate tragedy of Galaxy Maiden’s death, I thought I should have you on hand for any questions that might arise.” 
 
    Astroman slowly stood to his feet and turned around, a thin smile revealing wrinkles across his aged face. Will hadn’t met him before, but he knew of him, had attended events where he’d given speeches back in the days of the Crimson Five. The current head of the Champion Authority. Former President of the United States. Almost inarguably the most powerful single person in the entire world. 
 
    He was tall, broad shouldered, maybe in his mid-sixties, and still in good shape. His hair was dark brown with flecks of grey spreading outward from the temples. He wore an old-school spandex costume, not unlike Will’s own, black and silver with a cape and stylized A emblem on the chest. 
 
    “Nice to meet you in person, Lockpick,” said Astroman, shaking his hand. “I think I’ve heard of you before. Relic’s son, right?” 
 
    “That’s right.” 
 
    “Relic and Halberd’s son,” added Zone, ever helpful. “He was there in New York when the abomination struck down—” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m not here for that,” said Astroman. “I always told GM that her womanly emotions would get her killed someday. I’m sure she died a noble death defending one of your students, one about the age of her son. So very sad, but as they say, shit happens.” 
 
    “You…” Zone cleared his throat. “I was under the impression that the Board of Directors sent you here to collect accounts of that event?” 
 
    “I am the Board of Directors,” said Astroman. “To be completely honest, GM and I never really saw eye to eye. She was volatile, prone to fits of mood, and completely irrational when it came to acting the way a proper woman should act in my presence.” 
 
    Will glanced at Zone, who seemed at a loss for words. 
 
    “Bathroom?” asked Astroman. 
 
    “Um. You can use my private one. It’s right through—” 
 
    “I see it.”  
 
    Will waited until Astroman had shut the door before folding his arms and shooting Zone a serious look. “What’s going on?” 
 
    “Honestly, I’m not entirely sure,” said Zone. “I was told he was here to look into Galaxy Maiden’s death, but he doesn’t seem to be all that interested. Perhaps he’s just going through the motions or perhaps…” 
 
    Astroman made a satisfied noise from the bathroom. He emerged a few seconds later and shook his head back and forth while exhaling to flutter his lips. Bits of white powder still clung to his voluminous mustache. 
 
    “I feel like going for a quick fly-over of the area,” said Astroman. “You don’t mind.” 
 
    He didn’t use the intonation of a question, and he also didn’t use the door, simply muscling Zone’s office window open and jumping out of it. His boot left a scuff on the painted wood of the windowsill. 
 
    “I’m confused,” said Will. “Is he… always like this?” 
 
    “Honestly, I’ve only spoken with him a handful of times,” said Zone. “He is very… high on his own authority. He’s also the guy we are going to have to bend over backwards for to keep this school funded. That’s the real reason why I wanted you here as quickly as possible, but I suppose I misjudged where he’d be placing the core of his interest.” 
 
    “Fair enough. Can I go now?” 
 
    Zone scowled and eyed the window. Astroman was a dot in the distance, flying a slow circuit over the main landmass of Baffin Island.  
 
    “You can go,” he finally said. “Make sure Relic also knows that Astroman is here and she should be on her best behavior. The last thing we need is a pissing match between heavy hitters, especially with her as the favorite to replace Galaxy Maiden on the board.” 
 
    “Wait, what?” Will stared at him. “You’re serious? She’s being considered for the Champion Authority’s Board of Directors?” 
 
    “I thought it was obvious,” said Zone. “I suppose that might also be part of why Astroman made the trip out. To get a sense of whether your mother would be a good fit. It isn’t entirely his decision, however. Ice Nine and Pulse Master will probably be the deciding core.” 
 
    “Does she know?” 
 
    “You’d have to ask her.” Zone sighed and rubbed a thumb against the scuff on his windowsill. “Now, if you’ll excuse me.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 8 
 
      
 
    Will couldn’t get his mind off the image of Jess, Relic, as a member of the CA’s Board of Directors. It was the upper echelon of power. It would probably entail her moving to the Lighthouse fulltime, not to mention filling her schedule out with appearances and busywork. 
 
    He wasn’t sure how to feel about it, in part because it was happening as a direct consequence to his own actions. His own secrets and past sins would carry that much more weight, gain the ability to fuck up Jess’s life just as badly as his own. Hell, there was a good chance she might be denied the position on the board solely due to what was already publicly known about Lockpick and Halberd’s misdeeds.  
 
    He wanted to talk to her immediately, but he still had a responsibility to his class… and their parents. Everyone eventually regrouped in the classroom, where Will had a meeting with each student alongside their parents. It was extremely hard to focus on the task at hand with so much else on his mind, but he tried his best. 
 
    A few of the meetings were quick and easy. Physique’s parents were as quiet as she was and justifiably proud of their daughter. He told them the truth, which amounted to lavishing her with praise and all but offering a guarantee of her one day finding a team. She was also on his shortlist to recommend to Avery, but he stopped himself from admitting that to them. 
 
    The sit-down with Daydream and her mother was similarly straightforward. There was a small amount of tension between them that seemed to stem from Daydream being embarrassed by her mother’s flirtatiousness, but Will sensed it was more playful than anything serious. 
 
    “Can we just get this over with?” muttered Max, when it was his and his father Seymour’s turn. 
 
    “Thomas!” said Seymour. “Would you at least try to be polite? I’m so sorry, Instructor. He’s not usually like this at home.” 
 
    Max rolled his eyes and slid sideways in his chair, as though even being just a few inches closer to the door was worth being uncomfortable. 
 
    “Maximum has been a bit of an enigma to me,” said Will. “He’s very confident in himself, which honestly does count for a lot at this stage. He’s awesome in the training hall, a very capable fighter. But when it comes to his classwork, I’ll be frank… He’s just not doing it. He’s simply not doing the assignments.” 
 
    Seymour looked at Max, expression sharpening into a scowl. “Of course, he isn’t. You’re not wearing your glasses.” 
 
    “Dad, come on,” said Max. “I don’t wear glasses. I’m not that guy.” 
 
    “I knew it!” snapped Seymour. “I brought your old pair with me because I knew this was still going to be a thing. Instructor, I would assume the reason he’s underperforming is because of his eyes.” 
 
    Seymour reached into the pocket of his coat and pulled out a pair of thick, square, rather unfashionable glasses. He set them down in front of Max and stared at the teenager until, with a sigh, he finally put them on. 
 
    “He has severely limited vision, along with an eye condition that makes it difficult for him to wear contacts,” said Seymour. 
 
    “Dad, please.” 
 
    “Go on,” said Will. A whole bunch of odd incidents with Max suddenly came into clear focus. 
 
    “His eyes chafe easily, and he needs to use special eye drops,” said Seymour. “He insisted on getting contacts as soon as he could but couldn’t wear them without tearing up. The kids at his old school were cruel, as kids can be, and called him a crybaby.” 
 
    “Dad!” 
 
    “I think I understand,” said Will. “Max. Wear your damn glasses in class.” 
 
    Max scoffed. “You can’t just order me to do something I don’t want to do.” 
 
    “Thomas!” shouted Seymour. “He wants what’s best for you, and so do I. If I hear from him that you’re not wearing your glasses, I’m going to start selling your game collection.” 
 
    “That’s not fair!” cried Max. 
 
    “Neither is life,” said Seymour. 
 
    Klash and Quake were up next. Will managed to get maybe three or four sentences in edgewise as Quake went on a long story about how he and Halberd had taken down a villain named Oddbark early on in their hero careers and then gotten wasted afterward and picked up a bunch of girls from a bar. Quake kept veering off into tangents, not all of which were comprehensible. 
 
    Will felt for Klash more than the teenager probably realized. He wanted to say something, let him know it could be worse. At least Quake hadn’t lured him off into a chaotic criminal misadventure. Well, at least not yet. Will called the meeting to a close when Quake broke out his flask and started drinking liberally from it. 
 
    Last but not least was Pasithea and her parents, Dennis and Olympia. Will picked up on a strange vibe between them almost immediately, with Pasithea quietly stewing and unwilling to engage from the get-go. 
 
    “It’s so good to finally meet you in person, Instructor Lockpick,” said Olympia. “Pasithea has told us absolutely nothing about you, so we spent most of the afternoon making wild assumptions until she corrected us and gave us at least something to work with.” 
 
    “We’re both psychiatrists, so we’ve developed strategies to get her to divulge her secrets,” said Dennis. 
 
    “Is that so?” Will smiled and glanced toward Pasithea, a few things clicking into place. 
 
    “She’s a decade deep into her rebellion against our authority, or lack thereof,” said Olympia. “We gave her full agency over her decisions and her body at an early age, hoping it might allow her to achieve self-realization faster.” 
 
    “I think it irritates her that she can’t get a rise out of us,” said Dennis, smiling. “She even chose this school over the super academy thinking that we’d disapprove of the rustic environment.” 
 
    “She mentioned that,” said Will. 
 
    “Did she?” Dennis and his wife shared a laugh.  
 
    Pasithea took her phone out and began actively zoning out. Will cleared his throat. 
 
    “Her grades in my class have been low,” he said. “A lot lower than what I think she’s capable of.” 
 
    “That is entirely between you and her,” said Olympia. “We didn’t come here today to simply talk about our daughter being our daughter. We want to get to know you, Instructor.” 
 
    “All of the twelfth-grade students are going to be heading into the preliminary recruitment process starting next week,” said Will. “Her GPA is going to be a factor.” 
 
    “Keep her after class, then,” said Dennis. “I’m sure she’d appreciate the extra attention. Do you like chardonnay, Instructor?” 
 
    “Um… what?” 
 
    Olympia set her fingers on Will’s hand and flashed him a flirtatious smile. “My husband and I have rented lodgings in town. You should come by tonight. Have a few glasses of wine with us. Enjoy yourself.” 
 
    “They’re swingers,” muttered Pasithea. 
 
    Dennis sighed and shook his head. “She just can’t help but ruin our fun. It’s so much more satisfying when it feels spontaneous and wild.” 
 
    Will ended the meeting there, wondering if he’d finally found someone with a more fucked up family dynamic than his. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 9 
 
      
 
    By default, Will was obligated to sit with all of his students’ parents at a single table for lunch. The banality of listening to a group of random adults make small talk about their children was certified torture, but at least he could take solace in the fact that he wouldn’t have homework to grade that night. 
 
    The highlight was listening to Olympia and Dennis attempt to entice Quake in much the same way they’d tried with him. Quake seemed very comfortable with the idea. The rest of the table, not so much. 
 
    It was a half day for him, with the students meeting with their other teachers for third block and having the last one free to do whatever their parents forced them to do. Will was still exhausted as he made his way back to Jerrigan Hall, keen on spending the rest of the day relaxing on the couch. 
 
    He didn’t get the relief he wanted. Jess was home, and she had a guest, a tall, raven-haired woman in a dark brown leather coat. She looked like a parent, and Will found himself wondering if perhaps Bloodfeud did have a legal guardian in a technical sense who’d just arrived a little late. 
 
    “Hey,” he said, drawing their attention. 
 
    “Will,” said Jess. “Ah. This is Recall. Detective Sharon Chen.” 
 
    Fuck. 
 
    The old instincts burned into him from his time with Halberd were still there, still primed in his nerves in moments like this. Cops were bad. Heroes, even worse. A hero who was also a detective? Just totally unfair. 
 
    “It’s nice to meet you,” he said. “William Sorling. Lockpick.” 
 
    He tried to get the pulse of the room as he literally took her pulse through the shaking of their hands. Jess looked concerned, but it was hard to read the exact level of concern in her expression. It could be over for him, then and there, depending on what questions had already been asked, what secrets had been implied or outright divulged. 
 
    “It’s nice to meet you, Lockpick,” said Recall. “I am in fact a detective within the Champion Authority’s criminal investigation unit. I have a couple of questions to ask you about an old affiliate of yours by the name of Chauffeur.” 
 
    He nodded and managed a smile. There were definitely worse topics of discussion for him, but he wasn’t out of the woods just yet. Not even close. 
 
    “Chauffeur,” he said. “Yeah. We served time together.” 
 
    Recall stared at him with a thoughtful expression. She glanced at Jess, who politely took a step back. 
 
    “Why don’t I get you both something to drink?” she offered. “You can sit down.” 
 
    “Oh, this shouldn’t take too long,” said Recall. “You served time together, but you were also both members of the same gang. The Power Realists.” 
 
    “Key word there is were. I was at the top of their shit list by the time I finished my sentence.” 
 
    “I’m aware. Your mother already filled me in on a certain incident that happened that led to him attacking you both while you were following him by car. I also have the accident report from that day.” 
 
    “Yeah,” he said. “We certainly weren’t friends. I was highly critical of the Second Advent’s decision to bring him on as a lay brother.” 
 
    “Are you just as critical of the Champion Authority’s decision to deputize the leadership of your former gang?” 
 
    Will sighed. “I’d say I’m much more critical of that, if anything.” 
 
    He did sit down, feeling like he was divulging a little too much already. It wasn’t just the facts she wanted, but his feelings, his vibe. She was good at her job, and he needed to be on guard. 
 
    “I’m also not a fan of what the CA is doing with the Power Realists,” said Recall. “I’m in the middle of an investigation into a wide swathe of their crimes since the prison break, and the fact that the idea of a blanket pardon is being toyed with makes it all seem, well, pointless.” 
 
    “A blanket pardon?” 
 
    “A conditional blanket pardon. More like a path toward becoming probationary members of the CA. The logic is that they can be incentivized to put their powers to use against the enemy while being one slip-up away from easy recapture.” 
 
    Will let out a dark chuckle. “Unbelievable. I know Despot, the Realists. Doing something like that would completely compromise the CA.” 
 
    “You’re preaching to the choir,” said Recall. “So help me out some more. I need a clearer picture of your former gang, and I need it fast. Did you have any other contact with Chauffeur aside from the initial meeting at the church and the car accident?” 
 
    “No, of course not.” 
 
    “What about with Decay?” asked Recall. “He was supposedly involved with the prison break. I’d interrogate Chauffeur, as I know he was also involved, but he died in CA custody shortly after being transferred.” 
 
    That was news to Will, but not surprising. Despot probably had him assassinated to preserve essential Power Realist secrets. 
 
    “No, never,” he said, voice steady. “I know that Relic fought him. Multiple times, I think.” 
 
    She wrote down his answer in a notepad, which felt far more worrying than it should have. Halberd had warned him once to never talk to the police about anything, ever, even if he had his story straight. It seemed like good advice in retrospect, though from a bad source. 
 
    “What about Cryptkeeper?” asked Recall. 
 
    “What about him?” 
 
    “I have a theory that he may have been involved in the prison break and defected to the CA afterward,” said Recall. “His body was never found. He went missing right around the same time that Decay showed up.” 
 
    Interesting. Slow play this, let her lead. 
 
    “The last time I saw him was when I was released from Mastodon,” said Will. 
 
    “You didn’t see him at all during the battle with the Power Realists right before the breach south of Lancaster City?” 
 
    “I can’t really remember, but I don’t think so.” 
 
    He’d assumed Cryptkeeper had been with Despot during the time Glass had been in charge, but there was no need to volunteer that. 
 
    “But Decay was there?” asked Recall. 
 
    “Yeah, he was there,” said Will. “Why? You think they might be working together?” 
 
    “I think they might be the same person,” said Recall. “Whoever this Decay is clearly has a vested interest in protecting his identity the old-school way.” 
 
    She scribbled in her notebook some more, glancing up at him a few times in a manner that made him wonder if her questions were truly what they seemed. 
 
    “That’s all I have for you for now,” said Recall. “Thanks for your help, Lockpick. I set a recall point here at your school. I may be back in the near future to ask some follow-up questions.” 
 
    “By all means.” 
 
    Recall left, and Will let out a small sigh of relief as the front door clicked closed. He kicked his legs up on the couch and made to turn the TV on. Jess stepped into his line of view, arms crossed, expression just as unreadable as the detective’s had been. 
 
    “I need to ask you something,” she said. “I’ve been putting it off, but now seems to be as good of a time as any.” 
 
    “Yeah, of course,” he said. “What is it?” 
 
    He moved his feet so she could sit down. As tense as the vibe had been with the detective, the mood in the room now felt even more strained. He couldn’t lie to her. He couldn’t tell her the truth. 
 
    “Galaxy Maiden stopped by the academy just before her death,” said Jess. “She said something to me. And I still don’t understand what it means, LP.” 
 
    Her fingers tightened on his feet, squeezing them almost protectively. 
 
    “What did she say?” 
 
    “She said.” Jess paused and swallowed. “She told me we’ll both be in mourning soon enough.” 
 
    Will could almost hear Galaxy Maiden’s cold, matter-of-fact tone in the way Jess spoke the words. He shook his head slightly. “I mean… I don’t know what she was thinking.” 
 
    “Please, Will.” 
 
    He gave her a version of the truth, the truth with the crust cut off. “She probably thought that I was going to end up dead. You know how she was. Intense. Almost robotic.” 
 
    “Why would she say that to me, though?” asked Jess. “It was so cruel, I didn’t understand at the time, like I was hearing the wrong words in the wrong order. Zone wouldn’t let me come along on the rescue because of how emotionally invested he thought I was. I would have flown there myself, but nobody would give me a clear answer about where exactly you were.” 
 
    “Well, I didn’t die in the end,” he said, rubbing his foot against her leg. “Isn’t that all that matters?” 
 
    Jess sighed and nodded, a slow smile creeping onto her face. “You’re right. Gosh, are things ever going to calm down for us?” 
 
    “Of course not.” 
 
    She laughed, and Will sat up and put an arm around her. 
 
    “Come on,” he said. “Do you have the rest of the day off?” 
 
    “Yup.” 
 
    “Then let’s go do something fun.” 
 
    Her eyes sparkled as her smile became a full-blown grin. “I was actually on my way to the training hall. I figured since all of the students are with their parents, it might be nice to have the room mostly to myself. I was going to do some testing with my new artifact in costume.” 
 
    “Perfect. I’ll be your training partner.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 10 
 
      
 
    Will went to his room to change. It’d been a few days since he’d last put his costume on, and he felt strange as he spread it out on his bed. It was technically Halberd’s old alternate Crimson Five costume, black with a hint of red as opposed to red with a touch of black. 
 
    Part of him kind of wanted a new costume because of that. Another part of him wanted to keep it for precisely that same reason. It was a line back to the hero Halberd, as opposed to the father he’d watched fall. It was all he had left of the good part of that tortured man’s legacy. 
 
    It also fit him like a tailored glove. He smiled as he put on the mask and eyed himself in the mirror, appreciating the way it flattered a certain part of his body like a pair of tight sweatpants.  
 
    When he came out Relic was waiting for him in her own Crimson Five costume, which was nearly the same as his aside from the color scheme, grey and yellow, and the artifacts she wore in addition.  
 
    “No cloak?” he asked, noticing it missing. 
 
    “It feels like it would be a little unnecessary, assuming we do any sparring,” she said. “Besides, I don’t need to be airborne to play around with my armband.” 
 
    He nodded, well aware he’d be holding back even more than she was. He felt her eyes on him, the way they flicked down to his chest and then lower.  
 
    “Come here,” he said, grinning. 
 
    He caught her hands, both feeling and seeing her armband spark with a ripple of blue static. Jess laughed and shook her head, cheeks already flushing, as he reeled her in. 
 
    “Save the wrestling for the training hall, mister,” she whispered in a not quite stern voice. 
 
    “Just kisses for now then.” He planted one on her cheek and then one on her lips. He exhaled, letting his breath tickle her neck as he gently backed her up until her shoulders touched the closed door of her room. 
 
    She stared at him expectantly, a slightly hazy, distant look in her eyes. He kissed her again, and a shudder ran through her. The armband pulsed a shade of blue that seemed almost needy, like cold hands in the winter begging to be rubbed and warmed. 
 
    “We didn’t put on our costumes for no reason,” said Relic. “Lockpick. Let’s go work up a sweat.” 
 
    “What do you think I’m trying to do?” 
 
    She swatted him on the shoulder and attempted a glare that was really more of a smile with half-narrowed eyes. He took a step back, took a breath to clear at least some of the tension, and motioned her toward the door. 
 
    They were practically strutting as they made their way across campus, in costume and instantly recognizable. Will saw more than a few of the fathers of students checking out Relic, and more than a couple of the mothers eyeing him. 
 
    “We might end up with an audience if any of them find their way into the upper level of the training hall, where you can watch through the mirrors,” said Relic. 
 
    “Are you telling me that as a warning?”  
 
    “Just stating the facts.” 
 
    As expected, the training hall was totally empty. It was fairly chilly, too, several degrees below the ambient temperature outside. Will ran in place for a couple of seconds before going through the essential stretches, rolling out his wrists and ankles, pulling back his shoulders. 
 
    “How do you want to do this?” called Relic, from across the room. 
 
    “It’s up to you. You’re the one with the new toy.” 
 
    “Alright.” She held up the copper armband, the polished surface bright under the training hall’s fluorescent lights. “I haven’t experimented much with the artifact’s defensive capabilities. How about you start on the offensive, and I’ll practice defending?” 
 
    “Sounds good. Give a wave when you’re ready.” 
 
    Her expression took on that dangerous quality he’d seen so many times in a different context, with her facing him as an actual enemy. Relic was still as scary as ever. It was part of why he was excited to train with her. He needed to understand her new artifact as much as she did in case he bumped into her again as Decay. 
 
    Will did have his lockpick with him, but didn’t bother breaking it out for his first attack. He closed the distance to Relic and began with a feint, acting like he was going to attempt a punch before dropping low and kicking at her ankle. 
 
    She didn’t catch the feint, but it didn’t really matter. Her armband’s energy manifested as a translucent blue sphere around her body. It absorbed the impact of Will’s kick as though he’d thrust his foot against the mat of a trampoline, the energy of the blow rebounding back onto itself. 
 
    He spun with the momentum, throwing a real punch from the other side. His fist sank into the blue sphere far enough to create a defined imprint. Relic let out a grunt, and the sphere suddenly pushed outward, expanding to twice its size and tossing Will back a few feet. 
 
    “Whoa!” she said. 
 
    The sphere expanded and contracted in rapid succession, finally pushing outward until it was in the shape of a dome twenty feet across. 
 
    “Whoa, for sure,” agreed Will. “Do you know what kind of attacks can break through it?” 
 
    “I don’t have the slightest clue,” said Relic. “Like I said, this is the first time I’ve really used it like this.” 
 
    “Move closer to the wall.” 
 
    Relic furrowed her brow, but didn’t ask questions. She drew the defensive sphere inward until it was only surrounding her immediate body. Will took a second to change the angle, and then ran diagonally toward her. 
 
    He jumped and kicked off the wall, gaining enough height to come down on her from overhead with his full weight. It was a true body slam, and it was as though he’d delivered it onto the surface of an inflatable bounce house. He cackled as the sphere tossed him back up in the air and he came down a second time, expecting to bounce again. 
 
    “Oof!” Relic drew the sphere inward, trying some idea that didn’t quite pan out.  
 
    Will landed on top of her in a jumble of limbs, and they both burst out laughing. 
 
    “One, two, three,” said Will. “Pinned you.” 
 
    “The point of this exercise wasn’t for you to pin me, LP.” Relic wriggled underneath him, smiling through her feigned annoyance. 
 
    “Spoken like someone who just got pinned.” 
 
    She snorted, and the two of them play wrestled for a few seconds. Will’s hand brushed one of her breasts through the thin fabric of her costume, and the armband crackled with blue excitement as the moment shifted from playful to, well, playful. 
 
    “We could have an audience right now,” she said. 
 
    “I’m aware.” He let his hands slide down her body, briefly gripping her hips in a powerful, dangerous way. “I’m in control.” 
 
    “Good. I mean, we both are.” 
 
    He stood up and helped her up. Relic smirked and brushed some dust off the front of his costume and shoulders. 
 
    “You want to go again?” she asked. 
 
    “We’ll go until you’re satisfied.” 
 
    “We might be here a while, then.” 
 
    “I’ve got the stamina to last,” he said. 
 
    Relic cleared her throat and took a deliberate step back. Her armband was still pulsing with blue energy, and an unfortunate realization suddenly dawned on him. 
 
    The connection that had formed between him and her through the armband, the way it responded to his presence, might be a factor even when he was in costume as Decay. If she noticed it and connected the dots, it would give him away instantly. He might have to work even harder to avoid Relic while operating under his secret identity, not that he wasn’t already keeping his distance as much as possible. 
 
    “Well?” called Relic. “What are you waiting for? Let’s go again.” 
 
    “You sound awfully cocky for someone who just got pinned.” 
 
    He tried to slap her butt as she turned around and got a handful of blue energy. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 11 
 
      
 
    They spent some more time feeling out the defensive capabilities of the armband. The first real discovery they made was rather obvious — the wider she made her defensive sphere, the weaker it was. Will managed to force an arm through whenever she tried to block from beyond ten or so feet, though there wasn’t much he could do with such an opening at that distance. 
 
    They took a break after about half an hour. Relic had brought her water bottle, and they sat against the far wall of the training hall, passing it back and forth until it ran empty. 
 
    “Astroman is here at the academy,” said Will. 
 
    “So I heard,” said Relic. “I find him rather off-putting these days. He used to be a lot mellower, but for the last half decade or so he’s come to remind me of Halberd in all the worst ways, especially in how the world seems to enable him.” 
 
    Will nodded slowly, considering how to broach the other topic he’d been meaning to bring up. “When I spoke to Zone, he mentioned that they’re looking to fill Galaxy Maiden’s spot on the Board of Directors.” 
 
    “Makes sense.” 
 
    “And you’re one of the leading candidates.” 
 
    Relic furrowed her brow. “Are you joking?” 
 
    “That’s what he told me. Surprised?” 
 
    “No,” she said. “Well, kind of. My career has never really been my main focus. Back in the days of the Crimson Five, my life was just fighting crime and taking care of you and Rue and Avery. After you and Halberd left, I stopped being mentioned in the same breath as other up and coming heroes.” 
 
    Will didn’t say anything, feeling the lingering specter of old choices.  
 
    “I guess I just got used to being on the outside looking in, at least in terms of the political games within the CA,” she said. 
 
    “If they ask you, what will you say?” He wanted her answer, but he was also speaking his own uncertainty aloud.  
 
    What would he want her to say? Relic, Jess, on the CA Board of Directors, would have the opportunity to do so much good. She would instantly have an inroad to check questionable decisions made by the Champion Authority, such as deputizing Despot, legitimizing the Power Realists. 
 
    “I don’t know,” said Relic. “It would be up to all of us, not just me. I’d have to spend a fair amount of time at the Lighthouse if not outright move there. I don’t know if that would be for the best for our family.” 
 
    “We’d be alright, you know,” he said. “Avery’s already doing her own thing mostly, and it’s not as though Rue and I couldn’t manage here on our own.” 
 
    “Oh, I’m sure the two of you would manage just fine together.” She gave him a small, playful nudge with her elbow. “I don’t want to think about it yet. One thing I know for sure is that I don’t intend to grovel or jump through any hoops to get the position.” 
 
    “Given how the CA can be, having that much integrity might disqualify you from the start.” 
 
    “Exactly,” said Relic. 
 
    She pushed up from the floor, doing a back stretch that gave Will a terrific view of the way her costume clung to the compelling curves of her thighs and butt. 
 
    “You up for another round?” asked Relic. 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “I don’t want this to be just about me,” she said. “I’ll attack too, this time. I know how athletic you are, LP. Show me some of your real moves.” 
 
    He chuckled and saw the way she looked at him, as though daring him to back that cockiness up. He finally took out his lockpick, though he had no real intention of using it on her in any real sense. He just wanted to nick one of her shields or see if he could deflect one of her attacks. Just in case that information one day proved relevant to, well, staying alive. 
 
    Relic leveled her armband in his direction from across the training hall and began without preamble. She had two different styles of attacking with it, even setting aside what she could do up close with the way it enhanced her strength and reflexes. 
 
    One was a fairly generic cannon-blast-style attack. The blue blast gave off a high pitched, borderline inaudible whine as it traveled through the air, moving fast, but not bullet or laser fast. Will let it glance off his shoulder, just to see what it would feel like. 
 
    The answer was all sorts of bad, one part mule kick and one part acid flame. Relic let out a worried gasp as he fell backward, rolling across the ground as much out of the force of impact as in response to his body demanding he try to douse an invisible flame by any means necessary. No damage was done to his suit, however, and he didn’t sense anything in need of mending as he stood up. 
 
    He tried his lockpick on the next one, swinging on the projectile with his somewhat pitiful range, and was a shocked to find he could cut through it just fine. He only did it once and still feigned as though there’d been an impact, for the sake of Relic and his secret. 
 
    Her other attack was more of an octopus-style tentacle thing that Will was also fairly sure he could cut through, but didn’t for the time being. Relic grinned as she reeled him in, already switching modes from fighting to just having fun. 
 
    “Gotcha!” she said, grabbing his arm as he came within range. 
 
    Will twisted, and they both fell to the floor, wrestling as they had before except this time with Relic on top. She straddled him and grinned as she pinned his arms, butt directly on his crotch. The fabric of their costumes was so thin that he could feel the heat pouring off her body, feel the contact of flesh even through both layers. 
 
    “Looks like I pinned you this time,” she said. 
 
    “You got lucky.” 
 
    “Did I?” She leaned her head forward, her now messy ponytail falling sideways and casting a shadow from the overhead lights.  
 
    Will leaned his head up, almost kissing her. The armband began sparking like an electrical terminal going haywire. 
 
    “Oh…” groaned Relic. “We should call it for today, I think.” 
 
    “Sure. I think you got a pretty good workout.” His hands slid around a bit, briefly passing over the smooth, stretchy fabric covering her ass.  
 
    Relic cleared her throat and stood up. “I brought my bag and a change of clothes. Might as well take a shower here.” 
 
    “Yeah,” said Will, standing up and taking her hand. “We might as well.” 
 
    She blinked and slowly nodded. Did she know that the instructors had their own locker room, with its own long, open, communal shower stall? From the way the armband began to pulse, rhythmic, speeding up like a fluttering heartbeat, he felt like he knew the answer. 
 
    The anticipation was mutual as they entered the empty locker room. Relic became Jess again as she took her mask off and shook her hair out of her ponytail. Will took his own mask off and set it down next to hers, both of them near identical in form. 
 
    “You can go first, sweetie,” she said, blushing fiercely. 
 
    “We’ve showered together before,” he said. 
 
    “That’s true…” Jess’s fingers fidgeted along the visible part of her armband. “I suppose it would be alright. We both just have to be mindful.” 
 
    “Oh, trust me, I will be.” 
 
    “Of each other,” she added, smiling and blushing even harder.  
 
    She was staring at him, watching him wriggle out of his tight costume as she did the same. It was like some kind of strange strip tease duel, each of them matching the other’s pace, fully aware of which parts of the reveal were most exciting. 
 
    Jess revealed her bra-clad breasts. Will stepped out of his costume, already sporting a full-blown erection that looked so silly to him in his tight boxers. From the intensity of Jess’s eyes, to her, it was no joke. 
 
    She turned around as she took her bra off, and then watched him over one shoulder as she slowly slid down her panties, giving him a view of her hanging tits and naked butt. She didn’t turn to face him, as though at least by standing with her back to him she could pretend at modesty. 
 
    “It’s a large shower,” she said absently. “I’ll take one side, and you can have the other.” 
 
    “We’re both adults,” said Will. “We can wash up within range of one another.” 
 
    He took his boxers off, and Jess’s armband went off like a sparkler as she stared at his crotch, blinking furiously. He slowly walked over to her, both of them naked, the moment more dangerous and charged than it had ever been. 
 
    “Does this come off?” He let his fingers touch and run across the armband. The sparks didn’t feel like anything, at least not to him. Jess grabbed his hand and squeezed as he made to start touching other places. 
 
    “Too tight,” she whispered. 
 
    “Let me try.” He gave it a small tug, pulling her arm upward along with it. Jess practically acted like a kitten held by the scruff, back arching, butt briefly sliding across his erection. 
 
    “You’re pushing it today, mister,” she whispered. 
 
    “Then push back.” He let his cock probe in between her ass cheeks. “You’re the one with the magic armband.” 
 
    Jess let out a scoffing laugh and spun around, facing him totally naked. “Shut up! You think you’re so—” 
 
    He cut her off with a kiss, and their bodies snapped together like fitting pieces. Will was expecting her to meet him with more force and ended up pushing her against one of the lockers with a loud, hollow thud. Jess wrapped her arms around him and kissed him furiously as the armband sparked and sparked. 
 
    “Mmm,” she moaned. “Whoa. Hold on. Let’s… get in the shower.” 
 
    He pulled her in that direction with horny urgency. The water was immediately hot as it started up, but it might as well have been lukewarm compared to their bodies. Jess was kissing him just as aggressively, a willing, needy participant. 
 
    More importantly, she was letting him touch her. It felt so unreal, like Christmas morning, playing with the present he’d been hoping for. He groped one of her breasts, kissed the nipple, sucked on it. Jess cleared her throat. 
 
    “You’re sweaty,” she whispered. There was a soap dispenser, and she slammed her palm down on it with more force than needed. “God, LP. You really got a workout with me today, didn’t you?” 
 
    She rubbed the soap on him, flashing a curious, almost evil smile as she worked up some suds. Her hand ran lower, tracing his abs, and then all at once her fingers wrapped around his cock. She pumped it hard, breathing just as hard, her hand making lewd, soapy noises as it did its thing. 
 
    “Oh fuck,” he moaned. “Jess!” 
 
    “No mess to worry about this time,” she whispered. “Go ahead. Let it all out.” 
 
    “Not this time.” 
 
    He kissed her again, moving them both sideways to once more bang into a random wall. He lifted and pinned the fingers of the hand on her armband side against the tiles, thumb caressing the metal of the artifact. Jess gasped and completely lost focus of what she was doing. 
 
    Will rubbed her womanhood with his other hand, feeling her quiver, completely at his mercy. She was nodding, and her eyes were nearly closed. It felt a little mean to bring her to this point, to make her show him this. God, he loved seeing it. 
 
    “Hello?” called a voice. Isabelle, from within the locker room, but still around the corner from the shower. “Is someone in there?” 
 
    “No!” cried Jess. “I mean, yes, but um…” 
 
    “Should I find another shower?” asked Isabelle coyly. 
 
    Jess didn’t answer. 
 
    “Tell her she should,” Will whispered into her ear. “Tell her you need at least a few more minutes.” 
 
    She didn’t have to. Isabelle laughed from the locker room and let out an amused sigh. 
 
    “Go Jess!” she called. “I told you it might help to get laid.” 
 
    Her footsteps receded. Will was too horny to mess around anymore. He kissed Jess several times with aggressive lips, turned her so her hands were pressed against the wall of the shower, and set the tip of his cock against the entrance of her womanhood. 
 
    “LP,” moaned Jess. “Please.” 
 
    Please yes, or please no? He had no idea. His love for her was the deciding factor, coursing and pulsing and threatening to burst. He pressed his hips forward, letting his cock sink into her across the span of two or three glorious, infinite seconds. The armband wasn’t the only thing with an insanely tight grip. 
 
    “Jess,” he whispered. “I love you so much.” 
 
    “You’re so greedy,” she muttered. “I love you, too. Three minutes, mister. That’s all you get.” 
 
    Even she sounded like she wanted more as she said it. Will was already moving, already doubting whether he could even last that long as he felt the tight stickiness of perfection. Every muscle in his body was already primed and warmed up from their training. He couldn’t have gone slow if he’d had money riding on it. 
 
    It mattered so much that it was Jess, and it also didn’t matter at all. It was hard, post-workout sex. They’d tested each other’s bodies in training. Was this the reward or another test, another game with a winner and a loser? 
 
    The armband might have been distracting in the way it let out rhythmic bursts of blue sparks, if not for the way Jess’s moans and fluttered breathing stole back his attention. He had a tight grip on her hips. She reached a hand back, gripping his wrist, more to urge him on than to regain control. 
 
    She was taking his cock like a woman who hadn’t gotten laid in years, which was probably close to the truth. It was strange to think that all of his teasing, all of the fooling around they’d done, was all the action she’d gotten in a while. The way she’d gone along with it, reluctant but very willing underneath, it’d all built up to this moment. 
 
    “LP!” she cried. “Oh, LP! I think I’m going to… Ah!” 
 
    She arched her back and almost crumpled against the wall as the armband gave off deep, passionate blue pulses. Will held her, still thrusting, but slow and gentle. He was almost jealous of the sheer strength of her orgasm, the way she seemed punch drunk and dazed, like putty in his arms. Almost. He chuckled as he leaned forward, sinking his cock deep again. 
 
    “I bet it’s already been three minutes,” he said gruffly. “But I’m going to keep going until I come.” 
 
    Jess made a noise somewhere in between disbelief and agreement. He reset her positioning against the wall, hot water still beading down with encouragement, and started to pick up speed. 
 
    She wasn’t made of porcelain, especially with that armband on. She urged him on as he took her with that powerful, masculine intensity that made sex so dangerous in the first place. Ripples seemed to run through her body, all the way from her butt, to her breasts, to the small drops of water that flew off her in the direction of his thrusts. 
 
    The locker room echoed with soapy, rhythmic claps as his body met hers, again and again. He felt his release gaining him on him but didn’t slow down, couldn’t possibly slow down. He hugged more of her body into his, needing her as close as possible when he finally… 
 
    “Remember,” she whispered. “Do it outside.” 
 
    He nodded, but knew she couldn’t see it. His vision seemed to pulse as the pleasure struck him in a tsunami. He pulled out and unloaded on the small of her back, his cock nestled between her buttocks as though it’d been made as a dock for him. 
 
    He was also grunting and shuddering in ways that would have made him feel foolish with nearly any other woman. The pleasure was just too much, like a drug he’d only just realized he was addicted to. Jess reached back to rub her hand up the side of his body as the spectacle of her armband slowed and dimmed. 
 
    “Wow,” he muttered. 
 
    Jess cleared her throat. “Looks like we managed to fit in an extra workout.” 
 
    “Looks like it.” 
 
    They both laughed. Jess set her hand on the soap dispenser and began lathering herself up again, along with him. 
 
    “LP,” she said, eyes serious. “Nobody can ever know.” 
 
    “I know. Trust me, my lips are sealed.” 
 
    “Good.” She smiled and ruffled some of the soap through his hair. “Pizza sound good for dinner? There’s a bunch of it in the cafeteria for all of the, um, parents.” 
 
    “Yeah,” he said. “Pizza sounds great.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 12 
 
      
 
    Jess finished her shower and left first. She’d asked Will to wait ten or fifteen minutes before heading out himself. 
 
    “Just in case Isabelle’s still around,” she’d said. 
 
    In truth, it was what she hadn’t said that Will found more concerning. No excuses. No insisting that it was a one-time thing. She’d flashed this smile on her way out of the bathroom, like she’d just watched him win a spelling bee or score a goal in soccer.  
 
    He’d imagined having real sex with Jess so many times, but had never really seen it play out with him being the one thrown off kilter once the deed was done. He’d always imagined her being heartbroken, or treating it as a betrayal, a step too far across the strange boundaries they’d both upheld over the last few months. 
 
    How much of it had been her, what she wanted, as opposed to the effect of the armband? He was aware of how it tugged at her emotions, enflamed her passions. It mattered, but it also didn’t, not after the fact. The intimacy between them had begun long before she’d donned her newest artifact. 
 
    Nothing had changed. Why the hell did that scare him so much? She really loved him. He’d known that, but there was knowing something and testing it. She wasn’t going to stop loving him or let things become weird just because they finally went all the way. 
 
    No, he thought. It’s going to take more than that to break her heart. 
 
    He sighed and leaned his head against the wall of the shower, happy, but conflicted. Satisfied, but conflicted. 
 
    Will had to put his sweaty costume back on, lacking a proper change of clothing. He still garnered a fair amount of attention from the parents and students meandering across campus, but his interpretation of it shifted. It seemed almost like they knew, like he was being judged, in the midst of a classic walk of a shame. 
 
    The feeling vanished so quickly that he felt ridiculous for indulging it in the first place as he stepped back into Jerrigan Hall. Jess was on the couch in sweats and a tank top, eating pepperoni pizza while watching a movie. There was even wine, and she grinned as she waved him over. 
 
    “I saved you a spot,” she joked. 
 
    “How kind of you.” 
 
    “Rue’s on her way home,” she said. “Let’s see if we can get her to hang out with us. We’ve been lacking in family time as of late.” 
 
    “Uh, yeah,” he said. “Sounds good to me.” 
 
    He changed into his own comfortable evening wear and joined Jess on the couch. She snuggled up against his shoulder once he’d finished a few pieces of pizza and moved on to the wine. Will ran a hand through her hair. She looked at him, and they shared a slow kiss on the lips. 
 
    “I’m home!” shouted Rue, as she burst into the room with energy. “Hey! Why did you ask me to hang out with you tonight if you were going to start the movie without me? You two look rather cuddly, by the way.” 
 
    “We did some training earlier,” said Will. 
 
    “Yeah,” said Jess. “LP really put me through my paces.” 
 
    “Right,” said Rue. “Well, you’d better make room.” 
 
    She changed out of her school uniform and glommed onto Will’s other side, cuddling up even closer to him. Will just leaned his head back and smiled, sipping his wine and appreciating how lucky he was to have them.  
 
    His phone vibrated. A text from Avery. 
 
    How about ‘Next Gen Nebula’? 
 
    He chuckled and tapped out a response. 
 
    Too generic. Also, what does it even mean? 
 
    He set his wine down and rubbed Rue’s knee. His phone vibrated again after a minute with a new text from Avery. 
 
    What about ‘Broken Mirror’? 
 
    Bad luck. 
 
    “You’re texting with Avery about potential team names,” said Jess, reading the exchange over his shoulder. 
 
    “I am.” He smiled and gave a guilty shrug. “She’s going to have to come up with one eventually if she wants to get the submission paperwork done.” 
 
    “I just wish the two of you would slow down a little,” said Jess. “Give it some more thought.” 
 
    “We are.” Will rubbed Jess’s leg and looked deep into her eyes. “We both are. It does make a certain amount of sense, though, doesn’t it? If you became a member of the board, wouldn’t you want me on Avery’s team, looking out for her?” 
 
    Jess sighed. “And vice versa, I suppose. I’m just… so tired of how much things keep changing.” 
 
    “I know. But they haven’t changed that much. We still get moments like this together. I guess that’s enough for me.” 
 
    “You’re so corny, LP,” said Rue, snuggling closer. 
 
    A heavy knock sounded at the door. The three of them exchanged confused glances. 
 
    “Were either of you expecting anyone?” asked Jess. 
 
    Rue and Will both shook their heads. 
 
    “I’ll go see who it is,” he said. 
 
    He got up after extricating himself from both women and went to greet their unexpected guest. The fingers on one hand patted a pocket for his lockpick, which he did have on him, but he suspected anyone looking for trouble wouldn’t have knocked. 
 
    It was perhaps too much of an assumption, he realized, as he opened the door to find Bloodfeud standing on the other side. 
 
    “Francisco,” said Will, forcing a smile. “Can I help you with something?” 
 
    “You know exactly what you can help me with,” said Bloodfeud. “First off, quit calling me that. I know you do it to get under my skin. Call me what I go by.” 
 
    “Calm down.” 
 
    Bloodfeud slapped his hand against the doorframe loud enough for everyone within the dorm to hear it. “I am calm! And I’m sick of waiting!” 
 
    “It’s been half a day,” hissed Will. “You can’t expect me to just snap my fingers and make it happen.” 
 
    “Isn’t that all Zone would need to do? Did you even ask him?” 
 
    “LP, what’s going on?” called Jess. 
 
    “I’m just… talking with a student who has a question,” called Will. 
 
    “Why don’t you invite me in, teach?” suggested Bloodfeud, in a mocking voice. “We can all sit down and talk about what’s really going on.” 
 
    Will stepped out of the dorm barefoot, shut the door behind him, and shoved Bloodfeud hard in the shoulders. “If you think I would ever invite you in to sit down with my family, Bloodfeud, after what you did to Jess, then you need to fucking think again.” 
 
    Bloodfeud glanced away, a bit of shame creeping into his expression. “I did it for the cause.” 
 
    “Well, I haven’t forgotten, and neither has she,” said Will. “Do you ever wonder why I tried to give you a second chance, even despite that?” 
 
    Bloodfeud turned to stare at him again. “If you want to give me a second chance, bring me back to Lancaster City.” 
 
    “Are you just going to leave your sister here and run away?” 
 
    “I’m not running away!” snapped Bloodfeud. “I’d be seeing what’s going on, to start. I’d check in, let them know I’m still down. If there are still safe places in the city, then I’d see about bringing her back with me. You think she doesn’t want to go home, too?” 
 
    Will ran a hand through his hair, hating the situation more and more by the second.  
 
    “I’ll blow your secret if you don’t do this for me!” said Bloodfeud. “I swear I will!” 
 
    “Quiet down!” hissed Will. “Why does this matter so much to you? You were barely even a member for a few days.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, I was involved for longer before the official recruitment trial. Afterwards… it was like I’d found my place. You wouldn’t understand.” 
 
    Will let out a dark laugh. “Yeah, of course I wouldn’t.” 
 
    “It felt right,” said Bloodfeud. “Like I was a getting a chance to be a part of something bigger. Haven’t you ever wanted that?” 
 
    “Bigger is not always better.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 13 
 
    FOUR YEARS EARLIER 
 
      
 
    The bus was making weird noises, but they didn’t have much further to go. Lockpick had spent most of the journey sitting in the furthest open seat back, feeling a need for a buffer between himself and Halberd and Kim’s strange dynamic. They alternated between gratuitous flirting and something darker, a verbal power game with death and betrayal at either end. 
 
    He joined them upfront as they approached their destination. Kim pointed out a turn up ahead that led to a parking lot outside a sleek, modern, three-story building.  
 
    “That’s it,” she said. “Ashford Assets Management Ltd.” 
 
    “That’s the black-market money manager you were talking about?” asked Halberd. “You’re sure you’ve got the right building.” 
 
    Kim laughed and rubbed his shoulders from behind the driver’s seat. “Oh yes, I am very much sure.” 
 
    Halberd parked the bus across a large swathe of normal neat white lines and killed the engine. He glanced sideways, meeting Lockpick’s gaze. 
 
    “What do you think, LP?” he asked. 
 
    “I can’t imagine it’s safe for us to just walk in there,” said Lockpick. “They’ll have cameras, at the very least. This isn’t what I was expecting when she said that she knew of a place where we could put all of this for safekeeping.” 
 
    “Johnathon is a smart man,” said Kim. “You must both trust me. Do not stir your father’s doubts, pup. This is a smart decision to make.” 
 
    Halberd let out a long breath. “Alright. LP, me and you will go and feel it out.” 
 
    “We aren’t leaving her alone on the bus,” said Lockpick. 
 
    Halberd looked at Kim, drumming his fingers on the steering wheel. “Fair point. All three of us will head in together, then, unless you want to stay out here. None of the treasure is visible through the windows. We should be fine for a few minutes with the doors locked.” 
 
    They climbed out of the bus and headed inside. They looked incredibly out of place, and not just in the sense that they were underdressed. Halberd hadn’t shaved in a few days, and the effect was striking when combined with his eye patch, size, and intensity. 
 
    The receptionist smiled warmly at them, seemingly as composed as she’d be for any other appointment. “Welcome. Please, Mr. Ashford is expecting you. If you’d have a seat and wait just a minute.” 
 
    They sat down. There were magazines on the side tables. Lockpick browsed an issue of Popular Mechanics, trying not to let his tension build as the moment dragged on. 
 
    A tall man with clean-cut grey hair and an expensive suit poked his head out of an office in back. He grinned when he saw Kim and walked over to them. 
 
    “Kimberlain,” he said. “So good to see you doing well. This is your new employer?” 
 
    “Indeed, and you as well, Johnathon.”  
 
    They exchanged kisses on either cheek. The man stepped past her and held out a hand to Halberd. 
 
    “Johnathon Ashford,” he said. “I help people use their money.” 
 
    “David Sorling,” said Halberd. He held onto the other man’s hand for a few seconds longer than was probably necessary. “This is my son, Will.” 
 
    “Please, why don’t you all come into my office,” said Ashford, with a wide and sincere-looking smile. “I cleared my schedule for this meeting.” 
 
    He welcomed them through the door. Chairs were already set out. Paintings and a variety of certificates and pointless fluff adorned each wall. Ashford cleared his throat and fixed his suit jacket as he sank down into his own spot behind his desk. 
 
    “Can I offer any of you a drink?” he asked. “I have scotch. I have seltzer. A bit of orange juice?” 
 
    “Scotch works,” said Halberd. 
 
    Ashford pulled out three glasses and poured, setting one in front of Halberd and Kim and keeping one for himself. Lockpick patted the desk and looked at Halberd, who made a rolling gesture with his hand. Ashford shrugged and poured another glass, though his smile thinned a bit. 
 
    “Let’s get straight to it,” he said, setting out a piece of paper and a pen. “I’m not going to make any assumptions about the depth of your wealth. Kim only implied what I’d be working with.”  
 
    “You just want me to write down a number?” asked Halberd. 
 
    “An estimate, if you aren’t sure, or even just the general range,” said Ashford. “The number of zeroes on the end, if you will.” 
 
    Halberd scribbled down the amount and slid it across the table. Ashford’s eyebrows rose as he looked at it. He blinked and turned toward Kim, who nodded. 
 
    “Ah,” said Ashford. “You’ll have to forgive my skepticism, but is there any way I could verify this?” 
 
    “It’s outside,” said Kim. 
 
    “It? As in…? What do you mean?” 
 
    They went out to the bus together. Ashford climbed on and stared with increasing awe as Halberd opened a few of the money cases, revealed bags of jewels, tried to regurgitate what Lockpick had told him about cryptocurrency. 
 
    “They’re in some kind of e-wallet, or something,” said Halberd. “Bitecoins.” 
 
    “Bitcoins,” corrected Lockpick. 
 
    “Right, whatever.” 
 
    Ashford was grinning. He threw an arm around Halberd’s shoulder as they stepped back outside the bus. 
 
    “Let’s go into my office, break open a bottle of champagne, and start talking about buying you some property,” said the money manager. 
 
    “Like a house?” asked Halberd. 
 
    “Oh, no, think bigger.” 
 
    “…A hotel.” 
 
    “Mr. Sorling, think way bigger. Have you ever considered buying an island?” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 14 
 
      
 
    It took Will a while to find sleep later that night. He had more than enough to think about, which made the way his thoughts continuously cycled from one topic to another that much less helpful. 
 
    When he did eventually drift off, it was into a dream he hardly understood or recognized. It came and went, the digestable, lucid sections flowing in bits and pieces. 
 
    He was with Jess, but she wasn't herself, and neither was he. They were kissing, passionately but reservedly. Both of them were clothed in basic white robes, and the metal of her armband poked out from the sleeve of hers, still polished to a sheen and within the early years of its life. 
 
    She was straddling him, hips rocking with urgent motions. A breathy noise escaped her lips as their eyes met. There was nothing in her gaze that revealed whether she was there, too, nothing to delineate the alchemy of the sleeping mind from something greater. 
 
    The armband crackled and Jess cried out, passion rife through her voice. Will seized her hips, caught between moments, the specter of what had really happened in the shower earlier that day heavy and erotic overhead. 
 
    Jess had a knife in her hand, a dull black weapon with a long, s-shaped blade. She pressed it to his neck, blinking at the motion of her arm even as she continued to ride him. The confusion was mutual, judging from the expression on her face. 
 
    Will opened his mouth to comment, or perhaps question, but said something else, instead. Words from another time, another place, another life. 
 
    "We must always take responsibility for those we love most." He touched her hand, holding the blade steady where it was against his jugular. "They are our echo through the world. Lift them up. Put them down." 
 
    Jess rocked faster, and they both pulled together with passionate noises. Will found release, and an end to the dream. He came awake in his bed, sweaty and uncertain. He felt an impulse to go find Jess and see if she’d just seen and felt the same experience, but decided against it. He touched his neck, feeling a slight itch where the blade had made contact. 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    Will went through the motions the next morning, leaving the dorm early, arriving at class and teaching a blessedly calm and boring lesson. His mind was elsewhere, caught between interpreting dreams and still trying to handle the situation with Bloodfeud. 
 
    There was no reason to doubt whether the teenager would go through with revealing his secret if Will couldn’t deliver, not after how intense he’d been last night. He had to find a way to bring Bloodfeud back to Lancaster City, as pointless as it was. 
 
    During his lunch break, he headed up to Zone’s office and knocked on the door. The headmaster invited him in, sliding aside a half-eaten Reuben sandwich and wiping his mouth with a napkin. 
 
    “Instructor Lockpick,” he said. “What can I help you with?” 
 
    “I need a favor,” said Will. 
 
    Zone gave him a tired smile that all but said no even before he’d asked. 
 
    “A student of mine from Lancaster City is concerned about the city and really wants to take a trip back there,” said Will. “Just a quick visit. A few hours, at most.” 
 
    “Absolutely not,” said Zone. “I’m not in the business of chauffeuring students around for frivolous reasons.” 
 
    “Is there any way that I could—” 
 
    “None, whatsoever.” Zone grabbed his sandwich and took another bite, nodding to the door. “I see no reason why it would be necessary or productive for you or one of your students to return to what’s left of your old home.” 
 
    Will actually found himself agreeing with that. A part of his resistance stemmed from the fact that he really had no interest in going back himself, given what he’d heard about the Power Realists’ activity in the city. He wouldn’t be welcome in the city and would have to fight to get by, regardless of whether he showed up as William Sorling, Lockpick, or Decay. 
 
    Decay, back in Lancaster City, he thought. Now there’s an idea. 
 
    Turning the situation over, he realized there would be at least one upside to making an appearance as his villain self in his old city. He wasn’t entirely convinced that Recall’s investigation into the Power Realists and Decay hadn’t put him on her radar. If Decay appeared thousands of miles to the south while he had an alibi at Baffin Academy, he might stand a chance at not just appeasing Bloodfeud but clearing himself as a suspect. 
 
    But he still needed a way to get down there. He found himself wishing he had Recall’s power, and the thought quickly led him to someone who had one better. 
 
    He called Mist rather than texting for once and got her voicemail. Leaving a message explaining what he needed seemed too much like self-incrimination, so he just hung up and tried again a few minutes later. She picked up on the second ring. 
 
    “Pick?” she said. “What is it? Are you in trouble?” 
 
    “Not really. Just calling to say hi.” 
 
    “Why do I get the feeling that you need a favor?” she asked. 
 
    “No, of course not,” he said. “Well, sort of.” 
 
    “You’re so easy to read,” she said, with a chuckle. “But I’m glad you called, all the same.” 
 
    “I miss you,” he said. “How’s Florida?” 
 
    “Warm and beautiful,” said Mist. “It’s nice. I’ve been spending a lot of time on the beach, swimming, watching the waves.” 
 
    “How’s your grandfather doing?” 
 
    “Well enough,” said Mist. “He’s safe, which is what counts. It’s hard talking to him sometimes. I haven’t really met anyone down here. It’s a little lonely when the one person I can talk to in person keeps forgetting who I am.” 
 
    “You could come up my way and pay me a visit,” he suggested. 
 
    “Would this happen to involve the favor that you’re so obviously fishing for?” 
 
    “Yeah,” he said. “Yeah, it would. I need to go back to Lancaster City, and there’s no way for me to get there on my own.” 
 
    He explained the situation on Baffin Island, how remote and cut off from the rest of the world it was, with Headmaster Zone serving as the only true way in or out. 
 
    “You realize what it would entail, right?” said Mist. “It took me a while to get comfortable with doing lots of sequential teleports in a row. The experience is going to be pretty uncomfortable for you.” 
 
    “There’s more to it than me simply wanting to go back to visit,” he said. 
 
    He was tempted to explain about Bloodfeud and his own desire to draw attention as Decay, but overloading her with information didn’t seem like a good idea. He figured it made sense for him to do the first trip solo, get a sense of the city and, more importantly, how his old gang had evolved in his time away. 
 
    “Hey, if you want to give it a try, I’m open to it,” said Mist. “Might want to bring a barf bag.” 
 
    Will chuckled. “Right.” 
 
    “I’m dead serious.” 
 
    They made plans to meet up the next morning, a Saturday he had free. 
 
    “See you soon, Pick,” said Mist. 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 15 
 
      
 
    Will didn’t accomplish much else that afternoon and evening. Jerrigan Hall was empty, which wasn’t a huge surprise. It was a Friday night, and Rue was typically out doing teenager things. It was good that he trusted her to make smart decisions, as there was no conceivable way he could have joined in with her friend group from his side of the student-teacher divide. 
 
    Jess was probably working… or possibly avoiding him. She’d seemed fine the previous evening and earlier that morning, but he just wasn’t entirely sure how much of that was her true feelings and how much was a mask, as much of one as she wore as Relic. 
 
    He went to bed early, feeling even keener on the idea of the trip. On top of being a step toward appeasing Bloodfeud and giving him an opportunity to distract as Decay, it would give him some space. Some time to think.  
 
    He went to sleep early and was dimly aware of Rue and Jess slipping in to say goodnight. Jess simply kissed him on the forehead. Rue arrived back later in the night a good deal drunker and friskier. 
 
    “Hey,” she whispered. “You didn’t wait up for me.” 
 
    He mumbled a meaningless syllable, genuinely too tired to talk or wake up. 
 
    “What are you dreaming about?” she asked. “You have a massive boner right now.” 
 
    He felt her hand playing around with him under the blanket and rolled onto his back. Rue let out a tiny laugh and slid her head under the blanket. 
 
    The fact that Rue would do things like this was why he loved her. Certainly not the only reason, but a major one, impossible to understate. Will was still halfway immersed in a dream about a naked chess board with various women from his life as the pieces as Rue’s mouth closed around his cock and began to suck. 
 
    She went slow, matching the pace of his sleepy existence. Will was groaning soon enough, and she took it as encouragement, matching her movements to the pace of his breathing. He didn’t last long and spent the last few seconds holding the back of her head, humping into her face and mouth. 
 
    “Mmm,” she said. “Sleep tight.” 
 
    “I love you so much,” he muttered. 
 
    “I know. Hey, return the favor sometime. I’m also down to be molested in my sleep. Consider this advance permission.” 
 
    He groaned a sleepy yes and listened to her footsteps as she snuck back to her room. 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    When Will woke up the next morning, his first thought was to text Mist. He rolled over to grab his phone and realized she was already in his room, in his bed, in fact, though fully clothed. She propped her head up on an elbow and flashed a wicked smile.  
 
    Will smiled and sighed, trying to put together a timeline of events of the previous night. Briefly, he questioned whether it had really been Rue in his room as he’d assumed, but no, he was pretty sure he’d heard her voice. 
 
    Mostly sure. 
 
    “I thought I’d have to summon you here by phone,” he whispered. 
 
    “You gave me directions straight to your room yesterday,” said Mist. “That’s like giving me directions to a party.” 
 
    “We don’t have to leave right away,” he said, running a hand along her body. “There’s still time for a party.” 
 
    There was, but there were also other people in Jerrigan Hall, judging from the footsteps he could hear in the common room. His door suddenly opened a crack, and only with a creative throw of the sheet was he able to cover Mist’s head. 
 
    “LP?” said Jess. “I thought I heard voices in here.” 
 
    “On the phone,” he said. “Just talking with Avery.” 
 
    “Ah. Well, I’m going to be out for all of today. Isabelle and I are going shopping.” 
 
    “For yourselves or the school?” he asked. 
 
    Jess smirked. “Both, if Isabelle has her way. I could use a few new things as well. I won’t be back until late.” 
 
    “I’ll see you tonight then.” 
 
    He held his breath as she looked like she was about to come into his room to kiss him goodbye. She decided against it, kissing her hand and blowing it to him instead. There definitely was a new tension between them, that much was for sure. 
 
    “Alright,” he said, once he heard Jess leave. “Now I just have to get Rue to be my alibi and we can go.” 
 
    “Is that really necessary?” asked Mist. 
 
    “Better safe than sorry,” he said. “There’s been a CA detective poking around, asking questions.” 
 
    “Interesting. I guess you’d better give me the abridged tour of your campus, then.” 
 
    Mist rolled out of his bed, still clad in an outfit more suited for Florida than Northern Canada. She had on a tiny pair of jean shorts and a baggy blouse with no sleeves and wide armholes that offered glimpses of the sports bra she wore underneath. Her hair was longer than it’d been when he’d last seen her, and she’d dyed it jet black instead of its familiar blue. 
 
    “A tour?” he said, chuckling. “Come on, there’s nothing to see here.” 
 
    “Prove it!” she said. “You’re always all about business, Pick. At least try to make this fun for me, too.” 
 
    He sighed, but he was smiling as he stood up and wrapped her into a hug. “Fine. Let’s get breakfast in the cafeteria. The walk there is basically a full tour.” 
 
    Will took the time to throw on his clothes and pack his bag for their adventure later in the day. His Decay costume was the core of what he needed, along with his penknife, a water bottle, and some food in case anything unexpected came up. 
 
    Rue was in her room, and he gestured for Mist to stand back as he knocked and poked his head in. Rue was in her underwear, in bed but on top of the sheets, playing a game on her phone. 
 
    “Hey,” she said. 
 
    “Hey. Do you mind being my alibi for today?” 
 
    “Sure.”  
 
    She didn’t look up from her game. 
 
    “That’s it? You aren’t going to ask what I’m up to?” 
 
    “If I really want to know, I can just check the camera in your phone,” she said. “Have fun and try not to do anything stupid.” 
 
    “Alright.” He paused at the door, knowing she wouldn’t have mentioned spying on him if she wasn’t going to, in all likelihood. “I’m having Mist take me back to Lancaster City.” 
 
    She made a face, but still barely looked up from her phone. “Whatever. Tell her I said hi and don’t get yourself killed.” 
 
    “I’ll do my best,” he said. “You’re the coolest, Cammie.” 
 
    “I’m well aware.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 16 
 
      
 
    Will felt a strange juxtaposition of realities as he walked arm in arm with Mist across Baffin Academy’s campus. Zone’s assistant, Casey, was walking while reading from a notebook on some errand or another, and she shot them a confused glance as they walked by. 
 
    “I’m not a student, don’t worry!” called Mist. 
 
    “You don’t look that young,” he whispered. 
 
    “Hey!” snapped Mist. 
 
    They grabbed breakfast sandwiches from the cafeteria and sat down at an empty table. Will spied Bloodfeud, his sister Maria, and Physique sitting together on the other side of the room, enjoying each other’s company. He caught Bloodfeud’s gaze, noticing the way it intensified, along with the curious look he shot toward Mist. 
 
    “What’s his deal?” whispered Mist. 
 
    “It’s complicated,” said Will. “He’s a student. He’s also blackmailing me.” 
 
    He didn’t want to get too deep into it unless she pressed him for more info, which she didn’t. He wasn’t entirely sure that his idea to have Mist teleport him long-distance would be as feasible as he hoped it would be, let alone doing it with him and Bloodfeud. Today would be more of a test run to ensure he wasn’t pinning his hopes on a broken method. 
 
    “Ready?” he asked. 
 
    “Let’s do it!” Mist grinned and put her arm through his again. 
 
    They went around behind the main building, out of sight of most of the campus. Mist pulled her hair back into a quick ponytail with a scrunchy and rubbed her hands together. 
 
    “So, I decided I want a favor from you, too, in exchange for passage,” she said. 
 
    “I’m listening.” 
 
    “My grandfather and I left some things behind when we left during the evacuation,” she said. “I’ve been on the fence about going back alone, given I don’t know how safe the city is.” 
 
    “What are we talking about here?” 
 
    “He has a locket of grandmother he normally wears from dawn till dusk,” said Mist. “When the care staff at the old folks’ home rushed everyone out, they didn’t give anyone time to grab their stuff. Not that I think he would have remembered anyway. I want to check in, see if it’s still there.” 
 
    “Shouldn’t be too hard, assuming the building is still standing.” 
 
    “No, it shouldn’t.” She frowned and rubbed a hand against the side of her chin. “This is going to be the hard part. It’s not just a matter of nausea, though I guarantee you will feel pretty nauseous. When I use my power with someone else, I can really feel them. Like, really feel them.” 
 
    “You’ve done it with me before.” 
 
    “I’ve done lots with you before,” said Mist. “I just want to give you a heads up. Don’t be surprised if you have some minor… body dysphoria when we land on the other side.” 
 
    “Um, okay,” he said. “Care to elaborate on what that means, exactly?” 
 
    “I’m not sure. That’s what I’m saying. You might end up feeling a bit like me. I might end up feeling a bit like you. I’m fairly certain we’ll both have our respective bits and bobs.” 
 
    “…You’re messing with me, aren’t you?” 
 
    Mist laughed and turned her hands palm up. “You’re the one who suggested this. I’m just preparing you for what I consider to be the most likely unforeseen consequences.” 
 
    “Alright. Whatever. I’ll risk it.” 
 
    Mist nodded and grew serious again. “We’re first going to teleport upward, into the air, above any mountains we might accidentally poof into. From there, we’ll head south for a couple thousand jumps. If you get nauseous, just tap me on the shoulder or pinch me and I’ll take us down so you can catch your breath.” 
 
    “Sounds good.” 
 
    She stepped closer to him. The moment was surprisingly intimate as Will wrapped his arms around her. She spun so she was backwards against him and had a clear view of whatever might be ahead. 
 
    “Here we go,” she said. 
 
    The sensation was as intense as what he remembered, a carnival ride of distilled vertigo that made his heart flutter and the hair on the back of his neck stand up. Mist brought them straight up for a solid four or five jumps. Will made the mistake of looking down, but only caught a glimpse of the academy and island below them before they were off into the distance. 
 
    “Hang on,” whispered Mist. “Trust me.” 
 
    She caressed his shoulder with altogether too much care for the amount of panic reverberating through him. They started jumping forward. And Will’s entire body flinched with each one. Muscles, tendons, internal organs, it was as if he was being plucked like a loose guitar string. 
 
    He closed his eyes, but if anything, that made it worse, like trying to block out the spins while overdrunk. He focused on his breathing, but with the speed Mist was moving them at, each breath had multiple stutters.  
 
    Still, he endured the building sensation of unease and nausea for as long as he could. His endurance wasn’t unlimited, and he had to take her up on her offer to take a stop. He tapped her on the shoulder. Mist slowly started teleporting downward at an angle. He tapped again, and then in a panic, pinched the first place he could grab. 
 
    “Ouch!” hissed Mist. “That was my butt!” 
 
    He felt his feet touch solid ground as he opened his mouth to apologize, but that wasn’t what came out… or up. He appreciated the fact he’d pulled away from her, and even more so that he’d only had a small breakfast.  
 
    “Oh God,” he muttered, spitting up the last piece of chewed sausage. “Tell me we’re almost there.” 
 
    “We’re in Northern Quebec,” said Mist. “It’s still going to be a few more jumps.” 
 
    “A… few more?” 
 
    “A few thousand more,” she said. “You can do it, Pick. This is normal. Again, it’s why I wouldn’t take just anybody with me using this method.” 
 
    He nodded slowly, though if anything, her words made the ordeal seem that much more pointless. Convincing Mist to take a stranger, a young member of the Power Realists, no less, would be a challenge, as would convincing Bloodfeud to endure what amounted to vertigo torture. 
 
    “Let’s keep going,” he said.  
 
    Mist pulled out a handkerchief and passed it to him. He took the hint, wiped his face some more, and stuffed it into his pocket. Embracing again, they set off. 
 
    The sensation wasn’t any less piercing and jarring this time around, but having an empty stomach did help a bit. He kept his focus on taking tiny breaths, one per jump, which hyperventilated him more than it calmed him down, but also made for a decent distraction. 
 
    His disorientation left him surprised when they did finally arrive. Mist set them down outside what he assumed to be Lancaster City and let out a sigh of exertion. 
 
    “Well, here we are,” she said. “How are you feeling?” 
 
    He groaned and rolled his shoulders out. Everything was all still there, but he hesitated for a moment as he caught a sense of something extra. 
 
    “I think I have ghost boobs,” he said. 
 
    Mist laughed, and then furrowed her brow. “Seriously?” 
 
    He palmed where they would have been on his chest, feeling the sensation fade in the reverse of the way foot wakes up after falling asleep. “Had ghost boobs. God, that was weird. Do they really just hang like that? All the time?” 
 
    “Congratulations, Pick, you’ve just discovered the utility of wearing a bra.”  
 
    “Shut up.” He took a step forward, shifting gears. “We’re really back, aren’t we?” 
 
    It was hard to tell at a glance. His eyes tried to orient, searching for the familiar buildings and landmarks. They weren’t all gone, but what was left had changed so much. Broken windows, scorch marks, upturned cars, and demolished roofs. 
 
    Will felt a sudden urge to sit down and gave in to it. He was looking at his home city, but also a place he’d once been charged with protecting. Even if the evacuation had been the Champion Authority’s strategy, decided by people smarter or at least more callous than he was, seeing the result tasted like failure. 
 
    “I would have thought there’d be more holdouts,” he muttered. “More… something. It’s just dead.” 
 
    “From this angle, maybe,” said Mist. “It hurts to see it like this. Don’t forget that I grew up here, too.” 
 
    Will slowly stood up and looked at Mist, seeing so much of what he felt reflected in her face. Nostalgia and pain, that sense of loss that makes a person realize all they have left are memories. 
 
    “What did you do?” he asked, unable to help himself. “You went months without ever telling me your real name, but you never told me what it was you did to get locked up in the first place, either.” 
 
    “I probably would have told you that, first,” she whispered. “I…” 
 
    She shook her head and suddenly started laughing. 
 
    “What?” He pushed her playfully in the shoulder. “Tell me!” 
 
    “I ran away,” she eventually said. “I joined up with a group of thieves that treated me like a hero. I developed a taste for expensive clothing and hotels, drinking and drugs. I… got a bunch of people killed by accident. And then the CA caught up with me in my sleep.” 
 
    She turned away from him. He stepped closer, not touching her, just being there, close enough to share in that moment of revelation. 
 
    “You know, Pick, I think it’s part of why I was attracted to you,” she whispered. “Yeah, I had the whole favor thing with Despot, but I wanted to do it just to have an excuse to meet you, even if it was for nefarious reasons. The vision I had of you in prison, leaving your gang and trying to undo your mistakes. It spoke to me, I guess.” 
 
    He didn’t know what to say. A part of him wanted to make a joke, treat her confession like less than it really was. In the end, he didn’t say anything. He just pulled her into a hug as they both stared out at the ruined city. 
 
    “Your breath still sinks,” she whispered. 
 
    “And you gave me temporary ghost boobs,” he countered. “We’re both coping with the unexpected.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 17 
 
      
 
    They walked into the city along the edge of what remained of one of the main highways. Will kept his eyes open for any mutants but saw nothing. The absence of enemies didn’t abate the tension, and he kept his penknife open and in hand, ready for action. 
 
    “I should probably change into my costume before we go much further,” said Will. “My plan was to be seen openly but… I’m not even sure where would qualify as out in the open given how abandoned things seem.” 
 
    “I’ll put mine on, too,” said Mist. “We can make a scene together!” 
 
    They both changed in front of each other, not trusting that the monsters wouldn’t find a way to ruin their day if they both sought out privacy. Mist’s costume was tight, thin, and cobweb-grey in color, with a translucent veil that obscured the features of her face. 
 
    Will pulled on his Decay mask and hoodie, feeling a little fatigued by his villain identity. The anonymity he’d once valued so much about having a secret identity was coming back to bite him, and in some ways, it was just a burden he had to carry now, one he’d created for himself. 
 
    “You always get a little scarier when you’re in costume,” said Mist. 
 
    “It’s still me underneath.” 
 
    “Um… debatable. Anyway, where should we start out?” 
 
    They decided to head for her grandfather’s locket, but unless they wanted to start teleporting again, they’d have to hike through most of the city to get there. As Will recognized more landmarks, he realized they’d also be heading straight past his old house. 
 
     “I remember this street,” he said. A building ahead of them had collapsed sideways, and they had to walk single file to get by at the far end of the mess. 
 
    “Yeah?” said Mist. 
 
    “My sister Avery and I used to watch these kids who’d skateboard all the time. They were a few years older than us, and we just thought they were the coolest.” 
 
    “Yeah? You get into skateboarding yourself?” 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    Mist laughed and nudged him with an elbow. “Don’t tell me Relic thought it would be too dangerous?” 
 
    “No,” he said, smiling at the memory. “She got us each one for Christmas, along with helmets and pads. The other kids had moved on by that point and we just never used them.” 
 
    “That is such a classic childhood story,” said Mist. “I actually did have a skateboard, and —” 
 
    A mutant surged through a mostly broken house window to their left. Will pulled Mist behind him and slashed with his penknife, using his cutting. His strike was shallow, however, but the creature still dropped as blood and innards gushed from a wound powerful enough to kill, just not right away. It looked like a cross between a raccoon and a bear, overlarge, but familiarly patterned. 
 
    “Jesus,” whispered Mist. 
 
    “Stay close, okay?” he whispered. “I think I have a bit more experience with these things than you do.” 
 
    “For real. I’m just going to teleport away next time.” 
 
    “Don’t go too far.” 
 
    “I’ll go straight up in the air.” She let out a nervous laugh and squeezed his arm. “Let’s keep moving.” 
 
    Mist stayed close to him as they continued forward. They passed by Will’s old elementary school. It was completely burned out, one wall collapsed inward, but the sign out front had made it through the chaos untouched. 
 
    “Didn’t your house burn down before the breach?” asked Mist. 
 
    “Yeah,” he said. “I’m not coming back here just to mourn.” 
 
    The house came into view, and he was relieved to see the garage was still mostly standing. A lot of different emotions bubbled up in his chest, but most of them had already run their course long before the city’s destruction. 
 
    He smiled at Mist and stepped over the garage door, which had been knocked loose at an angle by some collision, or maybe a shockwave. The ladder in which he’d hidden his greatsword was still exactly where he’d left it. He chuckled as he pulled it loose, finding it still in perfect condition. 
 
    “I was wondering what you did with that,” said Mist. 
 
    “I put it away for safekeeping,” he said. “It’s a bit of a pain to lug around with me most of the time.” 
 
    “Why break it out now? Are you expecting trouble?” 
 
    He shrugged. “Maybe. This is the kind of weapon that makes trouble. If anything or anybody shows up with enough sense to know what I can do with it, I might not even have to use it.” 
 
    He was thinking more about the Power Realists than the monsters. In truth, he was torn about whether he wanted to encounter his former gang again. It just felt so pointless, to still have their existence as a factor in his life, even if it was mostly just through a student of his now. He didn’t want to see them again, fight them again, have anything to do with them ever again. 
 
    “Are we going to keep moving?” asked Mist. 
 
    “Yeah,” said Will. He put his penknife away and carried the greatsword instead, letting the flat rest against his shoulder like a hobo bundle. 
 
    There were noises in the distance as they continued on, hints of a greater, hidden occupation within the city, though it still seemed empty. Will found that he was grateful it was just him and Mist there, bearing witness to the magnitude of the destruction.  
 
    He was used to things ending badly on a grand scale. For Rue and Avery, and especially Jess, Lancaster City’s downfall would represent a greater loss, a greater failure. Will knew too much about how quickly the world became savage on a knife tip to be overly surprised or disappointed. 
 
    “It’s the next street over,” said Mist, after about half an hour. 
 
    The intersection ahead of them was an accidental collage of melted and mangled cars. It looked as though an oil truck had been at the center of a collision, but numerous other vehicles were practically fused into the hulking lump of twisted metal that blocked their way forward. 
 
    “Want me to teleport you up and over?” asked Mist. 
 
    “I think my stomach prefers I climb,” he said. “I need to save my fortitude against vertigo for the trip back.” 
 
    Mist shrugged and poofed away, appearing over the obstruction before disintegrating once more. Will began scaling the car that seemed to have the most remaining structural integrity, using his greatsword as an oversized, oversharp climbing stick. 
 
    He didn’t look through any of the windows of the vehicles. There was no question about what he would see. More people had died than they’d managed to save during the evacuation of the city. It was that fact that haunted him, not whatever would be revealed by a glimpse into the horrifying last moments of the victims of the tragedy he was climbing over.  
 
    He felt a car shift underneath him as he crested the top and nearly slammed the tip of his greatsword through his own foot in his rush to steady himself. Mist was down the road from him, further off than he’d realized. A sink hole had formed in front of the accident, probably burned out from the fire. 
 
    He worked his way around and finally reconnected with her. She was looking down the street ahead of them, across an area where the city itself began to give way to more of a generic suburban sprawl. 
 
    “It’s that building,” she said. 
 
    “Ah.” Will put an arm around her, observing the large bloodstain in front of a sign that read West Lancaster Elderly Care.  
 
    “I thought they’d gotten everyone out,” muttered Mist. “Maybe I just wanted to believe they did.” 
 
    “You want me to head in alone?” he offered. “It might not be pretty inside.” 
 
    “I don’t need it to be pretty.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    He brushed a small fleck of dirt or ash off her cheek and kissed her. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 18 
 
      
 
    Will headed through the open double doors of the facility, walking slow, greatsword at the ready. Mist stayed close behind him, too close for anyone else, but she assured him that she’d teleport out of weapon range if they were attacked. 
 
    He realized almost immediately that a flashlight would have been an extremely helpful addition to his kit. The building had no electricity, and the only lighting came from windows within the rooms, leaving the hallway a shadowed mess of potential danger. 
 
    His boots crunched on broken glass, making just enough noise to reveal their position to anything lying in wait. Wheelchairs formed a procession of sorts around the entrance, painting a picture of desperate care workers pushing stubborn evacuees toward safety regardless of whether they were technically capable of walking themselves. 
 
    “Right, up ahead,” whispered Mist, touching his bicep. 
 
    He nodded slowly, but didn’t move right away. The building was whisper-silent, and just large enough so the faint noises of the city outside couldn’t penetrate all the way through. Will and Mist rounded the corner, and the door to her grandfather’s former room was only a few down. 
 
    She swept by him as soon as he’d given the spot enough of a glance-over to ensure it was safe. Her focus was on the bedside table from the start, and a few seconds was all it took before she held up a plain gold locket triumphantly. 
 
    “It’s still here!” she said. “I can’t believe it.” 
 
    She opened it and made as though to stroke the portrait inside, but held her finger back, unwilling to risk even the slightest smudge. Will stepped in close, taking in the face of a woman who looked almost identical to Mist, though slightly older and far more serious. 
 
    “She’s beautiful,” he whispered. 
 
    Mist nodded. “She is. I don’t remember much of her, but I remember that. I knew her more from her absence, how it seemed like my grandpa had to try so much harder every day after she passed.” 
 
    “He’s going to be thrilled to get it back, I bet.” 
 
    “He doesn’t even know he’s really lost it,” said Mist. “He just searches for it for a few minutes each time he remembers and then immediately forgets again.” 
 
    “In that case, you can return it to him as many times as you want to build up brownie points.” 
 
    Mist shot him an overblown glare and jokingly punched him in the shoulder. He took her fist afterward and kissed her knuckles. She gave him an odd look, and seized the front of his costume, pulling him close for a deeper, more aggressive kiss. 
 
    Will chuckled and stroked her hair. Mist was already rubbing his crotch and opening his pants, deep into one of her unpredictable bouts of horniness. 
 
    “Hold on,” he said, laughing. “Let me at least… close the door.” 
 
    He managed to, though the room’s shattered window still offered a clear view of the interior from the empty street. Mist pulled him onto the bed and slid her hands underneath his sweatshirt, planting kisses on his stomach even before he’d gotten it up and over his head. 
 
    “What’s gotten into you?” he muttered. 
 
    “You,” she whispered, “thirty seconds from now.” 
 
    She yanked his pants down and began sucking him off, unconcerned by the fact that he was nowhere close to hard. It didn’t take long to bridge that gap. If there was one thing that Mist would always have up on the other women in his life, it was her overall skill and efficiency when it came to giving head. 
 
    She rolled onto her back, pulling a couple of hidden strings in her costume that unveiled her like a present someone had opened without tearing the paper. Will squeezed her breasts together, his hips moving unconsciously even as his mind butted up against an unfortunate truth. 
 
    “I don’t have a condom,” he said. 
 
    “Is that really the most dangerous part of doing it here?” asked Mist. 
 
    I can’t tell if that’s a good point or if I’m just horny. 
 
    The truth of it was he wanted her more than he wanted to be safe. He watched her mouth twitch into a pleasured smile as he slowly thrust into her. She was still wearing the open locket around her neck, and the serene portrait seemed to watch them with ironic detachment as the bed began to bounce and creak. 
 
    They were the same in so many ways. Impulsive, but loyal to their families nearly to a fault. Molded by incarceration, making decisions off stunted emotional maturity. Will sucked on her neck as he felt her fingers rake across his back through his sweatshirt. He seized the headboard in one fist and used his arm to rock her body back and forth, letting his cock jiggle around like a key in a tumbler. 
 
    “Oh, Pick!” cried Mist. “Mmm. Oh God. Pick!” 
 
    “Mist!” he growled. “… Annalise.” 
 
    “Will,” she countered. “Oh, yes! Faster!” 
 
    He went faster, though it was a less than calculated risk. His pull-out game had atrophied amidst the plentiful free condoms littering the academy’s campus. He kissed Mist on the mouth and squeezed one of her tits as he pumped into her harder, lost in the moment. 
 
    “Pick,” she whispered. “Pick!” 
 
    The tenor of her voice had shifted, and she was slapping a hand against his back. He suddenly glanced at the window in time to see the grotesque head of a mutant dog peering in at them from outside, perched on its back legs, but ready to shamble into the room. 
 
    Will fumbled for his greatsword and, without ever breaking sexual contact with Mist, speared the monster through the face. He left the weapon where it was, holding the mutant up like a banner on a flagpole, as he got back to the matter at hand. 
 
    Mist cackled with laughter, the sound of it breaking off into sexy little moans as he reminded her why she’d been moaning his name in the first place. The bed began to bang against the wall so hard that little bits of dust came loose, falling down on them like dirty snow. 
 
    He felt Mist suddenly convulse underneath him, and, bizarrely, use her power. They didn’t teleport anywhere new, instead simply fading into mist, sharing that intense connection, before returning to the physical world, her in the middle of an orgasm and him on the verge. 
 
    He pulled out and came with rough force, the first spurt unfortunately spilling onto her stomach and costume. She seemed too out of it to care, at least right away, and he let the rest of his load spurt out onto the bedsheets. 
 
    Will dazedly pulled his greatsword loose from the dead mutant as though he’d just woken from a dream. He set it down on the floor and slid back in close to Mist. Her breasts were still naked and exposed, a thin layer of sweat visible on her heaving chest. 
 
    “Why’d you use your power like that?” he asked. 
 
    “If I time it right, it feels incredible,” she whispered. “I wanted to see if I could do it for both of us. For us to come together in the mist.” 
 
    “My objective was, in fact, not to come in the Mist.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes and swatted him on the shoulder. “You’re hilarious.” 
 
    They shared a moment, cuddling on the bed, warm and content to ignore the rest of reality within each other’s arms. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 19 
 
      
 
    After putting their costumes back on, Will and Mist made their way out of the elder care facility and onto the street. Immediately, Will got the sense that they weren’t alone, though it was more of an intangible feeling than anything specific. 
 
    “Stay close,” he whispered. “This doesn’t feel like another mutant.” 
 
    “How close, exactly?” whispered Mist.  
 
    He glanced at her and noticed the way she was eyeing his greatsword, respect and fear and wariness all knotted up together. 
 
    “Just be ready,” he said. 
 
    He nodded to the corner ahead of him as the telltale sound of a footstep across broken glass hinted at the positioning of the new arrival. Sucking in a breath and tightening his grip on his weapon’s hilt, Will spun around to the other side of the building, sword poised for a massive overhead chop. 
 
    “Whoa, whoa, whoa!” cried Erik. “Easy with that bat, Barry Bonds!” 
 
    A slow smile spread across Will’s face. He let the tip of his greatsword fall to the ground and used his free hand to pull the bald, slightly green-tinged man into a one-armed hug. 
 
    “It is really fucking good to see you,” he said.  
 
    “Technically, I am one of the many doubles,” said Erik, chuckling. “But I think I speak for all of us when I say it’s damn good to see you too, Pick.” 
 
    “Hi, Erik,” said Mist. “I see you once again ignored all of the good advice you were given to leave the city while it was still an option?” 
 
    “What’s good advice for you is unnecessary for me,” said Erik. “I’m set up here, now.” 
 
    “Set up… where?” asked Will. 
 
    “This entire section of the city is my territory.” Erik grinned and gestured with one arm as though unveiling an acreage of freshly bought land. “Let me show you the castle I rule from.” 
 
    He began leading them without waiting for an answer. Will exchanged a glance with Mist, who simply shrugged, and they followed along. 
 
    The castle in question was, in fact, a sewer treatment building along the city’s southern edge. The buildings were squat and dirty, but heavy-duty concrete construction with few windows and a solid fence surrounding the property. 
 
    “I have to say, it’s fairly on-brand for you to take up residence in a place like this,” said Will. “It doesn’t smell as badly as I remember.” 
 
    “The city’s sewer system isn’t exactly operating near maximum capacity anymore, or mostly at all,” said Erik. “That, combined with the fence, a couple of generators, and all the resources I could ever need to create doubles from, and I’m all set.”  
 
    “I assume Iggie still hasn’t left the city, either?” asked Mist. 
 
    Erik’s expression darkened a bit. “She’s still here, though the situation is… a little complicated. There’s a lot of us doubles now.” 
 
    “And only one of her,” said Will. “Yeah. I can see how that might get a little complicated.” 
 
    Erik took them in through the main gate, where two other Eriks were standing guard in a gatehouse, both armed with what Will presumed to be scavenged assault rifles. A fourth Erik was walking across an upper walkway overlooking a series of person-thick sewer pipes, scribbling in a notebook with a fair amount of focus. 
 
    “The original is probably in the main building with Iggie,” said their current Erik. “It’s through that door and then upstairs, last door at the end of the hall.” 
 
    “You’re not coming with?” asked Mist. 
 
    “It gets real confusing, real fast when we try to pass conversations off to one another,” said the clone. “He can see through our eyes, but only if he’s looking, and it’s not reversible.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” said Will. 
 
    He nodded to Mist, and they went inside. Soft jazz music washed over them, courtesy of a trio of Eriks playing instruments in one corner of what had clearly once been a staff break room. Another Erik was in the middle of cooking a massive pot of soup over a butane burner, pulling ingredients from a mini fridge. 
 
    “Pick!” called every Erik in the room. “Mist! Holy shit, good to see you guys!” 
 
    They fell out of sync through the next barrage of questions. Will would have loved a minute or two to sit each of them down and pick their respective brains. Was the original Erik a musical prodigy, or did the jazz trio pick up those skills later on? Was there a limit to how far they could differentiate? Whatever happened to Charlie, Erik’s reject double? Did any of the others take on new names? 
 
    “This is so cool,” muttered Mist. 
 
    “That’s one word for it,” said Will. “I feel like he’s been holding back on us.” 
 
    They made their way up the set of stairs the Erik outside had indicated. 
 
    “Holding back?” said Mist. “It’s not like he ever lied to us about his power.” 
 
    “No, but he never really expanded on the sheer depth to it.” Will stopped in front of the door at the end of the hall, knocking and pulling it open. “It’s almost like...” 
 
    He trailed off as his eyes took in a scene that he really would have preferred not to see. Three pale, greenish-tinted man-butts were aimed at the door. A petite naked woman with short hair was in the midst of being eaten out by three Eriks at once, her long, lizard tongue hanging at a sidelong angle across the pillow her head was propped up on. 
 
    “Oh God.” Will shuddered and spun around as Mist burst out laughing. “I did knock! Just want to point that out!” 
 
    “Pick?” called three Eriks in unison, each voice a mix of surprise and annoyance. “Dude, knock louder next time!” 
 
    “Hang a tie on the door!” snapped Will. “Or, here’s one! Use the lock!” 
 
    He waited outside with Mist, who found the situation far funnier than he did. Iggie emerged first, clad in an oversized sweater and leggings. She and Mist gushed out their emotions, hugging each other tight. 
 
    “I missed you!” cried Iggie. 
 
    “I’m so glad you’re safe!” said Mist. 
 
    “Come on,” said Iggie. “Let me show you the sauna!” 
 
    “Ooh, there’s a sauna?” 
 
    Will waved Mist off and waited until the door opened again with a shirtless, but pants-clad Erik standing behind it. It was a little anti-climactic to have what amounted to a second reunion with the original version of his friend, but they still grinned and clapped hands. 
 
    “Where’d the other two go?” he asked, eyeing the empty room. 
 
    “I ate them.” Erik held his poker face for a few seconds before chuckling and shaking his head. “Nah, there’s actually a balcony with stairs down to the ground.” 
 
    “By the way, I’m a little bit scarred for life by what I accidentally walked in on.” 
 
    “Don’t hate me because I’m kinkier than you are, Pick.” 
 
    “That’s… debatable,” said Will. “The next time I feel like I’m a little too high on myself, I’m just going to remember you having a literal foursome with two identical copies.” 
 
    “We’ve gone up to six before,” said Erik. “There’s a rotation and a calendar where my other copies sign up. I’m always involved, of course. It’s a lot on Iggie, to be honest. We’ve been talking about maybe opening things up a bit.” 
 
    “Yeah, how about you keep that conversation between you and Iggie?” 
 
    Erik laughed and stepped aside, waving him into the room. It still stank of sex, but that much, Will could let slide. Erik slid some spinning office chairs over to a plain plastic folding table and then grabbed a bottle of whiskey from a cabinet next to the bed, along with two glasses. 
 
    “We need to catch up,” said Erik. 
 
    “Yeah, we do.” Will accepted his drink and took a sip. “I can work out some of what you’ve been up to just from, well, all of this.” 
 
    “It’s been hard,” said Erik. “And by that I mean a shit ton of fun. I think my power is just generally suited to this sort of thing.” 
 
    “Taking over a sewage treatment plant?” 
 
    “Taking over a solid fifth of the city,” said Erik. “I don’t just have an estate, I have acreage.” 
 
    He watched Will in a way that made it seem like he was waiting for a reaction. Will just smiled and shook his head. 
 
    “Are you expecting me to tell you to be careful, or something?” he asked. “Halberd and I took over an entire island. I know the draw, the temptation.” 
 
    “It is what it is,” said Erik. “Which is to say, I have no idea where any of this is going to lead. It was just a way of keeping Iggie and myself safe at first. Churn out some doubles, defend against the mutants. It eventually built into… a little more.” 
 
    Erik finished his whiskey in a single deep sip and refilled his glass. “Anyway, your turn. What are you doing back here, and should I be concerned?” 
 
    “It’s a long story,” said Will. 
 
    And it was. He gave Erik the abridged version, but didn’t cut anything out. It felt fair, a little like taking the power of some of his recent secrets back. Erik’s incredulity was clear in his expression, building as Will moved past how he’d become a teacher to how he’d killed one of the most powerful heroes in the entire world. 
 
    Erik held up a finger, about to speak, and then hesitated, pressing his fist to his mouth. He shook his head, poured them both some more whiskey, and steepled his fingers. 
 
    “I’m not going to mince words here,” he said. “Bringing that kid back to Lancaster City and delivering him to your old gang is the stupidest fucking thing you could ever do… but you’re probably going to still have to do it.” 
 
    “That’s about the same conclusion I arrived at,” muttered Will. “There’s no telling what Despot might get out of him, especially if he uses his power. But option B is to let Bloodfeud get frustrated enough to reveal my secret to the world, and not just my enemy.” 
 
    “Technically, there’s also an option C,” said Erik. 
 
    “And what’s that?” 
 
    “Go to the Realists and talk with them before you bring Bloodfeud back,” said Erik. “See if you can work out a truce.” 
 
    Will scoffed and shook his head, reaching for his glass.  
 
    Erik leaned back in his chair and gave him a serious look. “They’ve come a long way, Pick, just like we have. What they’re up to these days is different from what they were about in prison, or even in the days right after the prison break.” 
 
    “I sincerely doubt that. I know Despot. I know Bonespur and Tusk and all of his fucking lackies. They’re scum, only out for themselves.” 
 
    “You’re just reacting on reflex,” said Erik. “You haven’t been here. They’re basically doing the same thing I am right now — walling up and surviving. If anything, they have the moral high ground on me. They’ve brough a lot of people, mundane and supers alike, into their community.” 
 
    “You don’t get to a moral high ground believing the things they do!” Will brought his fist down on the table, clearly surprising Erik with his vehemence. “Sink or swim. Fuck the weak. They’re a bunch of bigots who only care about spinning the fact they have powers into a sense of genetic superiority.” 
 
    “I’m not saying what they believe is right, or healthy, but…” Erik shook his head, one hand rubbing the side of his chin. “Look, I basically snapped my fingers and took over a decent chunk of the city. It was like picking berries. Power does matter in the world, to a certain degree. It doesn’t make us any better or worse inherently, but it’s always there, in the background.” 
 
    “I didn’t come here to argue philosophy, Erik.” 
 
    “Fuck, dude, I know that.” Erik grinned and slapped Will’s shoulder. “Have another drink. Relax. You tense up so much whenever your old gang enters the picture. The point I was trying to make is that you do have the option of trying to play this diplomatically instead of just rolling the dice.” 
 
    Will sighed and turned his whiskey glass around on the table. “I think I just have to trust the kid.” 
 
    “That’s a big ask. He’s a teenager, and from the sound of it, he’s not exactly your biggest fan.” 
 
    “No matter what choices you make in life, eventually you have to trust somebody who seems like a risk. And Bloodfeud…” Will shrugged. “I don’t know. There are worse people I could be taking a risk on.” 
 
    “You know him better than I do, by far. At the very least, it works in your advantage that the Realists are hurting for help right now. They’ll probably welcome him back into the fold without too many questions.” 
 
    “I feel like everyone is talking about a different gang than the one I knew,” said Will. “Welcome him back into the fold? Did you forget how many people they sacrificed in the initiation they put the new recruits through? And now, they’re supposedly even working with the CA, deputized and taking contracts… It’s insanity.” 
 
    “I’m telling you, it’s basically a different gang now. Maybe because of you, to be honest. You killed Despot’s right-hand man and nearly staged a coup. It does seem out of character for him to submit to the CA’s authority and try to go straight. Maybe he’s actually changed after everything that’s happened?” 
 
    On a theoretical level, Will could appreciate that the possibility was technically there. But he remembered how Despot had been in prison, cruel and unyielding and dangerous. Moreover, a part of him didn’t want what Erik was saying to be true.  
 
    “Anyway, I do have one other reason for coming back to Lancaster City,” he said, moving on. “There was a CA detective poking around the academy, asking questions about Decay. I wanted to make a public appearance here to help build my alibi.” 
 
    “Now that I can certainly help with,” said Erik. “I’ll put the word out that Decay is back in the city. That, plus the people who’ve probably seen you already should be more than enough to cement your narrative.” 
 
    “Nobody’s seen me yet, aside from you and your copies.” 
 
    “I sincerely doubt that.” Erik stood up and looked out the window. “The city might seem empty, Pick, but it’s not. Far from it.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 20 
 
      
 
    Will met up with Mist about an hour later. Her face was still flushed from the sauna, and she greeted him with an exaggerated hug, the scent of gin sweet and interesting on her breath. 
 
    “Looks like we both succumbed to the temptation of day drinking,” he said. 
 
    “Yup. I almost passed out in the sauna. I have to say, Erik and Iggie have a nice setup here.” 
 
    “Yeah,” said Will. “It’s good to see them doing well.” 
 
    They said their goodbyes and set out into the city. The contrast between Erik’s carefully maintained fiefdom and the destruction beyond was jarring, but they made good time as they headed northwest through the streets. 
 
    “Erik said the Power Realists’ encampment is still around the old junkyard,” said Will. “I need to at least see it from afar and get a sense of their current dynamic before heading back.” 
 
    “Do you need to, or do you want to?” asked Mist. 
 
    “I’m not sure I see the distinction.” 
 
    Mist let out a tired sigh but didn’t push her point further. They climbed over what appeared to be a preliminary barricade of intentionally parked cars, far from an actual fence or wall, but potentially still a useful fortification against a mutant surge. 
 
    The encampment was easy to spot from a distance. It did in fact have several fences, each one built from liberated chain link that must have come from elsewhere within the city, finished off with a healthy amount of barbed wire across the top. 
 
    “Let’s go up,” said Will. 
 
    Mist hugged into him from the side and, an instant later, they were atop a nearby building with a sprawling view of the gang’s turf. The Power Realists had fenced off all of what had once been the “collapsed district,” the section of the city damaged by the first appearance of Genesis. 
 
    They’d fenced it off… and begun rebuilding. Will could see more than just evidence of new construction — it was happening in motion, groups of men and women clearing rubble, in some cases with the help of supers or under their supervision. 
 
    The junkyard was far off in the distance, and even calling it a “junkyard” seemed like a mischaracterization. Numerous new buildings and tents had been set up, and it seemed more like a rough-around-the-edges base of operations than the somewhat gritty hideout it had once been. 
 
    “What are you looking for?” whispered Mist. “It doesn’t look like they’re doing anything special.” 
 
    “I can see that,” he said, annoyance leaking into his voice.  
 
    It would have been so much simpler to come to a conclusion about what to do next if they’d been stringing up bodies or hoarding captives. It made sense for them to try to improve the area of the city within their control, he supposed. So why did it frustrate him so much to see them doing it? 
 
    “What do you want to do?” asked Mist. 
 
    “I don’t think it would be a good idea to get any closer than this.” 
 
    “Neither do I.” 
 
    They stood there atop the building for a while, a solid half hour, at least. Nothing really changed in that time. A member of the gang that Will recognized, Bonespur, showed up in a truck tugging a small travel trailer. It had a jug of water on it along with food, and the two groups that’d been rebuilding stopped to take a late lunch. 
 
    “What are you waiting for?” asked Mist. 
 
    “I don’t know,” he said. “You know, what? Fuck this. Want to get out of here?” 
 
    “I got what I came for,” said Mist. 
 
    He nodded and turned his back to the scene below, stepping closer to her. She set a hand on his chest, not immediately pulling him into an embrace that would let her teleport them both in tandem. 
 
    “Pick,” she said. “Are you sure you’re alright?” 
 
    “I’m fine, I just…” He sighed and shook his head. “It doesn’t feel right to me. I felt the same way back when one of my old prison mates, Chauffeur, joined up with the Second Advent. But I don’t know if I am right this time around.” 
 
    Mist shrugged. “You’re allowed to be wrong. I’ll still think you’re cool.” 
 
    He snorted and pulled her into a hug, molesting her backside. “You always know just what to say.” 
 
    They made a single stop on their way out of the city, back at the burned-out Sorling home. Will knew he could leave his greatsword with Erik if he really wanted to, but there was something about leaving it in its old hiding spot that resonated with him. It was there waiting for him, there to grab if he ever did return, without any extra steps. 
 
    He didn’t throw up on the way back to Baffin Academy, which felt like a small victory in its own right. Mist dropped him off right on the island’s coast, just outside of Paallavvik. She smiled and gave him a long kiss on the lips. 
 
    “Thanks,” she said. “From both me and my grandpa.” 
 
    She ran her thumb over the locket. Will nodded and stepped back. 
 
    “Any time,” he said. “Keep in touch, Mist.” 
 
    “That’s my line! You’d better text me, Pick.” 
 
    She disappeared, and he took a minute to stare out at the wintery sea before walking back through town and up to the academy. It was late, almost time for dinner, but more importantly, he was tired. Nobody was home when he arrived back to Jerrigan Hall, which was just as well given how quickly he passed out. 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    The next morning was a Sunday, and it certainly felt like one as Will slowly stirred from sleep. The sun was in the process of rising, which given the high latitude placed the time somewhere between eight and nine. 
 
    He got up and threw a pair of sweatpants on, parsing through the previous day as he tried to plan out the current one. Coming out into the common room, he found Jess lounging on the couch in a pair of fuzzy white pajamas that must have been a new addition to her wardrobe. 
 
    “Good morning,” he said. “I would have expected you to be out and about by now.” 
 
    “I was waiting for you to wake up.” She slid a bookmark into her novel and closed it with both hands. “I didn’t get a chance to see you these past few days. Which means… we haven’t had a chance to talk.” 
 
    She brushed a few strands of hair back, the motion revealing the edge of the copper armband underneath her sleeve, which she’d seemingly taken to wearing even at full rest. Will sat down on the couch next to her, comfortable to be close even within that strange moment. 
 
    “What do you want to talk about?” he asked. He realized he was smiling, and also realized how that probably came across to her.  
 
    “You know exactly what I want to talk about, mister.” She narrowed her eyes, but she was smiling, too, or close enough to it. “About our training session the other day.” 
 
    “I thought we made a lot of progress.” 
 
    She took a breath, briefly closing her eyes, and kept going as though he hadn’t spoken. “We were both being very physical with each other. Endorphins tend to flow more freely during heavy, intense exercise. When we were in the shower afterward… well, we were both primed to go a bit overboard.” 
 
    “You say overboard, I say overdue.” He settled his hand on her knee, feeling the fuzzy fabric of her pajama bottoms. “You just didn’t stop me. This would have happened months ago if—” 
 
    “I’m not upset, but I am worried,” she said, still continuing as though she was the only one speaking. “We made a little mistake, but there was a lot leading up to it.” 
 
    “I enjoyed the lead-up,” he whispered, rubbing higher on her leg. “Every second of it. My only regret is that I didn’t have a condom so I could have—" 
 
    “Different kinds of love exist for a reason,” she said, intensifying her glare. “When they start mixing, it just leads to confusion and disappointment. It’s why it might have felt so intense, for you and me both. Why it was so easy for us to get carried away.” 
 
    “My day is totally free,” he said. “Do you want to train again?” 
 
    “From now on, we both have to do a better job of… of…” Her eyes fluttered as Will leaned in and kissed gently, almost politely, on her cheek. “…shoring up the boundary from both sides.” 
 
    She abruptly cleared her throat and pushed up from the couch. Will watched her hurry off to her room, finding it hard to take anything about what’d happened too seriously with her in a pair of silly pajamas.  
 
    But he did have to take it seriously. She’d spoken her truth to him, and she was closer to being right than he was. He didn’t regret a thing about what they’d done in that shower, but it had been wrong. She’d let him take it that far because of how deeply she loved him, and somehow, that made it feel even more wrong. 
 
    Maybe she just needs time, he thought. Or maybe it was just a one-time thing. 
 
    He chafed at that idea and knew he would inevitably try to seduce her again, regardless of what she’d said. He could hear it in her voice, that same dirty desire, lewdness lurking in the shadows. She needed to make the reality of what they’d done fit into her worldview, but that didn’t necessarily mean she was outright denying the way she felt. 
 
     He got dressed for the day and left Jerrigan Hall. Not much was happening on campus, but he at least got an answer to the question of where Rue had been that morning as he passed by the doors of the main building. 
 
    She and a couple of her friends were sitting on one side of the stairs, staring at their phones and looking bored in a classic teenager in a small town kind of way. He waved and called out to Rue, and she smiled and walked over. 
 
    “Hey,” she said. “I didn’t get a chance to see you last night. You went to bed so early.” 
 
    “It was a long day,” he said. “Thanks again for being my alibi. Want the rundown?” 
 
    Rue shrugged. “Not really. Did you have to kill anybody?” 
 
    He winced, as much out of the fact that she asked it so casually as out of acknowledgment that it was a fair question. There was a second unnerving aspect to her curiosity — Rue seemed as though she would have accepted a yes without freaking out. Will shook his head, as much to answer her as to shake away memories of similar moments he’d experienced with Halberd. 
 
    “Sorry,” she said, reading him. “I didn’t mean it as an accusation. I just… given that I’m your alibi. I don’t know. I guess I simultaneously don’t want to know anything, but do need to know at least that.” 
 
    “I get it,” he said. “I had Mist take me back to Lancaster City. Both to scope out what the situation is like there and to make an appearance as Decay.” 
 
    She nodded, but her expression didn’t change. “I’m worried about you, LP. Just… promise me you’ll be careful?” 
 
    “I’m always careful.” 
 
    “Then be more careful,” she said.  
 
    He put an arm around her and squeezed for a second, which was about all he could get away with in front of her friends. So many secrets. She was one hundred percent right. He needed to be more careful. 
 
    He spent most of the rest of the morning working out in the training hall. It felt nice to have a simple objective, honing his body, testing his muscles. No intrigue, no danger, just a simple, exhausting workout.  
 
    Bloodfeud and Physique showed up midway through, keen on running through their own training regimen. As Will had been expecting, Bloodfeud made his way over during one of their breaks, while Physique slipped off to use the restroom. 
 
    “I’m still working on it,” said Will, preemptively. “I’ve got a lead, but nothing tangible just yet.” 
 
    “What’s the lead?”  
 
    “It’s complicated,” he said. He expected pushback on that, the teenager’s previous urgency to build to a head, but it didn’t. 
 
    “Alright,” Bloodfeud eventually replied. “Look, I see the Power Realists for what they really are. I’m not an idiot or an idealist or even an optimist, or whatever.” 
 
    “I have to wonder if you do really see them,” muttered Will. “Not just the people in the gang. But what they stand for. Where the things they say would eventually lead.” 
 
    “It’s not about that,” said Bloodfeud. “I don’t care about the gang as a movement or ideology. To me, it felt like a brotherhood. Like a fucking community, you know?” 
 
    The image of people rebuilding on the other side of the Power Realists’ fenced off section of the city flickered through Will’s mind’s eye. He shook his head. 
 
    “It’s not that simple,” he said. 
 
    “Look, I’ll be patient for now,” said Bloodfeud. “I shouldn’t have come to your family’s dorm the other night. I would have been pissed if you’d done that to me.” 
 
    “I’m glad to hear you say that. You are welcome to drop by, but as my student, not as a threat.” 
 
    “Fair enough.” Bloodfeud glanced toward the locker rooms, from which Physique was headed back over. “I’ll wait for now, but not forever. So… let me know when you’ve found a way back, okay?” 
 
    Will sighed and nodded. He left the training hall, feeling an evil sense of relief. Bloodfeud clearly was not used to blackmailing people and had given him far too much leeway in terms of how he was presenting his threat.  
 
    As far as Will was concerned, the issue would be on the backburner until Bloodfeud became impatient again. He wondered why he didn’t simply call up Mist, have her take the teenager to Lancaster City in the same way she’d taken him, and treat it as a solved problem, or as close to one as it was liable to get. 
 
    You know why. This isn’t about him. It’s about you. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 21 
 
      
 
    “Instructor Lockpick! Please, wait up! Instructor Lockpick!” 
 
    Will slowed to a stop, only then realizing how fast he’d been stomping across campus. Zone’s peppy assistant, Casey, caught up with him a few seconds later, huffing and puffing as she regained her breath. 
 
    “Headmaster Zone has been looking for you,” she said. “He’s in his office right now, but only for the next few minutes.” 
 
    “What’s this about?” 
 
    “He didn’t say.” 
 
    Will sighed and made a rolling gesture with his hand. “Lead on.” 
 
    She brought him straight up to Zone’s office. The headmaster was at his desk with nothing in front of him, his expression heavily clouded. 
 
    “Thank you, Casey,” he said. “Close the door on your way out.” 
 
    “Of course!” She left with her usual pep.  
 
    Zone let out a long sigh that seemed to say more than any words could. 
 
    “Where were you yesterday?” he asked. 
 
    “It was my day off,” said Will, with a shrug. “Everywhere and nowhere. Nothing special.” 
 
    He did his best to stay relaxed, loosening the tension in his shoulders even as the moment seemed to balance on a knife’s edge. What did Zone know? Did he just shoot himself in the foot, reveal himself in the process of trying to establish that he couldn’t possibly be Decay? 
 
    “Alright then,” Zone eventually said. “I was just curious because I couldn’t find you on campus, and it’s not a very large campus.” 
 
    “I wasn’t on campus the entire time, and I was asleep for a significant portion of the day. Maybe you just had bad timing?”  
 
     Zone nodded in a way that didn’t really seem like a nod. “Right. Well, anyway. I have to give every instructor a heads up about the preliminary recruitment meet and greet. Due to a severe shortage of active heroes, it’s been moved up.” 
 
    “To when?” 
 
    “Tomorrow,” said Zone. “Your students will begin their costume fittings in the morning and attend lunch with a collection of different team leaders looking for new recruits.” 
 
    “The year has barely started,” said Will. “They aren’t ready yet. I’m not saying that just in terms of what I’ve taught them and the fact that I’m a new teacher. There’s no way they could be ready.” 
 
    “They’re going to have to be. Though with that said, tomorrow is going to be about introductions and the basics. Nobody needs to put on a performance just yet. Treat it like a normal day, but encourage them to put on their best face.” 
 
    “Got it.” 
 
    He turned to leave but stopped before heading out the door, expecting more. 
 
    “Instructor Lockpick,” said Zone. “Some of these kids really do look up to you. Try to keep that in mind. They’re taking cues.” 
 
    “…I will.” 
 
    It was hard to square away how seriously Zone took his responsibility as the school’s headmaster with where Will currently felt like he was in life. Did he want to do a good job by his students? Of course. Was it his main priority? Of course not. 
 
    That fact left him wondering if perhaps making an exit from the school sooner, rather than later, might be in everyone’s best interest. Zone’s suspicion of him seemed to have reached a slow smolder, on top of everything else. But he could easily imagine what Bloodfeud would do if he did attempt to move on with his life, how quickly the teenager would dig those blackmail hooks into his flesh. 
 
    All you have to do is make everyone happy while maintaining several separate identities at once, he thought. Easy. 
 
    He was in an unfortunate, borderline self-pitying mood as he approached Jerrigan Hall. The wind rushed overhead as he reached for the door handle, which gave him all of a tenth of a second to fling himself sideways and out of the path of an incoming attack from above. Heart pounding in his chest, he rolled to his feet, patting his pockets for a weapon he knew he didn’t have. 
 
    “A bit jumpy?” asked Avery. “Jesus, LP. I was trying to surprise you, not kill you.” 
 
    He grinned, despite the lingering adrenaline. “There’s an awfully fine line between the two, in my experience.” 
 
    Avery looked extremely cute all bundled up in winter clothing, a jacket, scarf, a pink toque, and matching wool gloves. Will pulled her into a tight hug, lifting her up to spin her briefly in the air, much to her squealing amusement. 
 
    “And here I was, wondering if I’d been gone long enough for anyone to miss me?” 
 
    “Definitely,” he said. “You haven’t made plans for tonight, have you?” 
 
    “Aside from eating whatever Mom cooks and sitting on the couch? Nothing planned.” 
 
    “Perfect.” He took a step back, eyeing her up and down again. “You flew here?” 
 
    “All the way from the Lighthouse,” she said, with a shrug. “I can’t always rely on Zone to be my personal chauffeur, as convenient as that would be.” 
 
    “How was it?” 
 
    “I froze my butt off. Zero out of ten.” 
 
    They headed inside. Jess was already in the early stages of preparing dinner, setting out ingredients and eyeing pots and pans. She didn’t react to their entrance immediately, and Will let Avery break the surprise. 
 
    “Hey, Mom,” she said. “What’s for dinner?” 
 
    “Avery!” Jess turned around, face brimming with surprise and love. 
 
    “Avery’s home?” Rue bounded out of her room and into the moment. “About time!” 
 
    The three women shared a group hug, and it was all he could do not to immediately join in himself. 
 
    This is what it’s all about, he thought. It all comes back to them. 
 
    He eventually did join the hug, and followed Rue and Avery to relax on the couch afterward while Jess finished cooking. She made an interesting pasta dish with broccolini and pancetta that was a touch salty, but still delicious. 
 
    “It was all I could think of to cook with pancetta,” she said, in her defense. 
 
    “It’s perfect,” said Avery. “The Lighthouse has been operating on a three-day meal rotation that honestly reminds me way too much of high school.” 
 
    “I like it,” said Will. “Just needs more cheese.” 
 
    Jess shot him a look, but he grinned and did in fact add some more parmesan over top.  
 
    “I take it the fact that you’re back means you’ve put a pause on developing your new team for now?” asked Jess. 
 
    Will and Avery exchanged a pained glance. He opted to be the one to break the news. 
 
    “Tomorrow is actually one of the preliminary recruitment open house sessions,” said Will. “From what Zone told me, none of the students will be eligible to be poached just yet, but it’s going to be a chance for the teams to meet some potential candidates.” 
 
    “Ah.” Jess set her fork down and folded her arms. 
 
    “Speaking of which,” said Avery, “we’re going to need to be able to tell any potential recruits a team name if we want them to take us seriously.” 
 
    “Let’s just go with one of the ones you suggested already, then,” said Will. He looked at Jess, knowing that this wasn’t a discussion she enjoyed being privy to. 
 
    “None of them were any good, though,” said Avery. “Come on, LP.” 
 
    “Just call yourselves the Scarlet Squadron,” suggested Rue. 
 
    Will furrowed his brow, considering how it rolled off the tongue. “Not bad.” 
 
    “It doesn’t mean anything, though,” said Avery. 
 
    “Does it have to?” countered Rue. “You both have some red mixed into your costumes, and the name kind of pays homage to the Crimson Five.” 
 
    “It could work,” said Will, nodding. 
 
    “I…” Jess smiled, shook her head, and began over. “I like it. I think… if you two have to run off and be on your own team, a name that at least acknowledges in passing what came before seems fitting.” 
 
    “Alright,” said Avery. “Sure. Scarlet Squadron it is. It’s so simple. Makes me wonder why we struggled so much on the name in the first place.” 
 
    “Because the two of you have no creativity,” said Rue. 
 
    “Oh, you shush!” said Avery. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 22 
 
      
 
    They watched a movie after dinner, and when the night began to wear on, the question of who was going to sleep and who was staying up entered the fore. 
 
    “Rue, you have class tomorrow,” said Jess. “You should be getting to bed… Rue?” 
 
    She was already snoring, the cute noise of it only just audible over the movie’s end credits. Will, with Jess’s help, carried her to bed. 
 
    “And you have to teach in the morning,” said Jess. 
 
    “I’m aware. It’s not exactly going to be a complex lesson. I’ll just be guiding them through how to smile and nod and politely answer any questions the team leaders ask them.” 
 
    “LP’s going to warm our prospects up,” said Avery. “I actually wanted to talk to you about a few more things. Team related.” 
 
    “Yeah, sure,” said Will. “We can talk in my room.” 
 
    They both glanced at Jess, the tacit need for her approval hovering overhead regardless of whether they wanted it to be, irrespective of their status as adults. She let out an impossibly long sigh and sat back down on the couch. 
 
    “I’m going to watch another movie,” she said, with a touch of poutiness. “I have to keep the volume down since Rue is sleeping. It’s only polite.” 
 
    “I’m just going to talk with LP about some stuff,” said Avery. “Jeez, relax. We’re not going to be screaming our lungs out.” 
 
    “Good, because I’ll hear it if you do end up somehow going in that direction with your conversation.” 
 
    Will leaned over the back of the couch and kissed Jess on the cheek. “I love you. I can come out after and sit with you if you want?” 
 
    “I’ll probably have fallen asleep by then,” she said, yawning. “I love you too, LP.” 
 
    “Love you, Mom,” said Avery. 
 
    “Love you, Avery.” 
 
    They left the common room. Will gently closed his door, smiling as he watched Avery looking around, deciding where to sit. She dropped down onto his bed and didn’t say anything, at least not with words. Her expression was playful and secretive, as though she had a scheme up her sleeve that she just couldn’t wait to unveil. 
 
    “So,” said Will. “Scarlet Squadron.” 
 
    “I suppose we could color coordinate more if we really wanted to,” said Avery. 
 
    “Why do I get the sense that you’d use any excuse to petition for a new costume?” 
 
    “I can’t exactly just run around fighting crime butt-naked,” said Avery. “Where is yours, anyway? It’s got a decent amount of red on it, doesn’t it?” 
 
    Her foot nudged the bag protruding ever so slightly from underneath his bed. Before Will could say anything, she undid the zipper and pulled out part of his costume. 
 
    Part of the wrong costume. 
 
    “This is…” Avery blinked and shook her head slightly. “Wait, what is this?” 
 
    It was Will’s life, as he knew it, shattering into irreparable pieces.  
 
    Don’t fucking panic. 
 
    “That would be a sweatshirt,” he said, as dryly as he could. “It’s an article of clothing designed to cover my torso, arms, and optionally, my head.” 
 
    “Smartass.” Avery laughed and shot him a mock glare, but the mood didn’t stick as she inspected the piece of his costume more closely. She turned it over and gave the small, somewhat vestigial cape hanging from the back a tug. “This style… It’s kind of like the one that stupid villain was wearing. The one who stomped around Lancaster City for a while.” 
 
    “Decay,” provided Will. “You know, that’s actually why I never wear it. The style has been ruined by him. I call it the toothbrush mustache effect.” 
 
    He held his hand out, praying she’d simply hand it over before noticing the places he’d repaired, or the bloodstains he still hadn’t washed out from his recent foray back to the city. Miraculously, she did, tossing it to him. Her expression was still thoughtful, however. 
 
    “I’m actually a little tired,” said Avery. “I think I’m just going to head to bed.” 
 
    “Seriously? Weren’t we going to talk?” 
 
    “We can tomorrow before the meet and greet if there’s anything left we have to address before seeing the students.” 
 
    “Alright.” 
 
    She got up and left the room. Will sat down on his bed and ran a hand through his hair, at a complete loss for what to do. He stretched out in bed, heart beating faster and faster as a range of horrible outcomes swirled through his mind. 
 
    Avery was smart. She wasn’t struggling to make sense of what she just found. His future as a free man might well hinge on how long it took her to push through a wall of complicated emotions, love and denial. 
 
    Sleep did not come easily. 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    He arrived at his homeroom a few minutes before his students the next day. Zone or probably Casey had left a note on his desk describing how the student-hero meet and greet would unfold. He related the steps to the teenagers as the last of them filed in. 
 
    “Numerous heroes will be arriving at Baffin Academy to talk with you all later this afternoon,” said Will. “Before that, however, you’re going to be getting fitted for costumes.” 
 
    “Seriously?” said Max. He grinned and set his feet up on the desk next to his, Klash’s desk, and the other boy shoved them off. 
 
    “It’s just a preliminary fitting,” said Will. “Everything about this is apparently preliminary. You’ll be trying on a variety of different generic costumes to get a sense of potential styles and color schemes. They’ll be fitted and customized for you later down the road. According to Zone, it’s up to you whether you leave them on for the meet and greet. He encourages you to, says it’ll help the heroes see you in context better.” 
 
    “I literally can’t articulate how excited this makes me,” said Pasithea. “Will you help me figure out what looks good on me, Instructor?” 
 
    “Sure,” said Will. “This is one of those cases where that’s why I’m here. Does anyone else have any questions?” 
 
    Daydream half raised her hand, lowered it, and then raised it fully. “What happens if… you know… none of the recruiters want to talk to some of us?” 
 
    “You’re all going to get serious interest,” said Will. “Trust me on that. You have no way of knowing yet how your powers will fit into a specific team context. Just because you’re a support hero, or you can’t fly, or whatever, it doesn’t mean you don’t have potential.” 
 
    Physique’s hand shot up as soon as he’d finished answering Daydream. “Um… I heard a rumor that… I mean, is it true that you and your sister are going to be recruiting for a new team?” 
 
    Will leaned back in his chair for a second or two before finally nodding. “That’s true. But it’s still early for our potential team. We only just decided on a name — Scarlet Squadron.” 
 
    A couple of interested mutters came from his class. Physique looked very intrigued, which was perfect, as she was near the top of his shortlist. 
 
    “Do you have a complete list of all the heroes that will be coming to recruit?” asked Klash, raising his hand. 
 
    “I don’t know,” said Will. “Five, ten, fifty? I don’t even know what the turnout is going to be.” 
 
    His answer seemed to disappoint the young man, and Will couldn’t fathom why. He moved on, explaining a few tips Zone had included in the instructions, most of which amounted to basic social conduct like acting approachable, addressing heroes as sir or ma’am.  
 
    He answered a few more questions, but they were mostly about the finer points of recruitment. Max wanted to know how much he would be paid, which was complicated. Daydream was curious about whether there was any advantage in not committing to a team right away, which he honestly wasn’t sure about. 
 
    Zone eventually poked his head into the room, smiling as he knocked on the doorframe. “Instructor Lockpick. It’s time.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    PART TWO: TEAMS 
 
   



 

 CHAPTER 23 
 
      
 
    Will split off from his students to put his own costume on. He’d be one of the heroes looking to recruit, as would Avery, Kestrel, by his side. They hadn’t spoken since the previous night, and he couldn’t help but feel anxious about what she might have to say to him when they met up. 
 
    At least she’ll see you in this costume, he thought. You are a hero, even if it’s a little complicated. 
 
    The costume fitting was taking place in one of the first-floor classrooms, led by Casey, who seemed very suited for it, energy-wise. She had Will’s students line up outside the door and brought them each in, one by one. He could only hear their various questions and comments as they sorted through rows of generic costumes like teenagers picking clothes for prom. 
 
    “More blue, then?” asked Casey. 
 
    “I don’t know,” said Max. “Blue and black, maybe?” 
 
    “Let’s talk masks — open-faced or closed.” 
 
    “I honestly don’t care. Does it matter?” 
 
    “That’s totally up to you!” said Casey, all pep and no brakes. “How about this one?” 
 
    Will was quick to compliment and lavish each of their fashion choices with praise. They wouldn’t be in their final costumes for the preliminary recruitment. It didn’t matter so much what they looked like, more just that they felt good. 
 
    Though, a few costumes did catch his eye for… various reasons. Pasithea managed to find the skimpiest available costume and then apparently went down a size with it. She was in no more than a tight sports bra and boy shorts, with a bandana style mask that gave her the appearance of a sexy pirate. 
 
    "What do you think, Instructor?" she said, spinning around for him. “I feel like I’ll be able to move in all the ways I need to with this one.” 
 
    “It looks fine,” said Will. So much so that he had to look away. For once, Pasithea had found an actual button to push. She looked good. 
 
    Bloodfeud was another interesting standout. He went with a standard stretchable spandex costume, deep red with black accents that almost reminded one of the old Crimson Five costumes. He took out his phone while he waited in the hallway and snapped a selfie. He also apparently sent it to someone, as he received a call back immediately. 
 
    “You look so cool!” gushed Maria, Bloodfeud’s little sister. “Do you get to keep it yet? Please, please, please come find me while you’re still wearing it, okay?” 
 
    “Relax, I will if I get a chance,” said Bloodfeud. 
 
    “Promise me!” 
 
    Max and Klash snorted, both easily able to overhear the conversation in the quiet hall. 
 
    “I promise,” said Bloodfeud, smiling even as he tried to glare at the other boys. 
 
    The students looked older in costume, overall, with just enough of their faces hidden to imply age and maturity that Will knew wasn’t yet there. He smiled, but felt a little sad as he looked at them, as he considered if he’d really done enough to prepare them to be thrust into a real team, with real danger hounding them around every corner. 
 
    “Alright,” he said. “Let’s go warm up for a bit. Moving around in costume will be good for your confidence.” 
 
    He waved an arm, and his students followed him, all of them walking in perfect step for the first few seconds. As it happened, the training hall was where the meet and greet would be taking place, and they weren’t able to get in for a warmup. 
 
    “Ah, good timing!” Zone wasn’t in costume, but that seemed fitting for him as the headmaster. “I’m still making trips out to bring in a few more heroes, but the majority of them are already inside the training hall. Instructor Terra’s class beat you here by a few minutes. You should get your kids in there.” 
 
    “You guys ready?” asked Will. 
 
    A few of them nodded or muttered a quiet yes, but the weight of the moment had clearly settled down onto them. Will stood by the door, giving each of them a heartfelt and strong high five as they walked into a situation that might well decide the course of their future. 
 
    There were a decent number of heroes in attendance, enough of them that it immediately shifted what he’d expected to be the dynamic. There weren’t all that many students of age to be recruited at Baffin Academy, perhaps twenty in total, and at least a few of the dozen or so heroes there would be looking to fill multiple spots on their team. 
 
    There were a fair number of familiar faces, some Will was happy to see, others, not so much. Livewire, a member of Lost Generation, Liz Laser’s old team, was there. Will still remembered watching Halberd kill one of her teammates. He’d paralyzed one of her teammates in that same fight, which was a fun little nearly forgotten fact from his past. 
 
    Miss Mass was there and immediately made a beeline to pull him into a hug. Will grinned, happy to see her, happier to see her doing well. 
 
    “Are you recruiting for a new team?” he asked. 
 
    “To be honest, I’m not sure,” she said. “It takes a lot of paperwork to start from scratch, paperwork I haven’t done yet. I suppose I’m here to see who is looking for what. Might end up competing with some of your students for these spots.” 
 
    “You’re more than welcome to,” he said. “Also, you should talk to Kestrel.” 
 
    He nodded to where he saw his sister in costume across the room, talking with one of Instructor Terra’s students, a tall lad in a purple costume with deeply tanned skin. 
 
    “I might just have to do that,” said Miss Mass. “I heard a rumor that she was starting something up while I was at the Lighthouse.” 
 
    He turned his attention back to his own students, most of which were sticking together in a nervous pack like cows out to pasture. It was strange to see even Max and Pasithea, usually so composed and outgoing, lacking for confidence. 
 
    “There’s punch over at that table,” he said to the group. “Go get some. And then spread out a little. Try to smile and look approachable.” 
 
    Most of them nodded and took his advice. Physique looked like she was about to have a panic attack. 
 
    “Hey,” he said, touching her shoulder. “Just try to breathe and don’t worry too much.” 
 
    “I just… I can’t think right now,” she muttered. “It’s like those stupid dances in high school where I’m just standing around and I know nobody is going to ask me to dance and I know I look so weird but I can’t leave until—” 
 
    “You’re on the shortlist for my team,” said Will. 
 
    Physique stared at him, mouth agape, eyes blinking in a weird pattern. 
 
    “We might not even be the best offer you get,” he added. “Trust me. Someone is going to ask you to dance this time around.” 
 
    He walked around the room, eyeing some of the other heroes he recognized. Clownslag, a chunky man with a wacky costume and the power to produce a laughing gas equivalent on command. Ultrablast, ChopShop. Morning Glory, whose power was similar to Sister Ivy’s, but with a fashion style that couldn’t be more different. Her hair was spiky green, and her entire outfit seemed designed around highlighting the size of her breasts. 
 
    Kestrel finally made her way over, coming to a stop with her shoulder brushing his. “Well?” 
 
    “Well, what?” 
 
    “There are a few standouts from Terra’s class,” she said. “Flame Hook, the kid with the fire lasso thing. Underarmor also seems like he could be a strong defensive fighter. Who should we be courting from your class?” 
 
    He’d given it a lot of thought, but it was still a hard question, primarily because it forced him to switch from teacher mode to team leader mode. He had faith in all of his students as an instructor, and it almost felt like a betrayal to vocalize that some of them weren’t up to snuff for his own team. 
 
    “They’re all good, each in their own way,” he said. “The ones that I think we should focus on are Physique, for sure. Possibly Daydream. And… Bloodfeud.” 
 
    “The creepy one that attacked you and kidnapped Mom?” Kestrel frowned deeply and crossed her arms. 
 
    “…Yeah,” said Will. “I know it sounds like an odd choice, but honestly, he’s at the top of the list. His power is really strong, and I trust him not to get himself killed.” 
 
    There was more to it than just that, of course. If he could get Bloodfeud onto his team, a big if, it might just solve his blackmail problem. Bloodfeud, who was already close to Physique, dating her as far as Will could tell, would never risk imploding his own team by revealing its captain’s deepest, darkest secret. 
 
    Or maybe he would. The kid was unpredictable. 
 
    “I’m surprised you’re not more interested in the blonde girl with the big boobs,” said Kestrel. “What’s her name again? Persephone?” 
 
    “Pasithea, and if you’re trying to imply something with that phrasing, let me stop you right there.” He let the side of his hip bump into her waist. “Her power is fairly specialized, and more importantly, I’m not actually sure she wants to be on a team. More of a free spirit.” 
 
    “What about Klash?” asked Kestrel. “Or Max? They both seem like they have potential.” 
 
    “Max is a bit too rough around the edges, but I’m sure some other team will scoop him up,” said Will. “As for Klash…” 
 
    He searched for the teenager within the training hall, spotting him to one side of the punch table. Surprisingly, Klash’s father, Quake, was standing with an arm around his son’s shoulders. Klash didn’t look all that thrilled, and his question earlier about which heroes would be attending the recruitment drive took on new meaning. 
 
    “I’ll be right back,” Will said to Kestrel. 
 
    He hurried over while trying not to hurry. Quake’s free hand was, unsurprisingly, gripping an open flask, and he spoke in a loud, vaguely intoxicated voice. 
 
    “It’s what we’ve always dreamed of!” shouted Quake. “You and me, father and son, shooting the shit on the same team. We’re going to make some noise together!” 
 
    “You’re already making some noise,” said Will, with as much good humor as he could manage. “Why don’t you let him go mingle?” 
 
    “He doesn’t need to,” said Quake. “Right, K-Pop? You’ve already gotten the best offer you’re going to get. I mean, your power is fine, but it’s, well… you know.” 
 
    Will seized the man’s flask, closed the top, and sent it sliding across the training hall’s floor. Quake swore under his breath and took off after it, mumbling something about not seeing a no drinking sign. 
 
    “Thanks,” said Klash. “I can’t stand him when he’s drunk. Or when he’s not, most of the time.” 
 
    “Nobody can force you to join a team you don’t want to join,” said Will. 
 
    “I don’t even know if I’m against being on his team, necessarily, I just…” Klash shook his head. “It’s hard to explain. I don’t know if I’ll end up in a good place if I just blindly follow in his footsteps.” 
 
    “I know the feeling.” He sighed and gave the teenager a tired smile. “You want my advice? Go your own way. Figure out what you want, who you are, first.” 
 
    Klash nodded slowly. The hero Ultrablast had been idling in the general area for a suspiciously long time. Will took a step back and gave him a small nod, watching him swoop in to introduce himself. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 24 
 
      
 
    Will was present in his capacity as a Baffin Academy instructor as well, and he received a decent number of questions about his students from the other recruiting heroes. There was a range of breadth to the inquiries that he hadn’t been expecting.  
 
    Some of the recruiters were clinical in their attention, basically just confirming the details that would have been included in a student’s transfer resume. Others were clearly more critical in their approach. ChopShop, in particular, asked deceptively good questions. 
 
    “Maximum,” said ChopShop. “With a name like that, I’d suppose he has a bit of a chip on his shoulder.” 
 
    “He’s a good kid,” said Will. 
 
    “What’s the biggest mistake he’s made as a member of your class?” asked ChopShop. 
 
    “I won’t speak to specific incidents, but at times, he can be a little impulsive,” said Will, carefully. “He needs a team that can make him feel like he’s involved.” 
 
    “I notice you didn’t answer my question.” ChopShop crossed his arms, wrinkling his forehead in a distinctly condescending, older hero kind of way. “You ain’t doing any of the kids a lick of a favor by trying to make them sound better than they are, Mr. Lockpick.” 
 
    “That’s just it,” he said. “I don’t have to.” 
 
    Max received a lot of attention from the recruiters, as did Physique, but what caught Will off guard was how the consensus of the recruiters seemed to settle on Bloodfeud being the true standout of the class. Though, the questions the other heroes had about the teenager all fit a similar theme. 
 
    “What’s wrong with him?” asked Ultrablast. “He’s an orphan, right? In Lancaster City when shit hit the fan? Fucked up emotionally or something?” 
 
    “No,” said Will. “The only thing wrong with him is he doesn’t want to join a team.” 
 
    “Not a team player, then? More of a rebel without a cause?” 
 
    More of a rebel with one, he thought. 
 
    “He’s stubborn,” said Will. 
 
    “I’m offering him B-level pay as an apprentice, and he still won’t even hear me out,” said Ultrablast. 
 
    “Look, he’s still figuring out what he wants in life. It’s not about the money for him.” 
 
    Which, in all honesty, was kind of a relief. Will knew he and Kestrel wouldn’t be able to offer Bloodfeud anything extra. He could come to terms with not locking the teenager down onto his team if it was what he really wanted. Losing him in a bidding war would be so much more tragic. 
 
    He caught back up with Kestrel, who’d gotten a drink at some point. She was looking at him, rather than their potential recruitment candidates. 
 
    “Hey,” she said. “About last night…” 
 
    He waited, face as neutral as he could make it. 
 
    “Look, sometimes I find myself projecting my own mistakes onto other people,” she muttered. “Just because I have a secret, a dark side, doesn’t mean everyone does. I shouldn’t have made things weird like that.” 
 
    “It’s alright,” he said. 
 
    “No, it’s really not. Especially not in your case. I’ve seen how other people jump to stupid conclusions about you because of your past. I love you so much, LP. I’m the last person who should be pulling that shit.” 
 
    “You don’t have to apologize,” he said. 
 
    “I’m going to anyway.” She turned and smiled at him from underneath her green and orange mask. “Sorry. I shouldn’t have gotten weird about a sweatshirt. Literally, just a sweatshirt. I trust you, Will. It’s not as though you wouldn’t tell me if you’d decided to start moonlighting as a supervillain anyway, right?” 
 
    She asked her last question in a playful tone, but to Will, it was the furthest thing from a joke. He looked away, feeling so terrible and two-faced in that moment that it was all he could do to keep from letting everything come spilling out. 
 
    Webcam saved him, entering the training hall in costume and drawing enough of the room’s collective attention to shift everyone’s focus, Kestrel included. The fact that every ounce of Webcam’s body language seemed coordinated to reflect how much she apparently didn’t want to be there didn’t dissuade the recruiters from lining up to field their offers. 
 
    She straight up ignored them, coming right over to stand next to Will and Kestrel.  
 
    “If anyone asks, I already signed with your team,” said Webcam. 
 
    Kestrel scoffed. “Excuse me, but we’re taking this seriously. You don’t just get to—” 
 
    Webcam seized her by the front scruff of her cape with surprising intensity. “If anybody asks, I already… signed… with your team.” 
 
    “Jeez, Rue, chill,” said Kestrel. “Fine! No need to unleash your inner psycho over it.” 
 
    “Welcome to the team,” said Will, shaking Webcam’s hand with exaggerated seriousness. 
 
    She smiled and gave him a mocking bow before walking off with significantly fewer recruiters chasing after her. 
 
    “She should be having those conversations even if they’re not fun for her,” said Kestrel. “Regardless of whether she joins a team or not, she should at least know what she’s worth.” 
 
    “That’s just it — I think she already does.” 
 
    Kestrel made a tiny noise somewhere in between a snort and a scoff and bumped the side of her elbow against him. Will nudged her back, but drew the physical flirtation back as he saw another hero heading toward them. 
 
    Morning Glory had a bouncy gait, due in no small part to the tight fabric of her costume cupping the various curves of her body. She flashed a very friendly smile as she came up to them. 
 
    “Lockpick,” she said. “Kestrel. It’s good to see you both again. My old mentor team did a joint mission with the Crimson Five back in the day, though we never really had much chance to speak.” 
 
    “I remember that,” said Kestrel. “That was eons ago.” 
 
    “Yeah, it was.” Morning Glory sighed appreciatively and waved a hand. “Anyway, tell me about Bloodfeud. I tried to get him to talk to me about his aspirations. I really tried. Usually, the boys will at least hear me out, but he’s rather… standoffish.” 
 
    “That’s been the experience of the other recruiters, too,” said Will. “I wouldn’t take it personally.” 
 
    “I never do. Say, is there anywhere for a girl to get a drink around here? Zone is putting me up in the old instructors’ dorm for tonight. I was… kind of looking to have some fun.” 
 
    Will chuckled and glanced at Kestrel, who looked surprised and, more than anything, unsure of how to respond. 
 
    “Thanks, but no thanks,” he said. “Maybe another time.” 
 
    “Kestrel?” Morning Glory, still smiling, glanced her way. “I’d be just as interested in getting to know you. We could get some beers, or a bottle of wine. I have pretty varied tastes.” 
 
    Will blinked as he saw Kestrel seem to actually consider it. She held up a finger. 
 
    “Can I give you my answer in a little bit?” asked Kestrel. 
 
    “Of course!” 
 
    It was Will’s turn to be shocked as Kestrel seized him by the arm and dragged him toward the corner of the room. He pointed a finger at her, open with his accusation. 
 
    “You’re considering it!” he said. “After you saw me turn her down, you went ahead and gave her a maybe?” 
 
    “What if…” began Kestrel, rubbing his shoulder. “We both tell her yes?” 
 
    He was ready to argue and had to actually force a bit of frustration out of his tone. “Are you… saying what I think you’re saying?” 
 
    “I don’t know!” Kestrel shrugged. “It could be fun. We’d have to be careful, but after that wine comment, she’s clearly looking to play around with either and or both of us.” 
 
    “You’re crazy,” he said. 
 
    “Maybe she has an open mind?” suggested Kestrel. “I’m betting if we’re all drunk enough, stuff will just start happening and she won’t read too deeply into the fact that the two of us… you know.” 
 
    “Or maybe she will?” 
 
    “That’s why I’m intrigued!” said Kestrel. “Wouldn’t it be hot? Do you really think we’re going to stumble into a chance for a threesome with someone this sexy again anytime soon?” 
 
    “You… make a damn good argument.” 
 
    “You should take the same advice I’m sure you’ve been giving your students all afternoon,” said Kestrel.  
 
    “Be open to entertaining all offers,” he said dryly. “Speaking of which, I need to at least go make an attempt at locking in Bloodfeud.”  
 
    He felt the mood shift instantly as soon as he mentioned the brooding, reluctant teenager. Kestrel let out a patient sigh and shook her head. 
 
    “Do you, though?” asked Kestrel. 
 
    “What’s that supposed to mean?” 
 
    “You seem dead set on trying to recruit this kid. There are other options.” 
 
    “I mean, yeah, I guess I am.” Will turned his palms up. “He’s my student. If anyone is going to stand a chance at recruiting him, it’s us.” 
 
    “LP…” Kestrel sighed, touching his arm as he turned to leave. “I think your judgment is clouded precisely because he is your student.” 
 
    “Would you just say whatever it is that you’re getting at?” 
 
    “I don’t trust him,” said Kestrel. “I really don’t. Not after what he did to you and Mom.” 
 
    “If I asked him, he’d apologize. Look, just trust me. He’ll be a good fit.” 
 
    “It’s more than just that. He was a member of the Power Realists, LP. People don’t just grow out of that kind of toxic philosophy.” 
 
    He stared at her, surprised and more than a little hurt. “…Is that really what you think?” 
 
    “I didn’t…” Kestrel swore under her breath. “You know what I mean! I’m not talking about you. You’re different.” 
 
    Will shook his head, stepping away from her. “I’m not different. I’m worse.” 
 
    “Don’t be like that!” snapped Kestrel. “Come on, LP. I’m sorry.” 
 
    “It was hard,” he said, with a sigh. “Changing is always hard. And you’re right. It was a toxic philosophy. One that kind of just crept up on me, shifted my thoughts around. It felt natural at the time, and in the same vein, it felt natural when it was time for me to move on.” 
 
    “You think he’ll follow that same track?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” muttered Will. “I think he can, potentially. I got the chance to change and grow, to be better. If I’m actually going to try at being a teacher, for Bloodfeud, at least, I want to give him that same opportunity.” 
 
    Kestrel smiled, more at him than at his words. “Alright. I won’t stop you from trying. I wish I shared your faith in this kid.” 
 
    “Maybe you will someday.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 25 
 
      
 
    They stuck together as they finally rounded on the two potential team recruits who happened to be dating. Physique and Bloodfeud looked to be at different ends of the spectrum of having a good time, with Physique smiling and, for once, coming out of her shell, while Bloodfeud sulked and scowled. 
 
    They reminded Will of a pretty girl at a party with her introverted boyfriend. Physique laughed and waved as Morning Glory smiled and walked away from her, apparently pleased with whatever answer she’d gotten. 
 
    “Fuck,” muttered Kestrel. “Alright, we have to move fast. Bloodfeud I might be lukewarm on, but Physique is a must.” 
 
    “Still, don’t overplay your hand,” said Will. “Physique looks up to Relic. Act like you’re on the fence until Jess shows up, and then I’ll send her over to help.” 
 
    “Isn’t there like some ethical obligation against you manipulating your students to join your own team?” 
 
    “Oh shush. You want her on the team, too.” 
 
    Kestrel chuckled, and they both grew serious as they closed on their targets. Physique’s smile faded, and she seemed to turn back into the girl Will knew from class over the span of three seconds — anxious, but attentive, anxious, but ready. 
 
    “Instructor Lockpick,” she said, nodding with the enthusiasm of a salute. “I’ve spoken with four recruiters so far. I wasn’t, um, really sure if I should give any of them a verbal commitment, but I also… I mean, I didn’t want to say no, either.” 
 
    “Are you still on the market?” asked Will. 
 
    Physique nodded. 
 
    “Perfect,” he said. “This is my sister, Kestrel.” 
 
    “Walk with me,” said Kestrel, setting a hand on Physique’s shoulder.  
 
    It was a little cute, given how much taller and broader Physique was. It stopped being so cute as Physique tried to slouch down to make herself smaller in a rather unbecoming fashion. 
 
    “Those other recruiters were telling her whatever she wanted to hear,” said Bloodfeud. “But I think she’s worth it.” 
 
    “Are you going to be sad to see her go?” asked Will. 
 
    Bloodfeud shrugged. “We’re both adults. We know life isn’t a fucking Disney movie. I’ve been honest with her from the start. I don’t want to join a team. I want to go back.” 
 
    He narrowed his eyes at Will in a manner that was less intimidating and more infuriating.  
 
    “And how are you going to get there, Francisco?” asked Will. 
 
    “You know exactly how. Either you bring me back, or—” 
 
    Will jabbed a finger into Bloodfeud’s chest. “I didn’t ask who was going to get you there, I asked how. In case you didn’t notice, it’s not exactly an easy trip if you don’t have access to a helicopter, or a super with teleporting powers.” 
 
    Which of course he did, but he was really sick of being blackmailed. Kestrel’s concerns about manipulation were valid regarding Physique. Bloodfeud, on the other hand, was a target at a firing range, all but asking for it. 
 
    “The how is for you to figure out, not me,” snapped Bloodfeud. 
 
    “Exactly. Now guess the fuck what? I figured it out. Join my team.” 
 
    Bloodfeud scoffed and shook his head, but Will kept going before he could protest. 
 
    “Between me, both my sisters, and Physique, our team will be majority Lancaster City natives no matter what,” he said. “We’ll be heading back. Probably sooner rather than later.” 
 
    “Right. You’d waste a spot on your team just to keep your secret from getting out. Man, in some ways, you’re even worse than these other recruiters.” 
 
    Bloodfeud started to turn around, ready to storm off. 
 
    “Having you on my team wouldn’t be a waste, Francisco,” said Will. “You must have seen how these other recruiters have been eyeing you, heard their offers. If you want to be mad at me, be mad about my obvious ulterior motive. I’m not just doing this as a way of fulfilling our deal. I’m doing it because it makes sense. Because you’re talented. Powerful.” 
 
    Bloodfeud shook his head, unable to fully make eye contact. It was a strange moment. Will understood that they had an odd dynamic after everything they’d been through together, but he was still caught off guard by the way his praise seemed to affect the young man. 
 
    “You’re setting yourself up for disappointment, you know,” said Bloodfeud, wagging a finger at him. 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “This isn’t a guarantee that I’ll stick around forever.” 
 
    “Nothing’s guaranteed.” 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    Relic, as Will had hoped, arrived just as Kestrel was making her slow pitch to Physique. He smiled as he watched her walk over to them in costume, drawing the attention of ninety percent of the room in the process. 
 
    As a solo hero, Relic was technically as eligible to be recruited as any of Will’s students. He expected that exactly zero of the recruiters in attendance would have the guts to make such an offer, however. He was halfway tempted to make the try just as a jumping off point for their banter, but he wasn’t finished with his work just yet. 
 
    Lockpick, Kestrel, Physique, and Bloodfeud, with Webcam as more of a half member in the background. He knew the team could still use one or two more additions, and while he didn’t necessarily need to secure them that same day, it would help to at least consider his options. 
 
    His dark horse choice, assuming he could get Kestrel to agree, would be Miss Mass. A steadying older influence with a power that would not only let her fly, but also play the role of a frontline brawler.  
 
    He had been considering Daydream, but it appeared as though Clownslag was fairly serious about recruiting her for his team, which was more of a support team with a focus around mind affecting powers. She’d be a perfect fit. 
 
    Max was still somewhat of a liability, rather than a boon, by Will’s reckoning. He still had vivid memories of how the teenager had defied him during the incident with Impact in New York. If he would defy Will as a teacher, would he listen to him or Kestrel as team leaders? 
 
    Klash had already shaken hands with Ultrablast and seemingly given him his verbal commitment. Which was awesome, Will was happy to see his students succeeding. 
 
    Which left Pasithea. She’d spent the better portion of the meet and greet avoiding any recruiters who’d moved her way. Which, admittedly, had not been many. Her power was fairly niche and didn’t really lend itself well to how most teams would operate. Peering into people’s dreams at night might be useful to a team with a strict focus on spying, but those were uncommon. 
 
    “Buy me a drink?” she said coyly as Will approached her. 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    “You just want to jump straight to the action, then?” she said, smirking. “Want to know my price, Instructor? For you… it might be flexible.” 
 
    “You don’t want to be on a team, do you?” 
 
    Her smile faded, but that wasn’t the right word, really. It had never really been there in the first place. She was just putting it away. 
 
    “I don’t even want to be a hero,” she said. “I just… It’s ridiculous, but I would prefer to be normal. To not have to go through any of this.” 
 
    “That’s not ridiculous at all,” said Will. “Come on. Let’s sit down. I’ll buy you that drink, after all.” 
 
    He grabbed them both some punch and found two empty chairs for them to drop down in. It felt like a confessional, with Will waiting and actively listening while Pasithea thought about what she wanted to say. Deliberate and open, no judgment. 
 
    “I never complained,” she eventually said. “I shouldn’t complain. I’m incredibly lucky. My adoptive parents, despite being complete freaks, are rich as fuck. I was born hot, which again, is super convenient. But I have a superpower… and it’s kind of lame. It’s like I came so close, but I was always still so far away.” 
 
    “I get that,” he said. 
 
    “I know you do, Lockpick. You think I tried to seduce you just because you had authority over me? I just… I knew a hero with a power as weak as yours would never be able to judge me in that way.” 
 
    Will laughed and nodded a couple of times. “I suppose that’s true enough.” 
 
    “I never tried in your class. I actively tried to do badly.” 
 
    “I’m aware.” He leaned forward, lacing his fingers together. “Your life won’t stop when teams stop trying to recruit you. What do you want for your future, Thea?” 
 
    She didn’t answer for a long while, and when she did, it wasn’t much of an answer. “I don’t know. I really don’t. And that scares me, too.” 
 
    He just sat there with her, sharing the realness of those words, for a full minute. 
 
    “Well,” he said. “I know you say you don’t want to be recruited, but supposing you ever did, how well do you think your power would pair with Webcam’s?” 
 
    “I just got done telling you that my power is next to useless!” 
 
    “Yeah, well, that’s what I once thought about mine,” said Will. “Webcam told me once that her power still works while she’s sleeping. What would happen if you went into her dream, and then she used her power? Would you see what she sees? Could you use that to get a target on someone who’d normally be out of reach?” 
 
    Pasithea shrugged. “I don’t know. I mean… it’s an interesting question.” 
 
    “If you get curious about the answer, let me know,” he said. “Webcam is in a similar spot. She’s joining my team as more of a part-time member. There could be another part-time opening available.” 
 
    A slow smile crept onto the teenager’s face. “Is it alright if I say yes if I have an ulterior motive?” 
 
    “Seems like everyone’s got one, these days,” he said. “As long as it doesn’t involve trying to seduce anyone.” 
 
    “Not just anyone.” 
 
    He shot her an exaggerated scowl and stood up. 
 
    “Instructor,” said Pasithea. “Why is the whole world so obsessed with superpowers? It doesn’t really seem like they change anything… or help anyone, overall. Am I wrong?” 
 
    “No, you’re not.” He sighed and shook his head. “Honestly, the world began making a lot more sense when I started asking myself that same question.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 26 
 
    FOUR YEARS EARLIER 
 
      
 
    “LP!” cried Halberd. “Hurry up! Get over here! I can see it! It’s coming into view!” 
 
    Lockpick stepped out of the surprisingly spacious bathroom of Johnathon Ashford’s private jet. The main cabin was modestly sized, and aside from himself, the financier, Halberd, and Kim, entirely empty. 
 
    “East Bindala,” said Ashford. 
 
    “That’s it?” asked Lockpick. “It looks tiny.” 
 
    “It’s small,” said Ashford. “Just a couple square miles in area, but that’s part of the reason why I suspect it would be well suited to you, Halberd.” 
 
    “It’s so green and vivid,” muttered Halberd. “And look at the length of that beach. God, I bet it smells fantastic down there!” 
 
    “I can assure you it does,” said Ashford. “Trust me — this is the island to buy. The natives in the Pacific Bindalas have taken to worshipping supers like gods. The Champion Authority administrator, Cyclops, was under investigation for a related ethics violation for his role in encouraging it. Sadly, he passed away before any punishment could be enforced.” 
 
    “Listen to him,” said Kim, rubbing Halberd’s arm. “He knows what he’s talking about.” 
 
    “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves,” said Lockpick. “The whole supers-as-gods thing sounds like a weird dynamic.” 
 
    Halberd furrowed his brow. “We’ve been on the run for… how long now? Sounds like we’d receive a warm welcome here, at least. Though you’re right. We have to actually get down on the ground before deciding anything.” 
 
    “Believe me, it will be unlike any place you’ve ever been to before!” laughed Ashford. “I will come just short of promising your happiness, as my promises are my absolute bond, but I am still very sure of this.” 
 
    “Johnathon always keeps his promises,” said Kim.  
 
    “Always.” Ashford exchanged an odd glance with Kim and they both burst out into secretive laughter.  
 
    There was clearly something there between them, old but not buried, but as far as Lockpick was concerned, that was for Halberd to unpack. 
 
    Ashford broke out a bottle of champagne as though the deal was already done as the plane began to circle the island’s airstrip. Lockpick knew how Halberd was when it came to spending money and felt the need to give more voice to his main concern. 
 
    “This is going to take the majority of what we have,” he said, more to Halberd than the financier. “We won’t have enough money to sustain forever after this.” 
 
    “That’s just it — you won’t have to.” Ashford swirled his glass and sniffed the bubbles. “Along with the land itself, you’ll be buying the airstrip and the port. There are many people who will pay a premium for a place like this. Somewhere to stop over where they won’t attract suspicion, or store something without undergoing a search. A place to meet in unpatrolled waters for face-to-face business.” 
 
    “That sounds like it could be profitable enough.” Halberd looked at Lockpick and gave him a small shrug. “Nothing has been decided yet, but… I do see how this makes sense.” 
 
    Did it, though? Lockpick had to wonder if they were chasing a fantasy. The idea of going off grid and starting over was one of those dreams that everyone had and nobody ever pulled off realistically. Halberd’s plan was to buy an island and build what amounted to a fortress of solitude atop it. It was bold, it was brazen, and in so many ways, it was completely unrealistic. 
 
    The plane touched down. Lockpick followed behind Halberd out onto the island’s airstrip. The warm tropical air immediately alerted him to how much he’d overdressed for the weather, but that was one of those good problems. 
 
    A group of islanders were already waiting at the edge of the minimalistic airport, beyond a basic chain link fence. They were all tan-skinned, attractive, and healthy, though not completely untouched by the modern world, judging by their fashion choices. The men wore open Hawaiian shirts and swimming trunks. The women were in bikini tops and skirts, with a few opting for thin, floral-patterned summer dresses sheer enough to imply the silhouette underneath. 
 
    “Come on, LP!” said Halberd. “Let’s go meet the locals!” 
 
    “Do they even speak English?” asked Lockpick. 
 
    “I don’t care in the slightest!” Halberd was already bounding off, grinning and waving, a child at play. Lockpick glanced at Kim and Ashford, the pair standing perhaps a step or two closer together than needed. He chased after Halberd. 
 
    There was a gate around the other side of the airstrip which the big super didn’t bother using. He scaled the fence and dropped down into the crowd of a dozen or so natives on the other side, landing and posing for them. The islanders hopped a few steps back, eyeing him warily. 
 
    Stretching a hand toward a nearby tree, Halberd used his power, creating an axe from the wood from the pliable upper branches. The islanders gasped, seeming impressed and a little terrified. A few of them dropped to the ground, prostrating themselves in a manner that supported what Ashford had told them. 
 
    Halberd’s enthusiasm was infectious, however, and he soon had them all on their feet again, relaxed and curious, though obviously still awestruck. Lockpick couldn’t resist scaling the fence and joining them on the other side. 
 
    Halberd tossed his axe to a short islander boy who almost tipped over from the weight of it. Another child jumped up and grabbed his bicep, and Halberd swung him in a circle while making airplane noises. They began moving with the group, following a path that led through the thin trees toward a simple village a stone’s throw away. 
 
    A split coconut was thrust into Lockpick’s hand by an attractive islander girl within striking distance of his own age. She hopped back a step, glancing away shyly. Her hair was dark brown, and her eyes had an exotic quality to them, as though dimpled at the edges. 
 
    “Um, hi,” he said. 
 
    She laughed and shook her head. 
 
    “Lockpick.” He pressed a hand to his chest. “LP.” 
 
    “El-Piyee,” the girl repeated, mangling the last syllable. 
 
    It was his turn to laugh as he took a sip from the coconut. It tasted sweet, but with a strong kick of alcohol, rum, maybe. Halberd was also meeting people in his own charmingly brash way. 
 
    “Is this someone’s wife?” he shouted, putting his arm around an older woman with a curvaceous figure. “I don’t see a ring! Do you guys do rings or…?” 
 
    The woman shook her head, but it was anyone’s guess whether she truly understood his meaning. Halberd scooped her up into his arms, and she whooped with laughter. 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    “We’ll take it,” said Halberd. 
 
    It was later that same evening. Halberd and Lockpick had been given a tour of the village and eaten dinner around a bonfire with the natives. They had a surprising love for Spam, a food which Lockpick had never appreciated much. 
 
    “I am so happy to hear it!” said Ashford. “Will you be coming back to make the arrangements, or…?” 
 
    Halberd glanced at Lockpick, who nodded his head. 
 
    “We’re staying here,” said Halberd. “We have enough money left to start importing materials for the construction, and one of the buildings on the airstrip should suit us just fine for the meantime.” 
 
    “Halberd, my darling, I’m afraid I won’t be staying with you,” said Kim. “I have a life to be returning to. Ashford has given me his assurance that he can take me back to—” 
 
    “Sounds good!” said Halberd. “LP, you want to go figure out what our sleeping arrangements are going to be?” 
 
    “Yeah.” Lockpick couldn’t help but grin, and it wasn’t even about the island.  
 
    Halberd was back in form, and somehow, that made everything feel like it was all going to work out. They’d finished their journey and arrived at the destination. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 27 
 
      
 
    Will found a place against one wall of the training hall, a little exhausted from his recruitment efforts, but satisfied. He leaned his head back against the smooth painted bricks, closing his eyes for a glorious second of peace in what amounted to a gigantic party with nerves and preening in place of jokes and real drinks. 
 
    When he looked back around, several sets of eyes had swiveled his way. Or so he thought. A shoulder brushed his as someone slid into place beside him. 
 
    “How’s your class been doing?” asked Relic. 
 
    He thought about it for a second before answering. “…Pretty good, overall. Nobody seems to be the odd man or woman out as far as interest from the recruiters go.” 
 
    “What about Pasithea? I didn’t see many recruiters approaching her.” 
 
    “She basically shares Rue’s mindset, except isn’t beating teams off with a stick. I think I might end up putting her down as a provisional member of the Scarlet Squadron in case we need some dream detective work done.” 
 
    He wasn’t looking directly at Relic, but he could all but sense her mood shift as he mentioned his and Avery’s new team. 
 
    “I’m surprised you know Pasithea by name,” he added, mostly to fill the air. 
 
    “For the moment, I’m still part of this school’s administration staff,” said Relic. “I know every student here by name.” 
 
    She didn’t even say it like she was bragging, simply stating a fact.  
 
    “Are you here as an administrator?” he asked. “This is basically a recruitment fair. If you were looking to join a team again, I know of at least one in the process of starting up that could see your value.” 
 
    Relic chuckled, and then sighed. “I don’t think it would ever work, not in the way we’d all need it to. But funny you should ask. Part of the reason why Zone wanted me on deck for this is because he mentioned that one of the members of the Board of Directors might be stopping by to speak to me some more about the opening.” 
 
    “Did he say who?” 
 
    “Expecting Astroman, but hoping for Ice Nine, or even Pulsemaster.” 
 
    Will winced as he saw one of those heroes arriving through the door to their left. “Sorry to dash your hopes.” 
 
    There was a stark difference between the way Relic had entered the training hall, confident, collected, above the noise, and the way Astroman walked into the room. Will had seen celebrities win Academy Awards with less ostentation. 
 
    The former president and leader of the superpowered free world pretended to shoot finger guns, slapped high fives, and floated in the air and pretended like he was rowing a canoe to make his way forward. Will heard Relic groan audibly from beside him. 
 
    “Relic!” boomed Astroman. “There you are. The lady of the hour!” 
 
    He dropped back down to his feet in front of her. Relic flashed a thin smile and shook his hand. 
 
    “It’s nice to see you again, Astroman,” she said. “How have you been?” 
 
    “So our mutual friend Zone has recommended you for GM’s spot on the board,” said Astroman, ignoring her question. “He says you’re a team player and you’ll vote my way.” 
 
    “That… doesn’t sound like something Zone would say.” 
 
    “Yeah, whatever. I’m saying it now. You want you come play in the big leagues, blondie?” 
 
    Will felt his hand tightening into a fist even as his instincts butted up against his anger. Before Relic even had a chance to respond, Astroman was already swiveling in a new direction. 
 
    “You can get back to me later!” he said. “I just saw a friend I haven’t met yet. That girl Morning Glory has some serious, well, you know…” 
 
    He broke off into chuckles and made as though cupping an imaginary set of breasts. 
 
    “I think I just threw up in my mouth a little,” muttered Relic. 
 
    “I… read his biography,” said Will. “I can’t help but feel like it was complete bullshit, start to finish.” 
 
    “I honestly am so unenthused about this.” Relic crossed her arms and slowly shook her head. “Is it wrong of me to turn down a duty which might let me do a lot of good in the world simply because I literally cannot stand the presence of another hero?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” said Will. “I think you should just try to make the decision for yourself and do good from wherever you end up.” 
 
    Relic let her hand brush his but didn’t seem to want to talk about it anymore. Will contented himself with just being there with her, both of them in costume, in alignment with each other. 
 
    Kestrel came over, grinning at them as she crossed the training hall. She grabbed the spot against the wall on Will’s other side, one leg bent at the knee, foot flat against the bricks. 
 
    “Physique gave me her verbal commitment,” said Kestrel. “We have the bones of our team together.” 
 
    “Nice,” said Will. “Yeah, Bloodfeud also said as much, though I think he’s approaching it more on a… trial basis.” 
 
    “Still haven’t spoken to Miss Mass yet,” said Kestrel. “To be honest, I thought you might do the honors, given how you spent more time with her back in Lancaster City.” 
 
    “You’re going to try to recruit Marti?” asked Relic, with a hint of amusement. 
 
    “Yes, we are,” said Kestrel stiffly. “Why? Is there a problem with that?” 
 
    “No, of course not,” said Relic. “I only find it a little funny. The team captain is normally expected to be the most senior hero on a given team.” 
 
    “Well, our team might end up doing things differently!” snapped Kestrel. 
 
    “I’m not trying to get a rise out of you, sweetie,” said Relic. “I’m just making sure you’ve considered all the angles.” 
 
    “I have!” Kestrel made an annoyed noise and pushed off the wall. “Come on, LP. Let’s go—” 
 
    An ominous rumble ran through the training hall, like an earthquake, but with an extra element of direction to it. A murmur of confusion ran through the gathering as the question of whether earthquakes were common to the area was asked and repeated by nearly everyone in attendance. 
 
    Zone suddenly appeared near the training hall’s main entrance. He tried to speak over the clamor, glowered at the room in frustration, cleared his throat, and tried again. 
 
    “Quiet!” he boomed. “Excuse me! If I could have everyone’s attention. There seems to be an… anomaly occurring outside to the north that I would appreciate a few extra sets of eyes on. Astroman, Relic, Terra, if you would please come with me?” 
 
    Zone may as well have requested the entire academy to flood out behind him instead of just the three heroes he’d named. Everyone spilled out onto campus, and a wave of surprised, awestruck gasps ran through the line as the spectacle came into view to those exiting the doors. 
 
    The closest visual analogue Will had for what he was observing was a volcano, but he knew immediately that what he was looking at was something else entirely. A vaguely spherical lightshow pulsed in the distance with a white-red glow, intensifying and fading in rhythmic bursts like a heartbeat.  
 
    It was hard to judge the size at such a distance, but Will estimated the sphere was a good quarter mile across. At its center was a blurry humanoid silhouette. Unnerving, for sure, but what stole his attention was where the presence had risen from — around the same area he’d found the massacre of the research team the previous month. 
 
    He pushed through the crowd to get close to Zone, who was in the middle of talking to both Invisibella and Astroman. He took the headmaster’s arm and pulled him close, needing only a single word. 
 
    “Pleistocene,” he said. 
 
    “I know.” Zone nodded a couple of times and took a steadying breath. “It has to be. The recent incident followed by this, right over where the abomination has been detected under the ice, it all supports it. We’re dealing with something ancient and powerful.” 
 
    “You just said, um…” Astroman let out an odd chuckle. “Yeah, so… I’ll be right back.” 
 
    “Executive Astroman!” called Zone. “Hold on! We need to discuss… goddammit! We need someone to take charge of this!” 
 
    “I’ll lead the defense.” Relic dropped down next to him, skipping over the crowd with the assistance of her cloak. “Right now, I need every flyer that’s here at the academy to join me to run reconnaissance. We’ll feed whatever intel we pick up back to you, Zone, so you can position the ground-bound heroes in place to attack.” 
 
    “That… sounds like a strategy,” said Zone. “Quickly! Everyone, if you can’t fly or fight, I want you to get back inside the main building. Instructor Lockpick, I’m going to need your help in organizing the masses.” 
 
    “I should really be with the group you’re teleporting in,” said Will. 
 
    “LP,” said Relic. “It’s not the time for you to be questioning orders. I’m asking you to do this, on top of Zone. You’re an instructor and have a responsibility to your students.” 
 
    She took to the air before he had a chance to object. Kestrel followed after her, along with Miss Mass and Ultrablast. Astroman burst from a nearby door a second later, smoking a cigarette and breathing like he’d just run a marathon. Bits of cocaine hung in his mustache like snow on supple pine boughs. 
 
    “Let’s go!” boomed Astroman. “Let’s do this!” 
 
    He took to the air with such intensity that one of the younger students was knocked over from the blast of his takeoff. Will helped him up and tried to fight off a growing headache as he joined Zone in helping direct the chaos. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 28 
 
      
 
    The academy’s campus was deceptively calm and quiet as the last of the combat heroes teleported off to engage the abomination with Zone. Instructor Terra, Giga, and Invisibella had gone along, encouraged by Zone in case their powers might come in handy. As had Webcam, which Will had mixed feelings about. 
 
    It left him basically in charge of the academy, alongside Zone’s diligent and slightly neurotic assistant, Casey. They gathered everyone into the cafeteria, where a few windows gave them a view of what was happening to the north. 
 
    Nothing much had changed. Pleistocene was still floating in the air, still glowing intermittently, ominous more in its presence than in its lack of action. Will chewed his lip as he watched it, trying to theorize what the monster’s powers might be to Physique and Bloodfeud, who stood to either side of him. 
 
    “It was frozen deep in the ice,” he muttered. “Either it can withstand massive shifts in temperature and hold its breath for thousands of years, or it has the ability to hibernate.” 
 
    “Or it can self-heal easily,” offered Bloodfeud. 
 
    “Or it’s immortal,” suggested Physique. 
 
    “Let’s hope not,” said Will.  
 
    The light around the abomination seemed to die down over the course of several inward pulls. The ocean below was alive with orange and red, bubbles occasionally rippling upward like boiling water. Will realized, quite abruptly, that the light wasn’t dying down — it was being drawn inward. 
 
    There was another flash, bright enough to make everyone look away, and then nothing. Pleistocene floated in air, suddenly tiny, inconsequential, easy to miss. Will knew enough to know that this was far worse than the dramatic lightshow.  
 
    The battle in the distance began as though a cosmic referee had rung the bell. The flying heroes had just arrived, a contingent of some of the strongest names in the world that normally would steamroll anything they came up against. Astroman, Relic, Kestrel, Miss Mass, and Ultrablast.  
 
    They were tiny dots in the distance, more distinguishable by the colors of their capes and the effects of their powers than physical features. Astroman led the charge like the bird at the tip of the V, unleashing an orange energy blast centered on the abomination’s torso. 
 
    The size and intensity of the attack seemed impossible, beyond what a single hero should be capable of, but of course, he was Astroman. His reputation, regardless of whether it was accurate around the edges, had been fairly earned. 
 
    The blast never touched the abomination, coming to a stop against a shell of invisible power that extended a body length out from the monster in all directions. It reminded Will of watching water crash down against an upside-down bowl, particles of power bouncing in all directions except toward their intended target. 
 
    Relic attacked from the other side before Astroman’s attack had finished dissipating, a classic strategy straight out of Team Tactics 101. Watching her attack with a spherical shot of blue energy instantly brought Will back to their training the other day, though it was neither the time nor the place to be reminiscing. 
 
    Pleistocene’s sphere of defense crackled with a tide of blue static that extended around a third of the circumference before decaying to nothing. No other effects were apparent, and the heroes seemed temporarily at a loss for what to do next. They circled the monster, likely discussing with one another the best approach. 
 
    “That… can’t be possible,” muttered Daydream. “Even Meltdown was affected by Astroman’s energy blasts.” 
 
    “They aren’t fighting Meltdown,” said Klash. “I don’t think this one has the same vulnerabilities.” 
 
    “Yeah, no shit,” said Max. 
 
    Miss Mass was apparently up next. Will tensed as he watched her hurl herself, instead of an energy blast, at Pleistocene’s barrier from above. It made a certain amount of sense, despite seeming reckless. She could up the density of her body into the range of hundreds of pounds per square inch. Even an indirect blow might still be more than the shield could handle. 
 
    She landed hard near the sphere’s center, immediately crumpling under the gravity of her own weight. The sphere had just enough of a flat spot for her to balance upon it, and she stared down at the monster as she rose to her feet. The other heroes reacted in a panic as several lines of red light burst forth from Pleistocene. 
 
    Miss Mass threw herself sideways and rose higher into the air just as the monster’s shield pulsed with light the color of melting metal right around where she’d been standing. Will scowled so hard that his eyebrows hurt. What they needed to do was simply get away from it, come up with a better strategy. Preferably, one involving him and his cutting. 
 
    I could get through that, he thought. It wouldn’t stop me or Decay. 
 
    His costume was in his dorm, but it would still be a question of getting himself into place, and then the extended question of how to join a battle on the side of a bunch of heroes who considered him their enemy. It simply wasn’t an idea he could run with, even if it might carry the day. 
 
    Ultrablast attempted to use his power to crack the shield, unleashing a blast similar to Astroman and Relic’s, but clearly weaker. Kestrel attempted to use her telekinesis to do… something. Will was actually glad to see it have minimal effect. If her power did happen to be the key to the fight, she’d be toying with her own limits in a dangerous way. 
 
    “Why isn’t the abomination attacking them back?” asked Bloodfeud. 
 
    “I don’t think it cares about them,” said Will. “These things aren’t as predictable as they’ve been made out to be.” 
 
    He felt a presence behind him and turned around slowly, not immediately shifting his attention, expecting one of his students. 
 
    Genesis stood five feet away, so tall that he could watch over Will’s head out the same window. All of his four arms hung limp to either side, appearing more like a cape of tendrils than proper limbs. His bony face held no expression at all, but those horrible, insect dot eyes were clearly fixated on the abomination in the distance. 
 
    Will attacked on reflex, drawing his lockpick out of his costume and stabbing at the abomination’s neck. A couple of gasps came from around him, and it wasn’t until his strike had gone right through the monster without making contact that he realized he was the only one who could see it. 
 
    “Is something wrong, Instructor?” asked Physique. 
 
    “Just… don’t get too close to the windows,” he managed. 
 
    His eyes never left Genesis. The second to last thing his students needed was for him to react to what was currently happening to him in a way that made it seem like he was hallucinating. The last thing they needed was for him to actually be hallucinating. 
 
    “I’ve been waiting eons, and for no time at all,” spoke Genesis, in that multilayered, shattering glass voice. “She is my soul mate. She begat the one who begat me. Go outside. Step on earth. Breathe in, breathe out.” 
 
    “Why is she here?” he asked, under his breath. 
 
    “She?” said Daydream. “You think it’s a… wait, are abominations gendered entities?” 
 
    “I’ve been waiting eons, and for no time at all. She is my soul mate. She begat…” Genesis continued in a pitch perfect replay of what he’d just said. Will shook his head and ran a hand through his hair, weighing his options. 
 
    “I have to go outside,” he finally said. “Physique, Daydream. You’re in charge of our class while I’m gone. Make sure nobody leaves this room and everyone listens to Casey. Clear?” 
 
    “…What?” said Max. “Are you insane?” 
 
    “Um, Instructor Lockpick?” Casey had heard his proclamation and hurried over. “It’s best if we all stay together. Even better if you stay here, to help, you know… do what Zone told us to do?” 
 
    “It’s necessary.” He was already walking away and only stopped to shake his head at Bloodfeud, who’d been attempting to follow after him. 
 
    The campus was windy, which was doubly unusual, given the season and the influence of Instructor Terra’s power. The wind was the only noise Will heard as he walked across the grass in the direction of the distant abomination.  
 
    He scanned the area constantly, alert for danger, along with more whispers from Genesis. The fact that he was basically taking the abomination’s words at face value unsettled him. There was a time when he would have simply inverted whatever the monster seemed to want, but that’d been before he’d accumulated students, found himself in a position where he needed to protect people with limited resources. 
 
    The flying contingent of heroes had withdrawn from the fight against Pleistocene, probably to reconnect with Zone and their ground-bound allies. Will tried to imagine what they’d come up with for a plan B, given the failure of their offensive efforts to so much as scratch their opponent. 
 
    Pleistocene was on the move. He blinked a couple of times and squinted, confirming that the abomination was in fact growing larger against the horizon. Will spun his lockpick in his fingers and realized he, for whatever reason, was smiling. 
 
    “This is what you wanted, wasn’t it?” he asked into empty air.  
 
    He was tempted to hold his arms out as though welcoming Pleistocene to come in for a hug, but his students were no doubt still watching, and they already must have thought that he was crazy enough. 
 
    The abomination resolved into detail as it, she, drew near enough for various aspects of her appearance to be definable. At first, she looked far more human than any of the abominations Will had seen before. Four limbs, relatively unmarred skin, wild brown hair flowing behind her like a banner in the wind. She was even wearing clothing, though it looked ancient and was fairly tattered. 
 
    She slowed abruptly as she landed on the grass a few dozen paces from him. A massive sonic boom cracked through the campus, coupled with the sound of shattering glass. Will winced and covered his ears. 
 
    Good thing I told the kids to get away from the windows. 
 
    Pleistocene strode toward him with slow steps, and what had seemed human suddenly looked distorted, wrong in subtle, unnerving ways. Her eyes were too big, or perhaps her eyelids were too small. The eyes within had vertical, catlike irises and not nearly enough color. 
 
    Her entire appearance followed that same scheme, from her snow-pale skin with not even the color of veins or muscle showing through it, to her sun-bleached clothing. She wore a ratty animal fur cloak that was actively breaking into pieces with each step she took, several leather belts that hung diagonally against her waist, and a brown-grey tunic that was in surprisingly decent shape compared to the rest of her outfit. 
 
    Still walking forward, Pleistocene flashed him a thin-lipped smile that emphasized how her mouth, like her eyes, was a little bigger than it should have been, crowded onto a narrow, not unattractive face. If it wasn’t for the ominous, achingly cold feeling in his guts, he would have assumed she was some kind of ancestorial super. Genesis’s cryptic words had primed him for the worst. 
 
    She began speaking in a string of guttural, flowing syllables that were a juxtaposition of gruff barks and musical hums. Will shook his head, looking past her in search of the hero battalion, and then back toward the broken windows his students were still peering out from. 
 
    “Are you actually here?” he asked. “Is this another hallucination?” 
 
    “Run, Instructor!” screamed Pasithea from within the main building.  
 
    That was a pretty definitive answer, as far as he was concerned. 
 
    Pleistocene hadn’t slowed down and was still moving toward him at a confident, curious pace, a bored predator gauging how hungry it currently was. Will took a couple of thin breaths and decided to act first. 
 
    He let out a grunt and stabbed his free hand forward into a palm strike. It glanced off Pleistocene’s invisible shield like reinforced glass, though the contact felt warmer than expected. She took another step, and his entire body passed through where the shield should have been. She’d allowed him in, which was either a good sign… or a horrible one. 
 
    He hopped back a few paces, tested the barrier with another punch, and then stopped fucking around. He slammed his lockpick into the shield while using his power and felt it instantly break without even the slightest give. He saw the outline of it for an instant as it popped, mimicking the skin of a water balloon in the way the tear he’d made ruined the structural integrity of the rest of it. 
 
    “There’s more where that came from,” he said. “You’re defenseless now, aren’t you?” 
 
    He smirked, but it was almost entirely feigned and forcibly bolstered. Pleistocene was still walking toward him, and though she hadn’t attacked or shown any sign of aggression, he knew on a deeper level that her intentions were suspect.  
 
    “What do you want?” he shouted. 
 
    She just smiled and kept on walking. 
 
    “Answer me!” 
 
    He attacked, putting every ounce of muscle and dexterity he had into a strike that would have gone straight through her heart. The same style of attack he’d used on Galaxy Maiden, an ending stab. 
 
    She simply stopped being where she was the instant before the tip of his lockpick made contact. Will sensed her behind him and immediately spun around, slashing for her neck. She disappeared again, not quite teleportation he guessed, from the slight blur his eyes picked up on this time around. 
 
    Behind him again, Pleistocene finally made contact. She looped an arm over his shoulder and pressed her hand down over his heart. It felt more like a threat than an intimate gesture, a way of letting him know that the flex of a single finger would be enough to skewer him through the chest. 
 
    “I’ve heard your tongue before,” she whispered. “Your people had ways of speaking to me, or at least trying to. Diligent and persistent, I admired them for their attempts.” 
 
    Will slammed his elbow backward and felt a tremor of pain run through him as though he’d attacked a marble statue. He surged forward, and Pleistocene’s hand slid off him as though he was an animal she’d decided to pet. 
 
    “We have to help him!” Bloodfeud’s voice echoed down from the main building. 
 
    “He told us to stay back!” shouted Physique. 
 
    “And I meant it!” snarled Will. “Don’t do anything!” 
 
    He circled Pleistocene, trying to get a sense of whatever game the abomination was playing. It’d felt this way with Genesis, too. That same infuriating sense of being toyed with. 
 
    She knew what his power was, either from his opening strike against her barrier or some deeper means of detection. Her eyes never let his lockpick entirely leave their view. Will slashed a dozen times across a span of five seconds, and she stepped clear of each one of them. 
 
    “The young one has spoken true of you,” she whispered, her voice strangely accented. “You are the one who cuts.” 
 
    “Genesis?” He stared at her, torn between wanting to know more and sensing a new danger in her words. 
 
    “That is what he calls himself. He is but a boy, desperate for my attention. I am not his to covet, however. I am his greater, his forebearer. Grandmother, is that your people’s word?” 
 
    Will blinked, unnerved by how much more sense she was making overall than Genesis or, God forbid, Impact. 
 
    “Are you here to destroy us?” he asked. 
 
    “No. Oh, no no no. So far from it. That is what you will do.” 
 
    She flashed that thin, face-crowding smile again, and Will felt the true depths of his rage. He attacked blindly, flailing his arm in a manner that would have been useless to a normal knife fighter. He just needed a nick, the slightest contact, and he could end it, end her. 
 
    “That’s it,” whispered Pleistocene. “Cut me, if it pleases you. Cut the world next. It all goes down.” 
 
    He stabbed for her chest and she sped up, dodging behind him again. Will felt the tickle of warm breath on his neck. He spun around and was suddenly in her embrace. She ran her fingers down his face in a soft, but incredibly fast movement, and absurdly, followed it with a kiss. 
 
    He shoved her back, but sensed that it was more her letting him push than the alternative. His lip was bleeding, and he touched the wound with a trembling finger, the word infection reverberating through his head. 
 
    How did Genesis turn Impact into an abomination? 
 
    It was a question, maybe even a good one, but not at a good time. Pleistocene sucked in a sudden breath, seized him by the neck, and flung him like a ragdoll toward the wall of Baffin Academy’s main building. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 29 
 
      
 
    Will had time to brace himself, or at least cover his head with his more easily mendable arms. The impact was anticlimactic, and as it occurred and he heard a cascade of gasps, he quickly realized that Pleistocene had thrown him with a target in mind. 
 
    He was back in the cafeteria, surrounded by rightfully terrified students. He groaned and blinked out what felt like a tiny piece of glass, luckily not all that sharp, from his right eye. Physique and Klash were standing closest to him, the former kneeling to help him up. 
 
    “She’s coming up!” shouted Bloodfeud. 
 
    A chorus of screams came from the younger students, who Casey had corralled into the far corner of the cafeteria. There wasn’t a curse word livid enough to describe how angry it made Will to have the abomination purposefully shift the fight into a crowd of innocents. 
 
    “Keep them clear,” he muttered as he finally regained his feet. 
 
    “Instructor, we can help!” said Klash. 
 
    “I know you can!” he snapped. “But I need to think about how best to let you do that without getting yourselves killed. Just… be patient.” 
 
    Pleistocene gained the upper window with the grace of a maiden skipping over a stream. She ran her tongue over her lower lip and made an odd gesture with her finger pointed at Will, like she was turning a key, unlocking a door. 
 
    This wasn’t Will’s first rodeo with an abomination, and he’d made sure to keep hold of his lockpick during the chaos. He took a couple of dipping steps toward her, moving in weird ways, wondering if he could throw her off by getting a little crazy. 
 
    Pleistocene rose a few inches up into the air and slammed one of her palms forward. Clear energy extended outward, similar to her defense sphere, but with a different effect. Insane amounts of heat poured from it, shooting just by Will, missing his head by a distance that singed the tips of his hairs.  
 
    It had the effect of a fire sucking in oxygen, pulling the air toward it in a desperate need to burn hotter, though not brighter, and then all at once it was gone. He sensed it was just a display, a simple demonstration of her power in a controlled environment. 
 
    He took the opportunity to attack, regardless. Pulling out an old trick, Will made as though his lockpick was in his left hand, trying to fool her into blocking the wrong way while he struck from the right. Pleistocene deflected both hits with opposite hands, arms crossed in an X over her chest with poetic elegance. 
 
    She stepped forward and seized him by the neck. Will almost cut her hand off on reflex before wondering if perhaps that was exactly what she would expect him to do. He was good at fighting, good at killing, but great at staying alive. 
 
    He slashed at her face instead, drawing a thin slash too shallow for his power to make much difference. The way she blinked, the surprise visible on her ancient face, was, well, not quite a victory but still satisfying.  
 
    Her eyes quickly narrowed, revealing that anger at least was one emotion constant through the ages. Pleistocene flung Will into the floor with enough strength for his body to shatter a person-shaped imprint into the cafeteria tiles.  
 
    She took another step, preparing to kill or at least maim him. The thin trickle of black blood dripping from her cheek suddenly pulled backwards and slightly up in the manner of a perfectly placed fishhook. 
 
    “Now!” said Bloodfeud, voice gruff with effort. 
 
    Max threw himself into motion, his gold costume making him look like Zeus’s iconic thunderbolt in motion. He delivered a dropkick at maximum strength, striking the abomination directly in the torso and sending her body flying sideways while flipping head over heels. 
 
    Pleistocene hit the wall of the cafeteria and continued through it. The room had a nice cross breeze with the addition of another way for air to get in and out. Will wiggled his toes, making sure his legs still worked, and then slowly rose to his feet, every inch of his body aching from the recent impact. 
 
    “What’s our strategy, Instructor?” asked Daydream. 
 
    Everyone was looking at him, from his students, to Casey, to the younger classes. Will took a breath, drawing from tactics long since shoved into an old drawer of his mind. 
 
    “We take the fight outside,” he said. “This one’s strong enough to bring the building down on our heads, and we can’t take that risk. Casey, wait until we engage and then evacuate all of the younger students off campus.” 
 
    “Yes, Instructor,” called Casey, stuttering a couple syllables. 
 
    “Let me engage first,” Will said to his class. 
 
    “Are you out of your mind?” snapped Max. “You’re not powerful enough to—” 
 
    “He’s giving the orders!” shouted Bloodfeud. “He knows what he’s doing. He’s done this before.” 
 
    “Max, Physique, the two of you are going to flank around to either side,” said Will. “Daydream, does your power work on monsters?” 
 
    “I… I don’t know,” she muttered. 
 
    “Today, we’re going to find out,” he said. “Klash, Bloodfeud, look for opportunities to get creative. Pasithea, if anyone gets injured, you drag them away from danger.” 
 
    He half expected her usual snark, but she simply nodded. 
 
    “Get ready. All of you that can make the jump down, come with me now. Everyone else, take the stairs and try to approach without being seen. No point in not taking the element of surprise if you have it.” 
 
    “Yes, Instructor!” they replied. 
 
    Goddammit, I really hope I don’t get them killed. 
 
    He didn’t have time to indulge his own fears. With Max and Physique to either side of him, Will jumped through the hole Pleistocene had recently been kicked out of. He rolled as he hit the ground, absorbing the impact, while his students landed easily. 
 
    “Attack?” shouted Max. 
 
    “Wait for the others,” said Will. “Try to flank around while I hold her attention.” 
 
    “Attention,” called Pleistocene. “Oh yes. You have mine. You have all of ours, but I am the one who truly sees what is being shown. Exceptional.” 
 
    The abomination stood near where she’d landed with her arms wrapped around herself. Her fur cloak still blew sideways in the wind, bits and pieces of the decayed fabric coming loose like leaves on the eve of fall. 
 
    Will made as though to charge her, immediately stopped, shifted his stance. He was serious about buying time. He’d had blinders on before, trying to take her on by himself. It felt like a winnable fight with his students at his back, knowing their strengths and weaknesses, powers and tendencies. Which scared him all the more. Overconfidence was the silent killer. 
 
    Pleistocene had one of her arms to the side, and several stalks of grass danced through the air, cut at the base. He blinked, watching as she lifted her hand. She’d extended a blade, or claws, outward, but it presented visually as a clear, borderline invisible distortion, just like her other powers.  
 
    Will had no sense of length or width or even the number of blades she held in her hand, let alone where they emerged from. Fingertips? Above the wrist? She flexed her hand, at the very least showcasing that it wasn’t a gripped weapon. 
 
    “She has claws,” he said to Max and Physique. “Don’t get close.” 
 
    “What?” shouted Physique. 
 
    “They’re invisible!” 
 
    He rushed forward, swinging his lockpick in a strike not at the monster, but at her weapon. She snapped her arm back and away as though she’d touched something hot, and he tried to gauge from the extent of the movement a fair minimum length. Three or four feet, at least. Will’s earlier confidence evaporated as he realized it would diminish the effectiveness of Max and Physique if they couldn’t engage directly. 
 
    “Instructor!” Daydream and the others had made their way down.  
 
    Bloodfeud didn’t wait for orders, immediately attempting to tug at the blood dripping from the wound on her cheek. It’d already sealed itself up, and Pleistocene smiled at Bloodfeud, apparently amused by his efforts. 
 
    “Daydream!” snapped Will. “Distraction!” 
 
    “Mmhmm!” Daydream’s face contorted in concentration as she attempted to conjure illusions directly into the abomination’s mind. 
 
    Will couldn’t tell if it was working, but worried if he asked, she might lose her flow. He waited instead, still circling Pleistocene in a triangle with Max and Physique at the other two edges. 
 
    Pleistocene let out a long, languid sigh, and slashed her invisible claws several times through the air. Will could feel the air coming off the strikes, which perhaps might have been another cryptic clue as to their length. 
 
    “Now!” he shouted to Max and Physique. He was already moving, putting himself in position to land the first strike, accept the first counter.  
 
    He stabbed at Pleistocene’s chest. She rolled her wrist in a defensive motion, and Will felt something sharp bite into the bone of his wrist. He grabbed her arm and tried to pull her off balance. She let out a hiss and twisted loose, but the students were already attacking. 
 
    Max went high, while Physique went low, a dropkick and a matching sweep. Pleistocene snarled as the attacks knocked her off her feet. Both students hurried to pile onto her, but she was quick, rolling away, kicking back to her feet and quite literally cartwheeling away.  
 
    Her eyes snapped toward Daydream, having clearly deduced what was going on. Will saw what was coming an instant before it happened. 
 
    “Look out!” he shouted. 
 
    Daydream blinked and fell backward right as a blast of invisible fire struck the spot where she’d just been standing. The grass flared, air sucking inward to feed the sorcerous flames. Pasithea, quick on the uptake, grabbed Daydream and pulled her backward and to safety. 
 
    “I got this!” Klash began slapping his hand down on the ground, each one accompanied by a matching tremor localized to the spot underneath the abomination.  
 
    It was effective, for a few seconds, until the monster simply rose to float a few inches above the grass. 
 
    “Are you attempting to… impress me?” whispered Pleistocene. “I do not want them. Have I not been clear, or do you just place no value on their lives?” 
 
    Will stared at her. He was dealing with the most articulate abomination he’d ever faced, and still had no idea what the fuck she was going on about. He watched Pleistocene’s attention suddenly swivel toward Physique, and then back toward him, expression asking a question. 
 
    “Look out!” he shouted. 
 
    Physique’s expression was hard, and she stood her ground. Will was already moving, already shouting as he realized what was going to happen, already feeling that horrific, slow-motion sense of inevitability. 
 
    Pleistocene raised one arm, and simply flicked her wrist. Physique was a good twenty feet away… which answered the question of the range of her claws. 
 
    No! Goddammit, no! 
 
    But there was lag time! The strike landed an instant later than it should have, a tiny gap during which Will was able to thrust his own body into the mix.  
 
    You live long enough, and I suppose you figure out what you’re willing to die for. 
 
    Four slashes for four fingers. One deep cut across the neck, a shallower slash through his chest muscles. One right across his stomach, and a final, rather unnecessary slice along the belt line. 
 
    Will collapsed into a pool of his own blood, blinking as he watched Pleistocene make another odd twisting gesture with her finger and take off into the air. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 30 
 
      
 
    Will realized, through a haze of pain and blood loss, that dying in front of students was kind of a bad look. They were all screaming over one another about what to do, how to help, whether he was already a dead man and if it was pointless. 
 
    Thanks for that last one, Max. 
 
    He still had both hands clamped over his neck, mending the skin and blood vessels roughly and quickly. Bloodfeud pushed by the others and dropped to kneel over him, expression so horrified that Will briefly feared the teenager might throw up on him. 
 
    He tried to raise his eyebrows in a somewhat reassuring manner, but Bloodfeud seemed more confused by the gesture than anything. Will let out a cough as he finished a healing hack job on his neck, which forced an unfortunate amount of blood out from the other slashes. 
 
    “Get back!” said Bloodfeud. “He… can still pull through.” 
 
    “What are you doing?” cried Daydream. “What’s going on?” 
 
    “He…” Physique’s voice quivered with emotion. “I didn’t ask him to… save me.” 
 
    Will let out a chuckle as the blood loss passed into the point where everything seemed absurd in that overtired, exhausted way. He sealed the bottom-most slash next, as it was deceptively deep. The motion he used was a little like pulling on a belt, a belt of skin and muscle, and he had to grit his teeth to keep from laughing some more at that. 
 
    The world was quiet now, and voices came to him as though he was underwater. Bloodfeud was watching what he was doing, seeing and understanding the power usage on display. His other students were still arguing and worrying, but they’d catch on soon enough.  
 
    As far as the secret of his mending went, this was probably it. Endgame, as he could imagine that single secret serving as the first crack in the dam, a clue that compromised the structural integrity of the rest of his interconnected lies. 
 
    He mended the slash across his stomach, infinitely grateful that the organs deeper within his body had been spared major damage. No, Pleistocene had been careful. It’d seemed like she was attacking Physique, but he suspected that her attack had always been meant for him. This was what she wanted, to force him out in the open, alienate him by collapsing his life like a house of cards. 
 
    His students were quiet again, watching him again, as his hands touched the last slash. Bloodfeud spun around to face them, and Will could hear his voice, distant-sounding but clear enough to make out. 
 
    “Nobody speaks a word of this!” hissed Bloodfeud. “Not ever! You tell anyone and I find out, and it won’t be pretty!” 
 
    “It’s okay,” muttered Will. “I’m alive. We’re all alive. We’ll… talk about this as a class.” 
 
    With Casey having evacuated the rest of the school, it was just them. In the sky above, the airborne heroes were hurrying back to the school, oblivious to what’d happened. Only his students had been privy to those revealing last moments of the encounter. 
 
    “Wait…” said Daydream. “Why can’t we tell anyone? You’d think you’d want it to be known that you have a power like this! Do you have some kind of hidden incentive to keep it secret, or would there be consequences if it got out? I mean… Bloodfeud, this is incredible!” 
 
    Will sat up and, in his heavily anemic state, almost corrected her on reflex. He had to stifle a chuckle as he worked through her intriguing logic. It did make sense, based off what she must already suspect. 
 
    Bloodfeud had used his power to heal himself during their harrowing layover in New York. His clothes had been heavily bloodied. Daydream must have guessed, correctly, that he had the ability to self-heal, and then jumped to the conclusion from the way Bloodfeud had both been near Will and gotten defensive about his secret. 
 
    Why the hell did Bloodfeud try to defend my secret, anyway, he wondered. 
 
    He looked at the teenager, held his gaze for a moment. Bloodfeud tilted his head sideways a bit, trying to ask a question with that movement. Will nodded slowly, though he wasn’t entirely sure what he was saying yes to. 
 
    After several more seconds of silence, Bloodfeud cleared his throat and said, “Yes, that’s exactly it.” 
 
    Interesting. 
 
    “This is unbelievable!” gushed Daydream. “Bloodfeud, you can heal people!” 
 
    The other students began murmuring. They were in uncharted waters now, and Will did his best to handle the rudder. 
 
    “He can, but with some major limitations,” said Will. “It’s why… he only told me about it. It’s dependent on the type of injury, his current exhaustion level, and mental focus. Blood type, even. It’s not something he can simply do on command.” 
 
    “That’s, uh… That’s right.” Bloodfeud nodded vigorously. “It’s hard! I’m still, you know… figuring it out, so please don’t tell anyone. I want to be a hero on the front lines, not some EMT they bring in for the aftermath.” 
 
    Will wasn’t sure whether to laugh or to cry as he considered all the lessons he was teaching Bloodfeud, wrong and right. The teenager would have his own bonsai tree of lies to trim and dote upon soon enough. Maybe that was just how the game worked for people like them, prodigies with questionable moral dynamics. 
 
    He felt his students’ attention shift upward as the flying heroes began arriving. Relic was at the head of the pack, landing and immediately dropping to her knees at Will’s side. 
 
    “LP!” she said. “Oh God! What happened? Where’s the abomination?” 
 
    “I’m alright,” he said. He tried to smile and sit up only to break out in a sweat and feel the world spinning around him. 
 
    “He took a couple of hits,” said Bloodfeud vaguely. “But if it wasn’t for him, we all would have died.” 
 
    Relic lifted Will’s head into her lap, fingers running over the obvious cuts in his costume. “Why didn’t you stay clear? Your job wasn’t to fight, it was to protect the students!” 
 
    “Ma’am, um…” Physique stepped forward, raising her hand as though they were in class. “That’s what he was doing.” 
 
    “I’m alright,” he whispered again, weaker than before. 
 
     Astroman landed next, knocking up enough dust on impact to make Klash and Pasithea break out in brief coughing fits. 
 
    “Never fear, your savior is here!” he shouted. “Where is this abomination, and why was it too cowardly to face me directly?” 
 
    “Instructor Lockpick fought it off,” said Daydream. 
 
    “Good one!” Astroman laughed a few times, scratched his neck, and glanced toward the main building. “Whatever. As long as it’s gone though. I need to use the restroom quickly, and then I’ve got various other places to be and matters to attend to, as I’m sure you all understand.” 
 
    He was gone before any of them answered, to nobody’s real surprise or disappointment. Kestrel arrived and dropped down on Will’s other side. 
 
    “Is he okay?” she whispered. “What happened?” 
 
    The next few minutes progressed in much the same way, with lots of questions and explanations as all the heroes arrived back and got caught up. Zone brought the ground-bound heroes in with his teleportation and took stock of the damage. 
 
    Miraculously, Will was the only hero to sustain injury during the fight. Giga carried him to the infirmary, which was on the mostly undamaged first level of the school. Rue, who’d gone with Zone and the main body of heroes for coordination purposes, went through the same routine of worry and relief as Jess and Avery, all of them now out of costume. 
 
    “You idiot, LP!” she said, squeezing his hand. “You’re going to get yourself killed one of these days! Why can’t you… be more careful?” 
 
    “I’m fine,” he said. “I just got knocked around a little, that’s all.” 
 
    She had tears in the corners of her eyes, and in her case, they were justified. She knew his secrets and wasn’t as easily sold on his bullshit. 
 
    “I made it through the day,” he said. “Got a pretty good track record when it comes to that.” 
 
    Rue’s fingernails bit into his palm as she continued to squeeze his hand. “You better keep it flawless.” 
 
    He leaned his head back against the soft pillow of the infirmary bed. Reality had a hazy, sleepy, not entirely unpleasant feel to it — blood loss mixed with the waning endorphin high following in the wake of the adrenaline. 
 
    “Rue isn’t the only one worried, LP,” said Jess. “Why does it seem like every time there’s an abomination attack, you somehow end up at the center of it?” 
 
    “I’m as curious about that as you are.” He touched his lip, which he hadn’t mended and was still dripping blood from Pleistocene’s kiss. “Bad luck, I guess.” 
 
    Avery was shaking her head with small motions. Jess sighed as though she knew he was holding something back. Rue was outright pouting, still holding his hand. He remembered when they were kids and they’d play on the lawn, the way she’d sometimes grab his arm to keep him from running off to play with the other little hooligans down the block. 
 
    Have I returned to that place, he wondered. Can she hold me back this time? 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 31 
 
      
 
    Isabelle was the school’s part-time nurse, and she poked her head through the doorframe, hesitating for a second before interrupting the tense family moment. “You have a visitor, Instructor Lockpick. It’s one of your students.” 
 
    Bloodfeud stepped into the room with the goofiest smile on his face, to the point where he almost looked like he was on some kind of drug. Will sighed and held up a finger, glancing at his family. 
 
    “I need a minute to talk with this one alone,” he said. “He saved my life today.” 
 
    “He’s… overstating it,” said Bloodfeud, still grinning. 
 
    Jess looked at her former kidnapper coolly, and then back at Will. “We’ll go see if we can round up something for you to eat. Is there anything else you need?” 
 
    “Some clothes I can wear out of here,” he said, glancing at the tatters of his costume. Isabelle shot him a frown from where she stood in the back of the room, but didn’t otherwise object. 
 
    They left one by one, despite Jess’s proclamation. Jess first, then Avery, and finally Rue, only reluctantly breaking the contact of their hands. Bloodfeud waited until they were around the corner before slowly shutting the infirmary door. 
 
    “They really love you, don’t they?” he said. 
 
    “Yeah, they do.” Will sighed and shook his head. “They really do.” 
 
    Bloodfeud stood there awkwardly for a couple of seconds. “So, um… about the fight.” 
 
    “Take a seat, Francisco,” said Will, gesturing. “You saved me by covering for my power like that.” 
 
    “I know I did. To be honest, I didn’t really know what was going on. I just started shouting and, well, shit happened. I suppose I had this coming.” 
 
    “I hope you’re aware that even with just your classmates knowing, someone will eventually let the secret leak,” said Will, slowly. “I’m not saying they can’t be trusted. Just that people will start asking questions, and you might have to downplay this a bit.” 
 
    “That’s just it. I don’t want to downplay it.” Bloodfeud held out his hands and wiggled his fingers in an incomprehensible manner. “I think it’s time.” 
 
    “…What?” 
 
    “I’m alright with it getting out at this point,” said Bloodfeud. “The only reason I kept it a secret was because it scared me a little. Most of the time I end up doing more damage than I heal. I put a friend of mine into shock once. Stopped completely after that.” 
 
    Will slowly lifted a finger, staring at Bloodfeud in numb surprise. “You’re saying… you can actually heal flesh? Other people’s flesh?” 
 
    Bloodfeud furrowed his brow. “Yeah, I thought you guessed already? Everything you said about how hard it is for me to control my ability was spot on, minus the blood type thing. I’m just not good at it and it’s really hard to practice. Obviously.” 
 
    “You’re not kidding, are you?” 
 
    “No, of course not.” Bloodfeud shrugged. “It was my first thought when I saw how bad the abomination had gotten you. I would have tried it if you hadn’t done your own thing, which, by the way, is super impressive to see in action.” 
 
    “Why the fuck would you have kept something like this secret?” snapped Will. He took a breath, forcing the frustration out of his tone. “You could have been a prodigy within the CA if you’d been open about this from the start! I can count the number of heroes with healing abilities on one hand, and with half of them it’s just targeted radiation for cancer treatments.” 
 
    Even as Will spoke the words, he wondered… why did I? He’d kept his own power level a secret. It hadn’t been something he’d wanted to reveal. He’d already had his family, the Crimson Five. A place where he felt like he belonged. 
 
    Bloodfeud shrugged. “I don’t know. I guess I didn’t really want to be a healer.” 
 
    “It’s going to get out eventually,” said Will. “You should be ready for that. If someone in our class gets injured, and there’s even a chance they think you could help, they’ll ask you on the spot, and the proverbial cat will be out of the bag.” 
 
    “When it happens, it happens.” 
 
    Will nodded, finding the youth’s mature acceptance of the reality of his situation commendable, if a little shortsighted. 
 
    “If you hadn’t said what you said, I probably would have been outed as Decay,” he eventually said. 
 
    “That’s your shit, Instructor.” Bloodfeud flashed a smile again. “Don’t get all mushy on me. If I’m going to be on your team, I need to see you as a captain.” 
 
    “I think it’s going to be a co-captain thing, probably slightly weighted toward Kestrel.” 
 
    Bloodfeud nodded slowly. “I like the idea of it, you know. Even if it’s only temporary, until I figure out what I really want to do. Helga, Physique, is really excited. It’ll be cool, I think.” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    Bloodfeud sat with him for another minute before wordlessly departing. The change in the youth’s outlook, how far he’d come since Will had first met him, was truly impressive.  
 
    He’s going to be a real hero, he thought. One day. Maybe not too far in the future. 
 
    There was a knock at the door, and Zone poked his head into the room. “You don’t mind two visitors back-to-back, do you, Instructor?” 
 
    “Not at all.” Will motioned with his hand, and Zone came in, pulling out the same seat Bloodfeud had taken and dropping into it. The headmaster let out a long sigh as a smile crept onto his face. 
 
    “Thank you,” said Zone. “What you accomplished today was nothing short of incredible.” 
 
    “I appreciate that, but there was a significant amount of luck involved,” said Will. 
 
    “I’m not just speaking of your battle against the abomination, though obviously, that’s where the core of my praise comes from,” said Zone. “Every single one of your students is all but committed to a team. Even setting aside your bravery, you managed to exceed my expectations of you as a teacher in surprising fashion.” 
 
    “I’ll take the praise if you’re here to give it, but again, that’s not something I can take full credit for,” he said. “I have a talented crop of students.” 
 
    “You do, and they have a talented instructor.” Zone bowed his head slightly, but his expression grew serious. He stood up and walked toward the room’s counter, where Will’s costume lay in a plastic box. He pulled it out and ran his hands over the slashes through it. “I’m curious about your injuries, or lack thereof.” 
 
    “I got lucky, like I said.” 
 
    “Now, I know that’s not the full story,” said Zone. “With that said, I also know that if you hadn’t been there and faced off against Pleistocene as you did, the situation would have been a bloodbath.” 
 
    Will stayed silent. Zone folded the costume and set it back down in the box. 
 
    “Hard Sculpt will be coming to the school tomorrow to help repair the lion’s share of the damage,” said Zone. “You and your students will have the day off. When you get back, Seamstress, one of the CA’s costumers, will be here to do the final adjustments for the students. I’ll make sure she also helps you design a replacement, perhaps something more fitting for your new team, rather than your old one.” 
 
    “I’d appreciate that,” said Will. 
 
    “It’s the least I can do,” said Zone. “Anyway, I’ll let you get some rest.” 
 
    The headmaster paused as he approached the door, turning to say one last thing. “Lockpick. You are one of the greatest redemption stories I’ve personally been alive to witness. If you ever feel the urge to come back to Baffin Academy as a guest lecturer once you’re in action with your new team, don’t hesitate to pick up the phone.” 
 
    “Thanks. I might just take you up on that.” 
 
    He closed his eyes as Zone left, again feeling the full breadth of how much his body had been through. The headmaster suspected something, perhaps a continuation of questions birthed by the New York incident and Galaxy Maiden’s death. But suspecting was not the same thing as knowing. 
 
    “Um… Instructor Lockpick?” Daydream leaned through the door and shyly waved a hand at him. “Is it alright if we come in?” 
 
    “Is there like a line of people waiting to see me out there or something?” 
 
    “Um, kind of?” Daydream shrugged. “I think we’re at the end of it, though.” 
 
    Daydream, Pasithea, Physique, Klash, and Max all came into the room together. They still seemed high on adrenaline and more or less talked over one another as they thanked him and offered well wishes. 
 
    “I knew you could fight, but that was something else,” said Max. “You didn’t even waver. Against an abomination, of all enemies.” 
 
    Max exhaled and shook his head. 
 
    “Of course, he can fight,” said Klash. “He was in the Crimson Five, remember? And he made it through Mastodon Supermax alive. I’ve heard a few things about that place.” 
 
    “No offense, but it’s a little rude to bring that up right now,” said Pasithea. 
 
    “Um… Did Bloodfeud come in already?” asked Physique. 
 
    Will smiled and answered their questions and thanked them. It was strange how nice it felt just to see them as a group, all of them alive, with bright futures ahead, teams to join. Whatever small impact he’d had on their lives was something he would remember and treasure forever. 
 
    “Alright, I think I need my rest,” he eventually said. “You guys get tomorrow off, but I expect you to do at least some amount of training or studying. Classes continue until the close of the semester when you officially join your teams. No slacking off just because you’re near the end.” 
 
    “Yes, Instructor,” they replied. 
 
    He took a nap after they left. Jess and Rue stirred him from his sleep sometime later, and he let out a sleepy yawn and sat up a little straighter in bed. 
 
    “No, don’t wake up,” said Jess. “Get some more rest.” 
 
    “I’d rather rest back in Jerrigan Hall,” he said. “And get something to eat.” 
 
    Jess and Rue both frowned in unison. 
 
    “We didn’t account for the cafeteria being demolished,” said Jess. “I’ll have to run into town to pick us something up for tonight.” 
 
    “Where did Avery go?” 
 
    “She said she needed to do something back in the dorm,” said Rue. 
 
    That gave him a moment of pause. He thought back to the previous day, Avery finding his sweatshirt, the way her suspicions had clearly been stoked. He’d never considered it before, given how much Jess and Avery trusted and respected him, but a single thorough search of his room might supply enough evidence to reveal him as Decay. 
 
    Is that a real possibility, or the blood loss talking?  
 
    “I’m getting up.” He did it, or at least attempted to, as he spoke the words.  
 
    Isabelle, who’d been watching from the background ever since Jess and Rue had reentered, rushed to his side as he staggered on wavering legs. 
 
    “You really shouldn’t be trying to move around just yet,” she said. 
 
    “I’m fine,” he muttered. “Did you grab those clothes?” 
 
    Jess nodded, looking unhappy about it, and brought them over. Will needed so much help getting into them that it felt more like being dressed up as a toddler than a self-performed action. 
 
    “Make sure he drinks plenty of water and keeps his blood sugar up,” said Isabelle. “And absolutely no alcohol.” 
 
    “Oh, come on!” said Will. 
 
    Rue let out a laugh, but it was good-natured, especially given that she was helping keep him standing, supporting his weight with her shoulder. Jess slipped in on the other side, waving to Isabelle as they left. 
 
    “I’ll keep a close watch on him,” she said. “Thank you, Izzie.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 32 
 
      
 
    Will was out of breath by the time he reached Jerrigan Hall, still leaning heavily on Jess and Rue. Avery was in the common room and hurried over to help him. As far as he could tell, she didn’t seem any moodier than normal, which was reassuring. 
 
    “Let me guess,” she said. “He insisted on coming back here instead of resting in the infirmary?” 
 
    “As long as he’s resting somewhere, it should be fine,” said Jess. “Let’s just get him to bed. He’s had a long day.” 
 
    The walk had left him winded and dazed, and he all but collapsed onto his mattress once he was through the door of his room. Thinking back to the slashes Pleistocene had delivered, he wondered if he’d set a new record for blood loss. It was hard to think of many injuries he’d sustained that would even come close.  
 
    Jess, Rue, and Avery stayed in his room with him, as though he might disintegrate into a puddle if they turned their backs for too long. He reached an arm out at them through the haze and made a grabbing motion with his hand, unsure himself even what he was asking for. 
 
    “I’m starting to almost look forward to you being on a team again,” sighed Jess. “It’ll do wonders for my overall blood pressure to at least have Avery watching out for you full time.” 
 
    “It sounds kind of like you’re passing the buck,” Avery pointed out. 
 
    “More just hitting back the volley,” said Jess. “I’m sure it’ll be my turn again before too long.” 
 
    “It’s fun to have you guys talk about me like I’m not in the room,” muttered Will. “Please, keep going.” 
 
    Jess came over to his bed and sat down on one side of it. “You really had us scared this time, Will.” 
 
    He caught her hand as she reached out to stroke his cheek, letting his fingers slide down to touch her copper armband. 
 
    “I saw you use this in the fight,” he said. 
 
    “I did, but only a little,” said Jess. “It’s not affecting me much.” 
 
    “Sure,” he said, sarcastically. 
 
    “What does it matter how much Mom used her artifact?” asked Rue.  
 
    “It’s nothing,” said Jess. “LP just likes to tease me. Anyway, I need to figure out something for dinner. I might have to walk into town and pick up food. Requests?” 
 
    “Burgers,” said Will. “Salt. Protein. Grease.” 
 
    “He’s regressed to speaking in caveman,” said Avery. 
 
    “More of a lateral move than a regression,” said Rue. 
 
    “Does anyone object to burgers and fries, then?” asked Jess. “I’ll see if I can grab something healthy as a side dish.” 
 
    “Nope,” said Rue. 
 
    “That’s fine,” said Avery. “I’ll probably just nibble, anyway.” 
 
    “I’ll head right out, then,” said Jess. “Can I trust the two of you to keep an eye on him while I’m gone? He needs to be resting, not doing anything strenuous.” 
 
    “Of course,” said Avery. “What, are you expecting us to let him get up and run a marathon?” 
 
    Jess folded her arms and looked at both of her daughters plainly. “He can be… very persuasive. Nothing strenuous. Are we clear?” 
 
    “Jesus, Mom, relax,” said Rue. “It’ll be fine.” 
 
    “Good.” Jess leaned her body half over Will’s, blonde hair spilling down to almost make a curtain of privacy around their faces. “Get some rest, alright big guy?” 
 
    “Of course.”  
 
    He hugged her, letting the embrace go on for a second or two longer than necessary. His arms were pitifully weak — not just from blood loss, but overall exhaustion. Jess kissed his cheek and then rubbed her fingers over the spot before finally standing up and leaving the room. 
 
    There was an odd moment where Rue and Avery both eyed each other as they heard the front door close in the wake of their mother’s departure. It was as though they both expected the other to make herself scarce. 
 
    “I wanted to show LP something on my phone,” said Rue.  
 
    “He and I have to talk about team stuff,” said Avery. “Give us like… half an hour.” 
 
    “The two of you are always talking about team stuff,” said Rue. “That’s work talk. Right now he just needs to relax. With me.” 
 
    They both looked at him. Will shook his head and sighed. 
 
    “Can you not argue?” he said. “I don’t need this right now.” 
 
    Avery’s phone rang, and she checked the screen. “It’s the CA admin handling our team application. I have to take this. He’s all yours, Rue.” 
 
    She went out into the common room. Rue pressed her back to the door until it clicked shut and then slowly walked over to his bed. She had on a t-shirt and a pair of leggings, along with pink fuzzy socks. 
 
    “I was really worried, you know,” she said. 
 
    “That seems to be the consensus,” said Will. “I was worried, too. Just for my students instead of for myself.” 
 
    “Seriously.” 
 
    “I am serious.” 
 
    Rue pouted at him and gestured for him to make room. He slid over in the bed and pulled the sheets back. She climbed in next to him, and Will pulled her in to spoon with tired arms. 
 
    “I had like… the dumbest thoughts while I was on my way back here with Zone and the other heroes,” she whispered. 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    Rue shrugged. “Like… I better hurry back to the dorm so I can hide all of LP’s Decay costume stuff.” 
 
    “Aw.” He hugged her tighter and gave her a sleepy kiss. 
 
    “Or, how will I ever explain what happened to my boyfriend to my fans on stream? Honestly, I think I’d start crying if I tried to tell them that we… broke up.” 
 
    “Well, now, you don’t have to.” He kissed her again, but also grew serious. “Cammie… I don’t know if we’re going to have as much time for the stream, moving forward, once we’re on a team.” 
 
    “By as much time you mean any time?” 
 
    “Yeah,” he said. “I suppose I do. It was already risky before, but when we’re both on a team, we’ll be together in public a lot more.” 
 
    “You don’t sound too sad about it,” she pouted. “Were you sick of it?” 
 
    “No. I enjoyed every second of it. But I enjoyed you more. I’ll always enjoy you more.” 
 
    “Same. But don’t let that go to your head.” 
 
    “Too late.” He kissed her cheek, and then her neck. His hand ran down her body, and he let out a low groan as he cupped one of her breasts, feeling its plumpness spilling through his fingers. 
 
    “Easy,” she whispered. “Mom all but made me promise not to…” 
 
    “Not to what?” 
 
    “You know,” she whispered. “Fool around with you.” 
 
    Will started grinding himself against her. It was kind of shocking how hard his erection was given his recent blood loss. 
 
    “She didn’t say anything about me fooling around with you, though,” he whispered. “Totally different thing.” 
 
    He cut her protest off with a deep kiss. Rue rocked into him and rolled to face him, her guard down, defenseless and bangable.  
 
    The door suddenly opened in haste.  
 
    “Hey!” said Avery. “What the fuck, Rue!” 
 
    She pulled the blankets back, but they’d already shifted to a less damning position, both of them pretending to be asleep. Avery sighed and, after waiting a few ineffective seconds to see if they were faking, tucked them back in. 
 
    The thing about faking being asleep, at least for Will, was that when he did while tired it often stopped being fake. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 33 
 
      
 
    Jess and Avery had to help him into the main room when it was time for dinner. His nap seemed to provide an opportunity for his true exhaustion to catch up with him rather than the rejuvenation he’d been expecting. He sleepily munched on his burger and fries. Jess had also grabbed some chicken fingers and salad, the former he nibbled on, the latter he ignored. 
 
    “Is that wine I see?” he asked. 
 
    “Isabelle specifically said that you shouldn’t be drinking,” said Jess. “I’m not budging on it tonight.” 
 
    “You’re lucky that you have tomorrow off from teaching, LP,” said Rue. 
 
    “Extremely,” he said. “I plan on doing the absolute minimum.” 
 
    “You should at least draft a lesson plan for when you return the day after,” said Jess. “Your students are probably still shaken up about what happened. I would address it, turn it into a teaching moment.” 
 
    “They don’t have much left to learn from me. They’ve all found teams. I’m basically going to just run it forward for the next few weeks, teach whatever pops into my head.” 
 
    Jess frowned, but Avery and Rue nodded as though it was an entirely sensible strategy. 
 
    “You’re not off the hook just yet, mister,” she said. “As long as you’re a teacher, you should take what you’re teaching seriously.” 
 
    “That’s just it — I have a chance to, now.” He gestured with a fry as he explained. “Now that I know what teams they’ll be on, I’ll have a better sense than ever what role I’m preparing them for, what they actually need to learn. It’s just about pointing them in the right direction.” 
 
    “LP is a better teacher than I think he gets credit for,” said Avery. 
 
    “Zone gave me plenty of credit,” he said, sighing. “I will miss it when I’m done. My students are good kids. They’re going to go far in life.” 
 
    “Half of them are joining your team, plus me,” said Rue. “You even managed to lock in your favorite, Bloodfang, or whatever his name is.” 
 
    “You know what his name is,” said Will. “And he’s not my favorite. Just… the one I think I have the most to teach.” 
 
    He didn’t eat much, and the only thing he had energy for after dinner was brushing his teeth and heading back to sleep. It was intoxicating, almost like a drug in its own right, and he was a little annoyed midway through the night when he heard his door creak open. 
 
    “LP,” whispered Avery. “It’s me.” 
 
    Avery shut the door and came over to his bed. She wore a thin white nightgown, and enough ambient light came through his window for him to see that her red hair was down, and all of her piercings were out.  
 
    “What’s up?” he said sleepily. 
 
    “We didn’t get a chance to talk alone.” 
 
    “Avery, I am so tired right now.” 
 
    “I don’t care.” She sat down, a familiar weight on the edge of his bed. “I need to ask you a question.” 
 
    It was not the time for hard questions. He was sleepy, and still exhausted, and not confident about his ability to come up with a safe reply on the fly. He could hear the seriousness in her voice, however. Sometimes Avery simply couldn’t be denied. 
 
    “Okay,” he said. 
 
    “What really happened today?” 
 
    He let out an annoyed sigh. “That’s barely even a question. What do you want me to say?” 
 
    “I don’t know!” she snapped. “How did you fight it? How did you survive? Why is your costume all torn up despite you barely having any visible injuries?” 
 
    She knows. She just doesn’t want to have to say it. 
 
    “I’m stronger than I look,” he said. 
 
    “Bullshit.” 
 
    He sat up and grabbed her arm roughly, surprising her, surprising himself. “You’re not hearing me. Avery. I’m stronger than I look. A lot stronger.” 
 
    “LP… You would tell me if you were in trouble. Right?” 
 
    “I’m not in trouble,” he said, relaxing his grip. “If I was, I would tell you, as long as it… wouldn’t drag you down with me.” 
 
    “God, you are so fucking annoying sometimes!” She gently pushed his chest until he was lying flat again, keeping her hands on his bare skin afterward. “I love you, LP. I didn’t… see you clearly when you first got out of prison. You changed so much, but it all happened under the surface.” 
 
    “Not all of it, unfortunately.” He shifted one of her hands so her index finger was pointing at one of his tattoos. 
 
    “No, not all of it, but all the important stuff,” she whispered. “Look, I get it. I really do, maybe more than anyone else. We have a lot in common.” 
 
    Crossing lines and keeping secrets. He was all but sure she knew at least some of it, if not all of it. The fact that she wasn’t bringing it up, flinging it in his face for an explanation, seemed out of character. Should he bring it up? Why was he even thinking about bringing it up? 
 
    “Avery,” he whispered. “I love you, but you are also really annoying sometimes.” 
 
    “You better get used to it, since I’m going to be even more annoying as your team captain,” she said. 
 
    “I thought it would be more of a co-captain thing?” 
 
    “You can think whatever the hell you want,” said Avery. “I’m sick of watching you take stupid risks for no reason. It’s time for me to start being a real big sister and keeping your dumb ass out of trouble.” 
 
    Will snorted. “Right. I somehow get the feeling it’s going to be the other way a…” 
 
    Avery’s hand slipped into his boxers and started stroking his cock. “Are you sure right now is a good time to be talking back to me, LP?” 
 
    “I’d be doing more than just talking back if I wasn’t still so weak from my recovery,” he muttered. 
 
    “Just relax and let me take care of you,” she whispered against his ear. “I think you’ll soon discover that you like me being in charge.” 
 
    She kissed him softly on the lips, and even that small bit of contact shot fire through his chest and loins. Her hand stroked his cock up and down, thumb caressing the head. He groaned and tried to sit up, but she pushed him flat. 
 
    “You don’t have to tell me everything, Will,” she whispered, bringing one leg over his body to straddle him. “But at least promise me you’ll tell me when you’re in trouble. Promise me you’ll come to me for help.” 
 
    “I’ll come to you, Avery. I promise.” 
 
    He meant it, and he knew she did, too. It wasn’t a promise he intended to break. He knew how much it would hurt her if he did. 
 
    She settled her weight down on his stomach, first. He could feel that she wasn’t wearing any panties, the contact too hot and too full of skin and moisture to be anything but direct and bare. He reached his hands up to play with her breasts. She caught one by the wrist and brought his fingers to her mouth, sucking on the tips of index and middle. 
 
    Avery began sliding herself against him, hips rolling back and forth in the easy movements of a stripper, or even a belly dancer. She went slow, letting the lips of her womanhood brush against his cock and then slide completely over it. She didn’t take him inside her, instead pinning his tool flat and teasing him with sideways contact, flirting with the possibility of real sex. 
 
    He didn’t feel like he was being dominated, but she was in control. He wanted her to have that control, at least in that moment. Her words about being a real big sister echoed in his head, stirring a gentle sense of intimacy. She really wanted to be the one looking out for him. It was probably something he needed. 
 
    “Just lie back, LP,” she whispered, letting her womanhood drag over him. “You need your rest. I’ll do all the work.” 
 
    His heart still pounded like a machine gun in his chest, faster still as he felt the tip of his member catch on her entrance. They both groaned as he penetrated her for a glorious instant, and then she shifted, pinning his tool flat again, now slick with a mixture of their fluids. 
 
    “You can be careful tonight, right?” she whispered. “Just this one time?” 
 
    He tried to get ahold of her hips to pull her down, spear on through. She caught his hands on the way and threaded her fingers through his, but her mind was in the same place.  
 
    Leaning forward to pin herself against him, Avery gave him a kiss with full tongue. Will felt her small breasts and the points of her nipples rubbing against his chest. She did it blindly and with no hands, missing once as she slid down, sliding back up again, before finally dropping down on his member. 
 
    “Ahhh…” she sighed. “LP.” 
 
    She ran her hands through his hair. God, he loved her so much. He leaned his head up far enough to suck on one of her nipples. She pushed flat again and rose to ride him in an upright position, still serious about doing all the work. 
 
    They didn’t speed up. The pace Avery set was gentle but intimate, slow but needy, small motions of her hips that were somehow more pleasurable in the face of her restraint. She made the best noises, tiny shaky breaths and stifled moans. 
 
    Being on a team with Avery, Kestrel, in this new paradigm. They would have to be careful, search for a balance between work and play. Even just being around her in costume got him hard, sometimes. 
 
    He was enjoying Avery’s gentle movements… but he needed more. He ran his hands over her butt and then took a firm hold of it. Avery grabbed his wrists again, but he didn’t let her redirect him this time. 
 
    He started bouncing her with rough movements, moving her with his arms rather than simply urging her on. Avery’s breathing grew more spastic. She braced herself against his chest with her hands. He lost it, flipped her onto her back, and pumped into her with no control whatsoever. 
 
    It was a miracle he managed to pull out at the last second. Avery was already in the throes of an orgasm and let out a satisfied, though slightly annoyed chuckle as he unloaded onto her bunched up nightgown. 
 
    “I borrowed this nightie from Mom, you know.” 
 
    “I didn’t know that, and I didn’t need to.” 
 
    “If she asks about the stains I’ll just tell her I hooked up with Morning Glory and some rando for a threesome.” 
 
    “I’m sure she’ll approve.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 34 
 
    FOUR YEARS EARLIER 
 
      
 
    The night was enchanting. Lockpick felt like a teenager again, so much so that it made him realize that feeling like a teenager and being one were two distinctly different things. 
 
    The islanders had built a bonfire on the beach and thrown a party that everyone on the island, including Lockpick and Halberd, had been invited to. They’d been the guests of honor, in essence, treated with a curious variety of respect by a good portion of the locals. 
 
    Lockpick felt the warm summer air as much as the indescribable vibe in the air, like anything could happen, total freedom in paradise. Oddly, the language barrier fed into the mood. Halberd had made friends in his usual way with an attractive older native woman who he called Rosie, though that was an English mangling of what she’d actually introduced herself as. 
 
    The woman’s daughter was also pretty, and also close to Lockpick in age. He’d taken to calling her Nameless, as all of his attempts at a proper, mutual introduction had been met with coy smiles and soft laughter. She was beautiful, tall and thin with long dark hair and vibrantly tanned skin. Despite not revealing her own name, she called him El-Piyee, always speaking the last syllable with a lilting, musical flutter. 
 
    She was like a queen, a princess, among the young islanders. A boy of perhaps ten or twelve years brought her food, roasted meat and vegetables rolled into a simple flatbread wrap. Other older boys did stunts to try to win and hold her attention, but her attention was always fleeting and fickle, at least for them. 
 
    “How much do you know of the world outside of here?” he asked, gesturing across the starlit ocean into the horizon. “Do you have any idea how lucky you are to live in a place like this?” 
 
     He cupped a handful of sand and smiled as he let it run through his fingers. A large wave crashed against the beach, running up within a few inches of their feet before pulling back and revealing a perfect wet stain, bits of sand shimmering like glitter in the moonlight. 
 
    “El-Piyee.” Nameless nudged him with her elbow and flashed that coy smile again, the same one that had the rest of the teenagers and children lining up to do her bidding. 
 
    “We’ve spent… over a year now on the run,” he said. “Just looking for a place where we’d be safe enough to let our guard down. It wasn’t even stressful. It was just life, and you know… I think that was the most fucked up part.” 
 
    He had a mug filled with rum and some kind of fruit juice and took another long sip of it. Halberd had begun dancing with Rosie, both of them laughing and talking over each other in their mutually unintelligible languages. 
 
    “I expected to be a hero once,” said Lockpick. “I thought that would give me a life where I’d come to places like this. Stop in, save the day, move on. I can’t even think now why I wanted that so badly, to constantly have that pressure. Why should I have to be the one always saving the day? Why can’t I just… sit down on a beach, you know?” 
 
    Nameless blinked and stared at him. She took his hand, pressed it into the wet sand, and slowly made as though tracing its outline with her index finger, though it had already left an imprint. 
 
    Lockpick’s pocket shifted, and he realized his phone had gotten service again. He pulled it out of his pocket, but the incoming mass of messages were just different varieties of the same spam. He started to put it away, but stopped, noticing how the device had instantly transfixed Nameless. 
 
    She held her hand out, but not in a demanding way, more like she was requesting to take a closer look at a priceless artifact, or even hold a newborn baby. Lockpick chuckled, shrugged, and passed it to her. 
 
    “There’s not much you can do with it here,” he said. “The games I have don’t work without a better connection. And I sincerely doubt you’ll be able to read any of the texts if you can’t speak the language.” 
 
    None of that seemed to matter in the slightest to her. She slid her thumb across the screen, flipping back and forth through the pages of apps. Her thumb brushed one directly and it opened, a cascade of white light followed by a black login screen which would have allowed her to log into GalaxyPets, a silly little game he hadn’t played in years.  
 
    Nameless’s mouth formed a surprised little O. Her brow furrowed as Lockpick pressed the back button for her, bringing her back to the main homepage.  
 
    He felt odd, watching and acknowledging her intrigue and curiosity. Like a voyeur peering into a moment that should have been a private discovery, or should never have been at all. The islanders had intentionally limited their contact with most outsiders, only recently opening their world and even then, limiting it to tourists who came and went without changing their way of life. 
 
    “LP, I’ll be back in a few!” bellowed Halberd. He had Rosie over one shoulder.  
 
    The older woman was cackling with laughter and playfully alternating between swatting and caressing his muscles. 
 
    “Just, uh, be careful,” called Lockpick.  
 
    “I bought condoms, don’t worry!” 
 
    Lockpick massaged the ridge of his brow, hoping his father wasn’t about to overstep their welcome. Rosie seemed to be having a good time, but just that morning, Halberd had bemoaned the fact that he still hadn’t figured out a way to actually confirm whether she was married or involved with other men on the island. 
 
    “The battery is about to die,” he said to Nameless. “How about I let you look at it some more tomorrow after it’s charged up off the solar panels?” 
 
    She pouted as he took it away from her in a way that reminded Lockpick so much of Cammie that he had to steady himself, tamp down on memories. He stood up, half wishing he could pull a page from Halberd’s playbook and spirit her off into the trees for some fun of a more intimate variety. 
 
    It almost seemed like Nameless could read his thoughts as she reached to take his hand and began leading him off down the beach. He laughed and let his arm swing back and forth with hers. 
 
    “You’re going to have to tell me your name at some point, you know,” he said. 
 
    She smiled and said something in her own language that sounded more like a teasing jibe than anything resembling her side of an introduction. They drew closer together as they rounded the island’s corner, and then drew to a stop. 
 
    A group of young men, older than Lockpick, but not old, were waiting ahead of them. Nameless squeezed his hand and made an attempt at pulling him backward the way they’d come. One of the men whistled, and another shouted something that did sound like a name, though it was too quick for Lockpick to hear clearly. 
 
    That annoyed him, though he knew it shouldn’t. The idea that they knew not just her name, but all about her. She was on the other side of a door he couldn’t go through, and he’d been talking to her through a half open window. 
 
    Pain surged through Lockpick’s shoulder. It took him far longer than it should have to realize that one of the men had attacked him. A spear was jutting through his body with comical inelegance, sagging to one side from an imbalance between the section jutting out of his back and the section in front.  
 
    Nameless screamed and started to run toward the men, but slid to a stop at the halfway point and ran back toward Lockpick. Some of the men were whispering to each other. One of them was shouting, trying to make some kind of point about outsiders, no doubt. 
 
    Lockpick gritted his teeth. It was just about getting past the pain. Once he’d done that, it was simple. The spear came out. It was thinner than it felt, and he was quick to cover the hole in his back with his free hand before tossing the spear down and immediately covering the one in front. The spear had gone through cleanly, and it only took him a few seconds to stop the bleeding with his mending. 
 
    “You want a fight?” he shouted. “Come on. Come get me! I’m right here!” 
 
    He held his arms out, a little terrified that one of them might have a smaller throwing projectile hidden. None of them seemed keen on attacking, however. He watched in mute surprise as all of the men fell to their knees, bowing in front of him as though he’d just performed a miracle. 
 
    All of them were bowing, including Nameless, at his side. He thought back to Ashford’s explanation of how the islanders worshipped supers, how that was one of the only reasons the purchase had been an option for them to begin with.  
 
    “El-Piyee,” whispered Nameless. 
 
    Lockpick felt such an odd conflict in that moment… mainly because he didn’t want them to get up. One of them had tried to kill him, and that wasn’t an action taken by chance. Even Nameless, with her coy smiles, with the way she gave his phone her undivided attention while treating him like a novelty. 
 
    But they were people, just like him. They weren’t supers, and as he thought about it, there was a difference. Maybe not enough for this reaction, but didn’t he deserve their respect? Shouldn’t he be recognized for his strength? 
 
    “Try that again, and I’ll show you my other power!” He picked up the spear and pulled out his penknife, splitting the weapon down the long way like thin sticks of firewood. He rolled his shoulder out and shook off the lingering adrenaline. 
 
    Nameless was still on the ground, though she’d lifted her head up far enough to see him out of the edge of her vision. Lockpick took her by the wrist and pulled her off toward the trees, not with Halberd’s flair for the dramatic, but to the same end. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 35 
 
      
 
    Will slept through almost all of his day off, waking up only to eat and shower and briefly speak to his family. It felt indulgent, despite him knowing he needed the rest. Sleep could act as a distorting factor in how dreams drew from reality and retold it, tantalizing the mind with scenes and moments. 
 
    He felt back in form the next morning, though his body let him know in small ways that the blood loss was still a factor. Jess packed him a bagged lunch and smiled as she handed it to him at the door. 
 
    “Take it easy today, alright?” she said. “I’m sure both your students and Zone will understand if you need a break at some point.” 
 
    “Oh, please,” he said. “You’re worrying too much. I’ll be alright.” 
 
    She kissed him on both cheeks and gave him a long hug. Rue had already hurried off to her class, but Avery was in the common room, lounging on the couch in her underwear. 
 
    “You’re doting on him too much, Mom,” she called. “He’s fine. Look at that spring in his step.” 
 
    “Thanks, Avery.” 
 
    He made it to class after his students, though he’d aimed to get there before they’d arrived. Daydream immediately stood to her feet and began clapping as he set his stuff down at his desk. The other students joined in, some enthusiastic, others reluctant. He smiled and waved them back to their seats. 
 
    “Enough,” he said, smiling. “I know a lot happened the day before yesterday, and a lot is going to be happening over the next few weeks as you all start joining your respective teams. Before we begin today, let’s just clear the air.” 
 
    Physique raised her hand. “Um… Are you alright? I just mean, after the injuries you took, and how you were healed…” 
 
    Her eyes flicked toward Bloodfeud in the seat next to her, and Will knew there was more wrapped up in that question than just her concern for her instructor. 
 
    “I’m doing well,” said Will. “I spent yesterday resting and having my mother and sisters dote on me. I’m good.” 
 
    Physique didn’t immediately lower her hand. “But… I don’t understand why you tried to fight the abomination in the first place. Didn’t you… I mean no offense by this, but you said you were a support hero back when you were a member of the Crimson Five.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, my role has grown more fluid in the time since. Besides, I’m your instructor. You think I wouldn’t throw myself into danger for you guys?” 
 
    He smiled and saw more than a few of them smile back. She had a good point, however, one which might be a telling sign of issues to come on his new team.  
 
    Avery didn’t have a good idea of his true power level, or at the very least, wasn’t open with him about what she knew. She might also expect him to play a backseat role, or even use the threat of pushing him into one as a way of getting him to come clean. 
 
    Daydream raised her hand next, and Will called on her. She stood up and cleared her throat, hands clasped in front of her lap. 
 
    “I’m curious to know if the abomination’s designated name, Pleistocene, is intended to imply that it dates back to the last ice age?” 
 
    “That’s a good question that I do not have the answer to,” said Will. “I can tell you that it was frozen under the ice and previously under monitoring by a CA research team. I can also tell you that the team monitoring it had their mission compromised no more than a few short weeks before this attack.” 
 
    “Interesting,” said Daydream. “Do you think it had a reason for attacking when it did? If it truly is from the Pleistocene geological epoch, then it predates recorded human history. Is it possible that the anomaly that gives humans superpowers might work in cycles?” 
 
    “I think it’s a question worthy of more study.” He nodded approvingly, already seeing hints of research or academia in her future, and pointed to the next hand. “Pasithea?” 
 
    “Did everyone in our class find a team?” she asked, leaning back in her chair. 
 
    Max snorted from his seat. “I think the only one we weren’t sure about was you, princess. Rest of us are accounted for.” 
 
    “Hey!” snapped Pasithea. “For your information, I’m going to be joining Instructor Lockpick’s team.” 
 
    Physique and Bloodfeud exchanged uncertain glances. Will realized that he never told them about the arrangement he’d worked out with Pasithea. 
 
    Might have to address that, just to clear the air, he thought. 
 
    “Hey, since everyone is on a team, can we just fuck around for the last few days?” asked Max. “Isn’t that what they do in normal high schools once seniors get accepted into college?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t know,” said Will. “For the time being, we’ll be continuing with lessons as usual, just at a more casual pace.” 
 
    He waited for the expected groans and sighs, but they never came. Even as he broke out the textbook and started on the latest chapter of the FIELD classwork, his students remained engaged, respectful, curious, even. 
 
    Will made it about half an hour into the lesson before, ironically, succumbing to boredom himself. He closed his book midsentence and drummed his fingers on the cover. 
 
    “Physique, would you run down to the training hall and see if it’s available?”  
 
    “Um, of course, Instructor!”  
 
    Will wiped off the dry erase board and began coming up with a new, more active lesson plan on the fly. “I want each of you to make a list of everyone that’s going to be on your new team and their abilities.” 
 
    He underlined the new phrase he’d put up, COMPLEMENTARY POWERS AND SYNERGY, and turned to face the class. Daydream’s hand was up. 
 
    “I… joined more of an information collective than a team,” she said. “The Maryville Research Center. It’s where Clownslag does his experimentation.” 
 
    “Well, then I want you to come up with a few ideas for experiments you could do with your own power. Or something. Anything that gives you an idea you could work on in the training hall.” 
 
    Physique arrived back with confirmation that the training hall was empty, and Will led his class down the hall with a wave of his hand. He talked about the general idea of complementary powers on the way, up until the point where it became clear he was overexplaining a naturally intuitive concept. 
 
    “In short, find ways to use your power to maximize the powers of your teammates,” said Will. 
 
    “Most of our teammates aren’t here, though,” said Max. 
 
    “You can still practice whatever you anticipate is going to synergize with your team,” said Will. “What team did you join, anyway?” 
 
    “Lost Generation,” said Max. “It’s led by a heroine named Livewire.” 
 
    Right, thought Will. Liz’s old team. 
 
    “Livewire can attack by amplifying electrical currents,” said Will. “Give that some thought. What happens if she needs to electrify a wet floor while you’re standing on it?” 
 
    Max nodded slowly. “I… guess I’d have to jump out of the way?” 
 
    “Exactly. Now go practice.” 
 
    It was an unguided, sandbox-style lesson for all of his students, and he was surprised by how naturally they took to it. Daydream and Pasithea managed to entice Klash into being their guinea pig in their experiment to see if they could entrap a person in an all-encompassing waking, sleeping delusion. 
 
    Physique and Bloodfeud tested out their powers in interesting ways, Physique boosting him up, Bloodfeud seeing how much he could get done with just droplets of blood from a pricked finger. Max… kept busy, though his training was freeform and more self-focused. 
 
    He let them keep at it straight until lunch time and gave them an extra half hour to eat and relax. The cafeteria had been repaired to such an exacting degree that it felt surreal to look at where the hole in the wall had been, remember the events of earlier in the week. Rue was there with her friends, and Will exchanged a few secretive smiles with her, though they couldn’t really interact much openly in public. 
 
    When Will finally corralled his students back toward the classroom, he found Headmaster Zone waiting for him in the hall outside. He smiled and gestured for them to stop outside the door. 
 
    “Ah, there you are,” said Zone. “Seamstress is here to put the finishing touches onto the costumes of all of the students who will be joining teams. Your class is up next. She’s already inside.” 
 
    “Sounds good to me,” said Will. 
 
    Zone stepped closer, leaning in to whisper just to him. “I made sure to let her know about your recent heroics and the damage your costume sustained. She’s going to be giving your restoration her full attention.” 
 
    “Much appreciated.” 
 
    He and his students each ran back to their respective rooms to grab their costumes. One by one, Will watched them nervously enter the classroom only to emerge a surprisingly short amount of time later looking every bit like the heroes he’d always hoped they could be. 
 
    Max’s costume gained a cape and an oversized headband, the latter of which dangled behind him like a golden battle banner, oozing with style. Physique’s aesthetic underwent a color change, pink and baby blue shifting toward black with faint blue and pink accents. 
 
    Pasithea’s original costume had been impractically skimpy, and Will was pleased to see that Seamstress had filled it out with more fabric around her middle to mitigate the distraction of her navel ring. Bloodfeud still looked like he’d stepped out of a horror movie, but black and red suited him, both in power and personality. 
 
    “You’re up, Instructor,” called Seamstress, from within the classroom.  
 
    He eyed his class, wondering what to do with them while he was occupied. “Why don’t you all head back to the training hall and make sure your costumes still work for you while in motion?” 
 
    They nodded and set off without question or complaint. Will realized, somewhat absently, that he trusted them now. There hadn’t been a specific turning point when that trust had been born, but it was there, regardless, and it was real. 
 
    Seamstress was an older super, grey-haired with an honest smile and long fingers. She eyed Will’s damaged costume as he spread it out across the makeshift workstation she’d created out of several pushed together desks. 
 
    “It’s taken a few scratches,” he said. “I understand if you’d rather start over.” 
 
    “Young man, with my power you could have brought me a scrap of fabric and I’d still be able to accomplish a restoration.” She looked back and forth between him and the costume. “Hmm. I think you have the shoulders to pull off a decent cape. Perhaps even some pauldrons? More for style than functionality.” 
 
    She worked fast. It was hard to see exactly what she was doing, regardless of how closely he watched her fingers, or the way she pulled pieces of fabric, Kevlar inserts, and other bits and bobs out of the voluminous duffle bag on the floor beside her. 
 
    “There!” proclaimed Seamstress, after ten frenetic minutes of genius. “Try it on.” 
 
    “Uh, alright.” He grabbed it and made for the door. 
 
    “Child, just put it on here,” she said, sighing. “I am a professional. I see bodies the same way I see clothing mannequins.” 
 
    Will shrugged, stripped, and pulled on his new costume. There were multiple pieces of it now on top of the basic suit and eye mask. The cape, for starters, red in front, black in back. A shoulder harness that included the pauldrons she’d mentioned, basic three-quarter spheres that added a handsome amount of bulk to his profile. 
 
    “I left the emblem as-is, but as I told your students, I can make alterations to match your team if needed down the line,” said Seamstress. 
 
    Will turned to look in the mirror, eyeing the familiar red five on the chest of his black and grey costume. It looked like so much more than it had been before, in a way that seemed to match his own progression as a person. 
 
    Which was to say… It didn’t look like Lockpick’s costume, strictly speaking. It was somewhere in between Lockpick and Decay, somewhere in between hero and villain. He took a slow breath, wondering if Seamstress’s power gave her a deeper insight into the soul of whoever she was fitting for. 
 
    “What do you think?” she asked. 
 
    “It suits me,” he said. “For better or for worse.” 
 
    “You heroes are always so dramatic!” she said. “Well, at the very least you can go save the world in style.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 36 
 
      
 
    Will decided to keep his costume on for the rest of the day, partly at Seamstress’s suggestion as a way of ensuring that he’d discover any necessary alterations sooner, rather than later. 
 
    He joined his students in the training hall. One of them had grabbed a volleyball from the storage closet, and they were playing an interesting game of monkey in the middle, rotating through the roles. 
 
    With Max and Physique capable of insanely athletic passes, Klash rumbling the floor on defense, and Daydream’s hallucinations as a constant x-factor, it made for surprisingly good practice. Will joined in for a few rounds, but mostly just watched and left them to their game. 
 
    “Good work,” he said, as their last block drew to a close. “Tomorrow, we’ll have to get back to class stuff at least to start. Your homework is to, well… just think about your team. There’s not much else that you can do to prepare beyond that.” 
 
    There were some nods, some muttered repetitions of yes, Instructor. He smiled, realizing for the first time that he was genuinely going to miss this. Not just his students, given half of them would be coming along to his next team, but teaching in general. He’d found his stride right before retiring. 
 
    He took it slow during his walk across campus, letting the sounds and sights of the academy wash over him. A game of soccer with uneven teams was taking place across the green, but the point of it seemed less to win and more to burn off energy. A group of girls were posing dramatically for a selfie. The first one they took was apparently flawed, and they set up in the same silly positions for another try. 
 
    The school would go on without him. It was a thought that was simultaneously humbling and reassuring. He considered Zone’s offer to come back and give a guest lecture and decided he would very much like to do that, to keep Baffin Academy as at least a small part of his life instead of just a closed chapter. 
 
    “The kids bring out the best in me,” he muttered. 
 
    Bloodfeud and Physique, still in costume, were sitting against the side of the building and looked at him curiously. Will smiled and nodded to them, and then started toward Jerrigan Hall at a stride, wondering what his family was up to. 
 
    He’d all but forgotten he was still in costume as he pushed his way into the common room and confronted Rue and Avery, who were both lounging on separate couches. They looked startled, and then different shades of impressed. 
 
    “Whoa,” said Avery.  
 
    “Jesus, LP,” muttered Rue. 
 
    “Yeah.” He grinned and did a slow turn for them. “Seamstress made some adjustments to my costume while repairing it.” 
 
    Avery vaulted off the couch and came over to him, rubbing one of his visibly outlined pecs, and then his shoulder. “It really seems to add a lot of… girth. Broadness, I mean. Makes you seem dangerous. A little unpredictable.” 
 
    “Is that a good thing?” called Rue. “I mean, I agree, it’s super cool, but it kind of straddles the line a bit, doesn’t it? All the extra red and black.” 
 
    He could understand where Rue was coming from, given she’d seen his Decay costume and was no doubt drawing comparisons in her mind. She came over on his other side, reaching a hand out, hesitating, and then flashing a guilty smile as she touched his abs. 
 
    “It’s perfect for the new team,” said Avery. “You’ll make an excellent bad cop when the situation calls for it.” 
 
    “I suppose you imagine yourself being the good cop in that arrangement?” he asked. 
 
    “Yeah!” Avery’s smile twitched. “What? I’d make a great good cop.” 
 
    “You’re too loud and too bossy,” said Rue. 
 
    “I am not!” snapped Avery. 
 
    Rue and Will had a laugh, and they all settled down on the couch. He was getting up to change out of his costume when he realized they were short a family member. 
 
    “Where’s Jess?” he asked. 
 
    Rue and Avery glanced at each other. 
 
    “We aren’t entirely sure,” said Avery. “She got a phone call earlier and said she needed to take it outside.” 
 
    “She never came back,” said Rue. “She was in the middle of making dinner.” 
 
    “You didn’t go check on her?” asked Will. 
 
    “She’s a grown woman,” said Avery. “She’s fine. Besides, we were in the middle of a movie.” 
 
    Will shook his head, though it felt nitpicky to poke holes in her logic. “Well, I’m going to go look for her. Can one of you at least take over dinner preparations?” 
 
    “Rue,” said Avery. 
 
    “Avery,” said Rue. 
 
    He left them to argue over which one of them deserved the right to be lazy and headed back outside. It was already dark, given Baffin Island’s high latitude, and many of the students he’d seen loitering on campus had moved their adventures indoors for the night. 
 
    In all honesty, he had no idea where Jess’s contemplative mood might have led her off to. He was considering walking into town when he glanced up at the moon and noticed a tiny silhouette in the sky off to one side of it. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 37 
 
      
 
    The academy’s main building was unlocked, though entirely empty. He made his way up to the third floor, and then onto the roof. He still could only see a moonlit silhouette but sensed from the shift in her posture and movement that she could see him approaching. 
 
    He blinked, noticing only as she touched down that he wasn’t the only one who’d gotten a new costume. Relic’s new aesthetic went beyond the small alterations Seamstress had performed for him and into the realm of an entirely new outfit. 
 
    It resembled a compromise between the tight spandex of her old Crimson Five jumpsuit and the skirt and bodice of the costume she’d worn as a solo hero. She wore a black and red chest piece, thin armor molded to fit the curve of her body. Her cloak fluttered behind her, along with a skirt with a deep slit in it over black spandex leggings. 
 
    All of that was secondary to a small detail he might have overlooked had it not been so utterly heartbreaking. 
 
    “You… kept the Crimson Five emblem on your chest,” he called, staring at the stylized number, red on black. 
 
    “So did you,” Relic pointed out. She smiled as she strode toward him, looking him up and down. “I never imagined you’d opt into such a… dark color scheme, if given the option for something else. You almost look more like a villain than a hero.” 
 
    He looked away from her, wondering if she realized how those words raked at his soul. 
 
    “Sorry,” she said quickly. “I just mean…” 
 
    “I know what you mean.” 
 
    For a few seconds, they both just stood there. Will, at least, had no idea what to say, or where the sudden distance had come from, whose fault it was, who it belonged to. 
 
    “Rue and Avery said you ran off mid-phone-call,” he eventually said. 
 
    “I didn’t run, but… yes.” Relic touched her blonde braid, pulling it forward so it hung over one shoulder. “It was Ice Nine, calling about the vacancy on the Board of Directors.” 
 
    He met her gaze then. She’d kept the same plain black eye mask from her Crimson Five alternate costume. The same one he wore. The same one Rue wore, in costume, on stream. 
 
    “They offered you the directorship,” he said. 
 
    “They did.” 
 
    She turned around. He closed the distance between them, coming to stand a step or two behind her, just off to the side. 
 
    “So…” He paused as the wind picked up, whistling across the roof. “You came up here to try to give yourself room to think.” 
 
    “LP…” she said. “I already told them yes.” 
 
    “Ah.” 
 
    The moment took on a new aspect as she turned around to face him again. It almost felt like a showdown, a long overdue clash of perspectives on their present and future.  
 
    “It makes sense,” she said. “You said as much yourself. With you and Avery busy with your new team, Rue finishing school… I need to be thinking about my place in the world. How best to go about helping as a solo hero, making things better for everyone.” 
 
    “I’m not against it. I just… I guess I’ll miss seeing you as much as I do right now. Having you around to cook dinner every night, wake me up every morning.” 
 
    “You’d already be missing out on that just in terms of how much you’d be on the move with the Scarlet Squadron.” Relic flashed a sad smile and sighed. “And I’ll miss you just as much. I still plan on making sure we have a home base. Either here, staying at Jerrigan Hall, or maybe buying a house somewhere once Rue graduates.” 
 
    She shook her head, expression reflecting a heartbreak in motion. 
 
    “Don’t make that face,” he said. “This should be a happy moment. You’re stepping into a role that will earn you a spot in history, not to mention a role that will give you a chance to do so much good in the world.” 
 
    “I know,” she whispered. “You’re right. But…” 
 
    She turned around again. Will closed the distance between them and hugged her, his cape still blowing in the wind. 
 
    “No buts,” he said. “Well, okay. One butt.” 
 
    He let one of his hands gently rub the side of her butt and thigh, enjoying the sensation of her new leggings. 
 
    “LP, you always know just what to say.” She pushed her hips backward in more of a checking motion than one meant to encourage him. “I hope you’re aware that me being a CA director is going to put my life under a microscope.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah, I’m sure,” he said. “Astroman seemed very self-conscious about the way he ran off to the bathroom every few minutes to snort lines of coke.” 
 
    “Astroman has tenure.” 
 
    “And you have a sense of discretion. It’s one of the many things I love about you. I’ll be as careful as you want me to be in public. I’ll keep my distance.” 
 
    He gave her body a squeeze and kissed her cheek, almost but not quite contradicting his own statement. 
 
    “You talk a good game, mister,” she said. “I’m serious. For a while, especially when I’m starting out, you’re going to need to keep your hands to yourself. If not indefinitely.” 
 
    “Hey, it takes two to tango.” He ran his hand along her body, and then down her arm. Her armband crackled with blue static as his finger neared it, and Will felt a surge of warmth emanating through him from the point of contact. 
 
    “Mmm,” sighed Relic. “This isn’t dancing, LP. Even if it was, you shouldn’t… dance the same way with everyone. You should keep some distance with some people. There are plenty of partners to pick from.” 
 
    “You’re the one always holding your hand out.” He inhaled the scent of her hair and kissed her neck.  
 
    Relic arched her back in a manner that left her open for a moment, but she quickly spun around and narrowed her eyes through her mask. 
 
    “Sometimes I wonder if you have an off button,” she whispered, touching his chest. 
 
    “It’s right in front of you. I think you just don’t want to push it.” 
 
    Relic gently punched him in the pec. She glanced over her shoulder, eyeing the empty campus, and then toward the door of the empty school building. Will grabbed the front of her chest piece and pulled her into him, kissing her on the lips. 
 
     She rocked into him, hands roving down his back to give his buns a cute little squeeze. “At least… tell me you understood what I tried to say?” 
 
    “Loud and clear.” He took her hand and moved it to his crotch, smirking at the way she immediately began probing the size of his hardness through his tights. 
 
    “You are such a brat,” she whispered.  
 
    “You love every second of this,” he said. 
 
    He kissed her again, and her lips moved passionately against his. Her thumb ran over the tip of his cock, caressing and teasing him. They sank down to the roof together, and the true utility of their capes became immediately apparent. 
 
    “This is such a bad idea,” whispered Relic. 
 
    “Then tell me to stop.” 
 
    “I want you to know enough to stop on your own!” 
 
    “And I want to get this chest piece off you,” he said. “Is there like a clasp in the back, or…? Your boobs must be so cramped.” 
 
    She scowled and lifted a foot to land a playful, glancing kick on his butt. Will slid his fingers into the waistband of her leggings as he pulled her thighs open. There was an elastic belt holding them up with a fabric Crimson Five logo in the center as a faux belt buckle. He watched it slip downward, revealing her faint blonde pubic hair, pale thighs, and the lips of her womanhood. 
 
    His own tights slid down easily enough, as did his boxers. They were both still mostly clothed, mostly costumed, still wearing their masks, even. It made the moment feel horny and desperate, passion boiling over in a manner that simply couldn’t be denied. 
 
    “You have such a long way to go,” she whispered, biting her lip. “You need to learn control. How to balance your… urges.” 
 
    “Teach me.” He rubbed the tip of his cock against the entrance of her womanhood, feeling how wet and hot she was. “This can be the first lesson.” 
 
    Leaning forward to kiss her, Will buried his length deep into her folds, feeling the way it spread her open. Relic made a faint, but awesome noise, one so out of character and confusing to hear coming out of her in costume. 
 
    She kissed him back greedily as he started pumping into her with just as much need. Her chest piece was infuriatingly hard to get off, but it slid downward enough for her breasts to sneak out of the top of it, pale and perfect in the moonlight. 
 
    It was like they’d picked right up from where they’d left off after going all the way in the training hall’s locker room, like they were running the experiment over again to confirm the initial result. It was desperate sex, necessary sex, steam bursting out of a release valve only to start building up again on a timer. 
 
    It was rough concrete underneath them. Will’s knees chafed against the concrete as he pumped into her like a maniac, but he didn’t care in the slightest. Relic’s breathing was wild, but she was clearly working to keep her noises in check.  
 
    Which was hilarious, as her armband was sparking with so much blue energy that there was no way it wouldn’t draw the eye of anyone watching from the ground. He grabbed the edge of her cape and roughly wrapped her forearm in it as though he was tying her to a bed with handcuffs. 
 
    “LP!” she whispered. “Keep going! But… not inside! Just don’t stop yet!” 
 
    “I’m not going to stop,” he growled. “Not today. Not tomorrow. I love playing with you. I love you.” 
 
    “Oh God!” The fingers of Relic’s free hand dug into his back with superhuman strength. “Yes! Oh, oh… oh!” 
 
    He went faster, pulling on her shoulders for leverage, the cold night air contrasting against her hot body underneath him. He pushed as deep as he could go with each thrust, dimly aware that he couldn’t come inside her, no matter what. 
 
    The armband suddenly surged with blue light in the same moment Relic’s body tensed and then drooped backward, dazed and euphoric. He pushed her breasts together with his hands, lifting his body more upright. Taking a hold of the center of her chest piece, he pulled her back into him as he kept thrusting at a selfish angle, smiling at the dreamy, sex-addled expression on her face. 
 
    “There is a clasp,” she muttered. “On the side.” 
 
    She undid it before his eyes and lay back, clothed only in her cape and mask and otherwise completely naked. The sight of her like that, strangely, brought him back to his days in prison, the way so many of the prisoners had treated her and other famous heroines as fodder for their jerk off fantasies. 
 
    “Jesus,” he groaned. “Jess!” 
 
    He barely remembered to pull out, letting his seed spurt out onto her stomach and tits. Relic had a pleased smile on her face and took hold of his cock, milking out the last few pearls before reaching for the bottom of her cape to clean up the mess. 
 
    They lay there together on the roof, with the wind as their only witness. Will didn’t feel confused, not in the way he so often did. He hugged her, understanding that even the most complicated, twisted version of love could still feel simple and raw when it came on hard enough. 
 
    “Well,” whispered Relic. “I’m glad we cleared that up.” 
 
    Will chuckled and ran a hand along one of her arms. “Yeah. Totally clear.” 
 
    “We should probably head back before Rue and Avery send out a search party.” 
 
    “We should,” he said. “Let’s go.” 
 
    They put their costumes on and walked back to Jerrigan Hall hand in hand. 
 
    

  

 
   
    PART THREE: FULL CIRCLE 
 
   



 

 CHAPTER 38 
 
      
 
    Will stood atop the steps of an ancient temple, looking out across an empty Sumerian city. His side hurt, and as he touched his robes, his fingers came back stained with red. The pain was real and compelling, but the question raised, even more so. 
 
    He looked down and saw a dull, s-shaped dagger on the ground in front of him coated in blood. His blood. Someone was crying behind him, or off to the side. 
 
    “I will always take responsibility,” whispered a familiar, feminine voice. 
 
    A hand reached out to pick the blade back up, and the sun glinted off the edge of a copper armband. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Heading out, LP?” asked Jess. “I packed you a lunch.” 
 
    It was the next morning, and it was still early, the sky outside a collage of purple and promises. Will felt less than half awake, still coming back to reality through the veil of strange dreams and restless sleep. 
 
    “Thanks.” He forced a smile as she passed him the Tupperware container and kissed her on the cheek. “I have a suspicion Zone might have something planned for us today. Might be back a little late.” 
 
    “Let me know if you are,” called Avery, from the couch. “I have some team stuff to run by you.” 
 
    “I will.” He leaned over on his way past and kissed Avery on the lips.  
 
    Rue was waiting for him by the door. She usually insisted on them leaving separately, a defense mechanism to mitigate the awkwardness of having her brother as a teacher at her school. 
 
    “You and Avery keep forgetting that I’m going to be on your team, too,” she said, pouting a little. 
 
    “Are you going to be?” Will smiled and nudged the side of his hips into her. “Because I seem to recall you presenting it to us as a way of having an excuse to ward off the other recruiters.” 
 
    “Which did work, by the way.” Rue shrugged. “I’m just saying. I’d like to be in the loop when it comes to some decisions if I’m going to be part of the Scarlet Squadron.” 
 
    “You will be, Cammie,” called Avery. “Relax. You can join the conversation tonight. I just figured you’d be busy running around with your friends, Ms. Popular.” 
 
    Rue pouted in the face of the jibe. “Excuse me for fitting in for once in my life.” 
 
    “Come on, let’s move,” said Will. “I have to get to class before my students.” 
 
    They walked together, not holding hands, not overly close, but in perfect sync. They stopped at the corner of the building as Rue spied two of her friends waiting by the double doors. 
 
    “I’ll split off here,” she said. “See you tonight?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    She didn’t kiss him, but somehow, the smile she flashed hit him just as deeply. He had to rush to get to his classroom with sufficient buffer time ahead of his students, but his early morning felt like it’d been worth every second. 
 
    Zone was waiting for him, ahead of both teacher and students. Will chuckled as he put his lunch away in the drawer of his desk. 
 
    “Called it,” he said. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Nothing.” Will kicked back against his desk and folded his arms. “What’s the agenda today, Headmaster?” 
 
    “Another practical exam,” said Zone. “Perhaps the last for you as a full class, depending on how quickly your students assimilate into their new teams.” 
 
    “Nice. I’m actually excited to see how these guys do. They’ve leveled up a lot recently.” 
 
    “There’s something else,” said Zone. “It’s going to be a foray into one of the cities affected by the recent breaches. Your old city, in fact. I took your request to heart, Instructor.” 
 
    “Ah.” Will nodded, frowning a bit despite trying not to. “Well, better late than never, I suppose.” 
 
    “It stuck in my mind after you mentioned it,” said Zone. “I thought it might be a good way of giving you and your students a sense of closure before moving on to the next chapter with your new teams. I’m not without empathy for your plight.” 
 
    “I can see that.” 
 
    “You don’t seem excited?” 
 
    “I am, for sure, I just…” He shook his head. “Never mind. Can I get a preview of our objective, or is that still withheld until the moment of departure?” 
 
    “You’ll know soon enough,” said Zone. “I’ll be back in an hour or so. I advise you to give your students an easy warmup and get them into costume.” 
 
    Will did just that, only explaining that they had a practical exam and leaving out the extra detail of where they’d be going. He went back to Jerrigan Hall grab his own costume, slipping by Avery and missing Jess, who was out.  
 
    He still kept the fact that he was going on a field trip back to Lancaster City to himself, not wanting to worry anyone else unnecessarily. There were too many different emotions tied up around their old home, and that made him as wary of their reactions as whatever danger he might end up facing. 
 
    Joining up with his students in the training hall, Will ran them through some basic stretches and partner warmups. Zone arrived at the turn of the hour, smiling as he led them out to the transfer building. 
 
    “Your practical exam will be taking place in Lancaster City,” the headmaster explained. “I picked it not only because it’s perfect to prepare for what you’ll be facing in the world to come, but because I know several of you hail from there originally.” 
 
    Bloodfeud and Physique glanced at each other, both reaching to hold each other’s hand. 
 
    “Your objective will be to trek through the city to the old Second Advent church,” said Zone. “The original evacuation was very sudden, as I can attest to. You will be searching the remains of the building for any official Second Advent documents that may have been left behind.” 
 
    “Anything in particular?” asked Will. 
 
    “Anything you find,” said Zone. “It more than likely won’t be much, given the damage to the building. We’re just helping the church cover its bases.” 
 
    Will nodded slowly. “Can I address my students before we set off?” 
 
    “I would recommend it.” The headmaster took a step back, giving Will room to instruct. 
 
    He took a second to consider his words, or more accurately, who he was really talking to. 
 
    “We’re heading into a city that’s been through hell,” he said. “The situation is going to demand us to not just be on guard, but work together as a class. As a team, really. I don’t want us to have another New York, with half the class running off on a whim and rushing into danger. 
 
    “This is one of those times where the line between training and actual field work begins to blur. Following orders might make the difference between life and death today. That’s not an exaggeration. Are we clear?” 
 
    “Yes, Instructor!” boomed six voices as one. 
 
    Will nodded to Zone and turned to pass through the entrance of the transfer building, letting his cape flip to the other side of his shoulder. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 39 
 
      
 
    Zone’s teleportation was the usual mix of vertigo and stomach-churning discomfort. Will heard several of his students groaning as they emerged into the dusty darkness on the other side.  
 
    “Here we are,” said Zone. “The door is just in front of you, Instructor Lockpick. I will return to this same building to bring you and your class back to Lancaster City in four hours. That should be plenty of time to complete your objective.” 
 
    Will took a couple of steps and fumbled in the dark until he found the door handle. “We’ll be here.” 
 
    He pulled open the entry to the outside world, narrowing his eyes against the sun’s glare. They were within the same community center Zone had used for the initial evacuation, which immediately let him orient himself within the greater city. 
 
    It also had the unfortunate effect of letting Will instantly compare the scene from that perspective against what he remembered from the snapshot he still had in his mind. It was somehow even more depressing than his recent freeform jaunt through Lancaster City with Mist. 
 
    Well, that was because you had Mist with you, he thought. Hard to be depressed around her energy. 
 
    Bloodfeud and Physique, both Lancaster City natives, were in the midst of their own homecoming. Physique’s breathing was uneven, and she turned away from everyone else, one hand quickly brushing over her face. Bloodfeud’s expression was an odd mixture of anger and anticipation, deep emotions that Will suspected he’d have to address in the near future. 
 
    “This was your city?” asked Max. “Holy shit. It’s fucking leveled.” 
 
    “Hey!” snapped Bloodfeud.  
 
    “Easy,” said Will. 
 
    “I don’t mean anything by it,” said Max. “Relax. I just… didn’t realize. You guys must have gone through hell getting out.” 
 
    “Remember, Instructor,” called Zone from inside. “Four hours. I’d suggest setting a timer.” 
 
    “We’re all going to set a timer,” said Will. “If for whatever reason you end up separated from the group, just get back here around the designated time.” 
 
    He looked directly at Bloodfeud as he spoke, who, to his credit, didn’t look away, and even nodded as Will punctuated his point. 
 
    “How much of the world is in this state?” asked Daydream. “After seeing New York, and now this… I feel as though I’ve been insulated from the true extent of the damage.” 
 
    “This is why you’ll all be joining teams,” said Will. “This is what you’ll be fighting to prevent. I suppose you could call this a teaching moment. We have to all strive to do our best, because every city is a single attack away from ending up like this. I called this place home once.” 
 
    “I still call it home,” said Bloodfeud. 
 
    Will exhaled through his nostrils and shook his head with small motions. “There’s no point in wasting time. The church is about a mile and a half away from here. That’s further than it sounds, given some of the streets are likely going to be impassable, and others are going to be brimming with monsters. Is everyone ready?” 
 
    He saw them nod, looking at each other as much as him. Superficially, they looked as ready as they ever could be, each of them in costume, trained and athletic, coming into the prime of their lives.  
 
    Will’s question was directed at what lay underneath that. They were still untested, aside from Bloodfeud, who’d fought alongside him in New York. Battling through a city filled with mutants was different from training at the academy, or even helping face off against an abomination, more unpredictable and chaotic. 
 
    “Bloodfeud,” he said. “You’re up front with me. Physique, Max, I want you to take up the rear. Klash, you’re going to be the center square. Scan the area constantly and use your power the instant you see trouble. Daydream, Physique, stay close to him and act as support heroes.” 
 
    They fell into position, and Will began leading them down across the parking lot. It was filled with cars, people who’d shown up with no other choice but to leave their vehicles behind during the evacuation. There were so many cars that it created a disconnect, left him expecting to hear the noise of an event nearby, or see pedestrians walking en mass along the street. 
 
    The city around the evacuation zone was an absolute mess, worse than most of what Will had seen during his last visit with Mist. A flipped car was surrounding by a pool of spilled oil, gasoline, and blood, bodies clearly still inside and actively decaying, judging from the flies swarming in and out of the deformed windows. 
 
    A building collapse blocked off the first street they attempted to go down. They doubled back, trying an alleyway only to find that someone had gated and locked it and put up a sign that said “FUCK OFF.” 
 
    “People don’t act rationally during these sorts of crises,” said Will. “A large part of your job as a hero oftentimes is just going door to door during a disaster and doing your best to calm people down and get them to go to safety. To get out of the way, really.” 
 
    He pulled out his lockpick and opened the gate easily enough. The street on the other side of the alley was more open, at least for a few hundred feet. He waited for his students to fall back into place before continuing. They’d gone quiet, and he could understand why. 
 
    In truth, he was just as anxious as they were, though for different reasons. One advantage of being alone during a trek through danger, or with someone like Mist who could easily retreat, was that he’d only had to worry about himself. There was so much more at stake with his students in tow, each of them a potential point of failure, an extra person to be accountable for during a moment of chaos. 
 
    Glass crunched within the interior of a corner store as they approached the next intersection. Will raised a hand, drawing his group to a stop. He crept forward a few feet, ears alert, scanning not just the source of the noise but the rest of the surrounding area. 
 
    A large, dark-furred mutant surged out of the store’s darkness, letting out a low, rumbling snarl. It was a massive mixture of claws, fangs, and corded muscle, a four-hundred-pound maneater with all the characteristics of a large predator. 
 
    It pounced toward them, but immediately staggered as Klash used his power to unbalance its legs. Will fell into a combat stance, lockpick at the ready. 
 
    “Max, Physique,” he shouted. “Move in to attack, but focus on speed. Only strike when its attention is turned away from you.” 
 
    They rushed forward, moving so quickly that they were just blurs in motion. Max feinted, giving Physique a chance to land a hard kick across the mutant’s snout. Hard enough to draw a small trickle of blood. 
 
    “That’s you,” said Will, nodding to Bloodfeud. 
 
    Bloodfeud yanked a hand upward, and the monster’s head jerked as though caught by a fishing hook. Max and Physique delivered several crushing blows, doing enough damage to cripple the beast. Will felt strange as he strode forward with his lockpick to finish it off, as though he’d just won a chess match rather than a fight against a bloodthirsty opponent. 
 
    A single quick slash across the neck was all it took. He cleaned his weapon off on the monster’s fur as his class fell back into formation, everyone listening carefully to the surrounding area, scanning for any further threats nearby. 
 
    “Will there be more of them?” asked Pasithea. 
 
    “What do you think, princess?” snapped Max. 
 
    “Relax,” said Will. “We’ll deal with them as they come. I have a lot of experience against mutants. They’re a threat, but not an insurmountable one if we stay on our toes.” 
 
    “Instructor!” Klash jabbed a finger at a nearby building with boarded up windows and a heavy, barbed-wire-wrapped barricade in front of the door. 
 
    Expecting another mutant, Will motioned for his class to creep forward slowly. It was an old woman who poked her head out of the second-floor window, however, with a young girl peering through under the curve of her armpit. 
 
    “Yeah, we had to take care around that one these last few days,” she called. “Thank you!” 
 
    “Uh.” Will furrowed his brow, glancing around some more. “You’re welcome.” 
 
    “CA must be serious if they’re giving you power boys costumes,” said the woman. 
 
    “They’re the Power Realists, Gramma,” said the little girl. 
 
    “That’s what I said!” 
 
    Will shook his head and held up a finger. “Actually, we’re not—” 
 
    “And thanks for the food!” shouted the woman. “Barely scraping by as it is. Those military dried things are… well, they vary a great deal in taste. But at least I know they’ll stay good!” 
 
    “You’re welcome, ma’am,” said Bloodfeud. “We do what we can.” 
 
    The woman cackled with laughter, for whatever reason, and closed her rather heavy-duty window shutter. Will narrowed his eyes at Bloodfeud, not at all liking the feel of the reply he’d offered. 
 
    “Power Realists?” asked Klash. “The hell?” 
 
    “They’re some kind of prison gang,” said Pasithea. 
 
    “Have you not been keeping up with the news?” asked Daydream. “They were involved in that big prison break. And they’re not just a gang, they’re super supremacists. At least that’s what I heard.” 
 
    She crossed her arms and frowned at the window the woman had been leaning out of in the same manner Will had seen her frown at hard test questions. 
 
    “Look, the situation is dire here in Lancaster City,” he said. “People take help from wherever they can get it. That doesn’t mean they aren’t seriously dangerous people.” 
 
    “Weren’t they deputized by the CA?” asked Physique. “Um… maybe I’m thinking of a different gang?” 
 
    “No, you’re not,” said Will, with a sigh. 
 
    “I heard that too,” said Daydream. “It’s ridiculous. They’re basically a hate group.” 
 
    “Hey!” snapped Bloodfeud. “That’s not what they’re about. It’s more complicated!” 
 
    “It is,” admitted Will. “But not in a good way. Look, they’re not why we’re here. We have an objective totally separate from them and, with any luck, we won’t even veer into their side of the city. Let’s get moving.” 
 
    He saw Bloodfeud immediately start sulking and knew it was a problem that would come to a head, likely before they even reached the halfway point to the church. He could see it, and he understood it. 
 
    Somewhere deep inside Will, nestled in between the seeds of old grudges and revenge, was the impulse to throw everything he’d just said out and go on a hunt. Finish it, once and for all. 
 
    You’ve matured, he thought. You know it’s just a childish fantasy at this point. 
 
    “Let’s switch up the formation,” he said. “Physique, you’re a Lancaster City native. Do you remember where the Second Advent church was?” 
 
    “Of course,” she said. 
 
    “Take point. Max, Klash, I want you on the sides. Bloodfeud and I will bring up the rear.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 40 
 
      
 
    The road was blocked ahead of them. Two eighteen-wheelers had crashed in the worst possible way, and while doubling back was an option, it would have been a lengthy one. Will let his students digest the problem, only chiming in to confirm that their approach was workable. 
 
    “We go over,” said Max. “Physique and I can pull down that piece of metal box frame and set it up as a ramp, I bet.” 
 
    “It could work,” said Physique. 
 
    They both looked at Will, and he nodded and said, “Do it.” 
 
    He was still in the back of the group with Bloodfeud, a deliberate pairing. He could practically sense the gears working in the young man’s head, or rather, trying to turn and catching on reality. 
 
    “You asked Zone to bring us back here, didn’t you?” asked Bloodfeud. 
 
    “I did.” 
 
    “Why did you use this as bait to get me to join your team then?” snapped Bloodfeud. “How is that fair? You manipulated me!” 
 
    “Zone told me no when I asked him,” said Will. 
 
    Bloodfeud made an annoyed noise and shook his head. “If I’d have known we were already scheduled to come back here when you asked…” 
 
    “You can finish that sentence if you want,” said Will. “You know what I would have done if I’d known that Zone was going to provide me with a chance to bring you back here, a chance to give you what you were blackmailing me for?” 
 
    Bloodfeud frowned and gave a small shake of his head. 
 
    “I would have asked you to join my team anyway.” Will smiled and clapped him on the shoulder. “Don’t overthink this. You’re getting what you wanted.” 
 
    The makeshift metal ramp worked like a charm, aside from the unavoidable metallic tings that sounded off each of their footsteps. Will dropped down from the top of the upturned truck trailer and frowned, sensing movement in the surrounding area. 
 
    “Get ready!” he said. “We’ve been heard.” 
 
    A chorus of aggressive howls and snarls come from the intersection ahead of them in both directions. They had time to reorient themselves with the more support-minded members of the class in back before the mutants rounded the corner, a dozen strong and each a threat in their own right. 
 
    They were mutant coyotes, or had begun their lives as such. Each was a fair bit larger than a full-grown mastiff and weighted differently, long, spindly legs and massive mouths bristling with razor teeth. They were each red and black in color, not from the natural tone of their fur, but significant amounts of matted blood and refuse. 
 
    “Wait for them to engage, but don’t let them surround us!” he shouted. “Klash, staggering them is on you.” 
 
    “Got it.” 
 
    “Daydream, play around a bit,” he said. 
 
    “I’ll see what I can do!” 
 
    Will took a step forward, forming a wall with Max and Physique. The monsters charged as a group, and he knew this was the real test they’d been studying for. A test of nerves and resolve, performance under pressure. 
 
    Klash grunted with exertion as he used his power, staggering the entire group of predators so badly that the front two toppled in a rolling heap to land at Will’s feet. He stabbed one through the neck with his lockpick. Max delivered a hideous, but extremely effectively head stomp to the other. 
 
    The rest of the mutants had regained their balance and resumed their approach. Daydream sucked in a breath, deep in concentration, and the entire group of monsters seemed to lose focus in the same instant. They snapped their teeth and hissed, some of them attacking each other, while others surged into thin air. 
 
    “Bloodfeud,” said Will. 
 
    Vines of blood slid out from the monsters Will and Max had just dropped, wrapping around the legs of close to half of their remaining enemies. Will nodded to Max and Physique, and the three of them started forward to finish the job. 
 
    Heavy footsteps against thin metal echoed from behind them. Will only had time to spare a single glance in that direction. Two more mutants, massive hulking bearish things, were rushing his class from behind.  
 
    “Klash!” He only had time to shout and point as the coyotes began to regain their equilibrium. He slashed at one, missed, and yanked his hand back to avoid the guillotine of teeth that clamped down in its wake. 
 
    Even if he’d wanted to keep giving them specific orders, directing the battle like a team captain, the chaos had become too loud for him to shout over. He sank into his own vicious instincts, separating legs and snouts from bodies like a butcher in the backroom.  
 
    He saw Klash fling himself into a massive monster that had been about to rush into Daydream and Pasithea. It reared onto its back legs, readying itself to smear the dreadlocked teenager into the cement. A nearby corpse suddenly sprouted a punji stick of blood, skewering the monster through its underside and adding to the mess on the ground. 
 
    He turned back toward where Max and Physique were holding the front line. They were pressed on all sides, but leaning into their speed advantage, turning the battle into a game of tag weighted in their favor.  
 
    Will engaged with the other big monster attacking them from behind, dodging a massive paw strike before slashing it across one arm. The appendage hung limp, dangling by a string of skin he hadn’t quite cut through. He stabbed it in the neck and twisted his lockpick around, finishing the kill. 
 
    He searched for a new opponent, but the battle was already coming to an end. His students slowly fell back into formation as Bloodfeud used his spears to put the last few monsters out of their misery. 
 
    It was a moment out of a dream, a moment Will hadn’t even imagined his class would ever reach. He realized, all at once, that they trusted him and he fully reciprocated that trust. A smile snuck onto his face that he had to reel in, a smile born of the absurd amount of pride he had for each of them.  
 
    It’s going to go to their heads if you let them see it, he thought. 
 
    “Any injuries?” he asked. 
 
    “I sprained one of my fingers in a punch,” said Max. 
 
    “I got sweat in my eye,” said Pasithea. “Does that count?” 
 
    She tugged at the front of her costume as Will glanced her way, briefly flashing him something that looked way too much like a hint of nipple. He brought up a hand in a blinder motion against the side of his eye and heard her giggle at her own antics. 
 
    “Let’s keep moving,” he said. “We made a lot of noise, and noise attracts trouble.” 
 
    They continued on their way, weaving from street to street along a path more akin to a meandering river than a normal pedestrian route. It took them about half an hour more to approach the church, which still put them well ahead of schedule. 
 
    The Second Advent’s Lancaster City chapter was in surprisingly good shape compared to the surrounding area, which was lukewarm praise, at best. The roof was partially collapsed, and the side building where the clergy had bunked was entirely burned out. The wreckage of a car partially blocked the main entrance, but other than that, the church was still standing, still traversable. 
 
    “We can’t be sure of what’s in there, but in all likelihood, the larger threat is going to come from outside,” said Will. “Max and Klash, I want you both to stand guard at the door.” 
 
    “What?” snapped Max. “Why can’t we go inside?” 
 
    Will shook his head and raised an arm to gesture at the obvious. “It’s a church. Trust me. You’re not missing out on much. Physique, I want you in back. Bloodfeud, up front with me. Pasithea, Daydream, stay close.” 
 
    He carefully navigated the lump of twisted metal in front of the door and pushed his way into the main aisle that ran between rows of pews. All of the once beautiful stained-glass windows had been smashed out except for one, which depicted Jesus passing a chalice to one of his disciples. 
 
    Memories washed over Will, from the time he’d snuck into the church after hours, to church with Jess and Rue and Avery, to meetings with the Drifters and Father Darkeye back when there’d still been a city left to protect. He walked slowly, boots crunching over broken glass, and headed for the backroom where he assumed the files they were looking for would be. 
 
    Bloodfeud entered the room just ahead of him and immediately shook his head. “It’s already been stripped.” 
 
    “That doesn’t make any sense,” muttered Will. “Who would want a bunch of church documents? This isn’t worthwhile information to anyone but the Second Advent.” 
 
    “Incoming!” shouted Klash, from outside. “Instructor Lockpick! We’ve got some guys on bikes coming this way!” 
 
    He nodded to his students, and they all filed back out of the church. Will arrived just in time to put himself in front of the group as three men on dirt bikes slowed to a stop in an open section of the destroyed parking lot. He recognized the one in the lead, which was beyond unfortunate. 
 
    “It’s been a while, Pick,” called Bonespur. “I wish I could say it’s good to see you again… but it’s not.” 
 
    Bonespur had grown his mop top of hair out, and it made him look rather unkempt when combined with his black leather jacket and dirty jeans. He was a different man than the one Will remembered, no longer the redheaded runt who’d taken to clinging to Despot’s coattails on the first day of his imprisonment. 
 
    Will presumed that he was now Despot’s right-hand man, with Glass dead. He tried to remember the last time he’d actually spoken to him as Pick, as opposed to as Decay, and found that he couldn’t. There was still a significant amount of animosity between them, but not as much as there could have been, were all the cards on the table.  
 
    “Bonespur,” he said, smiling with dark humor. “It certainly has been a while. I see you’re still rocking your little dirt bike. It suits you.” 
 
    “Are you sure it’s a good idea to pick a fight with me while in the middle of a babysitting gig?”  
 
    Max let out a huff and tried to take a step forward. Will extended an arm, stopping him in his tracks, but the shift in his attention left a gap for Bloodfeud to move into the open. 
 
    “Yo,” said Bloodfeud. “Bonespur. How’ve things been around town?” 
 
    “Holy shit, I know that voice.” Bonespur chuckled and leaned forward on his handlebars. “Bloodfeud! Our CA rep mentioned that Pick would be coming through with his students, but I had no idea that you were one of them. Thought you were dead.” 
 
    “Nah, just… you know.” Bloodfeud shrugged. “Looking out for my sister.” 
 
    “You’re not here to talk to him,” Will told Bonespur. “You’re here to talk to me.” 
 
    He was annoyed, and that fed into numerous points of frustration. The apparent fact that the Power Realists had been deputized by the CA was already patently absurd. Discovering that they’d been given advance notice of his class’s practical exam was beyond infuriating. Still, he couldn’t let it show, as much for his own ego as to project strength. 
 
    “Yeah, because I just love talking to you so much, Pick,” said Bonespur, shaking his head. “You came for some files which, as it happens, we’ve been keeping safe. When I say we, I of course mean Despot, Father Darkeye, and Blackwing, our CA rep.” 
 
    “Father Darkeye is here?” Will resisted the urge to scowl, but only just. 
 
    “He came back to aid in the humanitarian effort here in the city,” said Bonespur. “He fell in with us immediately, as everyone else just sort of ducked and ran when the trouble started. Pretty cowardly, I think, to abandon the people who were stuck here for whatever reason. Running away instead of standing your ground.” 
 
    “I had to protect my sister!” snapped Bloodfeud. 
 
    Will touched his shoulder, holding him back as much as calming him down. Bloodfeud’s outburst actually made it easier for him to keep his own cool, a reminder of his role as a teacher. 
 
    “I’m not here to goad either of you, though it is fun,” said Bonespur. “We have what you’re looking for, and we’re fine with turning it over to you. The papers are basically useless to us, and Father Darkeye would be fine with letting you run them home to the CA to pass on to the church’s archives.” 
 
    “What’s the catch?” asked Will. 
 
    “The catch is if we don’t make the offer, our CA rep is going to get on our ass,” said Bonespur. “The catch is, you have to come into our neighborhood to get them. The catch, the real catch, Pick, is that Despot will want to talk to you if you do have the balls to show up, and we both know you’re terrified of him.” 
 
    Will took a step forward, staring into Bonespur’s eyes, threatening as much as fuming. He felt his students react to the tension, especially Bloodfeud, who also took a step, probably more to put himself in place to pull him back if needed than in anticipation of a fight. 
 
    Bonespur knew that he could needle him without repercussion. Instructor Lockpick, surrounded by his young, impressionable charges. He couldn’t do anything rash, but he didn’t want to back down. Whether it was arrogance, or the need for closure, or simply a desire to make sure his students passed their practical exam, he knew there was only one way forward. 
 
    Your ego is pulling your strings, he thought. You don’t even care if this is a trap. No… part of you wants it to be one. 
 
    “I’ll get the files,” said Will. “Why don’t you run ahead and let your master know that he should get them ready for me?” 
 
    Bonespur spat on the ground and eyed him and his students one last time. “Good to see you haven’t changed, Pick. Your students got the luck of the draw, that’s for sure.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 41 
 
      
 
    “I don’t see what the big deal is,” said Max. “They said they had the files. Just go get them and come back. Simple enough.” 
 
    “Are you an idiot, or something?” asked Pasithea. “Instructor Lockpick obviously has history with them. This reeks of a trap.” 
 
    “He kept calling you Pick,” said Daydream. “Was that your nickname at some point? Anyway, I agree with Pasithea. They’re a bunch of unpredictable racists.” 
 
    “That is the stupidest thing you have ever said,” muttered Bloodfeud. “Recognizing that there are differences between people with powers and people without them is nothing like—” 
 
    “Enough.” Will ran a hand through his hair. “This isn’t a group decision, and we’re not going to have discussion time right now. I’m going to send you all back to the pickup point. I’ll go and get the files by myself and meet you there.” 
 
    Several of his students immediately tried to argue against the arrangement, voices overlapping into a cascade of dissent. He was already thinking through his approach. The Power Realists had expanded their wall around the junkyard, meaning he’d be inside what amounted to their inner territory for even longer. He knew some of the layout, but time had passed, things had likely changed. 
 
    “He is our instructor!” boomed Physique. “If he gives an order, we obey it! It’s just like being on a team. Get used to it!” 
 
    “You don’t have all of the details!” Bloodfeud jabbed a finger into her face. “This is between me and Pick! No offense, but stay out of it!” 
 
    “Excuse me?” snapped Physique. “What’s gotten into you? Francisco…?” 
 
    “Quiet!” shouted Will. He seized Bloodfeud’s arm and pulled him off for a sidebar. “You have thirty seconds to ask what I know you’re about to ask and make your case.” 
 
    “Okay.” Bloodfeud hesitated, perhaps caught off guard by Will’s frankness. “Alright. Look… I guess all I want to say is that you kind of owe me this. I was your friend before I was your student. At least I thought I was. I mean, I am your student too. I’ve learned stuff from you, but what I mean is…” 
 
    “Fifteen seconds,” said Will. 
 
    “I need this!” snapped Bloodfeud. “You owe me this. This isn’t a favor, this is more basic! This is just trust. Haven’t I earned that by now? I didn’t tell anyone what I know about who you really are. I even covered for you! Goddammit, I had your back against Glass! Galaxy Maiden!” 
 
     “You did,” said Will, holding up a hand to ease down Bloodfeud’s volume. “To be honest, this is that kind of situation. You heard Bonespur, maybe not what he said, but how he said it. That smirking, shit-eating tone. This is going to be a trap. I don’t know how it’s going to play out, but I’m sure of it.” 
 
    “You can’t be sure of that! You’re not thinking clearly. I’m not talking about you, really, but…” Bloodfeud swore and glanced at the other students, making sure they were still out of earshot. “You’re thinking like Decay. You have to separate that out. To Bonespur and Despot, you’re still just Pick. Think about how much has changed. It’s ancient history.” 
 
    “You don’t know them like I do,” muttered Will. 
 
    “Maybe not, but you promised me this. You owe me this. I’m not running away to join up with them again, I fucking swear on my mother’s grave. I still have my sister to look out for. I just need… to see what’s going on with them. Figure some things out for myself.” 
 
    “Some things you don’t figure out, Francisco. You just get infected by them. One day, you’ll know what I mean by that. Maybe one day soon.” 
 
    “I know enough already,” said Bloodfeud. “I’m hearing what you’re trying to tell me, Pick. Seriously, though. This should be my decision to make. And let’s be honest — you could use someone watching your back in there. It should be me, just like I had your back with Glass and Galaxy Maiden. You’re my friend, like, my realest friend in the world.” 
 
    Will let out a tired sigh. “Were you aiming for that pun?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    He shook his head. “…Fine. You can come along, Bloodfeud. But you have to promise me that you will follow my lead.” 
 
    He enunciated those last three words with a fair amount of grit and was satisfied with the way Bloodfeud nodded with seriousness. He walked back over to his other students, who were whispering amongst themselves, uncertainty plain and obvious in their expressions. 
 
    “Francisco and I are going to retrieve the documents,” he said. “The rest of you are going to make your way back to the community center where Zone will be picking us up. Any questions?” 
 
    Physique’s hand shot up, though she was glaring at Bloodfeud rather than Will. He called on her, though he knew it was a mistake. 
 
    “Why?” she shouted. “This is stupid! You’re going to take him, and just him, and send the rest of us back to twiddle our thumbs?” 
 
    “What happened to we should listen to our instructor?” asked Bloodfeud, mockingly. 
 
    “Fuck you!” Physique stomped toward him. “You… you’re so stupid!” 
 
    Max grabbed her by the shoulders and held her back. “Easy there. Take a breath.” 
 
    “Francisco!” shouted Physique. “You promised me!” 
 
    “I’m coming back!” Bloodfeud shouted in her face. “Come on. I’m not an idiot, okay? Would you just relax and trust me?” 
 
    “Everybody just needs to calm down,” said Will. “This is still a practical exam. Bloodfeud and I both have experience with the Power Realists. It might not seem like it, but this is the best approach for us to achieve our objective. That’s what we all want. Alright?” 
 
    “Are you implying you’re both, um, associated with this group?” asked Daydream. 
 
    “No!” he snapped. 
 
    “Yeah,” said Bloodfeud, at the same time. 
 
    Will took a breath and silently reminded himself that his students were only curious because they cared. “Bloodfeud was a member of their gang, in the past. I… knew some of these guys in prison.” 
 
    Close enough. 
 
    “Do you really think it’s a good idea for us to just head back on our own?” asked Klash. 
 
    “That depends on whether you think you’re up for it,” said Will. “I might be the instructor. I might have the authority here. But if you aren’t comfortable retracing those steps on your own, we’ll all just go back together. Even if it means not completing the exam.” 
 
    Presenting it to them as a binary, win-lose situation seemed to reinvigorate his class. He saw them all nod, and while the concern and unease were still there, their posture had undergone a subtle shift. They were heroes making hard choices, not students being ordered about. 
 
    “We can handle it,” said Pasithea. “Right? We’ll go back and keep that area secure. You just come back to us safe, Instructor.” 
 
    She stepped forward and kissed him on the cheek, catching him before he could stiff-arm her as he usually would. 
 
    Careful, he thought. She’s not going to be your student for that much longer. 
 
    “Alright,” he said. “Let’s all get moving. Go slow, and don’t be afraid to deviate from the plan if you encounter anything that feels off. Trust your instincts. Trust your creativity.” 
 
    “We will,” said Max. 
 
    Will glanced at Bloodfeud, who nodded, and the class split off into two groups. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 42 
 
      
 
    Will and Bloodfeud traveled fast. They had no real other choice, as the junkyard was on the other side of the city. Traveling at the same speed they had with the full class would have forced them to cut things close, time-wise. 
 
    The nearer they drew to the base of the Power Realists, the safer the area seemed to become. There were hints of active inhabitation, little things. Bits of discarded food that had been tossed out a window. Slop stains from… other sorts of refuse that had obviously been dumped after the collective failure of the city’s plumbing. Even notes taped to doors that read “HELLO” or “KNOCK THRICE IF HUMAN.” 
 
    Bloodfeud treated each little discovery of life as a triumph, though he was obviously holding back his reaction. Will wished he could explain to him that none of it changed anything, not when the Power Realists were involved. It was like celebrating putting out a house fire when the house was infected by mold. 
 
    You can do good things and still be evil. 
 
    The wall of the junkyard had been extended, as Will had seen on his last visit. It encompassed a larger section of the city, though the original wall still cordoned off what he assumed to be the main base of the Realists. 
 
    They weren’t at a gate when they reached the outer wall, and neither of them objected to simply scaling it and dropping down the other side. Here, there were people, men and women and even a few children. They stuck together in groups, still aware and smart enough to be cautious, but unlike every other inch of the city Will had seen, they at least felt comfortable enough to treat street level as a safe place.  
 
    Both still in costume, Will and Bloodfeud drew a fair amount of attention. He expected to be mobbed by people asking for help, demanding to know where the hell the CA was, why so many had been left to fend for themselves. Maybe he just wanted to know that. If anything, the people gave both him and Bloodfeud a wary berth, as though they represented potential trouble, rather than a stabilizing force. 
 
    Bloodfeud headed straight for the main gate leading into the junkyard. Will held him back, instead opting to bring them into a position where they could watch for a bit. He heard his student sigh and cross his arms. 
 
    “You’re being paranoid,” muttered Bloodfeud. “And even if you weren’t, they’ll already know we’re coming at this point. We’re better off not acting like we’re here to stir up trouble.” 
 
    “You don’t have to stir up trouble to end up with it,” muttered Will. 
 
    A voice shouted something from behind them, and then repeated it, this time loud enough to be audible. 
 
    “Lockpick,” called Father Darkeye. “Is that a new costume? It is so incredibly good to see you, after all this time.” 
 
    Will stared at the old priest, briefly unable to square his presence away with the rest of his interpretation of the situation. He looked much as he had the last time Will had seen him, still thin, still grey-haired, still dressed in a black cassock… still missing an arm, from the elbow down, though it seemed to have healed well. 
 
    “Father Darkeye.” He frowned and shook his head. “It’s good to see you too, but… what are you doing here?” 
 
    The priest furrowed his brow. “I still live here. I was briefly moved up to Montreal during the evacuation, but it made… a certain amount of sense for me to come back. This is where I’m needed.” 
 
    “He’s with the Second Advent, right?” asked Bloodfeud. “We’re here to recover some of the documents from your church.” 
 
    “Ah, yes,” said Father Darkeye. “I only made a passing stop through on my arrival. That area of the city is still rather dangerous. I didn’t think to grab any of my old folders. Saving people and artifacts of the church seemed more relevant, at the time. Perhaps Blackwing knows something about where they are?” 
 
    He waved a hand at someone who’d been watching from off to the side. Will was surprised to see another hero in costume jog over. 
 
    “These are the students who are here in the city on assignment, I take it?” asked Blackwing. His aesthetic was all midnight purple, and his mask had the somewhat inelegant addition of two horizontal wings jutting out from the face. 
 
    “I’m the instructor, this is my student,” said Will. 
 
    Blackwing nodded skeptically. “And the rest of your class? Did you just leave them unattended within the wild section of the city?” 
 
    “Do you know where these Second Advent documents are or not?” snapped Will. 
 
    “He means the ones within the church around the time of the breach,” said Father Darkeye.  
 
    “I’m aware of what he means,” said Blackwing. “Despot has them. If you’re asking where, specifically, they might be located, that’s not within my purview.” 
 
    “Fantastic,” said Will. “Thanks for the help.” 
 
    He turned and walked away from the two men deliberately, frustrated more by the fact that he may have misjudged the situation than his lack of progress. Bloodfeud was smiling as they approached the junkyard’s gate. 
 
    Gallop, wearing an eyepatch over one eye, stood within the parapet-style walkway above them. He squinted suspiciously down at them and waved a hand to someone else within the yard. 
 
    “Gallop,” called Bloodfeud, smiling. “Yo. It’s me. Bloodfeud.” 
 
    Gallop’s jaw dropped open and he shook his head. “Holy shit. You’re still alive?” 
 
    “I’m still alive,” said Bloodfeud. “I’m here as part of a class… thing. To get some documents.” 
 
    “You’re with Pick, then.” Gallop pointed a finger at Will, clearly only then recognizing him, though it was hard to tell whether it was because of the costume or his eyesight after taking a splash of acid back during Jess’s kidnapping. 
 
    “He’s with Pick,” said Will. “You clearly already knew I was coming. Now hurry the fuck up and follow your orders.” 
 
    “Fuck you.” Gallop tried to spit down on him, but the wind wasn’t cooperative. He waved his hand again, looking down at the ground within the junkyard. “Open the gate. But watch the one with the cape.” 
 
    The gate slid open not by strength of muscle, but with the help of some rigging powered by a generator. Will’s jaw tensed as he walked through, still expecting a trap, a trick, something.  
 
    What greeted him instead were familiar faces from another life. Tinkerbell, Tink, wore a thin spring dress and had grown out her hair, or at least used her power to make it appear long and voluminous. Tusk, the massive strongman who’d been an apparent late recruit to the gang, wore an open Hawaiian shirt and was carrying a set of golf clubs for some indiscernible reason. 
 
    Calling the Power Realists’ center of influence a junkyard felt inaccurate, given how much they’d overhauled it. There were fewer mangled and rusted out cars within their base than in the city outside it. Numerous vans and RVs and repurposed box trucks were parked and being used for habitation.  
 
    There were also a few examples of new construction, shack-like buildings made from recycled metal. Sections along the inner wall had been dug down to soil and turned into gardens, though not much was growing. 
 
    “No frigging way.” Tink took an uncertain step forward. “Francisco, is that you? Seriously?” 
 
    She grinned and ran forward, pulling him into a tight hug. Bloodfeud laughed and leaned her from side to side. She cupped his cheek as she pulled back. 
 
    “Boy, we thought you were dead!” she said. 
 
    “I heard,” said Bloodfeud. “Not dead. Just… looking out for my sister.” 
 
    “I feel you,” said Tink. “Good to have you back.” She finally turned her attention Will’s way, face flash-freezing over into coldness. “Pick.” 
 
    Looks like she still has fond memories of our last encounter, when I kidnapped her and held her at knifepoint. 
 
    “Tink,” he said. “I’m only here for one thing, and it’s not to make trouble.” 
 
    “Well, you best go handle that one thing, then,” she said, turning her nose up. “Francisco? Are you going too, or can I fawn over you for a bit more?” 
 
    Will glanced at his student and shrugged. 
 
    “Let me talk with Pick for a second,” said Bloodfeud. “I’ll be right over.” 
 
    She skipped off, and the fact that she was barefoot said so much about the junkyard’s evolution. Will crossed his arms and waited for Bloodfeud to speak his piece, surprised by how nervous he was about what it might entail. 
 
    “I’m coming back with you,” said Bloodfeud. “You know that, right?” 
 
    “Now that you’ve said it I do.” 
 
    “I have my sister, not to mention Physique.” He chuckled and shook his head. “Can you imagine how she’d react if I didn’t? She can already be wild enough when we’re… well, you know.” 
 
    “I don’t, and I don’t want to,” said Will, chuckling. 
 
    “I was so mad about not really getting the choice about whether to stay and be a part of this that I…” Bloodfeud brought his thumb to his mouth and bit at the nail. “I guess I never stopped to really think about what I would choose. Not just for me, but for everyone that needs me.” 
 
    “You’ve matured,” said Will. “Even in just the time I’ve had you as my student.” 
 
    “Maybe you’re just realizing how mature I’ve always been,” said Bloodfeud. “One question though. Am I allowed to drink on the job if it’s just one or two beers? I think they have some over there.” 
 
    “One, max,” said Will, rubbing his forehead. “We’re out of here literally as soon as those papers touch my hand.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 43 
 
      
 
    Bonespur had been watching Will, waiting just off to the side, since he’d first come through the gate. Will walked over to him and waved a hand, all but knowing what came next. 
 
    “He’s waiting for you,” said Bonespur. “I hope you’re ready.” 
 
    Ready for what? Will felt his heart pounding, despite how hard he was trying to stay calm, stay cool. 
 
    “Well, hurry up with it, then,” he snapped. “Don’t waste my time, Bonespur.” 
 
    “You’re forgetting where you are right now, Pick. Your time is whatever time we let you have. That’s not a threat, just reality.” 
 
    They stared each other down as hatefully as two men could. Bonespur shook his head and eventually began leading him toward a large RV near the center of the compound. He knocked on the door. 
 
    “Yeah?” called a familiar voice, from inside. 
 
    “He’s here.” 
 
    “Send him in.” 
 
    Bonespur opened the door and stepped out of the way. Will climbed into the RV, his heart rate reaching a new fevered pitch as he scanned the clean, relatively empty interior. It was spacious, with a large dinner table, a queen-size bed in back, a tiny bathroom-shower duo in one corner.  
 
    Despot, Jacob Miller, sat at the table with a tablet in front of him playing some TV show with loud gunshots. He turned the screen off and stood up as Will approached, smiling and more than anything, just looking tired.  
 
    He wore a suit jacket over a button-up shirt over jeans. His grey and black hair was cut short, beard cropped similarly close. His face had a full quality to it that almost seemed out of character, the reddish hue and slightly baggy chin that comes from eating well and living comfortably. 
 
    “Will,” said Despot. “How have you been?” 
 
    He reached forward for a handshake. Will folded his arms and gave the smallest shake of his head. 
 
    “Just get the files,” he said. 
 
    “It’s been a while. I know we didn’t part on the best of terms last time we encountered one another, but that was, well… a different time. A different place. For both of us.” 
 
    So much seemed to shift into view for Will upon hearing Despot’s voice again. He’d met the man about a month after Halberd’s death. Despot had basically been the first sympathetic ear he’d encountered, the first person to listen to what he had to say about what he’d been through in the time between running away and going to prison. He’d reminded him of Halberd, though he hadn’t realized it at a time. He’d slid into that same role as a father figure. 
 
    “We’re not doing this,” said Will. 
 
    “We’re a lot alike, you know,” said Despot. “Too stubborn to stop and consider we might be wrong, or the truth might be more toward the middle.” 
 
    Will said nothing for a couple of seconds, apparently long enough to set off Bonespur’s suspicions, as he opened the RV’s door and poked his head in. Despot scowled and waved him off. 
 
    “Goddammit, Pick. Just take a seat and act like a human being across from me for five minutes and I’ll give you those worthless fucking files, alright?” 
 
    He gestured to the seat across from him. Will let it screech petulantly as he pulled it out and sat down. 
 
    “Five minutes,” he said. 
 
    Despot tapped the table twice, reached over to a conveniently placed mini fridge, and pulled out a four-pack of craft beer still sealed in the cardboard. He extracted two beers and set one in front of each of them. 
 
    “Here,” said Despot. “It’s not poisoned, obviously. I think we both know if I was going to kill you, that wouldn’t be my approach.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t put it past you, especially now that you’ve preemptively denied it,” said Will. 
 
    “Jesus fucking Christ,” said Despot, with a sigh. “Forgive me for thinking that maybe, just maybe, it was worth trying to see if we could… I don’t know. Now that’s probably the truest thing I’ve said so far. I really don’t know what I expected from this meeting.” 
 
    Despot opened his beer with a hard pull on the tab. It frothed over onto the table and he swore and tried to quickly drink the excess. Will cracked his more carefully, relaxing a little, though he didn’t really want to. 
 
    He was still seething with hatred for this man, this manipulator. He remembered how neatly Despot had dressed up ideas that had amounted to enslaving the mundane population back in prison. Raping mundane women and using mundane men as pack animals to “build a better future.” This was that same man, regardless of how he looked or how he talked. 
 
    “We’ve been busy these past few months,” said Despot. “In some ways, it’s been easy. In other ways, it’s been hard. I would say that it’s preferable to the gang’s time out in the Exclusion Zone… Though I guess that’s technically where this will be, soon enough. Just waiting for the proclamation to come down from on high.” 
 
    “The proclamation, and your pardon,” said Will. “Yeah, I’m sure you’ll stick around and keep helping out once you’ve got what you want. I’m sure you won’t just pack up your followers and move to a major city.” 
 
    “Are you talking to me, or are you talking to yourself? I like this city, Pick. The people still left here like us, and we like that they like us, and we try to help them. Supers, mundane, there is a difference, never forget, but in times like this that difference is what lets you make a difference.” 
 
    “Whatever you say.” 
 
    Despot sighed and took another sip of his beer. “I hope you know I do respect you for having served your time. I know better than most that you could have, shall we say, cut and run. Nobody would have been able to stop you. Not right away, at least.” 
 
    “It’s called having integrity.” 
 
    “So many things I could say to that, but I won’t.” Despot pointed to him with the index finger of the hand holding his beer. “At least not right now, that’s for sure. Instructor Lockpick. You know, I’ve not got a bad word to say about you making a run at teaching. You’ve got a lot you could teach. Lessons worth learning.” 
 
    “You know the most important thing I’ve taught them? That would be how to keep from making the same mistakes I did.” 
 
    “I think that’s good, Pick,” said Despot. “No, I think that’s great. Necessary, even.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m sure you do.” Will felt his contempt slipping out into his tone, into his posture, even the set of his eyes. 
 
    “You know what your problem is?” snapped Despot. “You’re so used to the world judging you, misunderstanding you, trying to turn you into some kind of cautionary story that you’ve started to believe it yourself. You’ve forgotten that you can still be seen. I see you. I’m seeing you right now.” 
 
    It was time to shout. Time to tell a presumptuous asshole to fuck off. Time to throw a punch, but more than anything, Will sensed it was time to go. He chugged his beer with a couple of unnecessary sips and set the empty can down hard. 
 
    “Nice talk,” he said. “Now make with the church documents.” 
 
    Despot stared at him with such utter nonchalance that it seemed for a second that he actually hadn’t heard what Will had just said. He finally gave a small nod and stood up from the table. 
 
    “I said one beer, and I meant it.” Despot disappeared into the bedroom area, and the unmistakable sound of a file cabinet swinging open sounded from within. “Here you go. Have a nice life, Pick.” 
 
    He passed them over and began reaching into the box of beers, grabbing another, which he opened with his back turned. Will waited for a couple of seconds, unsure of what the new game was. It felt like the kind of moment Despot would spring a trap in, but nothing came. 
 
    He left the RV and began walking across the compound. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 44 
 
      
 
    Will was actively trying not to think about anything Despot had said, but it wasn’t as easy as simply deleting the encounter from his mind. He distracted himself by heading for the gate, searching out Bloodfeud on the way. 
 
    He found Tink, his eyes briefly meeting hers as he was swinging his gaze across the compound. She started toward him, and he knew he had to say something. 
 
    “Looking for Francisco?” she asked, before he could begin. “He already left.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Some tall girl in a costume showed up outside the gate and started demanding to see you both,” said Tink. “He went back with her, told me to tell you not to wait up.” 
 
    “Seriously?” Will exhaled through his teeth. Physique had been reluctant about letting them both run off to begin with, but it seemed out of character for her to openly defy his orders, especially now, with her about to join his team. 
 
    “It’s not like I could have stopped him,” said Tink. “Though I did think about it. There’s a lot more danger out there than in here, that’s for damn sure.” 
 
    “It is what it is,” muttered Will. “Hey… listen.” 
 
    Tink folded her arms and narrowed her eyes, but she didn’t stop him from proceeding. 
 
    “I’m sorry about the whole… taking you hostage thing.” He scratched the back of his head, feeling absurd. “I won’t make excuses for my reasoning at the time, which was desperate but valid. I shouldn’t have scared you like that. No hard feelings.” 
 
    “There’s feelings, Pick,” said Tink. “Maybe not hard ones, but definitely some. If you’re asking me if I still hold a grudge, well, I’ve learned there’s a time to hold them and a time to let them roll on by.” 
 
    “That’s fair.” 
 
    “Go find your students, Professor.” 
 
    “Instructor, but I will. See you around, Tink.” 
 
    He made his way out of the inner compound and through the walled off section of the city beyond it. The process dimly reminded him of the old, official exclusion fence, the feeling of stepping outside and preparing himself for attack from any angle. 
 
    No attacks came, however. For the most part, he simply retraced his steps, only veering down a new street when he reached the turn in between heading toward the church and heading back to the community center where Zone would be picking them up. 
 
    He did encounter a single mutant on the way, a hulking mammalian quadruped that hissed at him, but never attacked. It was as though it could sense that he wasn’t afraid and actively decided not to take the fight. 
 
    The community center looked empty from a distance… and emptier up close. Will’s heart began beating at double speed as he spun around in the parking lot, searching for any sign of them. They would have had plenty of time to get back, even Bloodfeud and Physique, if they’d left before he had. 
 
    His concern began verging on horror as he thought about the kind of catastrophe it would take for two separate groups of his students to be thrown off course, at best… or killed, at worst. It had been his idea for them to split up, his idea to leave them on their own, his idea to— 
 
    “Instructor!” called Daydream. “We’re up here. We didn’t want to just stand around and be too obvious.” 
 
    Will grabbed his chest, feeling beads of cold sweat on his forehead. “Right. Well, come on down. It’s almost time for us to get out of here.” 
 
    He chuckled and sat down atop a car with two flat tires. His students filed out a minute later. Max and Klash upfront, Daydream and Pasithea just behind them, Physique following up in back. 
 
    “Is Bloodfeud still inside?” he asked. 
 
    The students glanced at each other. 
 
    “I thought he was with you?” said Klash. 
 
    “What?” said Will. “Physique, you went after him. Didn’t he go back with you?” 
 
    “Um…” Physique shook her head slowly. 
 
    “She’s been here with us the entire time,” said Daydream. “None of us have gone anywhere.” 
 
    The truth hit him like a punch to the gut, the kind of winding blow that becomes an unfortunate moment unto itself. Will ran his hands through his hair, not mad, not disappointed, not any one simple, definable emotion.  
 
    “He’s still in the junkyard,” he muttered. “I brought him back… and he stayed.” 
 
    “What?” shouted Physique. “Bloodfeud didn’t come back with you? You mean he… No!” 
 
    She let out a horrible groan and sank down on one knee. Will rubbed the bridge of his nose, his entire face feeling hot and acidic, as though he’d just snorted a line of pool water. 
 
    “Stay here!” he snapped. “I… have to go after him. I can’t let him do this. He’s not thinking straight. He must have just been confused.” 
 
    Confused, he thought. It’s so much worse than that, and you know it. He’s spilling all your secrets to Despot, right this very moment, selling you out to your worst enemy. You’re a goddamn idiot. 
 
    “We have less than half an hour until Zone shows up!” said Daydream. “I don’t think that’s enough time for you to go anywhere, really.” 
 
    “I’m coming with you!” said Physique. 
 
    “Nobody is coming with me!” He was shouting without meaning to, glaring at his students, not because they’d done anything wrong, just because they were there. “You’re staying put. That’s more than an order. Don’t try to follow me.” 
 
    “What are we supposed to do if you’re not back when Zone shows up?” asked Max. 
 
    “Go with him back to the academy,” said Will. “Tell him to come back in an hour. I’ll be there with Bloodfeud.” 
 
    The words tasted like a lie even as he spoke them. What was he supposed to do? Force his way back into the compound and drag the teenager, who had a heavy-duty power in his own right, back to the pickup point?  
 
    Or worse — make a deal with Despot? He wondered if that was what the bastard had been angling for all along, why he’d taken such a conciliatory tone, the beer, letting him walk away. He’d known that he already had him through one of his students. 
 
    “Instructor…” Physique was past anger and defiance. She looked and sounded like she was about to cry. “Please… Just tell him that… I don’t know. Tell him he’s breaking my heart.” 
 
    “I’ll tell him everything,” muttered Will. 
 
    He left without another word, feeling like a fool and a failure of a teacher. He didn’t run, at least not until he was out of view of his students. The same mutant he’d seen on his way back eyed him again, and once again decided there were easier pickings. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 45 
 
      
 
    Will eventually broke into an all-out sprint, even though he suspected it was already too late. He felt powerless at the same time he felt like he had to do something, which was a horrible combination of opposites. 
 
    He was still running at full speed as he approached one of Lancaster City’s former busiest intersections, which was now occupied by a few broken down cars, lots of trash, and a conspicuous dark red stain. But there was something new here, as well, a new addition that he hadn’t seen on his way through previously. 
 
    Bloodfeud. 
 
    He was leaned up against one of the cars, his unmasked face tipped forward at a lazy angle, hands clutching his chest. Will was so caught off guard that he literally stumbled over a piece of debris. Sliding to a stop next to his student, he shook his head and kneeled down, speechless in his confusion. 
 
    “I… I didn’t… realize,” muttered Bloodfeud. “I’m... so sorry.” 
 
    He was bleeding from the chest, but the color of his costume hid the extent of it at first. There was a lot of blood, and in between the teenager’s splayed fingers, Will could see a point of bone jutting out. 
 
    “It’s okay,” he said, quickly. “Hey, hey. It’s okay. Just… try to breathe.” 
 
    “He was in contact with us, you know,” called Bonespur. He and several other members of the Power Realists stepped out from the surrounding buildings, at least six that Will could see, including Gallop. “Surprised me too when Despot told me. Little Francisco called us up from your dinky little school in Canada, desperate to stay in the loop.” 
 
    Bloodfeud made a gurgling noise and coughed a bit of blood onto Will’s shoulder. 
 
    “Just focus on breathing!” hissed Will. 
 
    “He told us he uncovered a big secret,” continued Bonespur, all but monologuing to thin air. “A secret about you, Pick. He said it was too big to even say over the phone.” 
 
    “I… I can’t do it,” cried Bloodfeud. “It’s… too much.” 
 
    “Little Francisco, so eager to fit in again from the moment he walked back through our gates. He was ready to do whatever we told him to do, except, apparently, give you up. Which unfortunately was all we needed from him.” 
 
    “Hey!” said Will. “Look at me! Don’t think about anything else other than healing yourself and looking at me. Okay?” 
 
    Bloodfeud’s face contorted in an awful way, like when a child cries out all their tears but still can’t stop crying. 
 
    “You should have heard him scream when we were trying to get it out of him,” laughed Bonespur. “Goddamn, let me tell you, we made him scream. He tried to use his power with his own blood, so I stuck a spur through his heart. Wild that he’s even still alive.” 
 
    The words sounded faint and distant, but their meaning was instantly clear to Will. Bloodfeud was using his power, holding his heart together with the blood it needed to pump through the rest of him. It was incredible that he could sustain in the way that he was, but it would still take a miracle to bring him through alive. 
 
    Will reached around to support Bloodfeud’s head and noticed how pale his face was again. He saw Bloodfeud’s eyes flicker, the way his lower lip curled from the pain, the exhaustion. 
 
    “Come on, kid!” hissed Will. “This is your thing! This is your power! You can… you can heal from this. You deserve better than this.” 
 
    “Sorry…” Bloodfeud sucked in a tiny gasp, and his throat made a horrible wet noise as he let it out, and his eyes… stayed open, not moving, not closing. His hand fell away from his chest. 
 
    “Goddammit!” screamed Will. He tried to bring Bloodfeud’s hand back to where it had been, but it wouldn’t stay there. The blood oozed out in a horrible, gushing pulse. Will bent over the teenager’s body and just held him, unable to acknowledge the facts at hand. 
 
    “Fucking pathetic,” muttered Gallop. “He’s losing his shit. Let’s just do him too, not like he doesn’t deserve it.” 
 
    “Sink or swim,” muttered another gang member. 
 
    “We’re not here to do him.” Bonespur walked toward Will, standing so his shadow fell across him and Bloodfeud. “As much fun as it would be, he’s ours now. Bloodfeud did sing eventually, even if it came too late for him to save himself. He served his purpose. We know everything… Decay.” 
 
    Will wiped some of the blood off Francisco’s cheek from where he’d coughed earlier. He’d been handsome, still a little baby-faced, but with all the right qualities underneath. Strong jaw, expressive eyes. Just needed a few more years… a little more time. 
 
    “You did this,” said Bonespur, with a laugh. “If you’d just let things be, not filled his head up with so much of your own baggage, let alone dumping your secrets on him, none of this would have happened, Pick. None of it.” 
 
    Will set Francisco’s body down, folding both of the teenager’s hands over his chest. He ran his fingers through his own hair, ignoring how much blood was still on them. He wondered what his face must look like as he turned toward Bonespur and saw his confused reaction. Was he… smiling? 
 
    “Despot humbled himself to you, and you spat in his face,” said Bonespur. “The way I see it, this is your punishment for not listening. For not using your head. You could have saved him if you’d come around a little earlier. Hell, I would have taken him over you.” 
 
    “No,” said Will, in a dreamy voice. “I didn’t do this. Not this time.” 
 
    “You’re coming back with us,” said Bonespur. “You’re on a leash now, Decay, unless you want the entire world to know about the things you’ve done. If Despot says jump, you jump. If Despot says lie down and roll over, then you—” 
 
    Will already had his penknife out, and he hurled it into Gallop’s face. The tip of the blade sank into the speedster’s remaining eye. Gallop tried to blink, tried to pull it out, and then staggered and fell over. 
 
    “You know, I stopped using that knife,” said Will. “I thought it didn’t suit me as a hero. As Lockpick.” 
 
    Another gang member charged at him, Agave or Saguaro or some other cactus-themed name. Will couldn’t remember for the life of him. He leaned back, dodging a punch as little spines extended outward in a blurring aura around the man. 
 
    Will cut one of his arms off, feeling the spines scraping his hand as he brought his lockpick by on a close pass. He ducked and rolled, dodging a blast of heat-based energy from another super. Everything felt like it was happening in slow motion, which was good, because he also felt like he was moving through a dream. 
 
    An arm stretched out to grab him from ten feet away. Will seized it and yanked, pulling a flex-super he didn’t recognize toward him. He heard the man growl, but it turned into a pained yelp as he sank his lockpick in, swirled it around like he was stirring up a smoothie. The man dropped. 
 
    “Attack together!” Bonespur shouted to his last two followers. “He’s an unhinged psycho. Don’t go at him one by one!” 
 
    Firecracker was one of those remaining, and he leveled his hand at Will like a popgun. He felt one of his ears crack with painful intensity, and the side of his hair singed as the flames of a near miss smoldered through the air.  
 
    Will rushed forward and killed him. No fuss. No ceremony. He was simply faster, more dedicated to what needed to be done, and more aware of how quickly it could be done. Firecracker tried to hold his slit throat as he stumbled backward, to no avail. 
 
    Bonespur’s other henchman took off running, but Will knew where he’d find him later. He walked over to Gallop’s body and pulled loose his penknife, shaking blood from both his weapons as though drying his hands in a public restroom. He started laughing and noted the mixture of fury and horror on his last opponent’s face. 
 
    “Fuck you!” screamed Bonespur. “Killing is the only thing you’re good at, but you can’t kill me. I’ve always been better than you. I know it, and you know it, and soon, Despot will know it, too.” 
 
    “I’ll go tell him for you after this,” said Will. 
 
    He watched as Bonespur’s face took on that odd quality again, the expression a man wears when he knows he’s about to be exposed but still can’t find it in him to back down. Bonespur shuffled forward, extending his spears out through his wrists a few feet and then pulling them back in a few inches. 
 
    They rushed toward each other, both leaning into their respective advantages. Bonespur had range, but Will’s weapons would win out in anything resembling a parry. They both feinted and attacked from strange angles, all of it happening in a confusing flurry that would have looked ridiculous to an outside observer. 
 
    Will lost the first engagement, taking one of the bone spears through the shoulder. He cut it off at the midpoint and stumbled backward with the skewer still jutting from his body. He’d been sloppy, his focus sabotaged by all of the emotions actively roiling through him. 
 
    Bonespur howled and tried to press the attack. Will yanked the spear out, flung it at Bonespur, and did a quick and basic mend job on the gash. His shoulder still felt like he’d just gotten out of surgery, but he wasn’t actively bleeding, at least. 
 
    He ducked under another spear jab and slashed, nearly disemboweling the other man. He swung his lockpick for a left-handed follow-up, aiming at skull level. Bonespur leaned sideways, losing a few tufts of red hair, but nothing more. 
 
    Will let out a single amused snort, knowing in that moment that he was going to kill the other man. It was a strange realization to have in advance, drunk on desperation, desperate for revenge. He was going to kill Bonespur… but he was still closer to the start than to the end. 
 
    Bonespur touched the bald spot Will had given him and seemed to come to a conclusion. Pieces of bone in the shape of armor began sprouting from various points on his body, shoulders and elbows, wrists and knees. He covered his face last, and while he wasn’t clad in anything resembling full-body plate mail, the bits he’d formed would do a good job of protecting his vital points against typical slashing and cutting attacks. 
 
    Will’s attacks weren’t typical, but he still nodded, still showed respect. Bonespur threw himself forward, roaring as he stabbed with his spears, spinning into another attack with a literal spur of bone jutting from his elbow armor. Those points were sharp, Will knew that firsthand. 
 
    Bonespur repeated the basic format of his attack, always moving quickly, always being smart about his range advantage, fighting on his own terms. He kept a close watch on Will’s weapons, never losing track of them in the moment. 
 
    Until, inevitably, he did lose track, and for Will… it only took a moment. His counter was barely even a passing touch, and he held his penknife in an awkward knuckle grip somewhere in between a normal and reverse hold. He simply rubbed the blade against Bonespur’s wrist, all the way down, all the way through, severing the limb as though it had never been attached in the first place. 
 
    Bonespur crumpled to the ground, remaining hand clutched over his bloody stump, still glaring in defiance. “Fuck you, Pick!” 
 
    Will flicked a finger against the forehead of Bonespur’s stupid bone mask. “I saved you for last, you know.” 
 
    “He cried for his little sister while he was being tortured.” Bonespur spat at Will’s face, most of it hitting the chest of his costume. “I told him I’d take care of her real good. He cried like a little bitch and begged me, straight up begged me not—” 
 
    Will punched him in the face, his knuckles cracking against hard bone. It stunned Bonespur, but probably did more damage to his own hand. He kept punching, over and over, even as he felt his skin bruise, even as he felt the joints underneath pop, the knuckles eventually snapping in painful little ways. 
 
    He didn’t stop until he’d broken through the mask and kept going after that until the fight was past over and Bonespur’s body had gone cold. His hand was a mangled mess, but he went back over to Francisco’s body instead of getting the mending started. 
 
    “We both fucked up today,” he muttered, dropping down to sit next to him. “What are we going to do? Any ideas?” 
 
    He’d held out a miniscule, foolish hope that Francisco would somehow suck in a breath and sit up like characters so often seemed to do in movies. The teenager’s face was so pale in death, lips verging on blue in color, eyes still open and sightless. Not this time. 
 
    The world felt hazy to Will, part dream, part video game. It seemed incredibly obvious what he had to do next, given the facts on hand. He started mending his hand, smiling at each breathtaking jolt of pain as he reset his broken fingers, as he walked off to get his greatsword. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 46 
 
    FOUR YEARS EARLIER 
 
      
 
    There was something about Halberd’s good moods that Lockpick had always found infectious. They’d spent the past six months watching the construction of their home on the island go up at an infuriatingly slow pace, only for everything to come together in the last two weeks of massive progress. 
 
    “What do you think, LP?” Halberd grinned and thumped him on the back. “It’s all ours, custom-built for our specific needs. Not just a home — a home base.” 
 
    “It’s impressive,” said Lockpick. “I guess I’m just surprised.” 
 
    “By what?” 
 
    “How much it looks like a Hollywood mansion,” said Lockpick. “I suppose when you get into the thirty-million-plus price range for custom-built houses, you pick from the same pool of architects.” 
 
    It may have looked like a cookie cutter movie star mansion, but as Halberd had explained to him in excruciating detail, it really was custom-built, just for them and their… particular needs. 
 
    A wall ran around the mansion’s exterior, outfitted with razor wire and security cameras around the top. The gate was capable of being electrified at the touch of a button, and two islanders that Halberd had recruited as henchmen were already midway into their first shift of standing guard on either side of the entrance. 
 
    “We still have to get the gas working,” muttered Halberd. 
 
    “Isn’t it already? I took a hot shower in one of the bathrooms this morning.” 
 
    “No, the knockout gas line,” said Halberd. “Every single room and hallway will be isolatable using the shutters. We can seal intruders off and knock them out without ever needing to get out of bed.” 
 
    “That seems… excessive.” 
 
    “And I’ve been keeping eye open for any used helicopters for sale so the helipad doesn’t go to waste,” said Halberd. “No point in getting a new one, given its range will only let it be useful for us getting around the island.” 
 
    “I’m sure the savings will be tremendous.” 
 
    Halberd shot him a glance, but Lockpick was still smiling, still enthused, despite not necessarily seeing the value of all the extras. 
 
    “This will be our home, LP,” he said. “A place where we can finally let our guard down.” 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    The mansion’s interior was mostly unfurnished, but Lockpick and Halberd brought in what little furniture they’d scavenged and made at least a few rooms livable. That first night felt like a true new beginning, at least to Lockpick, and not necessarily in a good way. 
 
    For the first time since he’d left home with Halberd over a year and a half earlier, he could see a real future for them. The island was remote, cut off from the rest of the world in more than just a geographical sense, but it was a lively, livable place. Navenya, Nameless, had become more a friend to him than a lover, but solid company, all the same. 
 
    Lockpick walked through the downstairs of the mansion in the middle of the night, lost in his own thoughts about past and present and future. The unfortunate truth was that if he could live here, with Halberd, an ocean away from their old lives, it would mean never seeing Jess and Rue and Avery again. 
 
    He hadn’t even tried suggesting to Halberd that they should look into bringing them out for a visit or even to come live with them permanently. He knew without needing to be told what the older man’s answer would have been, how quickly he’d shut the idea down. 
 
    Lockpick knew he could make a life on the island, or at least, he knew that he needed to. It was a compromise of sorts, but how hard could it really be? Living in a mansion on an island of never-ending summer surrounded by natives who worshipped supers, some of whom were actively learning English to better insinuate themselves into their lives. 
 
    It was better than being on the run, and that meant more than the words made it seem. 
 
    A noise came from somewhere outside. Lockpick tried to dismiss it as a bird or animal, some inconsequential night sound that he simply wasn’t used to yet in the new space. He was on the ground floor and saw an eerie purple light cascade through the window of the corner room. 
 
    The window’s glass shattered inward, but the pieces never hit the floor, muffling half the sound as each shard spun in slow motion, held in place by purple energy. A super in a dark costume climbed in with somewhat ungainly motions in comparison to the neat fashion in which he’d created the opening. 
 
    Lockpick ducked behind the corner of the hallway, swearing under his breath. Halberd was upstairs, likely drunk or asleep. The only way up to him was the stairs, and Lockpick would have to pass by the room their intruder was in on the way. 
 
    He had more options than just running. If he waited for the right moment, he might be able to strike from this hero’s blind spot, and he was reasonably sure it would only take one strike. 
 
    The hero began striding forward. Lockpick caught a glimpse of one of his ankles as he peered out at kneeling level. The sun emblem on one foot gave him away — Purple Sun, a high-level solo hero known for bravado and a crushing need for attention. 
 
    “I have enhanced hearing,” said Purple Sun, grabbing with telekinesis in the same motion. His sneer softened a few degrees as he pulled Lockpick out of hiding, but it didn’t come close to fading completely. “The fucking kid. Normally having you as a hostage would make things easy, but with Halberd… Who fucking knows?” 
 
    A noise echoed from the mansion’s extravagant stairs, a slow, dramatic clap. Halberd slowly made his way out of the shadows, clad in his boxers and his eyepatch, but still somehow dripping with confidence. 
 
    “It seems you’ve caught me with my pants down,” said Halberd. 
 
    “Uh, yeah, so to speak,” said Purple Sun, looking as though he preferred to be fighting a clothed opponent. “Look, I just want the bounty on you. If you come quietly, you can say goodbye to your kid and I’ll drop him off somewhere on the way.” 
 
    “It’s just you here, then?” asked Halberd. 
 
    “No, I plan on splitting the bounty six ways with some B-tier CA backup team,” said Purple Sun sarcastically. “Obviously it’s just me. As I expected, it wasn’t really all that hard.” 
 
    “Did you tell anyone you were coming?” 
 
    “Do you really think I would have been allowed to come here on my own if so?” asked Purple Sun. “Go put some pants on already. You have so much hair on your body, I… like I seriously can’t even look at you.” 
 
    “One last question,” said Halberd, raising a finger with villain-esque flair. “Who sold me out?” 
 
    “Some chick who wanted revenge for her dead boss,” said Purple Sun. “Kimberly or Kimberlain… something.” 
 
    “Fucking Kim,” muttered Halberd. “Well, I should have expected that. LP! Shutters!” 
 
    Halberd reached into his boxers and pulled out a remote control, slamming a finger down on an ominous-looking red button. The corner room’s spacious entryways were suddenly sealed off by metal shutters, trapping Purple Sun within. The hero seemed more annoyed than unsettled, and they had a view of him through conveniently placed windows within each sliding barricade. 
 
    “You’ve got to be kidding me,” said Purple Sun. “Hey! I have two tons of flexing power with my telekinesis when I use it at an off angle. Let me out of here. I will seriously… collapse… the…” 
 
    He fell forward, briefly smearing his cheek into the glass of the window before sinking into a crumpled pile on the floor.  
 
    “I figured the gas would be visible,” said Halberd. 
 
    “That’s just a movie thing,” said Lockpick. “Didn’t you say the gas wasn’t working?” 
 
    “Yeah, there was a valve in the control room I needed to throw. Easy fix.” 
 
    They stared at Purple Sun through the window for another minute. Footsteps alerted them to the arrival of their newly hired henchmen, who seemed abashed at their failure on guard duty, though neither spoke enough English to offer much apology. 
 
    “You think the gas has had time to clear out?” asked Halberd. 
 
    “I… think he’s dead?” said Lockpick. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Yeah, he’s definitely not breathing.” 
 
    Halberd swore under his breath and raised the shutters. He felt for Purple Sun’s pulse and slowly shook his head. “Whoops. Well, I mean, it’s not as though we could have let him go anyway.” 
 
    The two henchmen stooped to lift up the body. Lockpick furrowed his brow and shot a glance at Halberd. 
 
    “Is body disposal part of their job description?” he asked. 
 
    “In a manner of speaking.” Halberd pulled Lockpick off to the side as the two henchmen carried the dead hero out of the mansion as though removing an old carpet. “Part of the deal I worked out with our new employees ties into their… ancestral traditions.”  
 
    “I’m going to need a little more to go off than that,” said Lockpick. 
 
    “They believe that the thing that makes supers super is a… tangible essence,” said Halberd. “Which can be passed on through… ingesting it.” 
 
    “They’re… going to eat him?” 
 
    “It’s fucked up, I know.” Halberd held his hands in a what can you do gesture. “It’s really fucked up. God… I wonder sometimes how we ended up here.” 
 
    “They do know that it’s bullshit, right?” snapped Lockpick. “You don’t get superpowers from cannibalism! Halberd, you need to tell them! You need to explain it!” 
 
    “I always tried to teach you the best I could, LP,” said Halberd absently.  
 
    “There’s still time!” shouted Lockpick. “Are they all cannibals, or is it… is it just like…” 
 
    “I don’t know how good of a job I did overall as a father,” continued Halberd. “As a role model. But in my heart, I know that one day, you’re going to grow up to be a better man than I ever was!” 
 
    Halberd pulled a flask from somewhere and took a sip. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 47 
 
      
 
    Even with most of the landmarks destroyed, Will knew the way back to his childhood home so well that walking it felt like an act of muscle memory. He moved with no urgency, not in any rush. He wasn’t alone, either, all but certain someone was watching him. 
 
    “Pick?” Erik, or at least one of his doubles, came out from an intersection as he walked by. “Hey, Pick. Can we talk for a minute?” 
 
    Will kept walking. Erik fell into step alongside him, simply keeping pace at first. 
 
    “Hey,” said Erik. “I notice that you’re kind of… covered in blood. I came to give you a warning about Despot putting the word out about your secret. The whole Decay thing. I take it you, um… already know?” 
 
    “Yeah.” Will let out a dry chuckle. “I know.” 
 
    His secret was out. His life was over. He thought of all the work that’d gone into appeasing Francisco after he’d uncovered the truth. He could have just let his student do his worst, and the situation would have likely played out better than it had. 
 
    “Mind if I ask where you’re going right now?” asked Erik. 
 
    “To get my sword,” said Will. 
 
    “After that?” 
 
    “After that?” He shrugged. “Nowhere good.” 
 
    “That… sounds bad.” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    They kept walking. Will could sense how much Erik cared, how hard he was trying to think of the right thing to say. He wanted to simply tell him that it was too late, but knew vocalizing that reality would only cause his friend to redouble his efforts. 
 
    Will’s phone vibrated. He took it out of his pocket, more than a little surprised he even had service. It was Rue, perhaps calling because of what she’d seen with her spying, or maybe the truth of his secrets had already spread that far, that fast. 
 
    Jess… Avery… They either already know or will soon enough. 
 
    He didn’t take the call. He’d always expected this moment to be dramatic, liberating, even. For his secrets to be out there, exposed, the raw truth of everything he’d done. It should have held some sense of catharsis, shouldn’t it? 
 
    There was nothing in him other than a deep rage toward Despot and, unsurprisingly, a lot of old instincts. The sense of flightiness he’d always felt with Halberd, the urge to constantly look over his shoulder, to keep in motion. 
 
    “Here we are.” He stopped with Erik in front of his old, burned-out house. “It used to look really nice, I swear. A safe little slice of suburbia. A place I always knew I could come home to.” 
 
    “Pick,” said Erik. “Why don’t you come home with me? The sewers lead everywhere. I could help you keep a low profile while you… calm down a little.” 
 
    “Hold on.” He held up a finger. “That’s my phone again.” 
 
    It was Mist, this time, which all but answered the question of how far his secret had spread. She barely ever called him first, and if she knew down in Florida, it really was already over. He refused the call and headed into the garage, finding his greatsword against the leg of the ladder. 
 
    “He was a fucking prodigy,” he muttered. 
 
    Erik, as good of a sport as he was a friend, gave him a sad smile. “Who was?” 
 
    “Bloodfeud,” he said. “You must have encountered him, during your brief overlap within the gang.” 
 
    “In passing, I think.” 
 
    “He was really something,” said Will, with a sigh. “He was… my student. He was my friend. God, he was on the path to being better than I could ever be.” 
 
    “Do you think this is what he would want?” asked Erik. “For you to be grabbing your sword right now, and acting all intense?” 
 
    Bonespur’s voice, that sneering tone. 
 
    He cried for his little sister while he was being tortured. 
 
    “You’re a good friend, Erik,” said Will. “But I think now is probably the right time for you to take off.” 
 
    Erik folded his arms. Four more copies stepped out from around the corner, all of them lining up in front of the open garage door, implying that they’d block his way. 
 
    “If I try to walk past the five of you, are you going to try to stop me?” he asked. 
 
    All of the Eriks tilted their heads ever so slightly to the side. “Why don’t you try it and find out?” 
 
    Will walked forward, not slowing down as he pushed through them, shoulders brushing a double on either side. 
 
    “Goddammit, Pick,” muttered one of them. “At least… clean yourself up a little bit? Here, give me your shirt.” 
 
    Erik was talking to one of his doubles, who he liberated an extra sweatshirt from. He ran back up to Will and started cleaning the blood off his costume with the garment, restoring him to a slightly less murderous-looking state. 
 
    “There you go,” said Erik. “Your new costume looks badass, by the way.” 
 
    “Thanks. I guess this is… goodbye?” 
 
    “Go fuck yourself,” said Erik. “I’m not saying goodbye.” 
 
    “Then see you later.” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    All of the doubles turned away, unwilling or unable to look at him. Will shouldered his greatsword with the flat of the blade against his shoulder and started walking toward where he knew he’d find Despot. His phone rang again, Rue again. He turned it off and put it into his pocket with the camera end down. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 48 
 
      
 
    Will encountered a shocking lack of resistance on his way back through the city. It seemed as though nobody, human or monster, wanted to mess with the guy with a massive sword, a vacant expression, and flecks of blood on his face. 
 
    The sun was setting. Dimly, he tried to work out what time it was. The rest of his students should have made it back to Baffin Academy with Zone. He sighed as he thought of Physique, how anxious she probably still was waiting for word of Bloodfeud’s fate.  
 
    It was like pouring gas onto an already raging fire. He wasn’t wading through the aftermath of random, churning events. Despot was responsible, and he was going to pay. He knew it wouldn’t bring Francisco back or put the proverbial genie that was his secret back into the bottle. It was still going to happen. 
 
    The initial wall cordoning off the Power Realists’ section of the city was easy for him to scale. Everyone was already inside for the night, and silence was the only welcome he received. He made for the main gate leading into the junkyard, wanting a spectacle, though he couldn’t explain why. 
 
    Two bright floodlights clicked on as he drew near, each pointed straight at him with the intensity of a freshly lit stage. He flipped his greatsword off his shoulder and stabbed the point down into the concrete. 
 
    He waited, not saying anything even as one of the Power Realist wall scouts hailed him. They knew who he was. At least some of them knew why he was there, and those within the overlap who’d also been with him in prison knew enough to make sure Despot got the message. 
 
    Tink was among the first new arrivals atop the wall, eyes narrowed, face wary and hateful. She crossed her arms and slowly shook her head. 
 
    “I was hoping you’d have the sense not to come back this time,” called Tink. 
 
    “You lied to me, Tink.” Will’s voice was strange, even to him. Playful. Evil. Too much dark intention. “You lied to me, and you got a good man killed. A good, young man.” 
 
    “I would think very carefully before you go and start throwing threats around,” shouted Tink. “Your secret is out. You’re a dead man walking, and everybody knows—” 
 
    Will’s impatience flared and he rushed forward, slicing through the gate at each set of hinges and once more at the middle. Both pieces of heavy recycled metal fell forward with a tremendous crash, and the following silence was punctuated by his own heavy footsteps against hollow tin. 
 
    “Go get Despot,” he said to the nearest gang member, who’d been standing right by the gate. 
 
    “Fuck you!” he snarled. “I don’t take orders from…” 
 
    He trailed off as Will jabbed the greatsword just under his chin. “Tickles, doesn’t it? You know, this thing is heavy. If I relaxed my arm, you would become the sixth… seventh, person I’ve killed today?” 
 
    “He’s lying!” hissed Tink. “Pick has been all talk since he got out of prison.” 
 
    “Ask Bonespur if I’m all talk,” called Will. He laughed and wiggled his greatsword, drawing a bead of blood from the gang member’s neck. “I’ll tell you exactly what he’ll say if you ask him. Nothing. He doesn’t do much talking anymore.” 
 
    He saw a pair of men approaching from the shadows but knew from their posture that neither was Despot. Father Darkeye and Blackwing. 
 
    “What in God’s name is going on here?” snapped Blackwing. “Wait… That’s him, isn’t it? Lockpick, or Decay, as he apparently has taken to calling himself while cavorting with supervillains. He’s a wanted man!” 
 
     “You’re surrounded by wanted men,” said Will. “The CA just decided it suited their purposes to turn a blind eye to them.” 
 
    “William, please,” said Father Darkeye. “Put the sword down. It isn’t too late for you to choose a more peaceful path. We all have to surrender to something, be it a higher power or simply the laws of the land.” 
 
    “To this day, I still don’t understand how you managed to get as far in life as you did, Father, while being so completely and utterly naïve,” said Will. “Real evil thrives on enablers like you.” 
 
    “I’m calling in backup,” said Blackwing. 
 
    “Reach for your phone and lose a hand,” said Will. “This is your only warning.” 
 
    It looked like Blackwing might test him for a moment, but only shook his head and deepened his scowl. Despot finally emerged from his RV, approaching with three of his heaviest remaining bruisers in tow — Tusk, and two smaller men Will didn’t recognize. Despot was smiling, but Will knew better than to believe it. 
 
    I’ve already hurt him bad, he thought. Bonespur and the others he sent after me were not men he could stand to lose. 
 
    “Pick,” called Despot. “You wanted to talk to me. Here I am. I think we’d have a much better discussion if you put your sword down and took a seat. Acted like a mature adult.” 
 
    Despot was actively seeking eye contact with him, clearly keen on using his fear power to bring the encounter to an early end. Will was halfway tempted to simply lock eyes with him, see if there actually was anything that could scare him in his current mood. 
 
    “Unfortunately for you, the fear is only going to be flowing one way tonight,” he said. 
 
    “You are scary, Pick,” called Despot. “I’ll give you that. Francisco certainly thought so, and for good reason. He told us some extremely concerning details about you, about the villain, Decay. We let him go because he was dead set on getting back to the school and his sister. It wasn’t our place to physically stop him, but I have to wonder now if we should have. What did you do to him when he told you he’d revealed your secret, Pick?” 
 
    “So that’s how you’re going to spin it,” said Will. “First and foremost, you were always an extremely good liar. It all flowed from that, didn’t it? Sink or Swim, Evolve or Die, it’s all just rhetoric. It’s all just a tool for you, a way to get power, convince people to do things for you. It’s almost poetic.” 
 
    “This is getting tiresome.” Despot sighed and glanced at his men. “One last chance. Surrender, Pick. Don’t test my patience. Don’t find out where this shit leads.” 
 
    “I am where it leads!” shouted Will. 
 
    Despot snapped his head up, searching for eye contact, but really just forcing Will to glance away. He swung his sword as he did, feeling the tip slash against some poor idiot who’d charged at the wrong time. He let out a manic laugh and ran his free hand through his hair. 
 
    The number of opponents in front of him suddenly doubled, and he noted the look of concentration on Tink’s face, no doubt using her power in hopes of confusing him. He could see blue auras around all of the doppelgangers and had no trouble distinguishing them, but he played up his uncertainty anyway. 
 
    Father Darkeye strode forward, arm outstretched. “Please, Lockpick. William. I’m going to come toward you and take the sword from your hands.” 
 
    He started forward at a slow, but deliberate pace. Will let go of his sword with one hand and punched him hard across the chin. 
 
    “That’s it!” snapped Blackwing. “We need actual heroes on scene.” 
 
    He reached into his pocket and pulled out his phone. Will surged forward and slashed in the same motion, following through with his earlier threat. Blackwing screamed and stared at the stump where his hand had previously been. 
 
    “It’s like you don’t even listen,” said Will quietly. 
 
    A few of Tink’s copies rushed him. He ignored them and blew her a kiss. One of Despot’s brawlers leapt ten feet into the air, angling his lunge to come down with an attack from above. Will cut him in half and neatly sidestepped the rain of gore. 
 
    A familiar face from Mastodon, but not the prisoner side, rushed toward him next. Cryptkeeper, silent, imposing, extending his hand outward to use his mysterious power… died much like the last man had to the edge of Will’s sword. He smiled as the former hero collapsed to pieces amid a mist of blood and the black pieces of his own costume. 
 
    And Recall thought you might be Decay, he thought. Fitting that you die by my hand. 
 
    A silence held in the wake of Cryptkeeper’s death. They were all catching up, finally arriving at a vantage point where they could see the situation for what it was. 
 
    “I’m here to kill Despot,” said Will. “I will kill anyone foolish enough to stand in my way, or side with him. So either move, or—” 
 
    A gang member rushed forward, arm crackling with red energy. Will dodged a blast of power and cut his legs off just above the knee. 
 
    “Move, or die,” he said, raising his voice to be heard over the screaming. 
 
    He waited a couple of seconds, but the usual bystander affect held sway, with everyone suddenly acting like mere observers watching from outside of the action. He started walking to Despot, and only then did people start moving, scurrying like mice running from the light. 
 
    The wind picked up, and Will’s cape fluttered behind him as he strode forward, using his greatsword like the beak of an icebreaker to part the crowd. He’d lost sight of Despot, but he found him as he searched through the people, meeting his gaze before he could help himself. 
 
    Fire blossomed to life all around him as Despot’s power infected him with… fear, or as close as he could come to it in that moment. It was a thin veneer of horror overlayed on greater emotions, demons and death and ghastly screams that seemed like an afterthought compared to his looming revenge. 
 
    He swung his greatsword in wide, unforgiving arcs, still stomping his way forward. Despot looked away first and tried to rally what remained of his men. 
 
    “Kill him!” he shouted, still hurrying backward. 
 
    “Get out of my way,” said Will. 
 
    Some of them did. Some of them died. A man with an assault rifle opened fire, but immediately stopped as one of his bullets struck the wrong target. Two men with makeshift clubs tried to block Will’s way. He cut one of them straight down the center, leaving two almost perfect vertically split halves on the ground in his wake. The other man stumbled backward and broke into a run. 
 
    Despot had climbed onto a dirt bike and was already looping around toward the junkyard’s open gate. There were several other bikes, and Will borrowed one, setting his greatsword sideways across the handlebars as he sped off after his prey. 
 
    Despot led him on a chase through the ruined city, following a path he clearly knew from previous rides. Will still had an advantage in being second, not having to slow down and react as quickly to places where debris made the streets challenging to navigate. 
 
    They sped through downtown. Will fell behind slightly, but gained on him again as they passed through an intersection filled with abandoned cars. Despot pulled onto the highway, quickly getting up to speed again. Gunshots sounded as he blindly fired a pistol back in Will’s direction. 
 
    He sped forward, and then slowed down as he saw Despot’s dirt bike suddenly skid out in an attempt to avoid an obstacle. Despot went flying amid the collision, and Will climbed off his own bike, eyes adjusting to the dark as he made his way over. 
 
    The obstacle had been one of the massive canine mutants, and it was already bending forward to pin Despot down with one hulking paw. The gang leader screamed and tried to get his head around to use his power on it, to no avail. Will crouched down a few feet away, smiling and feeling no impulse to intervene. 
 
    “Fuck you, Pick!” screamed Despot. 
 
    “Sink or swim,” he said, quietly. 
 
    He turned around as Despot’s screams took on a horrified tenor, hearing the crunch of bone and wet, tearing flesh. For an unnerving instant as he looked back toward his dirt bike, he thought he could see Pleistocene floating off to the side of the highway. He blinked, clearing his vision, and looked back toward Despot’s body, confirming what he needed to confirm. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 49 
 
      
 
    Will continued down the highway for a while, aimless and empty. He felt as though he was catching up, not just with what he’d done that afternoon and evening, but with the fact that he could never go home.  
 
    He was back where he’d been after leaving with Halberd, and he couldn’t blame anyone for it but himself. 
 
    He climbed off the dirt bike when the gas tank was still a few millimeters from running empty, standing on an overpass ahead of the highway’s next off ramp. He still had his phone with him, though he’d turned it off before raiding the Power Realists’ base. 
 
    If he wanted, he could call Jess, or Avery, or Rue. He thought about what they’d each have to say to him. Rue, at least, might be understanding or even sympathetic. Avery had begun to suspect, which might give her slightly more footing to regain her balance in the wake of a bombshell. 
 
    Jess would… well, he honestly wasn’t sure. Her reaction was the hardest of all to anticipate, and so he didn’t bother trying. He didn’t want to let his thoughts keep going in that direction. It felt too much like self-pity. 
 
    What would Halberd have said to him? It was strange to acknowledge how fiercely he missed his father in that moment. Halberd had been an emotional man, but simultaneously indomitable. He’d never stopped moving forward, well, aside from occasional detours. He’d always gotten back up after being knocked down, at least until the day he hadn’t. 
 
    “I tried to learn from your mistakes,” said Will. The moon was out, and he reached a hand up as though to prod it with a finger. “I just made different ones instead. Maybe worse ones.” 
 
    He took a seat against the highway’s guard rail and imagined Halberd sitting next to him, sipping a beer, smiling in that thoughtful, patient way. 
 
    “You didn’t settle,” said Halberd. “Sure, maybe you made mistakes. But you were like me most of the time. You took it all on your own terms. You played your hand and bet big. I’m proud of you, LP.” 
 
    “I believe that.” Will sucked in a breath and leaned his head back, smiling, despite everything. “I think you would be.” 
 
    He didn’t have any food. The night was cold, and he didn’t have anything to wear or bundle up with other than his costume. He pulled his cape around to wrap his hands in, though he only let himself stay like that for a minute. Staying still felt a little too much like giving up. 
 
    He thought about calling someone again from a more realistic perspective. If he called Mist and explained to her what was going on, she might be good for at least one teleport to fresher pastures. She was an escaped prisoner herself. He had to imagine she could relate to what he was currently going through. 
 
    Even if she would help, he couldn’t shake the sense that it was horribly unfair and short-sighted for him to drag her into his problems this time. Once again, he felt like he understood Halberd better than ever. 
 
    In the end, Will trekked on, trying to make what little gas he had left in his dirt bike last for every second he could wring out of it. He eventually stopped next to an old Ford Mustang that looked like it had been carefully, intentionally abandoned. His hope was to siphon some gas from the tank, but it was easier imagined than done with the scant resources he had on hand. 
 
    A shadow passed over him from above, someone flying between him and the moon. Will slowly rose to his feet and turned to face Astroman as he descended from the sky. 
 
    Gone was the general sense of performative chaos that had surrounded the leader of the Champion Authority during his brief visit to Baffin Academy. Standing before Will now was a cold, determined super, no different from the ones that’d come after him and Halberd. Completely different in terms of power level, however. 
 
    “I knew your father, you know,” called Astroman. “Personally and as a figurehead. I gave a speech once about the insidious, sliding nature of evil that used him as an example. As satisfying as it is to look back on… whatever the hell I actually said in that speech and feel smug about being right twice over, seeing you now just really makes me feel… tired.” 
 
    He sniffed a few times and rubbed his nose. 
 
    “Get out of my way,” said Will. “Just go. Fly back to the Lighthouse and say you looked for me and couldn’t find me.” 
 
    His greatsword was on the ground, but he doubted Astroman would simply let him pick it up. 
 
    “If it makes you feel any better, this was basically inevitable.” Astroman floated a few feet above the ground, arms crossed, barely smiling. “A CA detective by the name of Recall marked you as a person of high interest in her investigation of Decay and the prison break. You would have had a few weeks more, maybe a month at best.” 
 
    “I’m flattered by all the attention.” Will smiled and made a wide, shrugging gesture with his arms to slide his penknife partway down his sleeve. “I’m just a low-level super who made some bad choices. I’m surprised they even sent you out after me and didn’t just list a modest bounty.” 
 
    “Extenuating circumstances,” said Astroman. “Family circumstances. I agreed with the rest of the current members of the board in wanting to make sure this was handled correctly.” 
 
    “That’s commendable.” He smiled and rolled out one of his shoulders. “It doesn’t, however, change anything. I’m not surrendering.” 
 
    Astroman nodded and clasped his hands together. “I was hoping you’d say that.” 
 
    Pain exploded through Will’s left arm, the kind that skips ahead instead of arriving late to the party. His elbow was completely snapped, and he didn’t have a single scrap of visual information to even piece together whatever attack Astroman had used on him. 
 
    “I could probably just stop here, if I wanted to,” muttered Astroman, from behind him. 
 
    Will both heard and felt a horrible crunch as the super’s foot came down against his ankle. He flopped sideways, trying to catch himself with his sole remaining usable arm. Astroman laughed, and the sound died off into an amused sigh. 
 
    “I never fail to impress myself,” muttered the hero. “I always have such high expectations whenever I’m tasked with going after a genuine supervillain. It kind of ruins it for me. Don’t get me wrong, I do enjoy this. It’s my favorite thing!” 
 
    His foot ground into the section of Will’s leg that he’d just destroyed. The pain was past the point of screaming. Will screamed anyway, losing the focus he’d mustered in an attempt to try to mend his arm.  
 
    “There is a point here,” said Astroman. “The point is to break all of your limbs. It’s very hard to still pose any sort of threat when you can’t stand on your own, can’t pick things up, can’t do anything, really, other than flail around.” 
 
    He floated over Will, looking at him with eyes that didn’t belong in a fight. Dropping down, Astroman stood with one leg on either side of the young supervillain’s body and reached his hands out to grasp his undamaged right arm. 
 
    “We’re almost there,” he whispered. “Man, this brings back so many memories.” 
 
    “For you and me both.” 
 
    Will rolled his wrist, bringing his penknife to hand and opening it in the same motion, and slashed into Astroman’s legs. The cut was a deep one, not quite so deep as to sever both limbs completely, but enough to ravage a canyon through shinbones and calves.  
 
    Astroman let out a horrific scream and shot upward into the air, which was an odd sight. He grasped at both of his legs, all but sobbing in pain, reacting exactly as a mundane man would, except going through the motions of agony while floating. 
 
    Will grabbed his broken leg and started mending it, smiling through the pain. “I didn’t actually think that would work. Are you just not used to people fighting back? You know, for the record, I enjoy this just as much as you do.” 
 
    “My legs…” Astroman pulled back his fingers to peer at the damage and gasped as one of his feet dangled like a half-broken branch. “You… How did you…?” 
 
    “The same way I always do.” Will tested the fix he’d applied to his leg. It was still painful, but it held as he stood up. “The choice is still there. Get out of my way, or get cut.” 
 
    He took a step toward his greatsword, smiling with amusement and a bit of hatred. He couldn’t even pick the weapon up with his elbow mangled, but Astroman still interpreted the movement as an additional threat. He let out one final gasp of pain and took off into the sky at speed. 
 
    Will waved to him as he faded into the distance. Then, he set about mending his arm. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 50 
 
      
 
    Will wheeled the dirt bike down the highway until he found another clump of cars. He got lucky this time, discovering a gas can in the back of one that was easily liberated by a few quick cuts of his penknife. 
 
    He wondered who the CA would send after him next as he gassed the bike back up. There was a greater than zero chance that they simply wouldn’t send anyone, at least for a while. He and Halberd had experienced several grace periods after encounters with various heroes and teams. It didn’t seem too outside of the realm of reason for the defeat of the strongest of the heroes to inspire the CA to find their patience, think things through. 
 
    There certainly were plenty of heroes who would pose a greater match against him than Astroman, detached professionals who wouldn’t bother making grandiose speeches or taking their time for their own amusement. He wasn’t under any illusions. He’d beaten Astroman with a combination of surprise and luck, and it wasn’t really repeatable. 
 
    After filling his bike up, he rode until it was deep into the night, eyeing an old rest stop in the distance as a potential place to camp for the night. Something snagged his attention from the corner of his vision, and he glanced upward to see another hero descending toward him from the sky. 
 
    Not just any hero. Relic… Jess. 
 
    He stopped his bike and climbed off, heart thudding twice as hard as it had when Astroman had shown up. He didn’t know what to do, how to stand, whether to be on guard or run forward and greet her. 
 
    It felt a lot like when he’d first seen her on the day she’d come to pick him up from prison, that breathless mixture of shame and anticipation, the unpredictability of an impossible moment. 
 
    Her blonde hair was up in a loose bun as it often was when she flew long-distance. Her cloak fluttered in the wind as she slowly dropped down to the abandoned highway. Will could see her expression in the moonlight, complex and heartbreaking. She looked relieved, more than anything else, but there was so much to unpack in the way she looked at him. Too much. 
 
    “LP,” she said, her voice barely audible despite the silence of the night. 
 
    “Jess!” He felt his composure breaking as he ran forward, pulling her into a fierce hug. “I… I’m sorry.” 
 
    Her arms wrapped just as tightly back against him. He felt a pinch against one of his shoulders. He flinched but didn’t draw back from her, his mind not processing the detail until he realized she held something in her hand. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” she whispered, voice wavering with emotion. “I’m so sorry.” 
 
    Whatever drug she’d just pricked him with got straight to work. Will felt the world spinning around him. His legs gave out in a slow release of muscle movement, and he dropped to one knee. Jess sank with him, still holding him in her arms, face quivering with emotions. 
 
    “I’m so sorry,” she said. 
 
    She made this horrible expression as tears began to streak down her face, and the sound of her breathing was torture for them both. Will touched her cheek and gave her a genuine smile. 
 
    “It’s okay,” he said. “I don’t blame you.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you tell me?” she sobbed. “LP… Why?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” he muttered. “I wish I had.” 
 
    She hugged his head to her chest and smoothed back his hair. He felt her tears raining down on his face. She squeezed him tight, holding on as though she’d never let go even as she did. 
 
    “I always thought Halberd… just couldn’t handle seeing you again,” he muttered. “That’s why he told me never to contact you. But that wasn’t it.” 
 
    “You’re not Halberd!” said Jess. “I won’t watch you die like he did!” 
 
    “It’s because… you’re one of the good guys,” he said. “It’s because you believe in doing what’s right.” 
 
     He listened to her crying as he lost sensation in his arms. There were worse places to be. 
 
      
 
      
 
    THE END 
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EPILOGUE












PART ONE: IRRECONCILABLE DIFFERENCES










CHAPTER 1




THREE YEARS EARLIER



 



Paradise. It was a clear, sunny day on Lockpick’s tropical island, with the ocean visible on one side and a beach pulled straight from a travel brochure on the other.



The island had a single rope swing, one that hung from a tree jutting from a cliff face, made with frayed, ancient rope that felt like it could snap at any moment. Lockpick pulled the swing back, eyeing the path it would take him over the water on a diagonal.



“Here we go,” he said.



Nameless was next to him, and she was smirking, which he’d learned meant she knew something he didn’t. He made a face and reached out to tweak one of her bikini straps, a move he’d internalized at some point from Halberd. She caught his hand and briefly swung it back and forth, mimicking the swing before letting go, fingers flying in dramatic fashion.



He took a few more steps back, listening to the cheers coming from the beach below, mostly from younger islanders. The kids loved following him and Halberd around and made a game of trying to climb them both for shoulder rides.



He doubled the balance of the actual swing part of the rope swing, finding it a little loose and not anywhere close to even. He knew he’d been stalling for too long at that point and wished he’d never looked down at the drop to the sand below he’d have to clear before being over the water.



Nameless gave him a little push that surprised him more than anything. He flinched into the right direction, however, and the only thing he had to grab onto to keep from tripping and falling over completely was the rope swing, which had plans of its own.



It was the sun glinting off the water that caught his breath more than the height. It was the way even at speed, the wind seemed to welcome him with its warm, mildly humid embrace. It was knowing that he could swim and relax as much as he wanted and then simply walk across the island when he was done to the place he now called home.



The island children shouted as Lockpick flew through the air, flailing in surprise at the amount of freefall the swing had earned him, and then struck the water. He landed with such force that it dislodged the knot of his swimming trunks, and he had to grab them and hold them in place as he came back to the surface. The ocean was placid, and he took a moment to float on his back before swimming to shore.



Nameless and the children celebrated him as though he’d done something incredible as he walked onto the sand dripping wet. When nobody climbed up the cliff to attempt the rope swing after him, he got the sense that it wasn’t an oft used feature of the island.



“Your turn,” he said, grabbing Nameless’s arm.



She laughed and batted at him, and he made as though to throw her over one shoulder and carry her up.



 



***



 



Halberd was loitering around what had, in many ways, become the island’s town square. It was really just the paved area outside their imported mansion, but many of the islanders who plied their wares had taken to setting up there as though anointed by charter.



It always left a sour taste in Lockpick’s mouth to see and acknowledge the faint worship the islanders paid toward western civilization and westerners. He wanted to explain to them that he and Halberd weren’t the pinnacles of success, and emphasize that they were simply rich, not there to enlighten or enrich. The language barrier kept the impulse contained, where it chafed constantly against his ideals.



“They’re done, LP!” called Halberd. “Come on! You’ve got to check them out!”



“Do I?” asked Lockpick. “I’m not really as… enthused about these as you are.”



His father clamped a hand down on his shoulder and directed him into the mansion’s courtyard. The objects of his excitement were set in what would have been the drop-off loop, had they been in a place that appreciated cars, front and central for each and every guest to admire on their way by.



Two statues stood atop a raised stone dais, tall and imposing and not nearly as familiar- looking as they should have been. Lockpick and Halberd, standing with confident posture and peering off into the distance with thousand-yard stares.



“I had to have the sculptor add my eyepatch,” said Halberd. “What do you think?”



Lockpick… had some thoughts. The first was so central to the premise of having a statue made in someone’s honor that it almost felt paradoxically pointless to voice. Neither statue looked anything like either of them.



“I think the creative mind behind them took a few liberties,” said Halberd. “They’re supposed to represent the
 ideal
 of us, rather than simply be a one-to-one recreation.”



“Right,” muttered Lockpick.



Halberd’s statue was too tall and too muscular, but with the eyepatch, the resemblance was almost there. The statue held its axe high into the air, heralding in the new day. There was an undercurrent of intrigue, danger, even, to him, one that Lockpick had to admit fit him perfectly.



It was his own statue that he had the larger problem with. The sculptor must have had a photo of him from when he was younger, because even though his recreation was reasonably tall, there was something deceptively adolescent about his expression. He looked like a boy who’d discovered cruelty without empathy, an unchained puppy that plays too rough.



It was unnerving, as though a lie had been carved onto his statue’s face to be worn openly for the rest of time. The idea that he was
 enjoying
 his time on the run, all the times he’d hurt people, killed them, even. Perhaps he was the only one who’d see that expression and immediately make that particular connection, but it was there, unwanted and undeniable.



“You look disappointed.” Halberd rubbed his shoulder. “We could always have adjustments made to it. Might be expensive, but we still have the money.”



“No, it’s fine,” muttered Lockpick.



It wasn’t fine, and he knew it would nag him endlessly, possibly even haunt his dreams. The issue was that correcting the statue wouldn’t fix the realization it’d given him, wouldn’t change the fact that he really had enjoyed much of his time as a teenage supervillain, doing horrible things with no consequences.



The statue looked nothing like him and yet still managed to hit too close to home.



“Hey LP, is it gay if I fondle my own junk?”



Halberd had climbed up onto the dais and was in the middle of reaching his hand toward the egregiously obvious bulge the sculptor had painstakingly detailed on the older man’s crotch. Lockpick laughed despite himself and climbed up too, putting an arm over the shoulders of his own statue and letting the moment roll off him under the tropical sun.










CHAPTER 2




 



Will knew exactly how many strides across his cell was in both directions. He knew how to sleep comfortably on his cot, how he needed to move if he wanted to turn onto his side or his stomach. He did a fair amount of tossing and turning, as he was not allowed sheets or blankets, just the same as solitary confinement had been back in Mastodon.



Drawing that comparison was more painful than it should have been. It brought back old fears and memories, the confusing terror he’d first felt during the initial days of his very first prison sentence. A mixture of captive dread and claustrophobia that he’d never sufficiently appreciated the absence of during his brief interlude as a free man.



He’d been imprisoned for ninety days, possibly eighty-nine, possibly ninety-one. There’d been a few days early on where it’d simply been too much to get out of bed, not that he would have anywhere to go even if he had.



His cell had a cot, a toilet, and a door with a slot for food. The walls and ceiling were a sterilized white that hurt his eyes to look at for too long in any one spot. The overhead light dimmed during nighttime hours, though it always gave off enough illumination for the guards to perform their half-hourly wellness checks. The powers that be were justifiably concerned about him killing himself.



Which wasn’t to say that Will was actively suicidal. The simple fact of the matter was that, left with nothing to do and no control over his life, the idea of ending it reared its head here and there. No, he wasn’t suicidal, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t always looking for the requisite means to give himself the option, if he so desired it.



The unfortunate truth that lay ahead of him was that his trial would decide everything — whether he would ever see the outside world again. If the answer to that question was no, not ever, then he wasn’t sure he would see any benefit in enduring his imprisonment longer than necessary. He’d only gotten through Mastodon because he’d known it was a limited sentence, that there’d be an afterward, eventual relief.



I’ve only been awake for five minutes, and I’m already thinking about it again,
 he thought.
 Today is going to be an ordeal
 .



It wasn’t as though he didn’t have other things to think about, but those other things usually hurt more. Suicide was almost comical in the way it flitted through his mind, a binary decision, pushing a button labeled “DO NOT PUSH.” The argument he often had with himself over it was like banter, small talk, compared to the heavier thoughts and emotions on the edge of the horizon.



Jess, her betrayal, how justified it must have been from her perspective. Avery, discovering everything he’d hid from her from a secondhand source. Even Rue, how she was likely blaming herself or at least imagining what she could have done differently.



Thinking about his family, even in passing while still half-asleep in bed, never ended well. He’d failed them so completely, and he could only guess at whether he’d ever get to see them again, how much time he’d be allowed to apologize, if any.



Will forced himself to get up, groaning as his body identified a variety of aches born from near total inactivity. He started pacing, measuring the space within his cell in the same manner he did every single day of his incarceration. Four and a half steps, front to back. Three and a half, wall to wall. Closer to two in the back, where the bed and the toilet took up space in the corners.



He walked the edge of his cell a hundred times to start his day off, tracing the limits of his tiny home. Though, calling it
 home
 felt like an insult to every place he’d lived before. Calling it his
 prison
 also didn’t do the space justice. It was his reality. It was the empty lot the dead-end road of his life had led him to, with nowhere to turn around.



He kept pacing, arms hanging limp at his sides, feet shuffling with no energy. It was every bit as tedious and pointless as it sounded, the type of activity that would drive most men crazy, and in this regard, he was most men. His thoughts veered back toward suicide, the only escape that seemed at all likely, his comfort food of the mind.



  He received one shower a week. The guards forced him to wear a blindfold on the trip there and back, though he doubted there was much to see. The pills they gave him, a heavy dose of Normexital to block out his powers, were administered through the food slot. If he refused them, his meals were withheld, and he hadn’t found a way to adequately fake swallowing them as of yet. They always seemed to know, somehow.



He continued his pacing for another hundred laps before coming to a stop a few minutes before breakfast. He’d normally workout for the entirety of the two days before each weekly shower, but he’d just had one the day before. He stretched as he waited for the food to arrive, testing the limits of his muscles and pretending like his physical fitness mattered anymore.



The food never arrived. It threw him off completely, despite being such a small departure from his normal schedule. There was nothing, in itself, egregious in a slight delay in his usual breakfast time, but it allowed room for his imagination to run wild.



He didn’t let himself get his hopes up, however. Hope was his worst enemy. Hope was what had made his first few days into torture, still buzzing with energy and excitement from the outside world, incapable of accepting the new, empty pace of his existence.



Will was sitting down as he heard footsteps approaching his cell from outside, each one stirring his anticipation, setting up for new disappointment. There was a beep as the guard engaged his key on the other side of the door.



“Cell 16452 engaged for access,” said the feminine voice of the prison’s AI. “Prisoner, be advised that any sudden movements will be treated as an immediate threat.”



He stayed where he was, sitting on the bed, still confused about what was going on. The door opened, and two guards in black combat fatigues and balaclavas stood on the other side. Will felt a sudden, reactive surge of anxiety that didn’t have a rational catalyst.



“Arms out front,” barked one of the guards.



“What’s… going on?” he asked. His voice was weak, out of practice, each syllable catching a bit on rusted vocal cords.



“16452, arms out front,” snapped the other guard.



Attack them now
 , he thought.
 Kill them or make them kill you.



He closed his eyes and held his arms out. Idly, he wondered if he’d regret not taking his own suggestion later on.



The guard in front snapped a pair of knockout cuffs onto his wrists. He knew from experience that they were capable of dropping him with the press of a button. It hardly seemed necessary with his power blunted from the drug, but given his reputation, his
 legacy
 , the prison wasn’t taking any chances.



“You’re being moved out of solitary for your trial,” said the first guard.



“When… is my trial?” he asked.



“A few days from now.”



Well, they’re certainly giving me ample time to prepare.



The fact that they were bringing him out of his cell without the usual blindfold seemed more important than the arrival of the day he’d been waiting for, the day he’d been dreading. Again, it was the very idea of
 hope
 that stabbed at him, having the possibility of freedom dangled over him, far out of reach, but still there.



He took a breath as he followed the guards into the hallway, brushing off an odd sense of agoraphobia as he took five full steps in a single direction with his eyes open for the first time in months. The hallway felt like a chasm, each ominous shadow along its length a fiction of his own mind reflected in reality.



The guards took him on a short walk through the prison, no more than two minutes in total, but the interlude felt longer than entire road trips he’d taken as a free man. His new cell was the equivalent of an upgraded hotel suite compared to his old one, with a view, even.



A barred window looked out onto a sight infinitely more visceral than the uniform white walls he’d previously been subjected to — the prison’s outer wall, a solid fifteen-foot obstruction, and the parking lot beyond. He was in upstate New York, some town he couldn’t remember the name of due to the drugs he’d been dosed with upon arrival. Seasonal snow had fallen to coat the land in a flawless blanket of white.



His new cot was exactly the same type as the old one, odd how that fact seemed to reassure him. The guards locked him in without preamble and left without saying anything more. Will paced his cell the long way, measuring it to be a full two steps longer in each direction.



“Is silence any way to greet an old enemy, Decay?”



Will blinked in surprise, only then realizing that one of the nearby cells held another prisoner. Not the cell directly across from him, or directly to either side, but on the diagonal, which forced him to take a specific position on the far edge of his cell to see whom he was addressing.



Though it was only to confirm a voice he’d known from a past life. That tired, evil, English accent. The man was tall and spindly, with hair too grey for the modest lines etched into his face. He wore a blindfold over his eyes and a patient smile.



“Hive,” said Will. “Well, I’ll be damned. What are you doing here?”



He thought back to Hive’s brief rampage across the city, all of the people he requisitioned using his power. He’d taken control of Breathless and forced her to give birth, though she’d already been pregnant. Hive was directly responsible for creating Genesis, who’d destroyed more than just Will’s city in the time since.



“I have a trial on the way, though I can’t say I’m truly looking forward to it,” said Hive. “I would venture to guess that the same is true for you.”



“You would guess correctly,” said Will.



It was an odd moment, both men dressed in orange prison jumpsuits, Will leaning against the far wall of his cell to create a viewing angle to see eye to eye or at least face to face. He decided that was probably a good place to start when it came to clearing the air.



“Sorry about the eyes,” he called.



Hive let out a sigh and pulled his knee closer to his chest. “It was very traumatic but… I’ve had time to adjust.”



Will blinked, narrowing his eyes slightly at a slight aberration he noticed emerging from the back of Hive’s neck. It was faint, more of an afterimage than anything substantial, but he was fairly certain he could see a singular blue cord emerging from Hive’s upper spine.



Easy to not miss your eyes if you can use someone else’s
 , he thought.
 He might be locked up, but he’s not imprisoned, not completely.



“Besides,” continued Hive. “Holding a grudge seems fairly pointless, no? You’re the only company I’m liable to have in the near future and vice versa.”



“Extremely logical,” said Will. “It’s good that we’ve cleared the air.”










CHAPTER 3




 



Will settled into his new cell, surprised at how much difference a window and a neighbor made to his mental state. He’d been within striking distance of suicide in solitary, if not ready to die. The change of surroundings was reinvigorating, though it had little effect on the greater forces at work arranging his future.



The guards came to grab him again after about an hour. The knockout cuffs went back on, and one of them grunted “lawyer” in response to his query about where he was being taken. Will hadn’t realized that he’d been assigned a lawyer, but he supposed he would have to have one if he was being prepared for trial.



They led him down several confusing hallways, ascending a staircase, descending another one, before finally stopping in front of a plain wooden door. The space behind it was a room clearly intended for the purpose of meetings between lawyers and their clients.



The walls were stacked with books, law review journals, various encyclopedias, and other relevant content. A single table, fully plastic down to the legs, filled the room’s center, with a couple of chairs tucked in around the edges.



A woman stood in the back of the room, reading from the contents of an open folder. She was short, mid-thirties maybe, with dark brown hair, a red blouse, and a black pencil skirt with stockings underneath. She closed her file and somehow managed to smile at him and dismiss the guards with a toss of her head at the same time.



“William Sorling,” she said. “It’s nice to finally meet you. I’m Rebecca Copperton, your lawyer.”



She reached out to shake his hand. Will raised his cuffed wrists and glanced at the guards, who were in the process of leaving. Neither volunteered to take them off, though they were polite enough to wait outside of the room and give him a modest amount of privacy.



“You’re a public defender?” he asked.



“I am,” said Rebecca. “Is that going to be a problem for you?”



He shook his head. Halberd had once joked about how he’d rather defend himself in court than rely on a public defender, if it came to it. It was one of those many occasions on which Will had silently inversed Halberd’s opinion as an easy means of forming his own.



“You’re going to have your work cut out for you,” he said, smiling.



“Oh, I’m well aware,” she said. “I’ve been on your case for months now. The prison denied all of my requests to meet with you in person on the grounds of general safety up until now. We have an enormous amount to cover and not nearly enough time to do it.”



“Then let’s get started.” He walked over to the table and took a seat, noticing the curious way Rebecca was looking at him. “What is it?”



She shook her head. “Nothing. I’m just surprised by how… young and normal you seem. I only had the sketches to go off, given the super privacy law. I think the artists let their assumptions cloud their illustrations.”



“Well, I appreciate your unfiltered view all the more, then.”



He was surprised by how strong his own reaction to her was as she took a seat next to him, sliding the folder in place for both of them to view its contents. She was pretty in a professional sort of way, serious and driven, but lacking that tired urgency so many government employees develop after a decade or so into an arduous career, overworked and underappreciated.



“I’m not going to go into every single charge they’ve levied against you,” said Rebecca. “We simply don’t have time for that anymore. I’ve already laid the groundwork for your case, so I’m going to talk fast, explain as much as I can, and try to get you as ready as you can be. Sound good?”



“Yeah,” he said. “All I want is a chance to tell my side of the story.”



“You won’t be getting one, unfortunately,” she said. “I have no intention of putting you on the stand. It would be a disaster for your case. Terrance Chadwick, the lead prosecutor, would eat you alive.”



“I know I’m going to be found guilty. I just want… a chance to explain.”



“William.” Rebecca grabbed his shoulder, digging in her fingernails. “You don’t know a goddamn thing about how the jury is going to rule. So, please be quiet, allow me to explain what our strategy is going to be, and save the self-pity for the aftermath.”



She continued without waiting for a response.



“Now, the prosecution’s major day-one witnesses are going to be people who Chadwick thinks the jury will view as having some unique lens into the nature of your soul,” said Rebecca. “I’m going to tell you who they are, but I need you to stay calm and not get upset.”



“I can do that.”



“Father Darkeye, one of the witnesses from your attack on the Power Realist’s refugee camp.”



He rapped his knuckles on the table. “Junkyard, not a refugee camp.”



“That’s what the prosecution will be calling it, and there’s nothing we can do about it.” Rebecca flipped to a new document. “Sebastian Gall, your former parole officer, also slated to testify early. Your former headmaster, Zone, might be called to testify. There’s some uncertainty surrounding him as a witness.”



“Alright,” he said. “None of them have outright grudges against me, though Sebastian was never a fan.”



“Your family could also potentially be called to testify against you,” said Rebecca.



He nodded but didn’t let his mind go there. Picturing Jess or Avery on the stand, imagining what they might say… No. He simply didn’t let his mind go there.



“The prosecution also seems to think a woman named Elizabeth Collins might hold some key insight into the case,” continued Rebecca.



“Elizabeth…” He turned the name over and sighed as he finally recognized it. “Liz Laser. Fucking hell.”



“Not a good witness for you?”



“My ex,” he said. “Who hates me.”



“When you say hate, what exactly do you, um…?” She made a rolling gesture with her hand.



“She tried to kill me a few months ago,” said Will. “I’ve also blackmailed her into silence about a few… minor things.”



“That sounds ominous and potentially relevant to your case. Care to divulge the full story?”



“I don’t,” he said.



Rebecca folded her arms and narrowed her eyes. “You can tell me anything in full confidence.”



“If it becomes relevant, I’ll explain more,” said Will. “There’s nothing that can be done to cushion her testimony if she decides to give it.”



“That sounds even more ominous.” Rebecca made an unhappy noise but moved on, consummate professional as she was. “In general, the charges against you right now are related to what the district attorney is sure he can prove. A range of crimes on the minor side related to your dealings as Decay, failure to report your powers, destruction of property, etcetera. Nothing related to the prison break, though they believe you to be culpable.”



“I’m not,” he said. “I had nothing to do with it. Chauffeur, Despot, and Cryptkeeper orchestrated the entire thing.”



“Several murders in the second degree related to your activity in Lancaster City before you were apprehended,” continued Rebecca. “Assault on a registered, on-duty superhero, Astroman, which itself would carry several years. This is the real meat of their case. I’ll be honest, it’s going to be… a significant challenge to defend you on this front.”



“If I’m found guilty, will I be looking at life in prison?” he asked.



“Most definitely, but that’s still an
 if
 . We’ll cross that bridge when we come to it.”



She touched his hand and gave him a surprisingly reassuring smile. Will got the distinct sense that she genuinely enjoyed her job, and the challenge of his particular case even more so.



“Now,” she said. “I also need to inform you that they have reopened the investigation into Galaxy Maiden’s death, which I understand you were present for.”



Will started laughing, feeling every bit like the evil bastard the state would be trying to paint him as. “Well, that’s just fantastic.”



Rebecca’s expression twitched. “I was hoping you’d pipe up to say that you have something resembling an alibi. Perhaps one of your students was with you at the time and can verify how Galaxy Maiden died at the hands of an abomination?”



He slowly shook his head. Rebecca pushed the tips of her index fingers together and pointed them at him.



“Okay. If, hypothetically speaking, there was a motive involved here, one that might
 suggest
 a connection between you and Galaxy Maiden, I would need to know about it, regardless of whether it was accurate or justified. I am your lawyer. I’m not asking for a confession, just some help doing my job.”



“What if a motive existed, and it was weighted in the other direction, toward Galaxy Maiden having a reason to kill me?”



Rebecca stared toward him, but not at him, her expression tight around the edges with intelligent thought. “Her son and several of his friends are missing, presumed dead, at this point.”



“You could say that Liz Laser was involved with that disappearance,” he said slowly.



“Oh God.” Rebecca rubbed her forehead and let out a tired laugh. “I think I see where this is going. The ex-girlfriend gets her new boyfriend to take revenge. Maybe just to scare you, maybe a little more. Things get out of hand. People disappear. Galaxy Maiden jumps to a conclusion, and then, seeing her opportunity…”



She trailed off, scribbling something down in her notebook, and then looked at him again. “This all comes so close to tying together perfectly, but a few of the assumptions the prosecution would have to make are just so… outlandish. The strongest point in your favor, William, is that they’re going to have to work their asses off explaining how
 Lockpick
 managed to cause all of the havoc you’ve supposedly caused.”



“Safe to assume they’ll have Astroman pushed into the room on a wheelchair?”



“Who the hell knows what he’ll do or say,” said Rebecca. “He’s a wildcard. Anyway, they’re saving him for further on in the trial, possibly even as their last witness.”



“That seems pretty logical.” Will glanced at her folder, frowning at her indecipherable handwriting. “Be honest with me. Do I even stand a chance?”



“It’s going to take a miracle to save you from life in prison,” said Rebecca. “Lucky for you, I have in fact worked miracles before.”










CHAPTER 4




 



Will was brought back to his cell a short time later. Rebecca left him with a few parting questions, one about Liz and her potential weaknesses, another related to whether he could remember ever violating the terms of his parole under Sebastian.



He had a fair amount of thinking to do when he arrived back to his cell. One of the guards revealed to him that he would now have the option of a daily shower, which was such an unexpected luxury that he asked what the man meant, assuming he’d misheard.



“A daily shower,” repeated the guard. “As in, you don’t have to smell quite so much like shit anymore.”



Hive cackled with laughter from down the hall. As soon as the guard had departed, Will broke into a workout, another luxury he’d rationed in solitary. His body felt soft, weak, even, regardless of how much he warmed up and pushed himself. It wasn’t a bad feeling necessarily, more like establishing a checkpoint, verifying where he was starting over from.



The window in his cell grounded him against the actual time of day. Watching the sun set, the gentle shift of hues across the broad night sky, was the most entertained he’d been in months. He’d never realized before how much of a privilege it was.



Hive began whistling just as Will started trying to fall asleep. Shockingly, he found it to be more of a comfort than an annoyance. Hive was pretty good at it, working some familiar theme songs in between melodies Will didn’t recognize.



He brought him back to Mastodon, not when he’d first arrived in the prison, but when he’d first become ingratiated with the Power Realists. The memory would have normally infuriated him, but pretty much everyone he was mad at within the throwback was dead by his hand.



The sun was already up when the guards roused him the next morning. A breakfast consisting of an English muffin, scrambled eggs, and links of sausage was thrust into his face with a plastic fork and knife. The guard watched him eat, which was odd, but possibly just the way of things outside of solitary.



“You can receive visitors now,” said the guard. “There’s a group here already for you.”



“Visitors?” Will shook his head, heart leaping in unfortunate ways. “Who?”



“Helga… Dulkey, Dul-sigh, something like that?” said the guard, reading from a sheet. “Thea Larue. Thomas Calloway. Ali Abara. Emma Rosenburg.”



“Right,” he said. He nodded slowly, trying to preserve what he could scrape up of his enthusiasm. He wasn’t actually sure whether he would have wanted to see Jess, Rue, and Avery right away, even if that’s what his heart screamed out for. He needed time to think, to cover the ground he’d been avoiding in terms of accepting the real consequences of his actions.



Hive began whistling
 Yankee Doodle
 as Will was escorted out of his cell and down the hallway. The prison’s interior remained a series of claustrophobic lanes and turns until they finally reached the visiting center. Glass partitions sealed off each sectional from the true outside world, but he could still see his students clearly, watching and waiting for him.



He felt an odd, unwanted stab of self-consciousness. He touched the scraggly beard he’d grown, too patchy to be properly rugged. His hair had grown long enough to feel weird to him, shades of the style he’d once rocked as young Lockpick.



Most of all, he was aware of his orange prison jumpsuit, along with how the guard watched him as he took a seat across from the five remaining members of his class and picked up the ancient rotary style phone receiver to speak to them.



“…I wasn’t expecting you guys to come,” he said. Honesty was all he had for them, and he wasn’t sure it was even what they’d want.



They looked older, somehow, though that may have in part been due to how unused he was to seeing them outside of their school uniforms. Max was wearing his glasses, a thick rectangular set with broad black frames, and they looked good on him. Pasithea wore big silver earrings, each in the shape of a teardrop, along with a winter jacket with faux fur around the hood.



“See, he’s fine!” said Max, speaking to the others rather than Will. “A bit… crusty around the edges, maybe. But he’s still our teacher.”



“We knew everything they were saying was bullshit,” said Klash. “Hell, we were there for most of what happened! We know you went looking for Bloodfeud to bring him back, not to kill him.”



Will sighed and let his gaze drop. “I didn’t kill Bloodfeud… but there were other people. Old enemies. A lot of them.”



He saw the shift in their expressions, none of which had been overly enthused to begin with.



“Wait, so… some of it is true?” asked Max. “They said you fought Astroman and, like… I don’t know. Nobody wants to say you
 beat him
 , but he had injuries afterward and didn’t capture you, so…”



Will chuckled. “Yeah, I suppose I did beat him. I made him run away. Halberd always said it was close enough. If they run away or if you get away.”



Again, he felt the mood across the partition shift. Even though they’d come to visit him, he suddenly felt selfish, cruel, even, for expecting anything from them.



“Look, I appreciate all of your support,” he said. “I really do. But I don’t want you guys to feel like you have to support me. You can make up your own minds about everything I’ve done. I’m… not your teacher anymore. Just a guy in prison.”



Physique shouldered her way to the front of the group. She had on a flannel scarf, and she played with the end as she met his gaze. Her face was tough and serious and clearly pasted on over what lay underneath, cracks already forming around the edges even before she began to speak.



“I… still don’t understand,” she said, in a quiet, heartbreaking voice. “Francisco… I just need to know. None of the reports have been clear. Instructor, I just… I need you to tell me…”



She couldn’t say
 what
 . She didn’t need to say what.



“He got betrayed.” Will sucked in a breath as his thoughts went back to that moment when he’d first seen Francisco lying in the street. His exhale came out as a sigh of pain, and he slammed his fist down against the table, drawing a glare from the guard. “He got betrayed by his former gang.
 My
 former gang. He trusted them, and they screwed him over, and… he died fighting.”



He closed his eyes. He still wanted to present himself to them with composure, confidence, for memory’s sake, at the very least. He wasn’t nailing it.



“Physique,” he said, coming back to the moment. “Francisco’s sister, Mariah?”



Physique was already nodding through tears of her own. “I’ve been looking after her. She’s… been helping me, too.”



“I’m glad. Keep it up.”



She smiled and sniffed and abruptly pulled back from the glass, making a beeline for where a sign indicated the bathroom was in the corner of the visiting area. Daydream took a shy step forward to lower herself down into the hot seat.



“I… would like to know the truth.” She adjusted her glasses, and the face behind them hardened. “Were you planning to kill those men? Had you thought about it before in the past?”



“I did hate them, but I wasn’t planning on killing them.”



“You were such a good teacher! I don’t understand how you can just start killing people like it’s… like it’s…” She let out a hiss of exasperation and, shocking everyone including the guards, banged her small fist against the glass. “It’s stupid, and it’s reckless, and most of all… it just doesn’t make sense. Were you just lying to us about who you are?”



“It wasn’t a lie,” he said, touching the spot she’d punched. “It was what I was trying to make true. When you learn to do a… certain thing, the knowledge is always there. Like muscle memory, waiting for you to move in the right way.”



“The right way.” Daydream sneered at him and pushed up from the chair. “I suppose I should thank you! Thanks for being such an awful role model, Instructor. Thanks for trampling all over the trust and faith I had for you.”



“Hey…” Klash reached a hand out but stopped himself from touching her shoulder as she stomped off in the direction of the same bathroom Physique had disappeared into.



Pasithea finally made her way forward, slipping down into the seat Daydream had vacated. He didn’t know what to expect from her, which left him more confused than surprised when he saw open empathy writ clear across her expression.



“You did teach her how to speak up for herself, at least,” she said, tilting her head in the direction Daydream had disappeared.



“I can’t think of a time she ever gave the wrong answer in class,” he mused. “Even now. What she’s saying… she’s not wrong.”



“I don’t care about right and wrong.” Pasithea leaned forward, sliding her hand across the table below the partition. “What can I do to help you, Instructor? Is there anything you need?”



“Nothing they’d let me have,” he said.



She nodded, still looking at him, searching for something in either his face or his answer.



“Are you scared?” she whispered.



He shook his head, but it wasn’t the full truth. “No. At least not for myself. For my family. For how this effects other people. That does scare me.”



“You aren’t alone, you know,” whispered Pasithea. “They might try to paint you as a villain, but plenty of people know the truth.”



He chuckled, biting it off into a tired sigh. “Don’t get too hung up on the truth. Just focus on living your life well. All of you. Whatever that means for you personally.”



“Time’s up,” said the guard.



Will was roughly frisked as he stood up, as though he’d been talking to his visitors through a chain-link fence and not an airtight partition. Pasithea, Max, and Klash waved goodbye, and that singular moment stabbed daggers through his chest as he considered whether it was a true goodbye.










CHAPTER 5




 



The guards walked Will back to his cell. He felt Hive’s attention, if not his gaze, upon him as they walked him down the hall.



“Who came to visit?” called Hive. “Family? Friends?”



“Students,” said Will.



The guards unlocked his cell, pushed him inside, and relocked it before departing. He waited for Hive to ask more, and when no questions came, he felt strangely disappointed.



“I was an instructor at Baffin Academy for a little while,” he said, unprompted.



“Now that’s a surprise,” said Hive. “You seem too young to be a teacher. Too wild. Too rough around the edges.”



“The headmaster took a risk on me.” Will leaned against one wall of his cell and slid down to the floor. Rebecca’s earlier suggestion that Zone might be called to testify suddenly loomed in his future, a small episode within the greater trial which he was already dreading.



“You must have left quite the impression on your students for them to stand by you at a time like this,” said Hive.



“I tried to teach them the most important lessons I learned,” he said. “I think the problem I ran into was trying to be an instructor while still learning myself.”



“A profound and humbling lesson, truly,” said Hive, smiling. “Who should humanity at large look toward when we, as a people, wish to continue our education?”



Will waggled a finger at Hive, though he knew the other man couldn’t see it. “I wondered how long you’d manage to pull off acting sane before the crazy began to poke out around the edges.”



“Oh, come now, Decay,” said Hive. “I think we’ve both toed the line around the bounds of the game here and there. We’re not so different. Let’s not dismiss each other’s unique perspectives so casually. We can converse, speak freely, with no judgment or consequence.”



Will smiled and slowly shook his head. “There was a time when it would have infuriated me to hear you draw such a comparison.”



“Not anymore? What changed?”



“I don’t know that anything did,” he said. “Maybe I just caught up with who I really am.”



Hive didn’t reply, despite his earlier suggestion to open the line of communication. It would have annoyed Will if not for the fact that he knew neither of them were going anywhere, and they certainly wouldn’t be lacking for more chances.



He spent the rest of the day working out. The guards brought him to shower, and though the water was lukewarm and he was washing under a time constraint, it was still refreshing, borderline blissful.



He received more visitors the next morning. The guard who came to inform him spoke in a quick, indecipherable mutter, and Will frowned and shook his head.



“Who?” he asked.



“John and Cassandra Ferguson,” said the guard. “Will you accept their visit or not?”



He nodded slowly, though he still didn’t recognize either name. “I don’t see why not.”



He was led back down the halls and into the visitor’s area. A single glance through the glass partition dispelled the mystery. Erik, wearing a black bowler and a suit reminiscent of an undertaker’s garb. Mist, in a blonde wig with black bug-eye sunglasses.



He smiled as he sat down, which grew into a full-blown grin as he further considered the risk they’d taken in coming to see him in the first place. It created a division in the communal mood, with both Mist and Erik looking closer to funeral attendees in terms of expressions.



“It’s beyond awesome to see you both, but you didn’t have to come,” he said. “I’m holding up alright.”



“That’s… good to hear,” said Erik.



“Pick…” Mist’s voice wavered on the single syllable, and she sniffed and cleared her throat. “I could try it, you know. If you wanted?”



She didn’t have to say what. He’d thought about it more than once. It’d been hard not to, especially during those first few dark weeks in solitary. Erik was already shaking his head slightly, which matched the conclusion Will himself had drawn.



“I’ve been trying to explain to her how bad an idea it would be,” muttered Erik. “Just because it seems feasible doesn’t mean it is. Remember all the redundancies Mastodon had against people with escape powers simply slipping out?”



“I do, and I agree,” he said. “Mist, it wouldn’t be as simple as you just teleporting in to grab me. It would trigger something, an alarm, if not a hero with a trap power. And even if it worked, what then?”



“Anything you wanted!” Mist hissed, in a whisper. “Just because I have to be careful as a wanted woman doesn’t mean that I haven’t been living my life, Pick. Would it be so bad for you to do the same?”



She pressed her hand against the glass, and he put his in the same spot, his fingers longer and larger than hers in the way they overlapped. “It wouldn’t be the same. They’re going to make an example out of me. If I did stage an early departure, they’d put every resource they have into my recapture. This is a different situation from the prison break, the cows getting out of the fence.”



“I think he just called you a cow,” joked Erik.



Mist pressed on, not taking the bait. “Isn’t it worth it to try, at least?”



“Not if it puts a target on your back in the process,” he whispered. “If I do decide that’s what I want, I still wouldn’t get you involved. You’ve done enough for me, Mist. Annalise.”



She bowed her head forward and took her sunglasses off. A single wet tear fell loose from her eye, plopping against the table underneath the partition. In that moment, the situation really did feel like a funeral, and it felt so unfair for him to both be in the role of the one being buried and the one trying to offer comfort.



“I don’t know if you really need to know this or not, but you’ve been like the top news story for the past month,” said Erik. “Constant coverage. You’re literally famous now, Pick.”



“Cool,” he said. “Better late than never, I suppose.”



Nobody said anything for a minute or two. Will appreciated their friendship more than ever in that moment, the fact that they were willing to be there with him, silent, uncomfortable, but present.



“Hey,” he eventually said. “Have… either of you heard anything from my family?”



The question had been on his lips since the day before, but begging his students for details on Jess and Rue and Avery felt a touch too desperate, unfair to their memory of him. He saw Erik and Mist exchange a glance and braced himself for whatever they were about to say.



“They’ve been keeping a low profile,” said Erik. “Mostly.”



“Mostly?”



“Your mom is on the Board of Directors,” said Erik. “It’s been a bit of a scandal. A lot of people in the media were saying she should resign, but at the same time, she was the one who brought you in, so there were two sides to it.”



Will nodded, but the mere mention of how Jess had “brought him in” — her betrayal — was enough to make him want to move on. “Anything from Rue or Avery?”



“Kestrel formed her new team,” said Mist. “The Scarlet Squadron. I think a few of your old students joined up.”



He nodded, unsurprised. Pasithea and Physique had probably been careful not to mention it around him, lest it only deepen his sense of loss and imprisonment.



“I’m glad,” he said. “It wouldn’t have been fair if my situation had stopped her from following it through.”



“I also talked to Rue a little,” said Mist. “I snuck into the school and found her.”



Will nodded and braced himself. “What did she say?”



“She was… really upset,” said Mist, voice cracking.



“What did she say?” he repeated, more firmly.



“Pick.” Mist blinked out some tears and shook her head. “She blamed herself. She said it was all her fault. We both were sobbing. It wasn’t… really a conversation, even.”



She closed her eyes as more tears stole past her defenses. Will put his hand against the glass again, and she pressed hers in the same spot on the other side.



“It’s okay,” he said.



“It’s not,” she whispered, shaking her head. “It’s unfair. It’s just…”



“Unlucky,” he said. “But it’s still okay.”



They stayed like that for a while, until the guard announced that visiting time was over again and both Erik and Mist stood up to leave.



“I’ll write you,” whispered Mist.



“I’d like that,” he replied.



“I’ll pour one out for you when I hear the verdict on the news,” said Erik.



“Thanks, appreciate the vote of confidence.” He grinned and nodded to them both. “Take care of yourselves. Seriously.”










CHAPTER 6




 



Back in his cell, Will fell into his usual rhythm, working out until he was too sweaty and tired to think about the greater world or his oversized problems. He felt Hive’s attention on him, as though the other prisoner were somehow watching him with those unseeing eyes.



“You seem very keen on preserving your body’s strength,” said Hive. “Are you expecting to have need for those muscles in the near future?”



“Better to have them and not need them than to need them and not have them.” He finished a sit-up and remained upright and sitting. “I get the sense that you subscribe to a similar philosophy.”



He eyed the singular cord he’d previously noticed emerging from Hive’s neck and extending outward, through the wall of his cell, connecting to some poor body-snatched innocent. Hive didn’t appear overly disturbed by his insinuation.



“Indeed, I do,” said the villain. “I wasn’t mocking you, Decay. I think you may well need your strength in the days to come, if only to present a strong image to the many onlookers you’ll have during your trial.”



“If only?” said Will. “I’m a prisoner, Hive. What other reason could I have to keep my body in shape?”



“The obvious one.” Hive flashed a slow, indulgent smile. “Your extended health.”



Will didn’t respond, falling back into the rhythm of his exercise. He suspected he knew where Hive was going with the conversation but had no wish to follow him there just yet.



“Too much confinement is as unhealthy for the body as it is for the soul,” said Hive. “We each must decide where and when to draw the line about what we’ll endure. Even in this, we have choices.”



“I would need a pen to draw such a line and hold to it,” said Will, playing along, despite his reluctance. “A pen, or at least something to scratch it out with.”



“Well, I could always keep my eyes open, so to speak. Far more passes through these hallways than one might assume.”



Faint feminine laughter came from elsewhere down the hall, as though directly in response to his words. Will recognized it on a deeper level, memories stirring even as his waking mind made the conscious connection.



Pleistocene strode down the hallway with long, unconcerned strides. She walked right by a pair of guards that didn’t so much as blink in reaction, which all but confirmed in Will’s mind that she was projecting an image of herself rather than making a physical appearance.



She was still a creature of eerie beauty, porcelain pale skin on a not-quite-human body. Her eyes were too big, fingers too long, hair somehow too dark, too oily, like the straightened fur of a wild animal. She wore only shreds of an outfit, ancient leathers and tattered furs, all of it suggesting she’d once been something other than a monster thousands of years prior.



Will waited for her by the bars of his cell, which left him all the more beguiled when Pleistocene continued right past him. He didn’t say anything, not letting himself owe her any sort of reaction. He
 wanted
 to say something as she stopped in front of Hive’s cell, as she smiled with predatorial hunger.



Her body was so lithe that she was able to slip right through the bars without shifting her illusion. Hive was still sitting in meditative posture against one wall of his cell. Will almost spoke up as Pleistocene crouched next to him and extended a hand to stroke the villain’s cheek, but he caught himself, holding back.



Hive was blind to her on two separate levels, but the real danger wasn’t aimed his way. He was a villain who had literally taken over a city to breed an abomination, and now he had one standing in front of him. Pleistocene’s smile took on new a depth as she touched the patches of grey hair around each of Hive’s temples.



“The time approaches,” she whispers. “Be patient.”



The jingling of a guard’s keys stole Will’s attention, and when he looked back, the abomination was gone. He stood up and wiped sweat off his face, watching as the guards came to stand in front of his cell.



“You have a call from your lawyer,” said the guard.



 



***



 



The guard led him to an ancient-looking phone bank in another part of the prison. A phone was thrust into Will’s hand, and he waited for a few seconds while the guard connected the line.



“Hello?” he said.



“Will!” said Rebecca. “Great. This is important. Would you be willing to meet with Liz Laser tomorrow?”



“…What?” He furrowed his brow, so caught off guard by the request that he had to repeat the words once over in his head.



“She requested to speak with you,” said Rebecca. “Went through channels outside of the prosecutors in order to do it. Highly unorthodox. I think she might be reconsidering her role within the case. The
 tone
 of her testimony.”



“Alright,” he said. “Is this good for our case?”



“This might be the miracle we were hoping for,” said Rebecca. “It might also make no difference whatsoever. Either way, I would strongly recommend you take the meeting.”



He
 strongly
 didn’t want to but sensed that saying no would be the equivalent of shooting himself in the foot before a sprint. “I suppose I could hear her out.”



“I would advise you to wine and dine her, not just hear her out,” said Rebecca. “Metaphorically speaking. I’ll let her know that tomorrow works for you; we want this done soon.”



“Right.”



The guard took him back to his cell, and after finishing his workout, showering, and eating a basic dinner of beef stew and bread, he went to sleep. He felt himself drifting off, even felt the first stirrings of his dream, enough to be less than surprised when he found himself standing atop an ancient temple, barefoot and clad in a clean white robe.



He somehow knew this time around that he wouldn’t find Jess regardless of how hard he looked, and that knowledge made him question if perhaps his dream was just a dream. He looked down and saw a dagger with an S-shaped blade on the ground in front of him, the edge still coated with specks of crimson blood. His blood.



The armband had brought them back here, time and time again, visions of the past that only seemed to reinforce the strange bond it’d created between them. He didn’t understand completely, and now, in the wake of all that’d happened, he wasn’t sure he wanted to or would ever get the chance to.



“I hope you’re not contemplating suicide.”



He’d just bent over to pick the knife up when a soft voice called out to him. Not Jess, though it was someone he’d been expecting. He turned around to find Pasithea, still dressed as she’d been earlier that day, unzipping her winter coat under the hot Mesopotamian sun.



“Not just yet,” he said, turning the dagger’s blade away from him. “I wasn’t aware I gave you permission to enter my dreams.”



“I thought you picked up on what I was implying when I asked if there was anything you need.” She took a step toward him, but at a diagonal, playing coy as she closed the distance. “You don’t have to be alone if you don’t want to be, Instructor.”



He let out a low laugh and nodded slowly. She was absolutely right, and moreover, she wasn’t technically his student anymore.



“Well then,” he said. “Can I offer you a drink?”










CHAPTER 7




 



Within his dream, Will was the master of reality, though his control was limited by the walls of his imagination. He waved a hand, bringing them from where they stood amid a Sumerian temple to a more familiar setting.



Pasithea glanced around, taking in her new surroundings. “Where are we?”



“In a tropical paradise.”



He gestured to the window as he began pouring them each a glass of wine. They were in the mansion on the island he and Halberd had once lorded over, within his old bedroom. He’d always found it to be an egregiously large space for him as a teenager, but even now as an adult, it felt like more than he really needed. Though he conceded that it was possible prison had shrunken his sense of space.



“Why did you bring me here?” asked Pasithea.



“What did you visit my dream for?” he countered.



She gave him a playful smile and slowly walked over to accept her drink. She paused on the way, glancing down at herself and only then realizing he’d also changed her clothing in the transfer. She was wearing one of Jess’s night robes, an old white one that fit her in size but not style. It was too prim, too ordinary, though it looked good and showed off a fair amount.



“Seriously,” said Pasithea. “Where is this place? I want to know you more. You don’t have to hold yourself back.”



She sipped her wine and Will smiled, appreciating how much she’d grown up even in just the short time he’d known her.



“I lived here with my father during the tail end of our career as supervillains,” he said.



“Oh? Is this a dangerous place?”



“Halberd and I were dangerous people,” he said. “We had traps and defenses installed in case we ever got attacked.”



“Is that why you brought me here?” asked Pasithea. “Are you going to trap me? Handcuff me? Tie me down?”



“I suppose I should appreciate the fact that, from your tone, you don’t consider it to be a real possibility or danger. You’ve entered the dream of the infamous supervillain, Lockpick.”



“I’ve entered the dream of my hunky, mysterious teacher, Will Sorling.”



“Stop that.”



“No.” She came over to him and gently poked him in the chest, pouting openly. “You stop.”



He shook his head and took a sip of his dream wine, surprised at how good a job his brain did at feigning minor intoxication.



“I didn’t say everything I had to say when we all went to visit you as a class,” she admitted.



“I’m listening.”



“I’m not kidding, and I’m not playing around.” She crossed her arms and gave an odd shrug. “I’m intrigued by you. I’m… attracted to you.”



“I picked up on that. I’ve always wanted to be fair to you.”



“Then start being fair! I’m not your student anymore. I’m eighteen. I know I’m hot, and I know what I want.”



“And so humble,” he said, rolling his eyes.



She went over to his bed and sank down on it, bouncing a few times, but still looking determined. Will closed the distance to her slowly. He reached out and touched her cheek, feeling a variety of powerful, manly urges emerging from dormancy.



“You would have gotten further with me if you’d played the part of a good girl,” he said.



“Daydream was more your speed, then?”



He scowled, and Pasithea burst into giggles.



“Besides, I’m
 not
 a good girl,” she continued. “You might have been too noble to dip into your students, but I was fantasizing about being punished by you constantly.”



“I lean more toward corruption than punishment.”



“Big talk for a man still acting like he’s scared of getting fired if he looks at me wrong.”



More than the setting, or her state of near undress in the nightgown, it was her tone that broke through the last of his defenses. Still, he had to make sure she understood where he was coming from.



“Pasithea,” he said. “I have people I care about. I’m not looking to make things complicated.”



“I figured it was already pretty
 complicated
 for you after that first dream when I eavesdropped with you humping Relic,” she said, with a little too much mirth. “It’s alright. I don’t care about that.”



“It’s a little hard sometimes to tell what you do care about.”



“Mad at me for not taking your class seriously?” She jutted her chin out at him, clearly enjoying the dynamic. “I would have done more of the assignments, but I was like, really busy.



“Well, in that case, I’m going to have to hold you after.”



Will saw Pasithea holding back an intense smile and got the sense that this was a fantasy she’d imagined, if not tried to orchestrate, many times over. He sat down on his dream bed and leaned back on his elbows. She started to lean in to kiss him, but he shook his head.



“Oh no, this is detention, Pasithea,” he said. “I’m not going to reward you for your poor performance.”



He took her hand and pulled it onto his crotch, feeling a sudden rush of pleasure even just from that. Months in solitary had him primed for even the slightest bit of contact, the sensation almost forgotten but quickly remembered.



“It won’t happen again, Instructor Lockpick,” she said. “I promise.”



“I’m afraid a promise isn’t enough to get you out of the hot seat, young lady.”



She nodded slowly and started rubbing with more intention. Will took his pants off, enjoying the way she savored his underwear-clad bulge as it came into view.



“Knew you had a big dick,” she whispered.



He cupped her cheek, and she turned her head to suck on his thumb, making an impossibly hot little moan. He realized all at once that there was a side to Baffin Academy he’d been totally blind to as a teacher. How many other students had she seduced or been seduced by, sucked off or ridden? It was one of those questions he was both insanely curious about and averse to the answer.



“You’d better do a good job, or you’ll be back in detention after class tomorrow.” He pulled his boxers down and gently repositioned her face in front of his cock.



“You could have held me after and made me do this every single day of class, and I would have enjoyed every second of it,” she whispered. “Boys are so clueless. Even grown-up boys.”



He flexed his hips, letting the tip of his erection stamp the side of her cheek. “You seem awfully keen on goading me into making up for lost time.”



She looked him dead in the eyes as she kissed the tip of his tool. The pleasure was like eating a starburst, a sudden rush that bordered on an entire state change. She made a noise and pushed her mouth further forward, letting his cock ease her lips open.



He never would admit to her, but in that moment, he did have some regrets about how he brushed off her advances. Watching Pasithea bob her head up and down, enthusiastic and attentive, made it impossible not to imagine how interesting the months at the academy would have been with her down on her knees in detention or pulling her skirt up for him in the teacher’s lounge.



His fingers cupped the back of her head, urging her to suck faster, take his cock deeper, which she did without hesitation. The noises she was making sounded more like the way a woman would moan speared through between the thighs rather than while giving head. It was so hot and so indulgent, intense pleasure over a murky power dynamic. It was…



Time to slow down
 .



He gently pulled her head back from his tool, letting out a slow groan as the blood pounding through his body informed him that he was on the cusp of coming early. Pasithea looked at him expectantly, and he eyed her body.



“Let’s get you more naked,” he said.



She pulled the nightgown off so quickly it almost spoiled the reveal of her busty, nubile flesh. “Who does this belong to, anyway?”



“Relic.”



Her eyes widened, and Will grinned as he pulled her back down to the bed and tossed his own shirt sideways. Pasithea slid in as though to cuddle with him, but that wasn’t even close to what he had in mind.



She let out a tiny, surprised gasp as he mounted her and sank the entire length of his cock into her womanhood. He heard her clearing her throat, testing her voice ahead of some teasing quip, but it never made it onto the air as he began thrusting, the real punishment she’d been so eager for.



“Oh!” she moaned. “…Fuck!”



“This is what happens to girls who don’t turn in their homework,” he whispered. “They get a harder assignment.”



“If this… is the… assignment, I…” Pasithea’s voice trailed off into lilting moans as Will got up to pace. He let out a low laugh as he cupped one of her deliciously firm breasts, his fingers leaving a faint imprint against her pale flesh.



He was passionate and rough, borderline selfish as a lover. In truth, she would have had a gentler experience had she managed to seduce him during detention rather than after months of imprisonment. He played with her body in a way that expressed more than just his sexual frustration, dominant and aggressive.



She checked out almost completely at one point, her voice trailing off into high-pitched pleasure, her face taking on that vacant, orgasm-overload quality. Will pulled out and let his cock rub against her crotch, giving her enough of a break to catch her breath.



“Jesus,” she whispered. “Did you…?”



He smirked and shook his head. She started to sit up as though to blow him again, but he playfully pushed her shoulders, knocking her onto her back with a bouncing motion. He sank into her for round two, pounding her at full intensity from the start. Her voice snuck out in tiny, trilling syllables.



“Oh, oh, oh!” she moaned. “Ah! Oh!”



He went faster and faster, veering into a level of intensity usually reserved for fight or flight. Pasithea cried out louder and then went silent again, lost in her release. She started kissing his neck, finally piercing through the veil of her own pleasure to tease him back.



“Fuck me, Instructor,” she whispered. “Teach me to behave.”



He leaned her sideways far enough to give him room to slap her ass. She cried out in mock pain and broke into horny laughter. He pinned one of her wrists, thrusting with full strength as he felt the blood pounding, clouding over his vision. She kissed him and wrapped her legs around him, and all at once, Will was over the edge.



Pasithea seemed to jerk with each burst of his orgasm. He had a fleeting moment of terror about coming inside her, only remembering that it was just a dream after the first wave of panic. She kept a tight hold on him as though it was real life and she was looking to get knocked up, not releasing the vise clamp of her thighs until he’d begun to go soft.



“That…” he said, with a sigh and no small amount of regret, “…was—”



“Awesome,” said Pasithea. “Detention with you is the best, Instructor.”



She kissed him on the cheek, and all at once, Will felt the dream fading. He came awake on his prison cot and, lifting up his blanket, gave thanks for the fact that he was now allowed daily showers.



Part of him had wanted to stay with her a little longer, but he wasn’t sure what he would have said, how either of them would have escaped the post-sex awkwardness. She was still his student, regardless of labels and circumstance.



But good God, could she give awesome head.










CHAPTER 8




 



Will was less than surprised the next morning when the guard appeared outside his cell and announced that he had a visitor. He’d already spent the early hours of the day preparing himself for the visit from Liz that Rebecca had arranged, thinking about what to say, how to handle the situation.



“The visitor’s name is Rue Sorling,” said the guard. “I assumed she was a family member?”



“Yeah.” He breathed out, both excited and relieved. “I want to see her.”



The guard led him down familiar hallways and out into the visiting area. Rue wore a purple winter jacket over black leggings and brown, fur-lined boots. Her hair was pulled back into a poofy ponytail, and she managed a sad smile as she saw him walking over.



With her in front of him, he was forced to acknowledge how hard he’d worked to keep from getting his hopes up for this moment. It hurt him to think about his family, how he’d ultimately betrayed their trust and pushed them away. Rue was the only one who’d known the truth, and he’d even shut her out during his last few moments of freedom, refusing to take her call at a time when she might have been able to help.



But she was there now, sitting on the other side of the glass, forcing a smile onto her face. God, it would have devastated him for her not to have shown, and in that thought was the promise of further pain and disappointment, as it was just her there. Just Rue.



“Hey,” he said, matching her fake smile.



“Hey.”



They were both silent for a heartbreaking moment, across which they each lost a measure of their composure in a different way. Rue took a ragged breath, pain and sympathy sneaking onto her expression. Will touched the glass and furrowed his brow, wishing for nothing more than to be able to touch her, to hold her.



“I’m sorry,” he whispered. “I’m so sorry.”



“I pieced together what probably happened,” she whispered. “I heard some of it through eavesdropping through your phone. Why didn’t you pick up when I called you?”



“I don’t know,” he muttered. “I lost it. I was just so mad.”



“Oh, LP.” She closed her eyes, opened them, and pressed her hand against where his was on the other side of the partition. “I don’t blame you, I hope you know. I get it, but at the same time… I just wish… so badly that this all had played out differently.”



“It played out how it played out,” he said. “I have to accept responsibility. I’m here because of the choices I made. Don’t feel sorry for me, Cammie.”



“That’s not what I mean. I can’t help but think how quickly my life would implode if my secret were unveiled in the same way. The stream, everything we’ve done, how hard it would be to keep going afterward.”



“You wouldn’t be looking at jail time, at the very least.” He smiled, leaning his head sideways in search of her gaze. Rue eventually met his eyes, one hand quickly wiping over them with what she must have thought was a subtle movement.



“How are you?” she asked. “I mean… how is it? Are they at least treating you okay?”



“Yeah, of course,” he lied. “It’s been fine.”



His time in solitary had been unbearable, pushing him to the point of considering suicide as a real option, but that was over. A future involving him being dumped into some gen-pop level penitentiary for supervillains would probably be hell again, like a do-over of Mastodon without the certainty of being part of a gang. For the moment, however, his circumstances were workable.



“What can I do?” whispered Rue. “There must be something. I can see into other parts of the prison with my power, or anywhere else in the world, really. Anything, LP.”



“You being here is enough, Cammie,” he said. He rubbed his hand against the glass over hers. “You don’t have to do anything more.”



“And I’ll be at your trial,” she said. “In your corner. As close as I can get.”



“Thanks.”



Rue’s hand closed into a fist, and she brought it down gently against the table. “I still haven’t spoken to Mom. Not since the day she betrayed you.”



Will took a breath and let it out slowly, not wanting to examine his own knotted, raw emotions on the subject. “You don’t have to do that. What happened is between me and her.”



“I am my own person, and I’ll have whatever emotional reaction I damn well please,” said Rue. “I have no interest in speaking to that woman after she nuked our family from orbit.”



“If she nuked our family, I’m the one who built the bomb,” said Will.



“I don’t care,” said Rue. “You’re not going to talk me out of being mad at her. I even switched to living in the student dorms at the academy so I don’t have to see her every day, not that she’s even been around much. On that note, Zone was… actually the one who brought me here for this visit.”



“Good man.”



“He’s going to be testifying tomorrow.”



Will shrugged. “He’s got relevant testimony. I’m sure he’ll tell the jury what he considers to be the truth.”



Rue nodded slowly. She looked scared, and he found it hard to meet her gaze without feeling a transfer of that fear, like the stakes were being made real through her expression.



“No matter what happens, LP, I’m going to be here for you,” she whispered.



“That’s all I could ever ask for. It’s going to work out, one way or another.”



“I know,” she said. She looked at him again, hardening or perhaps softening her face to match her words. She suddenly glanced over one shoulder, and Will followed the line of her attention back to another figure standing by the metal detector at the door.



Avery had also come to visit. Rue didn’t seem surprised by their older sister’s arrival, which he wasn’t sure whether to take as a good sign or a warning.



He stared at Avery for an endless, unfair moment as she walked toward them, serious and unsmiling. All of her piercings were out, and her hair was cut short again. She looked older than he remembered, but that wasn’t quite it. More professional, less accepting of nonsense, and certainly already past the initial sorrow on the topic of him and his secrets.



“Neither of us knows this town, so we figured we’d meet up to find a motel or something for the trial,” said Rue, with a guilty shrug. “I didn’t realize she’d be stopping by right now.”



“It’s fine.” He smiled and made as though to rub her hand through the glass. “You want to tag out with Avery?”



“I don’t want to, but I will,” she said, quietly. “I’m in your corner, LP. Now and always.”



She leaned forward and made as though to kiss the glass without actually making contact. He touched his own lips and then pressed his fingers to the same spot. Rue stood up, exchanged a small nod with Avery, and moved off to the side.



“Will.” Avery made an odd, pained expression, and gave a small shake of her head as she sat down.



“Hey,” he replied.



Avery folded her hands on the table, fingers interlaced. Neither of them spoke, but it was a different class of silence than what he’d shared with Rue. It didn’t feel like having a family member or even a former lover pay him a visit. More like the beginning of an interrogation, or an excommunication, even.



“I’m glad you came,” he finally said.



“I’m here,” she said, voice flat.



He was aware of his own appearance to a degree he hadn’t been with Rue. His beard was scraggly and uneven, and his orange prison jumpsuit, much like every one ever created, was imbued with an unpleasant but intangible quality, the intersection of shame and disposability.



“I’m sorry,” he eventually said. “For everything.”



“Why didn’t you trust me?” asked Avery, words hissing out like steam from a faulty weld. “Why did you keep all of this secret? Did you enjoy keeping me in the dark?”



“I don’t know. I don’t have an answer. I wanted to tell you, or at least, I wanted for there not to be so many secrets. But I… I also wanted to protect you. Not force it all on you. I wanted things to be simpler.”



She looked away and took a breath, posture tense, resolve thinned. Will saw her swallow and almost had to avoid her gaze as she turned back to face him. So much anger and hurt, all of it deserved, all of it for him.



“I almost relapsed when I realized the full extent of it,” she whispered. “I had the pills and everything. I came so close…”



“Avery…”



“No!” She leaned forward, eyes intense. “You need to hear this, LP, because I’m sick of hearing it echo in my head and nowhere else! You hurt me… wrecked me… kept all of these secrets, right under my nose. Like it was fun for you. I was your probation officer! I was… goddammit, I am your fucking sister!”



“I watched Halberd have an overdose once,” he said. “He was taking pills and drinking at the same time, and probably more that I didn’t know about. I thought he was dead, but he woke up. I remember him telling me afterward how he wished he could be a better man, and at the time, all I could think was… then do it! Back then, I thought it was all just… that simple.”



Avery slowly shook her head, looking angrier than she had before, if anything.



“You’re not Halberd. And I’m not going to indulge your self-pity, LP.”



“You don’t have to stay,” he said, smiling, despite it all. “Avery, I know I’m a fuckup. I’m not denying any of this. It’s my mess. If you feel like you need to leave, to move on from all of this, I get it. I’m your biggest fan… and I don’t want to drag you or anyone else down with me.”



“Why do you think I came, after everything?” she hissed. “I love you. I still love you. So I’m here, even if you’re dragging me down. I’m your biggest fan, too. Which is why…”



She closed her eyes and shook her head, face shuddering under her emotions like an overloaded bridge. Will slid his hand as close as he could get it to hers with the partition in the way.



“How’s the team?” he asked. It felt cruel to change the subject so brusquely but even crueler to stay on it.



“The team,” echoed Avery. “I wasn’t sure if you’d heard. I told your old students not to bring it up with you.”



“I haven’t heard much,” he said. “Just in passing. I’m happy for you guys. I have enough weighing on me without thinking that I sabotaged your pet project.”



Avery nodded. “…No. I pushed ahead with it. To be honest, it helped to have something to do other than just sit around all day feeling devastated.”



“Did you replace me, or…?” He smiled but drew it in as he saw her face. “That was supposed to be a joke.”



“Hilarious,” said Avery. “I don’t think we could have ever replaced the mighty
 Lockpick
 even if we’d wanted to. No, we just went with who we had. It’s me, Miss Mass, Physique, and Pasithea.”



“Seems like a solid quartet,” said Will. “I think you all can do a lot of good in the world.”



“That’s the plan,” said Avery in a slightly choked voice.



“Rue didn’t end up taking the leap?”



“She did, but it’s been tough on her with school and… everything.” Avery shrugged. “I haven’t been pushing her to do more than just be a reserve member.”



He eyed where Rue was standing across the floor of the visiting center, watching them while trying to seem like she wasn’t. “It’s been tough on her, too, hasn’t it?”



“Yeah. It’s been tough on all of us.” Avery shifted forward, concern edging into her expression. “I’m not sure if Mom is… going to be at your trial.”



“Honestly… I’m not sure whether I want her to be there.”



It was two truths at once, his anger and his shame. He wasn’t sure if he was still mad at her — if he’d ever really been mad to begin with and not just upset — but seeing her would force him to figure it out. What he was sure of was that he was ashamed, maybe not of the actions he’d taken, but in how they’d affected everyone, her especially. How much they’d undercut what she represented.



“It’s not a simple decision for her,” said Avery. “She’s on the Board of Directors. Your situation isn’t the only source of friction. There have been a lot of abomination attacks throughout the world, and Astroman has still been recovering. She’s been busy, both with the media frenzy and with keeping the world safe.”



“Good for her,” he muttered.



“Do you seriously blame her for what happened?” asked Avery.



“I didn’t say that!” he snapped. “I just…”



He shook his head, struggling to articulate it, which left room for Avery to interpret.



“Maybe you thought those little encounters between us and
 Decay
 were just fun little outings, but Mom and I took them seriously,” she said. “When I found out, at least, I was more confused than angry. I don’t know that I would have reacted any better in her shoes.”



“I already said I don’t blame her!” he said, with a little too much intensity. “I just… God, I wish things were different.”



“We all do.”



He swallowed, knowing there was one more question he needed to ask. “Would you react better now if someone sent you after me?”



Avery furrowed her brow and shook her head slightly. “…What?”



“Hypothetically speaking,” he said. “If I hadn’t stumbled into Jess’s arms and been caught. If I were still on the run… Would you come after me, now that you’ve had time to process?”



He watched her and picked up on the instant she understood what he was really asking. The question was a relevant one, despite being veiled in the past tense.



“I’m not answering that,” she said, slowly. “I really hope my little brother is smart enough to not do anything stupid and rash. That’s all I’m going to say.”



“I’ve missed you so much, Avery.”



He pressed his hand to the glass, and she touched the same spot.



“I’ve missed you too,” she whispered. “And I am still on your side, despite how cruel what you did to me was. All the lying… I’m still not even sure I understand the full extent of everything you did, LP. But I still love you. Idiot.”



“Thanks.” He grinned and felt his eyes getting misty.



The guard, with ever impeccable timing, stepped forward and cleared his throat. “Time’s up.”



“See you at the trial,” he said, smiling as Rue ran over to say her goodbye alongside Avery.



“I’ll see you there, LP,” said Avery. “Good luck.”



“I love you, LP!” shouted Rue.



“I love you both,” he said, waving as the guard led him away.










CHAPTER 9




 



“It seems you’re quite the popular man,” called Hive.



Will chuckled as the guard locked him back inside his cell. “Lucky is the word I would use.”



“Oh, that too, for sure.” Hive was stretched out across his bed and shifted one of his pillows to better prop himself up. “I feel like I’m going to be missing the show by not being allowed to attend your trial. It’s going to be the spectacle of the year.”



“When is yours supposed to be, anyway?”



“Oh, I’ve had my lawyer spinning his wheels on various procedural roadblocks to buy us more time,” said Hive. “I’ve no interest in being returned to a maximum-security life sentence until it’s strictly necessary.”



Will eyed the cord emerging from Hive’s neck again and wondered if it was just a simple preference or a strategy in motion. He thought about Avery’s non-answer to his last question, why he’d asked it to begin with. If Jess hadn’t brought him in the way she did, who would they have sent after him? Would anyone else have been able to stop him?



The quiet, unchanging environment of his cell left him with ample time to go over Rue and Avery’s visits, replay every word they’d spoken. He couldn’t help but smile at the fact that they’d shown up. They were both there to support him, despite their own feelings, despite all he’d put them through. He was beyond grateful.



The guard brought lunch, and he ate in silence. He had another workout and gladly took his daily shower afterward, using every second allocated to scrub himself clean. His hair was still damp as he arrived back in his cell, and he carried the moisture onto his pillow as he stretched out in bed.



He remembered what Rebecca had told him about Liz paying him a visit and did his best to keep from drifting off into a midday nap. The idea of meeting with her right after waking up felt a little too much like nightmare fodder for his liking.



Several hours passed by, however, and it became clear by that evening that Liz probably wasn’t going to show. It seemed like an ominous development, given what Rebecca had told him.



If she was going to be one of the witnesses testifying at his trial, there was no predicting what she might say. The truth was a burden in its own way, and maybe she’d decided it was time to get it off her chest.



A guard did show up to announce a visit — with Rebecca, not Liz. He was led back to the room with the various bookshelves, where Rebecca was already waiting for him. She smiled and pulled a chair out for him to sit down.



“I have you scheduled to get in with the prison’s barber after this,” said Rebecca. “The shaggy hair and scraggly beard look isn’t going to cut it for the courtroom. What did Liz have to say?”



“She didn’t stop by,” he said. “I’m going to guess that’s not good?”



Rebecca groaned and brought the knuckle of her thumb to her mouth, gnawing on it like a squirrel with a nut. “It’s not great. I suppose her requesting the meeting to begin with is an indicator that she might be on the fence about what she wants to say. Regardless, there’s nothing we can do about it this late in the game. Also, I got you a suit to wear.”



She slid a small bag across the table toward him. The guard stepped forward before Will could touch it, going through its contents in a manner that did more to disturb the folds of the fabric than anything.



“Thanks,” he said. “Should I try it on?”



“Oh, trust me, it’ll fit,” said Rebecca. “This is not my first rodeo, and I’ve always had a knack for sizing people up.”



“I’ll take your word for it then.”



Rebecca scribbled in a notebook distractedly. “Fundamentally, our strategy is going to be the same with or without Liz’s testimony leaned in our favor. They can easily prove some of the charges against you, most notably your scuffle with Blackwing and the manner in which Despot died.”



Will nodded, slightly amused by how generous she was being with her phrasing. He’d cut Blackwing’s hand off when he’d tried to call for help, and he’d chased down Despot and killed him after all but announcing his intentions to a crowd of people.



“They’re going to try to prove that you’re Decay, but I don’t think they’ll be able to do it,” said Rebecca. “At least, I’m not going to make it easy for them. Aside from what amounts to a few spurious, unsubstantiated claims that emerged from people with a vested interest in slandering your name, all they’ve got is a few bits of circumstantial evidence.”



“It’s already out there.” Will shook his head. “I’m not going to deny it if they ask me.”



Rebecca laughed and shook her head. “I’m not putting you on the stand, Will. That would be a quick and efficient way of completely incinerating your case. Now, when it comes to what happened between you, Bonespur, and the other gang members you fought before confronting Despot, it shouldn’t be too hard to angle the narrative toward a mixture of self-defense and protecting your injured student.”



“I have to say something,” he said, still stuck on the previous point. “I have the option of testifying, don’t I?”



“William. Look at me.”



He sighed and looked at her. Rebecca pantomimed slapping him across the face.



“You. Do not. Want to testify.” She paused for emphasis. “It won’t end well. There’s nothing I could do to prepare you. The prosecutor, Chadwick, is a master of rhetorical games and would eat you alive. You have to trust me on this.”



“It’s my decision, isn’t it?”



“If you walked into a room and found someone pointing a gun at their own head, would you accept them saying that it’s their decision and leave it be?”



“You really think it would be that bad?”



“Worse than that bad,” said Rebecca. “Now, where things get a little bit murky is in regard to Galaxy Maiden, her son Complex, with whom you had a variety of public interactions ahead of his disappearance, and Liz Laser. The prosecution seems to think Liz is their lynch pin for this sector of the case. I would love to know exactly why that is?”



“Because she probably is,” said Will. “But in order to give her side of the story, she’d also have to incriminate herself.”



“Do you think she’d be willing to do that?”



He slowly shook his head, not to say no, but that he didn’t know. Rebecca drummed her fingers on the table and let out a low chuckle.



“I’ll be honest with you,” she said. “It almost doesn’t matter. The state doesn’t need to have a strong case when there are so many different avenues of attack. If they sufficiently convince the jury even on just a few of the charges, you’re going away for a long time. Probably life, Will.”



He nodded, not saying anything. What was there to say? He was fucked. It was strange, like the reality of that still hadn’t completely caught up with him.



“With that said,” continued Rebecca. “I’m not going down without a fight. I’ve gotten people off with a similar number of charges before. This is a long shot but not a lost cause. I just need you to keep trusting me. And make sure you tell the barber to cut your hair short and scrape off every ounce of that beard. I want you looking as young and potentially innocent as humanly possible.”



“That much I can do,” he said. “Thanks for putting in the effort.”



“Likewise.”










CHAPTER 10




 



The rest of the evening was uneventful, aside from Will’s appointment with the prison barber, a silent man whom he felt he was trusting with his life as he worked a straight razor across his face. He got as much sleep as he could, which wasn’t much, and woke up the next morning feeling uneasy.



“Good luck,” called Hive.



“Yeah,” said Will.



He’d already changed into his suit, though the lack of a mirror within his cell left him in the dark in terms of how he actually looked. The guard arrived and, after securing knockout cuffs onto him, led him down the hallway with no further fanfare or preamble. It was as though they were bringing him anywhere else, not to a spectacle that would decide whether he had a future as a free man.



The outside world was simultaneously too cold and too bright. Will saw his breath when he exhaled, which was nothing short of entertaining after so many weeks within the climate-controlled jail. It was actively snowing, small, lazy flakes descending leisurely, and each step left a tiny, perfect imprint of his shoes as he followed the guard to the van he’d presumably be riding in.



The guard frisked him again before pushing him into the windowless back, which was probably a wise move on his part. It was just the guard and the driver, both varying degrees of overweight, sitting up front. They immediately began joking with each other about the cold or something. Will was too busy casing his new surroundings to pay much attention.



All he would need was a small bit of metal, a pen, a hairpin, a loose staple. It wasn’t about actively wanting to escape, not now, ahead of his trial. The timing would make it feel too much like running away, and this time, he didn’t have it in him to run. Still, his mind very clearly wanted the option, which he could understand.



There was nothing. The van’s interior, at least the back, was far from spotless, with plenty of stains and dirt skins and unsavory spots of what looked a lot like mold. It was free of anything he could use, however, probably vacuumed twice over within the past week.



He forced himself to sit still and endure, if not enjoy, the ride. With no windows in back, he was clueless about where he was going. When the van drew to a stop, he was expecting to be within a town or city, perhaps outside of a stereotypical court building with a sculptor’s rendition of justice poised in the walkway.



A fucking military base. Oh, they don’t play.



He took in the various military grade buildings, oversized vehicles with pothole surmounting wheels, and men in fatigues running drills or carrying firearms. His trial was through the CA, which was technically a civil entity that worked through the standard court system, but it made a certain amount of sense, given the risk of a villain attempting an escape, the potential damage certain supers were capable of doing in minutes.



Despite their presumably stringent training, nearly every soldier paid attention to Will as the guard from the prison led him through the base. He felt like a supervillain, all the way down to the suit Rebecca had provided for him and the close shave from the barber. Clean cut, pure evil. He laughed, drawing even more attention.



The guard brought him into an old aircraft hangar, the interior an empty expanse of plain concrete floor. Will’s hands were going numb from the cold, which made it even more disappointing to find that the hangar was underheated, or perhaps just abysmally insulated.



Chairs had been set up in the familiar pattern of a courtroom, and an entire judge’s bench had been brought in for effect. It felt small within the wide-open interior, small and meaningless, an artifact of tradition that seemed naked out of context.



For whatever reason, he’d expected to be the first one to arrive. It was his trial, after all, but no. A woman in a traditional judge’s robe stood off to one side, drinking coffee and observing. A few of the seats allotted for the public to observe were already occupied.



Will spotted Rue and Avery sitting together, though neither had seen him yet. Pasithea and Physique were in the row behind them, and shockingly, he spotted Mist and one of Erik’s doubles a few chairs away.



Rebecca ran up to him clad in a skirt and high heels, but also still wearing her winter jacket and gloves. She frowned at the guard and made a rolling motion with her hand.



“Cuffs off,” she said. “Nothing that might influence the jury.”



The guard grumbled something but did as commanded. Rebecca folded her arms and eyed Will, eyes scanning from top to bottom.



“Not bad,” she said, quietly. “You look relatively innocent.”



“Does that really make a difference?”



“It all depends on the jury we get, but generally, yes. People see what their eyes show them, and then their imagination fills in the gaps.”



He followed her over to the table they would apparently be sitting at, up front and within easy view of the judge’s bench. Will risked a glance over his shoulder as he sat down, catching Avery’s and Rue’s gazes for long enough to smile at each of them. He paused as he noticed more people entering the old hangar in a line, the foremost of which he instantly recognized.



Jess. She looked good, healthy and confident. She’d done her makeup and wore a grey skirt and a black long-sleeved blouse over leggings and high heels. Her hair was down, perfect, glossy strands of blonde falling across her shoulders, and she had a pair of silver earrings in.



She was wearing one of the two artifacts he’d given her — the water-breathing brooch, which fit neatly into the landscape of her outfit, drawing attention to her blouse’s modest neckline. He wondered at that, though he didn’t want to. There was little point in wearing it other than to simply have it on, given its niche utility.



She caught his gaze for an instant that passed immediately and yet still overstayed its welcome. He couldn’t even begin to decipher the conflict he saw in her face, the strange depth within her brilliant blue eyes, almost like she was about to cry.



He looked away, annoyed with her, annoyed with himself. His heart was pounding in his chest, and it felt like the last thing he needed. Why hadn’t she come to visit him in prison, at the very least to give him a heads up about her intention to be present for the trial? Was she there to watch? To testify?



“Please, everyone,” said the judge, as she ascended to the bench. “Take your seats and quiet down. I am Judge Jacqueline DeLangia, and I will be presiding over this trial.”



She went on, glossing over various pre-trial announcements with the sort of quick, practiced explanation that spoke of rote memorization. Much of it was related to the non-disclosure agreement signed by all members of the public, given the nature of heroes being unmasked through testimony. Everyone stood as the jury was brought in and sworn in.



Will looked them over briefly, not seeking out eye contact but not averting his gaze. They looked normal, three men, four women, all of whom he could imagine stepping off of a bus or waiting in line at a busy restaurant.



Judge DeLangia explained various aspects of their duty to them, ranging from how to report influences that might predispose them to a certain judgment to how to raise their hand if they needed something.



She went through the laundry list of charges against him, various second-degree murders along with other crimes, not all of which Will could remember the specifics of when described so clinically.



Eventually, the judge prompted the lawyers for their opening statements. The prosecutor went first, a pale man with busy eyebrows that made for a voluminous contrast against his waxed bald head.



“Your honor,” he said, nodding to the judge. “Esteemed jurors. Members of the public within the courtroom today. My name is Terrence Chadwick, and I’ll be prosecuting this case on behalf of the District Attorney. You’re going to hear a lot about what happened from a variety of different sources, but ahead of all of this compelling testimony, I would like to place a question into your mind.



“What are the facts? What… are the facts? What
 are
 the facts? We have several eyewitnesses, people who in some cases have known William Sorling for months, for years, longer than that, all of whom can deliver testimony supporting the actual facts of this case without any leaps of logic or suppositions.



“William Sorling stormed into a safe space for refugees, maiming a member of the Champion Authority in the process. William Sorling threatened a community leader and deputized member of the CA before chasing after him on a dirt bike and said community leader was later found dead. William Sorling,
 Lockpick
 , fought Astroman and, in the midst of a chaotic melee, delivered an injury that leaves him wheelchair bound to this very day.”



Chadwick droned on in his somewhat nasal though commanding voice, fleshing out his accusations and hammering home the importance of “the facts” until the word had lost meaning for Will. He tried to keep his expression neutral even as what little hope he’d had trickled away. Finally, it was Rebecca’s turn. She nodded to him and flashed the kind of smile that only people who truly understand what it means to love a job can interpret.



“First and foremost,” she began. “I would like to state the obvious — opening statements are not evidence. The prosecution’s description of what they claim happened and what they allege my client did is not evidence.



“The evidence is what will be shown to you within this courtroom across the next few days. The evidence will come to you in pieces, as a puzzle, to be interpreted and assembled. For all of Prosecutor Chadwick’s fixation on the truth, I hope you’ll approach this case from the perspective of uncovering what
 is true
 , what can reasonably be proven by the evidence, rather than what sounds good or confirms someone else’s hunch.



“I believe that anyone who looks at this case and comes to a judgment off the verifiable evidence will have an extremely difficult time finding my client guilty beyond reasonable doubt. My client acted in defense of himself and one of his students, a seventeen-year-old whom he watched die in his arms.



“He reacted as anyone would have in the same situation and went looking for answers, only to be forced to defend himself a second time, in the heat of the moment. The prosecution is even willing to go so far as to attempt to tie him to a series of completely unrelated crimes committed by a supervillain who happened to be operating out of the same city all on the basis of an unsubstantiated claim from a former gang leader.”



Rebecca held out her arms and smiled for emphasis. “I don’t know about all of you, but personally, I’m looking forward to discovering the truth. What the evidence, and the evidence alone, can tell us.”



She went on, touching on his past as a hero, various historical good deeds, even mentioning Halberd in passing. She was good at her job, but so was the prosecutor, and hearing their opening statements back-to-back left Will with emotional whiplash.



He looked around as Rebecca thanked the court and returned to her seat. Judge DeLangia cleared her throat, looking tiny but tall atop her raised bench.



“Mr. Chadwick,” she said. “The prosecution may call their first witness.”



Chadwick nodded and stood up. “The prosecution calls Mark Alberg,
 Zone
 , to the stand.”










CHAPTER 11




 



Zone took the stand, nodding to the judge with a withdrawn smile as he adjusted his chair. He looked tired but serious and laced his fingers together on the stand in front of him.



Prosecutor Chadwick paced across the floor of the empty hangar for a few seconds, gathering his thoughts or perhaps simply pausing for effect. The first bout of questions related to Zone’s own history at Baffin Academy along with his tenure as an administrator at the Seattle Super Academy in the years before.



“This brings us to the start of the current academic year,” said Chadwick. “You hired William,
 Lockpick
 , as an instructor. You took a chance on him, really.”



“That’s correct,” said Zone.



“Now, I’m not intimately familiar with the hiring standards of your institution, but it’s hard to imagine that he was qualified to teach at a college, was he?”



“Our school has a varied academic populace,” said Zone. “Many of our students come from rough homes or have preexisting behavioral issues.”



“Was he qualified?”



“In his own way, he was,” said Zone.



“More specifically, what were his educational accolades?” asked Chadwick. “Did he have a degree from an accredited college? A teaching license?”



Zone sighed and gave a small shake of his head. “I don’t believe so, but in terms of experience as a superhero—”



“Experience which is impossible to directly measure,” said Chadwick.



“Prosecutor, please refrain from cutting off the witness,” said Judge DeLangia.



Chadwick held up one hand demurely, head lowered. “My question, Headmaster Zone, relates to your own expectations upon hiring him. Were you at all concerned at that time about his checkered past or general reliability as a teacher?”



“Objection,” said Rebecca. “Leading the witness.”



“Overruled,” said Judge DeLangia. “Headmaster? Your answer?”



Zone took a breath and shrugged. “Yes, at least to a degree. I had some basic concerns which were mostly related to his understanding and adherence to the academy’s protocols. It wasn’t enough to dissuade me from hiring him.”



“At the time it wasn’t,” said Chadwick. “Which is understandable. Admirable, even. You wanted to give a young man a second chance, a former hero who seemed to be in the right place at the right time for the needs of your school. Headmaster, on the day the accused returned to Lancaster City with his students for their practical exam, were you still confident in his competency as a teacher?”



“Yes, I was.”



“Did the accused show any interest in returning to Lancaster City, a city with various shades of history and meaning for him, in the time before this practical exam?”



Zone slowly nodded. “He did. He spoke to me about wanting to return earlier that same week.”



“And your answer was…?”



“I told him no at the time.”



The edge of Chadwick’s smile twitched as he glanced toward the jurors. “Why did you tell him no?”



Zone breathed out and turned one hand palm up. “It seemed unnecessary. I didn’t think anything good would come of it.”



“But you did eventually bring him and his students to Lancaster for their practical exam,” said Chadwick, in a tone that implied misfortune. “Did you sense anything unusual between Lockpick and Bloodfeud when you first delivered them to the city?”



“Nothing of note.”



“Anything could be of note, Headmaster,” said Chadwick. “Please, speak your mind.”



“The two of them seemed to… have an understanding,” said Zone. “I took it to be related to the fact that Bloodfeud, Francisco, was slated to join Lockpick’s new team.”



“Alright. Let’s jump ahead slightly. Tell me about when you returned to Lancaster City with your power to herald the end of the practical exam. What did you find waiting for you?”



Zone massaged the spot just above the bridge of his nose. “Five of Instructor Lockpick’s students were at the pickup point. Lockpick and Bloodfeud were absent.”



“Were you concerned by that?”



“Yes, I was.”



“Were the students?”



“To a certain degree they were, yes.”



Chadwick made a show of crossing one arm to prop up the elbow of the other. “Did you get a sense of Mr. Sorling’s other priorities in the way his students recounted the moments before his departure?”



“If, by other priorities, you mean a desire to look out for one of his students, then yes,” said Zone. “They were very confused but seemed to believe their instructor was acting in the class’s best interest and taking a major risk in doing so.”



“I see.” The prosecutor nodded slowly, flashing an eager smile. “Was there a plan in place to ensure that Mr. Sorling, who has no ability to travel great distances on his own, would be able to return to Lancaster City?”



“There was,” said Zone. “He was to return to the same drop-off point an hour after the originally slated departure time.”



“And did he?”



Zone shook his head.



“Please, out loud, for the stenographer,” said Chadwick.



“No, he never returned.”



The prosecutor nodded and, with a gesture to the judge, ended his line of questioning. Will was wary, more than anything, and unsure of what Chadwick had uncovered that might be useful to the prosecution’s case.



Rebecca had a chance to cross examine, which she took gracefully. Her questions focused more on Zone and Will’s work relationship, artfully changing the context of some of what Chadwick had unveiled earlier.



“You took a chance on him when you hired him, didn’t you?” asked Rebecca.



“Very much so,” said Zone.



“Would you say there was something within Mr. Sorling that pushed you to do that, then?” asked Rebecca. “A facet of his character that you believed in?”



“Objection,” said Chadwick. “Your honor, the accused is not being tried on the merits of his character.”



“Sustained,” said Judge DeLangia.



The trial continued on with Rebecca eventually ending her line of questioning. The prosecution called Father Darkeye as their next witness, and a single glance at the priest’s posture was enough to tell Will that he probably wasn’t going to like what he had to say.



“Father Darkeye,” said Chadwick. “That is your preferred form of address, no? Good. I’d like to start by asking you how long you’ve known the defendant.”



“I’ve known William as an adult for a little over a year now,” said Father Darkeye. “I knew others in his family for years before that, though not him personally.”



“So if I were to ask you if he seemed at all different after his previous prison sentence, you wouldn’t be able to—”



“Objection,” called Rebecca. “Relevancy?”



“Sustained,” said the judge.



“Just performing my due diligence,” said Chadwick. “There is an incident from around the time Mr. Sorling first returned home from prison that I’d like to unearth, however. I believe a friend of his who was released around the same time was a member of the Second Advent. Chauffeur?”



“Brother Chauffeur, yes,” said Father Darkeye. “He was committed to turning his life around.”



“Did it seem to you as though Brother Chauffeur and Mr. Sorling had a history when they interacted?”



Father Darkeye shot a glance Will’s way that seemed almost apologetic. “They seemed very familiar with each other, yes.”



“I see,” said Chadwick. “I understand that Brother Chauffeur’s time within the Second Advent was short lived?”



“Unfortunately, yes.”



“Due to his involvement in the prison break?”



Father Darkeye nodded. “That is correct.”



“He wasn’t the only one involved,” said Chadwick, more to the court than his witness. “The supervillain known as Decay was heavily rumored to have supported him in his actions. Now, I’m just going to go out on a limb here, but it seems awfully suspicious for Mr. Sorling and Brother Chauffeur to have this previous affiliation renewed so shortly before that particular incident.”



Will tried to nudge Rebecca under the table, but she just gave him a confused shake of the head. He wasn’t sure what he really wanted her to do, regardless. It seemed like a misstep to try to call the prosecution out for misunderstanding his motives and actions while there was potentially still plausible deniability around his secret identity, at least in terms of what was provable in court.



“Now, Father Darkeye, I’d also like to ask you about—”



An air siren sounded from somewhere nearby, loud and ominous. Several people rose from their seats as the lights within the old hangar flickered overhead. Judge DeLangia leaned sideways from the bench to speak with a soldier who’d run up to her and then banged her gavel.



“Order,” she called. “Several units on base are responding to abomination activity within the area, but we’re perfectly safe here. The trial will continue.”



“You look disappointed,” Rebecca whispered to Will.



“I thought it was my chance to escape.”



She chuckled and squeezed his shoulder, but he hadn’t really been joking.










CHAPTER 12




 



“Father Darkeye, I understand that you were among the Power Realist refugee camp when the defendant arrived on the day in question,” said Chadwick. “Can you give the court an account of what happened?”



“Certainly.” Father Darkeye took a breath and leaned his head back slightly as he began recounting it. “He was with his student when he first arrived. He seemed uneasy, perturbed, I’d even say. His student seemed to know a few people within the encampment, and the leader of the Power Realists met with William in an official capacity.”



“Did it seem as though he was in danger or being threatened at any time?”



“Not in the slightest,” said Father Darkeye.



Will swore under his breath. Of course, it hadn’t seemed like he’d been in danger. Despot had still been trying to court him at that point. Asking if he’d been in danger was like asking if anyone at a poker table was trying to steal chips — just because the answer was no didn’t mean the chips weren’t still changing hands.



“Did you see when he and his student left?” asked Father Darkeye.



“I did not, but they weren’t present the next time I surveyed the courtyard, so I presume they must have.”



Will was openly shaking his head. Rebecca nudged him and shot him a glance, apparently signifying that it was a bad look for him.



“Now, you would think this would be where the story ends,” said Chadwick. “He comes, he visits, he leaves. But that wasn’t the case, was it, Father?”



“No,” said Father Darkeye. “William did return, unfortunately.”



“Unfortunately?” Chadwick grinned and flipped his hand over. “Why do you say unfortunately?”



Father Darkeye sighed, glanced at Will, and slowly shook his head. “He was carrying a very large sword, and he was covered in blood. He demanded to see Despot, the leader of the Power Realists. When Despot came out to speak with him, accusations were made on both sides.”



“Anyone can say anything in a situation like this,” said Chadwick. “I’m interested in what happened. Continue, Father.”



“He cut his way into the base with the sword,” said Father Darkeye. “He punched me in the face and pushed me aside when I attempted to step into his way. He threatened Blackwing, the city’s interim CA representative, and then proceeded to… cut his hand off when he didn’t obey him.”



It was strange how much worse it sounded in a courtroom when retold under oath by a priest, but Will wondered if perhaps the various gasps coming from the public attendees were influencing the moment.



“And you’re sure it was Mr. Sorling?” Chadwick pointed a finger at him from across the courtroom. “This man?”



“I am,” said Father Darkeye.



“That will be all,” said Chadwick. “Thank you for your time.”



Rebecca went through her cross examination with a couple of concise questions, none of which really seemed to help Will’s case, from what he could tell. The damage had been done, but how much damage? They could nail him on assaulting Blackwing, but the bulk of the charges against him were still unsubstantiated, which he supposed he should have been grateful for.



“Sebastian Gall,” said Chadwick, facing the next witness. “You were Mr. Sorling’s probation officer for a brief period, correct?”



Sebastian looked reasonably well, all things considered. He’d cut his dark hair short, and it made him look younger by about a decade, though his sharp features still gave him a dour demeanor.



“That’s correct,” said Sebastian.



“This was during the period when he first shifted back into active duty from his suspension from the Champion Authority, I believe?” said Chadwick. “When
 Lockpick
 first began to stretch his wings and return to keeping the city safe.”



“That’s correct,” said Sebastian.



“Did you have any concerns at that time?” asked Chadwick. “This was a man on probation, a man you were charged with keeping track of, and he was thrust into the role of defending the city?”



“I did have some concerns,” said Sebastian. “That is correct.”



“Were they eventually substantiated by his behavior?” asked Chadwick. “From your point of view, did Mr. Sorling have any business at all wearing a mask and attending to the city’s needs?”



“Yes, very much so,” said Sebastian.



“Which… question were you saying yes to, Mr. Gall?”



“I’m glad he was back in costume, as a hero,” said Sebastian Gall. “There was an incident in which he was instrumental in freeing hostages from a bank that, at the time, my daughter worked at. Any anomalies in his behavior seem secondary in comparison to—”



“Thank you, Mr. Gall.”



“Objection,” said Rebecca. “He’s cutting off the witness.”



“The witness is meandering into territory of spurious relevance,” said Chadwick.



“Sustained,” said Judge DeLangia. “Mr. Chadwick, please refrain from talking over the witness.”



The rest of Sebastian’s testimony was shockingly unhelpful for the prosecution’s case. Rebecca was ruthless with her cross examination, focusing in on whether Sebastian had actually encountered any direct evidence tying Will and Decay together, which he hadn’t.



The trial adjourned for the day. As far as Will could tell, the prosecutor’s opening statement had done more to set the narrative of the case than any of the witness testimony. He had to tamp down on a growing hope that maybe, just maybe, he might be found innocent on some of the major charges.



“I told you,” said Rebecca, as people filed out of the old hangar all around them. “They don’t have nearly as much on you as they seem to think they do. They threw every charge at you that they thought might stick. When one peels off, there’s a chance it might pull a few others down with it. There’s a kind of gravity to the nature of culpability.”



“I’m starting to see that,” he said. “Thank you.”



“Save your thanks for when the trial is over,” she said. “Get lots of sleep tonight. I want you looking bright tomorrow.”



  He was brought back to his cell in the same manner he’d left it, in the back of an armored truck. Hive was whistling as the guards locked him back inside.



“What’s the good word on your innocence?” called Hive.



“Overwhelming,” said Will. “Though whether the jury also comes to that conclusion remains to be seen.”



Hive gave him a pity laugh and picked his tune back up. Will sighed and fidgeted with the cuffs of his suit jacket. They’d left him with it, which seemed a bold amount of trust to place in him as a prisoner. He’d already gone over all the interesting places, however. From the buttons to the zip of the fly, everything was a plain plastic composite, useless to his power.



Only a few minutes went by before the guard returned, not enough time for him to even think through the specifics of the trial and give himself permission to relax. He eyed his clothes, wondering if they’d decided to strip him bare, after all.



“Visitor,” said the guard. “Jessica Sorling.”



He laughed, one of those singular, dark humor scoffs that was more of a reflex, more of a shield. He almost said no off that same reflex. Part of him wanted to, craved the callousness he knew he could deliver by simply refusing her presence all together.



Ultimately, he had to see her. There were too many leftover emotions, too much left unsaid. He had to see her, if only to sit down across from her and let her see what she’d done.



He kept his suit on, and with his face shaved and hair cut, he felt almost like a human being as the guard led him down the hall. His eyes locked onto her instantly as he entered the visitation wing, each detail seeming new despite her looking no different than she had during the trial.



It was Jess, all right, and that chafed against his heart in an odd fashion. Without realizing it, he’d painted
 Relic
 as the real catalyst in his mind. Relic, the betrayer. Relic and her subzero degree righteousness. It was likely the logical extension of the duality he’d come to view her through as Decay.



She was still wearing her clothes from the trial, skirt and long-sleeved blouse. Her makeup was very basic, but even then, he noticed smudges. Her hair looked slightly wild around the edges, as though she’d fidgeted her fingers through it one too many times.



“LP,” she said. Her voice was fractured, so vulnerable it was a little heartbreaking.



“Jess.” He sat down heavy in the seat on his side. There was so much he wanted to say that he’d even rehearsed different versions, ticking off points with practiced phrasing. Now he had no idea what to say, and from the length of the silence, neither did she.



They both just sat there, enduring the intensity of the empty moment on both sides of the partition. A full minute ticked away, each second pained, strained.



“Are you alright?” Jess finally asked.



“Yeah.” He said it in the same way he would had she asked the question years earlier, after a rough day of school. He was alright. He was fine. Everything was normal and sustainable and their family hadn’t been shattered into pieces by a combination of their choices.



“Have you been getting enough sleep?” she whispered. “Enough to eat?”



“A cot and three square meals a day,” he said. “I’ve had worse.”



She nodded slowly, pausing to consider another question, another lifeline. “Have you… seen Rue and Avery?”



“Yeah,” he said. “They both came before the trial started.”



Not an accusation, just a fact, but from the way Jess winced, the facts could cut just as deeply.



“I wanted to come, but with how things are right now on the Board of Directors…”



“It’s fine,” he said, shaking his head. “I know how challenging it must be.”



Jess lowered her gaze and took a long breath. “Will…”



She opened her mouth, eyes pleading with him as she failed to get the words out the first time around. “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. I did what I thought was right, but at the same time… I hurt you so badly.”



“You betrayed me,” he said. “Worse, you did it before even talking to me! Before trying to understand what was going on!”



“You didn’t explain to me what was going on!” she hissed. “That was a betrayal of its own. You can’t keep me in the dark and then get upset when I don’t react the way you expected.”



“I’m not upset!” he snapped. “I just… Jess. It hurt so much. It hurt
 so much
 … for it to be you. To have to think of you every time I pictured that moment.”



“You think it didn’t hurt me, too?” she asked. “A part of my world turned off in an instant, a candle just snuffing out and plunging me into the dark. More of my world than I realized, at the time.”



“You had other options.”



Jess shook her head, making a quick motion across one eye with the sleeve of her dark blouse. “Options, LP? Like what? The other heroes would have killed you after what happened with Astroman. I was the only one who could keep you safe, and the only way to do it… was to bring you in.”



“I could have kept myself safe,” he said, turning his shoulders away.



“Even now, I’m trying,” she whispered. “There’s so much pressure on me to step down from the Board, but I won’t do it. I won’t even consider it, not until after your sentencing. They can scream bias if they want to, LP, but I’m using every ounce of influence I have to make sure…”



“Make sure of what?”



She didn’t say it. She didn’t need to. A single look into her eyes, misty with tears, the pain in her expression, hints of missing sleep.



“They’re going to push for my execution,” he said. And he knew it was true as he said it.



“I’m not going to let it happen,” she whispered. “I can still help you.”



He folded his arms.  “No. I think you’ve helped me enough.”



“LP, please, just listen to me!”



“Jess,” he said, smiling. “I won’t just stand by and let them kill me.”



“…What are you saying?”



He just shook his head, feeling so tired. He loved Jess, despite how mad at her he still was. He loved her, but not enough to trust her in this, to believe that she really could make a difference through the system. They would seek his execution. The less he said to her, the less he revealed, the better.



“I’m ready to go back to my cell,” he said to the guard.



The words seemed to cut Jess deeper than anything else he’d said, but she didn’t object. “I love you. Nothing about that has changed or ever will change.”



She pressed her hand to the glass. The sleeve of her blouse slid down low enough for him to catch a glimpse of copper, the upper edge of the armband which had connected them to the past lives of a Sumerian prince and his concubine lover. He’d seen their sad story through his dreams, and he’d lived parts of it anew with Jess, and now here they were.



He left the visitation wing without looking back. It was for his own benefit, not to punish her. He fell into step alongside the guard, only feeling an extra presence as they reentered the hallway.



“You’re beginning to understand your circumstances,” whispered Pleistocene. “It is a simple choice. An overdue choice.”










CHAPTER 13




 



Will assumed that he was the only one who could see the abomination, given his guard’s total non-reaction to her appearance. She walked alongside him, a pale, ancient specter, watching him expectantly. She didn’t say anything else, not even as he reached his cell and was unceremoniously locked back inside.



He’d missed dinner, but his usual food tray was set out on his bed. Taco night, and they’d supplied him with a choice of soft and hard shell, along with a plastic spoon to ladle out ingredients.



“All you would have to do is take my hand.” Pleistocene reached through the bars of his cell, smiling as she sought contact. “For so long, I’ve been waiting.”



“I think I would if I were you,” called Hive.



“…What?” He stared past the abomination’s projection at an angle that let him see into the other prisoner’s cell.



“They’re tastier than they look,” said Hive, nodding to the food. “Besides, you’re going to want to sleep on a full stomach. Tomorrow is going to be an eventful day, I suspect.”



Will closed his eyes and massaged his temples. When he opened them again, Pleistocene and the temptation of what she was offering was gone. He thought again about Impact, running off in the midst of the breach only to return weeks later as a monster. Was it really that simple? Wrong question. Was it better than dying?



 



***



 



The second day of Will’s trial began without much fanfare. He sat in the same seat at the defense counsel’s table. Rebecca had come with an array of new notes which she’d made a valiant attempt at summarizing for him in the few minutes they’d had before the action kicked off.



“My next witness hardly needs introduction,” said Prosecutor Chadwick. “A hero, a former President, and a victim of Lockpick’s madness. I’d like to call Astroman to testify on what happened on the day in question.”



The crowd let out a collective gasp, much as Chadwick had probably intended. Will wasn’t sure how many of the details surrounding his situation had made it out into the public, but either way, the sight of Astroman entering the makeshift courtroom in a wheelchair, regardless of whether he actually needed it, was powerful and striking.



Rue and Avery looked stunned. Jess looked slightly annoyed, though it was clear that she was more tired than anything. The rest of the onlookers broke out into a sporadic applause. Astroman smiled and held his hands up in mock triumph, always the champion, always the showman.



“Order in the court,” said Judge DeLangia. “Sir, if you would please come right up to the stand? There’s a ramp back here that should accommodate your chair.”



“You are too kind,” said Astroman. “Honestly, all of you are. I may be an actual hero by career, but each and every one of you is the real hero on the inside.”



He looked surprisingly healthy, all things considered. His face was, if anything, less wrinkled and aged looking than it had been the last time Will had seen him. Someone must have touched his face up for the public appearance.



Astroman could have floated himself around with far more ease than rolling in the wheelchair, and that fact alone told Will everything he needed to know about what the man’s testimony would entail. He watched as the hero took his spot at the stand, face now deadly serious, fingers pressed into a casual steeple in front of his chest.



“We spent much of yesterday retracing the past of William
 Lockpick
 Sorling,” said Chadwick. “I wanted to give the honorable jury a fair impression of him, his depth and complexity. With that said, there is nothing all that complicated about what this man, who needs no introduction, will recount to you.”



“Well, I don’t know about that,” said Astroman, with a hearty chuckle. “I have been told before that I have quite a complicated way with words. But I do agree with the general thrust of your point.”



“Astroman,” Chadwick said, more to the room than to his witness. “A living legend. The most shining example of a true hero we have in our world today. There’s so very much I could say to preempt his testimony, but I think it’s easier to let his account stand for itself. Tell us — Had you encountered Lockpick at all before the day in question?”



“In passing, I believe,” said Astroman.



“What was your impression of him then?”



Astroman let out a dramatic sigh and furrowed his brow. “There was a quality to his gaze that I can only describe as… soulless. It wasn’t my place to come to a judgment at the time, but in retrospect, the signs were there.”



“Did he seem at all unhinged at the time?” asked Chadwick.



“Objection,” said Rebecca. “Your honor, that’s clearly a leading question.”



“Sustained,” said Judge DeLangia. “I advise the prosecution to not waste our time or their witness’s.”



Chadwick gave the judge a small bow and turned back to the wheelchair-bound hero. “Of course. Let’s move forward, then. You were called in to apprehend Mr. Sorling on the day in question. What was your impression of him when you arrived on the scene?”



“I was troubled by what I saw,” said Astroman.



“Could you elaborate on that for the court?”



“Certainly.” Astroman shifted his gaze toward Will, the somewhat justifiable hatred obvious in his expression. “I saw the accused standing atop an abandoned highway, in the midst of his escape. It looked as though he was attempting to steal a car.”



He’d been stealing gas from a car, but it was a minor enough distinction. The attention of the onlookers was split between Will and Astroman, which felt odd. It was the only time he could remember being in the legendary hero’s presence without someone actively fawning over him. Well, the only time aside from the incident currently in question.



“Can you go greater into detail?” asked Chadwick. “Did he seem like a forlorn commuter? Did he excitedly wave you down, eager for a helping hand?”



“He looked pitiful and unstable.” Astroman glowered at Will as he spoke, drawing out the chance to talk shit with admirable pettiness. “He looked like a feral human, a madman amidst an episode, a…”



He paused and pulled out a small notebook. “…a cancerous stain on the tapestry of humanity.”



“I see.” Chadwick quietly whistled and held an arm out. “Coming from a man with your reputation, such words should absolutely not be taken lightly.”



“Objection,” said Rebecca. “The jury does not need instruction on how to interpret Astroman’s statement.”



“Overruled, Ms. Copperton,” said the judge. “He’s just being rhetorical.”



“Thank you, your honor,” said Chadwick. “Astroman, if I’m understanding this correctly, you sighted the accused from overhead. Tell us what happened next.”



“I dropped down to engage with Lockpick directly after I’d recognize him underneath all the dirt and blood,” said Astroman. “An orange level arrest warrant had been issued for him in regard to the incident at the refugee camp and the accusation that he and Decay were one and the same. I was well within my authority to detain him.”



“You absolutely were,” said Chadwick. “But, unfortunately, that never happened, did it?”



“No,” said Astroman, frowning. “There were some… mitigating circumstances.”



“Could you describe these circumstances to the court?”



“Immediately after I began interacting with the accused, I could tell he was not going to be reasoned with and that he was a danger,” said Astroman. “We exchanged a few words, I confirmed that he wasn’t willing to surrender, and I moved in to disable him.”



Chadwick nodded and waited for Astroman to continue, eventually prompting him.



“What were your thoughts in the moment?” asked Chadwick. “Were you wary of him, given what you knew at that point?”



“I always maintain a baseline level of… professional wariness,” said Astroman. “In this instance, it was very much the other way around. Lockpick was cautious. I even saw a slight tremble in his posture, a reaction not at all uncommon to my opponents. He was terrified of me.”



Will snorted softly, and Rebecca shot him a look of a warning that could have stripped the paint off a freshly waxed car.



“Unfortunately for you, for all of us, you didn’t have a full understanding of Lockpick’s power at the time, did you?” asked Chadwick.



Astroman made an irritated noise. “I don’t believe it matters whether I knew this or that, whether he had this power or that power. He was facing down
 Astroman
 , a living legend in the flesh. I guarantee you that he was afraid.”



“Of course, of course,” said Chadwick. “Can you describe how the fight progressed in your own words, in that case?”



“I had him completely outmatched in every capacity!” said Astroman, almost yelling. “Speed, strength, tactics, general confidence and composure. I had essentially already won the fight when I let my guard down and suffered a… minor injury.”



Chadwick nodded but held up a finger. “You’re too modest, as is so common with true heroes. It was a little more than a minor injury, no? Could you expand on that moment, in particular?”



“He surprised me!” snapped Astroman. “It was a cheap shot from a hidden weapon. And I didn’t realize he was even capable of causing damage to me with his power.”



“An unexpected and underhanded attack, sure, sure,” said Chadwick. “But also one that underscores Lockpick’s danger to the world at large. He was capable and willing to deliver a potentially fatal injury to a hero, simply to avoid surrendering to custody for the sake of an investigation. We came very close to not apprehending him at all, but we’ll get to that point soon enough. Astroman, how did you escape?”



Astroman scoffed and shook his head, seeming more annoyed with Chadwick than he was with Will. “
 Escape
 is an ill-suited word choice. I didn’t escape. I wouldn’t even necessarily characterize my departure as a retreat. It was really more of a… priority shift. I had no choice but to tend to my wounds, despite my duty and desire to continue the fight.”



“Out of respect for the legacy of this hero, whom we all love and admire, I’ve allowed him to beat around the bush, but the truth needs to be stated openly,” said Chadwick. “William Sorling,
 Lockpick
 , the man on trial today, fought and nearly killed Astroman. If he’d aimed for the head or the neck instead of the legs, we might well be leaving today’s trial to attend a funeral.”



“That is a gross exaggeration of the very minor, very under-control amount of danger I was in!” snapped Astroman. “Hold on! Don’t type that down!”



He stabbed a finger at the stenographer, who furrowed his brow and glanced at Judge DeLangia.



“We’ll… look into amending it for the official CA trial record,” said the judge. “Astroman, thank you for your testimony and service to our country.”










CHAPTER 14




 



Rebecca’s cross-examination of Astroman was incredibly short, with a heavy focus on enticing the hero back into boasting about his strength and what little danger he’d been in during the fight. Will doubted it was going to do much of anything to soften the facts provided by the man’s earlier testimony, but he appreciated her effort, regardless.



There was a short break ahead of the prosecution calling their next witness. Rebecca scribbled down some notes, writing at a pace that would have been impressive if not for the wild sloppiness of her penmanship.



“I really wish you’d let me testify,” he muttered. “The jury is only getting one side of the story right now.”



“I’m not putting you on the stand.” She touched his hand, eyes narrowing with emphasis. “It’s not about your story or the truth, but how the narrative unfolds. There’s no question I could ask you that would lead to a harder hitting sound bite or bombastic quote than what Chadwick could conjure up. Just the nature of the situation.”



“I can’t stand just sitting here and listening,” he said. “I have no control over this.”



“No, you don’t, and that probably isn’t going to change in the near term.” She patted him on the shoulder and made a subtle, sideways gesture with her head.



Will followed the movement to the prosecution’s next witness. Liz Laser wore a long-sleeved navy blue dress with a black shawl draped over her shoulders, blonde hair twisted into a tight bun. She looked good, but her expression was a tight mask, impossible to glean anything from.



“Your honor, I’d like to call Elizabeth Reynolds to the stand,” said Chadwick. “More commonly known as Liz Laser.”



Will let out a low groan and slumped lower in his chair, only to correct his posture at a nudge under the table from Rebecca. Liz took the stand with her head held high, dignified and a touch arrogant. He listened as Chadwick established a few basic details, her name, her career as a hero, segueing into her history with the infamous Lockpick.



“Am I correct in establishing that you and your team encountered Lockpick and Halberd years ago?” asked Chadwick.



“We did,” said Liz. “That’s how… he and I first met.”



“You would have been, what?” Chadwick made an absent-minded thinking gesture with one hand. “Eighteen, nineteen, at the time? With Lockpick, Mr. Sorling, just a few years younger. Teenagers, full of raging hormones.”



“That’s not exactly how I would have described it, but yes,” she said. “We were both teenagers.”



“Of course,” said Chadwick. “I will spare the court’s delicate sensibilities by not expanding on how we all know teenagers tend to be. The two of you initially developed your friendship during that time period, but it was renewed more recently, no?”



“Again, I’m not sure that’s how I would describe it,” said Liz.



“Feel free to stop me whenever you feel the need to make a correction, in that case,” said Chadwick. “William Sorling, the accused, along with his family, arrived at the Lighthouse for a routine review period. During his time there, Mr. Sorling encountered you and a friend of yours who has since gone missing. Complex, a promising young CA hero and the son of Galaxy Maiden.”



“That’s correct,” said Liz.



“During a reception gala for a Second Advent Bishop, did you exchange words with Mr. Sorling?”



“I did. I also slapped him.”



“We have several other witnesses who can corroborate the slap,” said Chadwick. “It was quite the moment, I must say. A few days after that, Complex and the defendant engaged in a public duel within the Lighthouse’s combat arena. Were you present for that fight?”



“No,” said Liz.



“Did you encounter either Complex or the defendant later that night?” asked Chadwick. “Again, this is on the very day that Complex was last seen within the Lighthouse. Mr. Sorling was never tied to the disappearance, but in terms of motive, he’s at the top of the list.”



Will ran a hand through his hair, watching anything resembling a defense crumbling like the first bits of ice ahead of an avalanche. Liz testifying on what’d happened the night he’d killed Complex would not only implicate him in several murders — likely as the instigator, depending on her version of events — but would instantly tie him to Galaxy Maiden’s death.



He eyed Rebecca and then shifted to glance at his family sitting in the chairs with the rest of the public. They deserved an explanation, and even if he’d had one to give, it would come too late. They were about to hear Liz’s version of his dark side, the truth filtered through her own toxicity and guilt.



“I saw the defendant later that night,” said Liz, in a quiet voice. “We met up.”



“Just the defendant?” Chadwick smiled and stroked his pale chin. “Was this before or after you met up with Complex and his friends after the fight?”



Liz took a breath, eyes briefly flicking to Will. “It was just myself and the defendant.”



“You and Mr. Sorling.” Chadwick hesitated. “I was under the impression that the two of you joined Complex, Glidemaster, and Benny Smoke before leaving the tower. I would like to emphasize that all three of the young heroes I just named are still missing, to this day.”



“We never saw them,” said Liz, with no inflection. “Lockpick — Mr. Sorling — and I spent that night… We spent it in my room.”



Will couldn’t stop himself from smiling as he remembered feeding Liz this lie under the threat of blackmail. He didn’t look at her, didn’t want to risk having the immense relief that must have been on his face in that moment reflecting her resolve. She was lying for him under oath, and sure, it was mainly because he’d blackmailed her, but he was still endlessly grateful.



“This is…” Chadwick wiped a hand down his face. “I was under the impression that events transpired differently that night.”



“I never said that,” said Liz. “I said I’d tell the truth about what happened.”



“You did say that,” muttered Chadwick, in a bitter voice. “And you won’t claim that anything else happened that night, aside from you and the defendant, who you’d slapped and argued with previously that week, were suddenly relaxing in your room together?”



“We had sex,” said Liz. “Teenagers aren’t the only age group with active hormones, Mr. Chadwick.”



A few mild chuckles came from the crowd. Will felt Rebecca nudge him and glanced over. She was watching him, evidently amused by the victory she must have seen reflected in his face.



“Your honor, may I have a short recess to speak with the witness alone?” asked Chadwick.



“Objection,” said Rebecca.



“Sustained,” said Judge DeLangia. “If you have questions for her, ask them here and now.”



He did proceed to ask a few more questions, most of which were subtle re-phrasings, poorly veiled attempts at getting her to change her story. Rebecca’s cross examination felt like a polite victory lap.



“I presume you have another witness to call, Mr. Chadwick?” asked Judge DeLangia.



The prosecutor nodded, recovering a fair amount of composure and confidence. “I do. I’d hoped to establish more direct evidence of the accused’s crimes by this point, I must admit. I suspect that my next witness will be more illuminating in that regard. I would like to call Rue Sorling to the stand.”










CHAPTER 15




 



The surprise in response to the prosecutor’s announcement came from multiple directions. Will was stunned, and from what he could see of Jess and Avery’s reactions, so were they. Rebecca scoffed and immediately began filing through her papers. The only notable person who seemed unperturbed was Rue herself.



“I wasn’t aware that Rue Sorling had been submitted as one of the prosecution’s intended witnesses,” said Rebecca.



“Her name was at the top of the second page I sent you,” said Chadwick.



“If this is an issue of the defense being deprived of relevant information ahead of the trial, we can adjourn for a period for her to organize her notes,” offered the judge.



Rebecca looked at Will uncertainly, and he gave a small shake of the head.



“She looks like she knows what she’s doing,” he whispered.



She was smiling at the crowd in a way that he hadn’t seen in a while, mischievous, borderline conspiratorial. With her power, it was hard to know exactly where her mind was, but she seemed confident. Moreover, Will trusted her. She’d always been true to him, more than anyone else in the ways that really mattered.



“I have no problem with the prosecution calling their witness,” said Rebecca. She slowly sat back down in her chair, gesturing with her arm for the trial to proceed.



Rue walked up to the witness bench slowly. Her hair was pulled into what amounted to a neat ponytail for the level of curliness of it. She had on a black and grey dress that did an incredible job of showcasing her curves without veering from professional sensibilities.



“Could you state your name and relation to the defendant for the court?” Chadwick asked.



“Rue Sorling,” she said. “I’m Will’s sister.”



“Now, given your circumstances and background, much of your testimony will be redacted from the official trial record,” said Chadwick. “You will be asked questions about your secret identity for the sake of uncovering the truth. By law, if you are unwilling to have that information revealed to the members of the court in attendance today, you are allowed to refuse to testify.”



“I’m alright with it,” said Rue. “I’ll testify.”



“This is basically just a formality, given the renown of the Crimson Five, but could you tell us your hero name?” asked Chadwick.



“Webcam.”



“Thank you. Now, Webcam, could you explain your power for those in the court who might not be familiar with the nature and extent of it?”



“Sure.” Rue smiled and leaned forward in her seat. “My power lets me spy through cameras. I’m a master of
 webcams
 , as my name would imply.”



“Quite the versatile ability,” said Chadwick. “I understand you’ve had a fair amount of interest from various teams and recruiters over the years?”



“Objection,” called Rebecca. “Relevancy?”



“I’m providing much needed context, but if the defense counsel prefers, I can skip straight to the point,” said Chadwick.



“Overruled,” said Judge DeLangia. “But don’t waste our time, Mr. Chadwick.”



Chadwick nodded to Rue, who shrugged and picked up from where they’d left off.



“A lot of teams have tried to recruit me,” said Rue. “I’ve basically turned them all down.”



“All of them except for one, no?” Chadwick smiled and held up a single finger. “According to the CA’s public team registry, you recently signed with the
 Scarlet Squadron
 .”



“Is that a question?” Rue shook her head, looking amused.



“Yes. Did you join that team?”



“In a limited capacity, yes,” said Rue.



“Did something change your mind in this instance?” asked Chadwick. “I have a theory about what it could be, if you’d allow me to speculate.”



“You don’t have to guess,” said Rue. “My sister is the team captain.”



“Let’s not overlook the fact that your brother was slated to join, as well,” said Chadwick. “You’re very loyal to your family. It’s an admirable trait in this day and age.”



Chadwick hadn’t asked a question, and Rue was smart enough to simply wait, not offering anything else up in response to his gentle prompting.



“We’re going to jump back in time a little, as what I want to ask you about occurred long before your recent commitment to a team,” said Chadwick. “Shortly after your brother was first released from prison, your family had a bit of a scare, didn’t they?”



“More than one,” said Rue.



“I’m speaking of the brief period in which your mother was hospitalized following a major car accident orchestrated by the supervillain known as Chauffeur. Do you remember that time period?”



“Of course, I do,” she said. “I was worried. So was LP.”



“LP being your nickname for your brother,
 Lockpick
 ?”



Rue nodded.



“The two of you were together during that timeframe?” asked Chadwick.



“Some of it, yes.”



“But not all of it?”



“We’re not attached at the hip,” said Rue. “He was with me right after it happened and for most of that time period.”



“Did he go anywhere? Did he leave the house at any time that you know of?”



“Um…” Rue shrugged and shook her head slightly. “I can’t recall.”



“The reason I’m asking, of course, is because this is the very same time period during which the supervillain Decay is alleged to have been helping Chauffeur orchestrate the Mastodon Supermax prison break.”



A murmur ran through the crowd. Will grabbed a piece of paper and quickly scribbled down
 what caused the car crash
 and slid it over to Rebecca. There was an opening there in the fact that Chauffeur had been behind the car crash that’d put Jess in the hospital. If they could get Rue to testify to that, it might poke a hole in the prosecution’s assumption that Decay was helping Chauffeur.



“I’m curious if you checked in on your brother at all during this time period,” said Chadwick. “With your power.”



“No,” said Rue, a little too quickly. “He’s his own person. I don’t micromanage or spy on him or whatever.”



“Not even at a time when your family is in dire straits?” asked Chadwick. “Your mother is in the hospital. Your brother, still just days out of prison, is off doing… what, exactly? You didn’t think to simply use the most readily available means of accounting for him that you had at your disposal?”



“No, I didn’t.” She folded her arms, looking bored and slightly annoyed.



“Let’s jump forward a bit,” said Chadwick. “It’s a few months later. The supervillain, Hive, has begun taking control of the superpowered defenders of Lancaster City. You were, at the time, already helping both your mother, Relic, and the Drifters, a team from out of town who’d come to lend their aid to the city. The situation had come to a head with the disappearance of your older sister. Where was your brother?”



“I don’t know,” said Rue. “I’m not his mom.”



“You’re even better!” Chadwick gesticulated with his hands, staring at the jury. “Rue,
 Webcam
 , you are capable of simply checking his phone and instantly getting a sense of where he is, what he’s doing, what’s going on. This is a situation where your family is literally under attack by a supervillain, and you’re telling me you didn’t think to check on him?”



“I was busy helping in other ways,” said Rue.



“Sure, sure.” Chadwick flashed a predatorial smile, nodding with fake sincerity. “There are other incidents, other examples I could point to, but I promised not to waste this court’s time. I just wanted to establish that, at various times throughout the past year, Rue Sorling could have used her power to uncover her brother’s secret identity — his dark life as the supervillain, Decay.”



The muttering within the court grew louder, and the judge had to bang her gavel and call for order. Chadwick seemed to relish the moment, waiting until he had full silence again before continuing.



“I would posit that there is no real way that William Sorling could keep this level of secret from someone like his sister, Rue,
 Webcam
 . I would posit that she, in fact, knew about his secret from nearly the beginning. I would posit that this young lady is a greater victim of her brother’s crimes than anyone else. And, this last position, I have evidence to support.”



Will felt a horrible, sinking feeling roiling through his stomach as the prosecutor walked over to his table and extracted a USB drive from his bag. The makeshift court had a basic projector setup which he spent half a minute fiddling with before finally punctuating his point by displaying an image for the court.



It was a screenshot of a woman wearing a mask and lingerie. A woman with dark tanned skin and curly hair, a voluptuous build, and a familiar smile. Chadwick had grabbed a screenshot from a recording of their stream.










CHAPTER 16




 



The next minute of Will’s experience was a choppy, breathless blur. He tried to stand up and rush forward toward Chadwick, hands balled into fists. Rebecca grabbed his arm and pulled him back. Two armed guards stepped forward, intent on keeping a closer eye on him even as he settled back down into his chair. Chadwick’s smile was cruel and smug.



“I apologize on behalf of the court’s sensibilities, but I promise that this is relevant,” said Chadwick. “The woman you see in this image went by the username MissMasquerade19. Rue, would you care to tell us, under oath, if you recognize this woman?”



Rue slowly shook her head but answered the question aloud. “…Yes.”



“Are you MissMasquerade19?”



You bastard,
 thought Will.



Rue gave a small nod, this time not willing or able to say it. Will could see Jess and Avery’s reactions in their seats, confusion and pain and a slow but growing sense of understanding.



“Let the record show that Ms. Sorling nodded her head and answered in the affirmative,” said Chadwick. “I do have more evidence. Much more, though as you can imagine, much of it is inappropriate for me to display in a public context. Though very watchable, I must say.”



A few chuckles came in response. Will wasn’t laughing or smiling.



“Mr. Chadwick, I’m going to need you to explain how this is relevant in the next thirty seconds, or I’m cutting you off,” said Judge DeLangia.



“This next photo should help lay the foundation of the context I’m establishing.” Chadwick pressed a button on the projector, and the image on display shifted.



Will instantly recognized the scene. It was a heavily redacted and carefully framed shot of them both on the couch, Rue masked and mostly naked, Will nearly out of view. It was a still from the first time they’d had real sex on stream, a scene that even censored had no business being thrust into the faces of a courtroom.



“Ms. Sorling, describe this image for us,” said Chadwick.



Rue didn’t say anything. Chadwick cleared his throat and prompted her again.



“We’ve established that you are MissMasquerade19. This was taken directly from your stream. You’re in the middle of
 engaging
 with a male companion, and if I can direct the court’s attention right down here…” Chadwick pointed to a section of Will’s chest that was visible. “We can see a visible tattoo which, conceivably, could be used to identify the man in question even if Ms. Sorling opts to obstruct my line of questioning.”



Rue didn’t answer. She was staring straight ahead, face set into an impossible expression of control. A single tear beaded and ran down one cheek. She didn’t wipe it away.



Will felt capable of murder in that moment. The only thing stopping him from lunging at Chadwick was the simple truth that it would change nothing now, that it could never undo what’d just been exposed.



“I didn’t bring Ms. Sorling up to testify just to bend her arm and cause her distress,” said Chadwick. “The man in this photo, as many of you have already guessed, is none other than the defendant. Mr. Sorling. Her brother. Does it seem unbelievable to you that Ms. Sorling never uncovered the secret identity of the accused? If it does, it’s because it is. She knew, but she couldn’t speak of it even if she’d wanted to. She was being
 blackmailed
 .



“Objection!” shouted Rebecca.



“Sustained,” said Judge DeLangia. “Mr. Chadwick, please refrain from tangents and speculation.”



“Allow me to rephrase it as a question, then,” said Chadwick. “Ms. Sorling, the evidence of what was going on between you and your brother is undeniable. Were you a willing participant in this incestuous debauchery, or was he using your secret to apply leverage?”



Rue took a breath and glared hatefully at the smug lawyer. “Fuck you.”



“Order!” snapped the judge, slamming down her gavel. “Ms. Sorling, if you can’t control your tongue, you will be dismissed from the witness stand and held in contempt of court.”



Jess stood up from where she sat with the rest of the public, the faint blue aura of the armband pulsing against the limits of her control. Avery looked furious in her own way, though a part of it was clearly directed at her siblings and not just the prosecutor.



“What I would like to establish here isn’t simply that Mr. Sorling,
 Decay
 , was aided by his sister, regardless of her willingness, but to open the door to a greater conspiracy,” said Chadwick. “Finding Mr. Sorling guilty might only be the beginning of this grand unearthing of corruption and wrongdoing.”



“Motherfucker,” muttered Will.



Rebecca touched his arm. “Don’t do anything stupid. He’s overplayed his hand. If you just keep your cool, the jury might still surprise us.”



“You just want me to sit here and do nothing?” he hissed.



“Exactly.” She smiled and patted his arm again. “Sometimes it’s the best move.”



 



***



 



THREE YEARS EARLIER



 



It was a beach day, and Lockpick missed his family. He and Halberd were sunning on the sand with plenty of drinks and good company. Nameless had set her towel out right next to his, and they’d made a game of competing to find the prettier shell. It was friendship, nothing more, but after Liz, it was more than enough.



He missed Jess and Rue and Avery, and being on the beach in such a perfect place seemed to prime his mind to go in a single direction. It didn’t seem fair to have bought an island and built a home only to never be allowed to share it with the people he loved most.



But life wasn’t fair, and he’d made his mind accept it in the face of his heart’s ongoing refusal. It might not be everything he wanted, but it was enough, and as stared out at the distant ocean horizon, complete with a line of grey ships on the far edge, he…



Wait a second.



“Do you see those?” he asked Halberd.



Halberd grunted and pulled back his sunglasses. He’d put on a little weight since coming to the island, and when he was lying on his back, it turned his stomach into a fleshy mound.



“Yeah,” said Halberd. “I see them.”



“It looks like… Wait, there are guns on some of those ships, I think.”



“They’re US Navy, so that’s not surprising.”



Lockpick turned to stare at Halberd, mouth open. “You knew they were coming?”



Halberd sat up and crossed his legs, slowly shaking his head. “I had a theory. I’ve seen it happen before a few times. When the CA loses a hero in action,
 Purple Sun
 in this case, they’ll tag out for the mundane military to investigate, depending on the circumstances. They have resources, spy planes, cool toys, all the stuff you need to ruin a dangerous fugitive’s day.”



“They know we’re here?”



The tremor must have been obvious in Lockpick’s voice because Halberd leaned over and took him by the arm.



“It’ll be okay,” he said. “We’ve been through close scrapes before. We’re not alone this time, either. The islanders will fight to protect their home.”



Lockpick eyed the ships, counting at least a dozen in a situation where he supposed one fully crewed ship might have been enough. He took a slow breath and tried to make Halberd’s confidence true for them both.



Over the next few days, the island’s atmosphere took on that of a soon to be battlefield. The ships didn’t come any closer right away, but various small aircraft, spy drones probably, hovered in the air overhead.



The islanders threw spears at them, which wasn’t as ineffective as it sounded, downing one and scaring off another. What really struck Lockpick was the form the rest of their preparations took.



The islanders created and wore their own costumes, mimicking the style and form of what they’d seen of the heroes they basically worshipped. Some of them wore eye masks, while others had full-on visages carved from wood or coconut husks, quilted capes, and bodysuits with basic buttons. They were serious about defending their island in their own way. Lockpick tried not to imagine the potential massacre that might await them if they remained so resolute.



“Has it really come to this?” he asked Halberd. “What’s going to happen when those ships get here?”



Halberd sighed. He had a few wrinkles on his tanned face that Lockpick had never noticed before, along with a dusting of grey in his hair.



“Honestly, LP, I don’t know,” he said. “We just have to wait and see.”










CHAPTER 17




 



Rue was apparently the last witness. Rebecca and Chadwick gave their closing statements to the court, the core of which mirrored the themes and intensity they’d opened with. Will barely listened, caught up in the drama of his own thoughts and concern for Rue.



She’d left the court immediately after testifying, and Jess had gone after her. He didn’t blame either of them. It made him feel oddly content to know that the gravity of his problems hadn’t swept his family up so completely as to have Rue’s emotional state sidelined or ignored.



“The jury is going to deliberate,” said Rebecca. “It’s in the hands of whoever or whatever you pray to, now.”



“Is it going to take them long?” he asked.



“In your case, I would hope so,” she said. “If they come back quickly, it’s usually either a really good sign or a really bad one. Given all the directions the testimony of this trial went in… Let’s just say it would suit us better for there to be debate among the jurors.”



He nodded slowly, leaning back in his seat. There was a small commotion in the back of the room, a few soldiers stationed on the base conversing with animated movements. Will eyed the door the jury had disappeared through to deliberate, forcing himself to stay patient as the minutes ticked by.



An air siren suddenly blared in the distance, stealing the focus of everyone in the room. The floor rumbled underneath him, and one of the soldiers shouted a gruff order which the others hurried to follow.



“Stay calm,” called Judge DeLangia. “Follow the directions of our hosts. Don’t crowd around the exits, and—”



The shaking intensified, and several people screamed as the light flickered overhead. Will saw Avery stand up and head for the side of the building where Physique and Miss Mass were apparently waiting, though both were out of costume.



The urge to rush over and at the very least be filled in on the situation was near overwhelming, but Will’s assigned guard moved closer as though sensing his eagerness. He hissed out a sigh, annoyed for a dozen different reasons, most of all because he knew he wasn’t a hero anymore. He wasn’t even a villain. He was just a prisoner, to be watched and judged and, eventually, locked away.



“Your honor, we’ve reached a consensus.” The apparent leader of the jurors had arrived back and walked up to the judge’s bench, passing her a folded piece of paper.



Will sat up straighter in his chair, bracing himself for whatever was to come. He was hopeful, shockingly so, and wondered if it was a defense mechanism of his mind, desperate to put off the inevitable disappointment even just for a few seconds more.



Judge DeLangia opened the piece of paper, and even as people continued to move around the edges of the makeshift courtroom, everyone fell silent. “On the first charge of murder in the second degree, the jury finds the defendant, William
 Lockpick
 Sorling, guilty. On the second charge of murder in the second degree, the jury also finds the defendant guilty. On the third charge…”



He tuned out after that, feeling no strong impulse to listen to each additional charge, each additional life sentence stacked onto his shoulders. Rebecca rubbed his hand, looking, if anything, more upset than he felt. He was just numb, relieved to be done with it, but far from ready to think about what living the next few decades — if not the rest of his life — behind bars would really mean.



“I’ll do everything I can in the appeal,” whispered Rebecca. “And through sentencing. I think we can still avoid the nuclear option of a death sentence.”



Will leaned his head back and laughed, drawing a fair amount of attention and looking every bit like the lunatic the jury had decided he was. He’d forgotten that an execution was in the cards. He wondered, in that moment, if he’d actually prefer to die, if only given the choice between life in prison and death by injection.



There’s a third option
 , he thought.
 What would Halberd do?



A window so far up the back wall of the old hangar that Will hadn’t even realized it was there suddenly exploded into shards of glass. A monster came through, landing amidst the court proceedings with a horrible hissing noise. It was the size of a thin man down on all fours, covered in red scales with a grotesque, snaking tongue.



People started screaming, a justifiable reaction impossible to contain by any number of clacks of the judge’s gavel, though DeLangia gave it her best. Two soldiers rushed forward, one of them dropping to his knee and unloading several rounds from his semi-automatic rifle into the mutant. It hissed and thrashed and didn’t go down neatly, charging at the man in front.



Will had fallen sideways in an attempt to shield his face from a shower of sandy bits of glass. He snapped back to his feet, old instincts kicking in, blunting up against reality. He was the last person within the building who would be handed a weapon and allowed to fight.



“…orderly fashion!” The first part of whatever Judge DeLangia was trying to say was lost to the clamor. “Form a line! Out the same doors you entered through!”



Will was pulled apart from Rebecca by the guard who’d brought him by truck. She swore at the man but could only shake her head apologetically at Will, both swept off in opposite directions by the ongoing panic.



The sun was far brighter than he’d been expecting as he was pushed out into the cold winter day. He would have shielded his eyes, but the guard had begun putting a pair of knockout cuffs on him. He almost struggled on reflex but knew it would only end in pain.



“Back to the truck!” shouted the guard. “No trouble! You hear me?”



“I hear you,” said Will with an even smile.



People ran in all directions, some off into the distance, others into the military base at high speed. Will could only see so much, but he recognized what he heard. It sounded like Lancaster City during those days when the chaos had been at its highest. Lancaster City before the fall.



It’s not just going to be a town or city falling this time
 .



He wondered why he felt so sure about that, if perhaps he was projecting the finality of his own circumstances outward onto the world. Maybe, but the reality currently surrounding him was certainly providing his imagination with ample fuel.



A woman who wasn’t watching where she was going ran full tilt into a man in a green T-shirt tucked into camo pants. The woman fell on her butt, and as the man stooped to help her back up, something unseen seized him by the shoulders and yanked him into the space between two buildings.



A massive flash of red power instantly recognizable as one of Genesis’s energy blasts tore across the sky, briefly turning the bright day into a crimson red hellscape. It crossed the entirety of the horizon, dozens of miles, a mere passerby on the way to its true intended target.



“Go!” shouted the guard, so near to Will’s ear he felt uncomfortable flecks of spittle against his neck. “I said go!”



Intense pain exploded through his body, starting at the knockout cuffs on his wrists and expanding outward. The electric jolt simultaneously teased and tensed each muscle with hot needles, locking him in place. He wanted to explain how counterproductive using the cuffs as a motivator to get him moving was, but his jaw was locked so tightly he could taste his own teeth.



He was eventually forced back up and pushed into movement. The guard had a hard job, not that Will reserved any sympathy for him. The situation had devolved downward to a level where a supervillain on trial was more of an afterthought, a side nuisance. His guard, the man being directly paid and judged upon keeping an eye on him, seemed like the only one still concerned.



But the guard, luckily, was strong enough to make it happen. Will was pushed hard as they reached the back of the armored truck and fell forward onto the floor of the prisoner compartment at a hard angle.



He groaned and shimmied forward like a snake to get his legs clear of the door, feeling pathetic and hoping he looked that way, too. The guard only glanced at him one last time before shouting something vaguely threatening that was lost to the din and slamming the compartment shut.



Will rolled onto his back and took a few long, exultant breaths. He’d been careful, and as far as he could tell, the shard of glass he’d grabbed from the broken window within the hangar was still safely up his sleeve. It hadn’t shattered, it hadn’t accidentally slit his wrist open, and it would work perfectly for everything he needed.









PART TWO: NEVER WASTE A TRAGEDY










CHAPTER 18




 



It took Will’s guard and driver an hour to manage what had been a fifteen-minute trip on the way out. With no windows in the back, he couldn’t see what was going on. It made the journey surprisingly tense, one that left him second guessing his plan with each shake and rumble, every distant explosion and not so distant scream.



He couldn’t risk trying to escape with the knockout cuffs still on. Tampering with them supposedly triggered the shock function in a way that left it on permanently until a guard used the remote to disable it or the device ran out of batteries. It would have been ideal if he could simply cut his way out of the truck mid-motion and sprint off into the distance, but it simply wasn’t in the cards.



All he needed to do was keep the shard of glass hidden. As far as he could tell, all hell had broken loose, with monsters attacking at ground level and Genesis making waves somewhere within a few hundred miles overhead. If the chaos continued once he’d been returned to his cell, he’d simply break out immediately. If things calmed down, he’d start using the glass shard to construct a more subtle getaway.



He was only distantly considering the latter option, as the situation seemed to be getting worse by the moment rather than resolving itself. The driver was muttering swears constantly, and helpfully, the guard in the passenger seat was berating the driver for his incompetence. The danger they were in was nearly palpable, but Will wasn’t worried about himself.



It felt counterproductive with escape so near within his reach, but he couldn’t stop thinking about Jess, Avery, and Rue. As heroes, they would have been immediately pulled into any encounter against an abomination or an uncontrolled horde of mutants. Rue, obviously, would be helping from the sidelines, but Jess and Avery,
 Relic
 and
 Kestrel
 , would be instrumental in saving the day.



And he was just supposed to go back to his cell and twiddle his thumbs? Await a hearing that would decide whether he’d be put to death or slammed with a stack of life sentences?



What would Halberd do?



The more he asked himself that question, the more of a joke it became. Halberd… Will had spent years of his life watching his father making mistakes at critical intensity, and now, he really wished he could ask him for advice. He’d been good at making hard decisions, picking both the right and wrong choice with unassailable confidence.



He played the part of the obedient prisoner as the guard pulled him out of the back of the prison van. He got a glimpse of the view of the surrounding area but only managed to discern that the horizon in most directions was veiled in smoke. Not the most reassuring sign of the state of the world.



The guard unceremoniously brought him back to his cell. Hive was awake and watching from up against his bars, clearly curious about what was going on. Will didn’t look at him, instead putting the core of his focus into relaxing his forearms and keeping the glass shard hidden.



The guard barely even looked at him as the knockout cuffs came off. He was still in the suit Rebecca had given him for the trial and, presumably, should have been patted down and made to change out of it. As far as he was concerned, today was exactly the right time for his captors to start cutting corners.



“It’s begun, hasn’t it?” asked Hive. “Not just down south, but here as well?”



“Is that where your second set of eyes is, Hive?” asked Will. “The one controlled body you kept hold of?”



The supervillain hesitated, flinching in surprise. Will had been careful to avoid the subject, not wanting to expand on how, exactly, he knew Hive was still using his power. It hardly seemed to matter now. He listened to the guard’s retreating footsteps, the door at the end of the hall opening and then closing.



“How did you know that?” called Hive.



“He knows because he sees.” Pleistocene stepped into view slowly, hips swaying with a seductive shimmy. “His eyes cut through to the truth. It is simply a facet of his power.”



Hive’s eyes flicked toward the abomination with a tiny but definite movement. Will had his answer about whether the other man could see the abomination’s projection but wasn’t sure what it implied.



“How did it feel to have your
 truth
 exposed?” Pleistocene whispered to Will. “To be judged on a tainted slice of your efforts and activity? All of it, thrust before your peers, turned into a dark, cautionary fable? Has it led to a fate you will truly accept?”



“You’re not going to get an answer out of me,” said Will. “Not the one you want.”



“I’m not seeking an answer. I’m offering a solution.”



She came right up to the bars of his cell and extended one hand through the gap between them. The air around her seemed to pulse in time with the blood in Will’s head, a combination of headiness and a more primal seduction. He wanted whatever she was offering. More than that, he wanted
 her
 .



“Nice trick.” He drew nearer to her, standing to one side of her hand, and leaned his face in close. “But I’ll pass.”



“He doesn’t care!” shouted Hive. “He’s spitting in your face with every word. You think he would serve you or join your cause? He doesn’t even know who he is! While I, on the other hand, have been on this path from the start!”



“Take it,” Pleistocene whispered to Will. “Take my hand. You will see. You will understand this offer and why it suits you once you step through to the other side.”



He palmed the shard of glass, wondering if attacking her would even do anything, if she was really
 there
 in a capacity that mattered. Hive began shouting again before he got the chance to decide for himself.



“Please!” hissed Hive. “I can be useful! You said it yourself. He won’t listen to you!”



Pleistocene let out a feline sigh and slowly withdrew her arm. She moved to Hive’s cell instead, reaching her hand toward him through the bars in a similar fashion. Hive let out an ecstatic laugh and seized it with his own, fingers clasping tightly even as his expression contorted in sudden agony.



The way Hive screamed unsettled Will to his core, but it was the way the corruption spread across his body that really hammered home the horror of what was happening. Impact had never been the same after undergoing his own transformation, always talking in cypher.



Will had assumed it was simply the nature of abominations, but hearing Hive bellow his lungs out like a man being pulled apart on a torture rack made him wonder if the shift itself was simply too much for the mind to handle.



That was all secondary to what really mattered. The guards came running down the hallway. Pleistocene blasted them backward with a simple wave of her free hand, her body seeming to grow in vivacity as she became present and visible to the rest of the world. Present and visible… and deadly.



This was it. He’d spent enough time asking himself what Halberd would do, whether he was making the right choice. The opportunity was right there in his face. He’d lived by the rules for long enough, or at least within the daylight, only skirting the law at night. Let the CA come after him if they decided to prioritize his recapture. He was sick of acting like the meek prisoner in chains.



He carefully gripped the glass shard in between thumb and forefinger and, with two quick strikes at neck and ankle level, opened up a person sized gap in the bars of his cell. It wasn’t as easy as it should have been, probably due to the lingering aftereffects of the Normexital regimen he’d been on during solitary, but it wasn’t a struggle, either.



He immediately considered whether perhaps the window would be a better means of escape as he stepped out into the hallway. Hive, somewhat ironically, had suffered an outbreak of red and pus-green lesions across his face and body.



His jaw hung open, not agape, but unnaturally loose as though some tendons had snapped during his transformation from human to abomination. He cupped his chin with one hand and pressed it back up into place, only to have it fall loose again, revealing the red of his mouth as soon as he pulled his fingers away.



“Quite the upgrade,” called Will. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’ll just be on me way.”



He took a step in the opposite direction, only then noticing that two new cords protruded from Hive’s neck, connecting him to the guards that Pleistocene had just disabled. One of them lurched toward Will with arms extended. Will ducked the grapple and pulled loose a handy tactical knife from the guard’s belt, ditching the shard of glass by stabbing it into the man’s leg in the same motion.



He felt the attention of both Hive and Pleistocene on him as he turned around, a rejected lover and her new flame. Toying with them would at best waste his time and more likely get him killed. He backed off slowly, feeling an odd juxtaposition of a smile creep onto his face. It felt good to be moving again, to be in danger, reliant on his body, twitch reflexes, and luck.



Pleistocene bared her teeth and swung an arm through the air, sending a wave of barely perceptible energy straight toward him. He threw himself around the corner of the hallway, only just getting out of the way as her attack left a gash in the wall that caused the ceiling to sag at an angle.



The next corridor was full of identical, empty cells. He sprinted down it, tried to open a door with a window revealing a staircase on the other side. It was locked, but he was
 Lockpick
 . Taking the stairs two at a time, Will spilled out onto another, apparently occupied, level of the prison.



Prisoners roared at him, loud and overlapping and incomprehensible. Someone threw a bottle of yellow liquid, definitely piss, at him, which brought back so many memories. He ducked underneath it and started running and then had a thought.



He had an abundance of prisoners in front of him, not supers, but still potential targets for recapture, or even just annoying bodies to put between him and the pair of abominations in pursuit. Hundreds of distractions just waiting to be unleashed.



He felt no small sense of irony over staging an actual prison break after chafing for months under accusations of having done just that. It wasn’t enough to dissuade him from the idea. He ran down the hallway, cutting through the lock of every cell he could conveniently reach without slowing down.



The prisoners were as confused as they were enthused. He heard the tone of the questions they shouted after him, though they talked over each other to a degree that made it impossible to decipher the words. It wasn’t until one or two of the new escapees pushed out of their cells and began sprinting down the hallway that the reality of what was going on really began to click for them.










CHAPTER 19




 



Will escaped the prison at the front of a stampede of prisoners that he really hoped had been serving time on minor charges. He was lucky to still be wearing his suit from the trial, which made him seem credible, if not dapper, and separated him from the rest of the orange jumpsuits.



In combination with the tactical knife he’d taken off the guard, he was as well-equipped as he could possibly ask to be, with the exception of a proper costume. No, he was past that. There was no flipping certain cards back over once they’d been seen by your opponent.



The first thing he needed to do, if not the only thing, was find his family. The area outside the prison was smoky, with a vague smear of intense flame on one edge of the horizon. It looked a little like the world was ending. He wasn’t trying to jinx it, but it appeared sort of… a bit… like the world was ending.



He just needed to find the people he loved and make sure they were alright. If anything, his latest bout of incarceration had sharpened those incredibly basic impulses into a veritable philosophy. He loved them, and everything else, from his reputation to his future, had been stripped away.



He hadn’t been conscious when they’d first brought him to the prison he’d just escaped from, which meant he didn’t have a good sense of the small town he was in, aside from what little had been visible through the view out the window of his most recent cell. He sprinted the length of the road that cordoned the prison off from the more civilized parts of town.



Reaching an intersection, Will tried to glean what he could about the situation from what little he could see. The road was blocked to his left, and a long line of cars was busily trying to squeeze by a tiny gap on the sidewalk to continue their evacuation. An overturned car with a blaring antitheft alarm was in the middle of the street to his right.



He went straight, jogging into what appeared to be the area’s designated downtown. It was a breezy day, and his suit coat fluttered behind him, but the intense wind also dampened the noise within the surrounding area.



Predictably, he nearly ran right into a group of mutants idling around a disemboweled corpse. He whipped out the tactical knife, wondering if he needed to reassess what he was dealing with. They weren’t mutants at all, not really, closer to the shambling humanoids that had come after him way back when he’d investigated the arctic research center.



Except… that wasn’t quite accurate, either. They didn’t show any of the signs of age or frostbite. Most of them had extra appendages, arms and legs and even additional heads protruding from shoulders. Will didn’t understand, but understanding wasn’t what the situation called for.



He took them on as they shambled toward him, a few moving with surprising speed. His body was out of practice, despite the time he’d put into training in prison, but he had a damn good knife in his hand. He slashed through the first monster, a naked, pink thing with extra forearms protruding from its elbows like humanoid crab claws.



Had any of these unfortunate creations been humans once? They all likely had, judging from the bits of clothing and jewelry he could see on a few of them. A sad fact, but not nearly enough to make him hesitate.



The wind was cooperative, blowing against his back and keeping most of the blood splatter from flying his way. None of the monsters hesitated or backed off even as he turned the street into a montage of gore. Will didn’t hesitate or back off.



He wiped the tactical knife on the lower back of one of the mutants before closing it and started forward again. Absently, he wondered if he would have balked at the level of violence needed to handle the monsters at an earlier time in his life. Before Lockpick and Halberd, before Decay.



If your imagination is taking you back that far, the question is meaningless.



He had to stay focused. Reorienting himself, he tried to think about what direction the military base had been in. He remembered the sun shining against the passenger window on his way there that morning — east, meaning they’d primarily been traveling north.



He turned in that direction and saw a few faint plumes of smoke but nothing cataclysmic. The question of why the attack seemed centered around the area he was in fell to the wayside as he passed a TV in the display window of a store that still had power, a newscaster in the midst of chaos in a far-off city.  



Pleistocene had made him an offer, only settling for Hive when he’d refused. They’d wanted him… why? To join in on the destruction? Did it have something to do with his power? His ability to break the unbreakable?



It didn’t feel like the time to let himself wade through the mystery of their intentions. He had to get to his family. Jess, as a powerful solo hero, might not even still be in the area if other parts of the country were being hit harder.



Avery and her team would likely still be around, as most of them were ground bound and limited by the speed of normal transportation routes. Rue would probably be with them. He hoped she was with them.



He ran faster and nearly slammed into a group of soldiers as he took a shortcut through an alleyway that spilled out into a parking lot apparently being used as a staging area. The tips of a dozen rifles swiveled in his direction.



Will raised his hands, letting the knife disappear into his sleeve in the same motion. Some of the men began lowering their weapons, but one of them, a tall fellow in front, kept his rifle trained directly on him.



“That’s Lockpick!” shouted the man. “His trial was today! I saw him!”



Faint screaming in the distance marred the brief silence that followed the soldier’s declaration.



“Am I really your biggest problem right now?” asked Will.



“He makes a good point, but… he’s right here,” said another man. “Reynolds. Take him into custody.”



The soldier that stepped forward seemed to think Will would simply go along with the command. As soon as he came within range, Will brought the tactical knife back into hand and cut the barrel off the man’s weapon, swinging the edge around to press lightly against his throat.



He held the soldier in front of him as a human shield and laughed. A very… villainesque laugh, though he hadn’t intended it to be so.



“I think you can see where this is going,” he called out. “You can attempt to take me down, but it’s going to cost you some bodies. The choice is yours, gentleman.”



The leader of the group swore under his breath and motioned for the other soldiers to lower their weapons. “Let him go, and we’ll let you walk.”



Will kept a grip on the man, guiding him to take a step backward. “I’m taking him with me down the street, and then
 I
 will let
 him
 walk.”



It wasn’t a question, and he didn’t wait for them to answer. The soldier he’d taken hostage trembled as Will guided him out of the parking lot at knifepoint. He only rounded the corner before pushing him away and taking off at a sprint.










CHAPTER 20




 



Will’s search for the rest of his family wasn’t free from the simple reality of the world’s scale, which forced him to take an unnecessary risk. There were heroes around, several airborne, high enough up that they only resembled dots in the sky. He couldn’t see them in detail, but presumably, they were scanning the ground from above.



He made his way into a section of grass in what had once been a park and, after fending off a couple of mutants, got to work. Using his cutting ability to shear pieces of metal off nearby abandoned cars, he began arranging massive letters across the open grass in the manner of a desert island HELP entreaty.



K. E. S. T. R… was it an
 A
 , or
 E
 ? Will pondered for a couple of annoying seconds, realizing how incredibly reliant he’d become on autocorrect. He eventually just said to hell with it and opted for an A since it took fewer pieces of metal to form.



He was in the middle of forming the L when he received a response in the form of a whistle in the distance. He spun around, expecting to see Kestrel, but found a couple of the other members of her team instead.



Miss Mass and Pasithea walked toward him slowly. Miss Mass’s expression was hard, borderline angry. Pasithea looked concerned, uncomfortable, out of her element.



“Hey,” he called out, with a lazy wave. “I take it the two of you are in contact with my sister?”



“We are,” said Pasithea.



“What, exactly, do you want to see her for?” asked Miss Mass. “You aren’t supposed to be here.”



Her tone implied how much of an understatement even she thought that was. Will rubbed his hands together, feeling the full brunt of the midwinter day for the first time since his escape.



“She’s my sister,” he said. “I need to find her, along with Rue and… the rest of my family.”



A shadow passed overhead, and a moment later, Kestrel descended to land next to the other members of her team. The conflict on her face was real — relief and annoyance, as though she simultaneously wanted to hug him and chew him out.



“LP,” she said, shaking her head.



“Hey.” He took an uncertain step forward. Kestrel matched his pace, and they were suddenly embracing so tightly that he could feel her heart pounding through her costume.



“You idiot,” she whispered.



“I couldn’t just sit this one out,” he said. “Things look bad.”



“They are,” said Kestrel. “Really bad. The view I have from above is just… almost too much. In every direction, it’s like looking down on a warzone, and people aren’t acting like themselves.”



“Hive was my penitentiary hall mate. I watched Pleistocene turn him into an abomination, just like Impact.”



Kestrel exchanged a look with Miss Mass, who’d come to stand close behind her, almost intimidatingly so. Footsteps sounded as Physique arrived to join the others, confusion obvious on her face as she took in the sight of her former instructor.



“We have to regroup with the main contingent of CA heroes,” said Kestrel. “They need to hear this. If Hive starts possessing supers again, we won’t stand a chance at saving anyone, let alone pushing back the next attack.”



“Kestrel…” said Miss Mass. “You know he can’t come with us.”



“He’s my brother!” snapped Kestrel.



“He’s also a…” Miss Mass made an annoyed noise and shook her head. “He just can’t.”



Will took a step back from the heroes, realizing in that moment that he’d finally crossed over for good. He was a supervillain, perhaps one with good intentions, but still a creature of chaos. It was a fact that had been true for a while, but it was only then, staring at a team he’d once been on the verge of joining, seeing the suspicion in most of their expressions, that he truly accepted it.



“I wouldn’t go with your team even if the invitation was being extended to me,” said Will. “I’m not an idiot. It would only make it that much easier for the CA to recapture me.”



“LP,” said Kestrel. “Don’t listen to her. We’ll figure it out!”



“I already have figured it out.” He took Kestrel’s hands and smiled as he met her gaze through her mask. The wind was playing with her red hair, the ends of it dancing like embers blown loose from a campfire.



“I love you,” she whispered. “I can’t just leave you. Not now! Not with all of this going on!”



“Avery,” he whispered. “I still need to find Rue and Jess. Everything else, including what the hell happens to me, can wait.”



“Mom went with Ice Nine and some of the other CA heroes that arrived on scene after everything went crazy,” said Kestrel. “I haven’t seen Rue. She said she needed space after the trial and went for a walk. At the time, I…”



“I know. She probably did need space. You couldn’t have known what was going to happen.”



“I’m getting an emergency alert,” called Miss Mass. “There’s a town just to the north of us that’s also being attacked. We need to get moving.”



“I’ll look for Rue,” said Will.



“Here.” Pasithea stepped forward and pressed a cell phone into Will’s hand. “You’ll probably need this more than I will.”



“Um…” He furrowed his brow. “Are you sure?”



“I can always have my parents buy me another,” said Pasithea. “No lock screen. Just don’t look at my photos.”



“Why not?” Will smirked and made as though to start scrolling through them, which earned him a teasing punch to the shoulder.



“Seriously!” snapped Pasithea, with a smile. “I’ll know if you did.”



“We have to go,” said Miss Mass.



“LP, find a way to get in touch with me if anything happens, and I’ll come flying straight back,” said Kestrel.



“I can take care of myself. Go be a hero.”



She shot him a mock glare, and he slapped her on the butt as she turned around, feeding her exaggerated ire. The Scarlet Squadron split off from him, moving together as a practiced unit. Moving together with such ease that Will missed a team he’d never actually been a part of.



He waited until they were entirely out of view before taking out Pasithea’s phone to totally violate her privacy. He’d been expecting nudes, and… that was exactly what he got. Nudes and lewds and a shocking amount of lingerie selfies. He found himself wondering if she’d told him not to look precisely because she knew he would. Both of her parents were shrinks, and he had to expect a certain amount of casual reverse psychology.










CHAPTER 21




 



Will continued his search for Rue and found Relic instead. She was impossible to miss, a blue star passing across the daytime sky. He might not have known it was her solely from her aura, but a deeper certainty came over him as he stared up at her in the sky. A connection of hearts made possible by her newest artifact.



It wasn’t a situation of spelling her name out on the ground, as he’d done for Kestrel. Relic had arrested him once when he’d let his guard down. He was willing to bet that she’d take a different approach this time around, but it wasn’t a very large bet.



He wished he could talk to her, but at the same time, he wondered what he’d even say. He wondered what
 she
 would say, and the whole topic made him feel like a rebellious teenager again, preparing excuses and arguments in his head.



As it happened, it seemed as though Relic had other places to be. He imagined her flying ahead of him to save Rue from whatever predicament she’d found herself in, but it was just a thought.



He wasn’t alone in the town. Other people were out doing much the same as he was, searching for their loved ones in a desperate situation. Most of them were calling out names,
 Kathy
 or
 Jackson
 , tragedy rife through their tones. Will eventually gave in, calling for Rue and trying to sound confident that he’d find her instead of scared he wouldn’t.



He continued on like that for close to an hour, hopes dwindling by the minute. The sun was setting, and he knew he had to come to a decision about what to do next, how to survive the night. Just as he verged on giving up, Will finally heard a response to his shout.



“…LP?”



It was just an echo of an echo, but he was sure of what he’d heard.



“Rue!” he shouted.



He took off in the direction the shout had originated from as he heard it sound off again. Rounding the corner, Will saw a large house in the distance, already evacuated or abandoned, judging by the destroyed garage door and hastily shuddered windows.



“Rue!” he shouted again.



“LP!” she called back. “I’m inside. It’s safe, but I think I’m trapped.”



He’d arrived at much the same conclusion. Within the open garage, he could see a trio of dog mutants, massive bodies with oversized jaws dripping with blood from fresh kills. They were trying to get inside and making decent progress, judging from the splintered door.



He attacked before they’d given him their full attention, decapitating one and disabling the two others. It was easy enough to dispatch them from there, quick stabs from his awesome new knife, followed by a couple of pushes with his foot to clear the bodies out of the way.



He caught himself before calling out for Rue again, instead knocking with mock politeness at the door. A minute or so went by, replete with the sound of sliding furniture, before it finally opened.



“LP…” Rue had changed out of her dour trial clothes and into a baggy sweater and tight black leggings.



“Hey.” He grinned and leaned against the doorframe. “Are you home alone?”



“There were two guys in here with me earlier, but they decided to take their chances.” Rue frowned a little and folded her arms. “You aren’t supposed to be here.”



“Oh, come on,” he said. “Don’t be that way. I came to save you.”



“I just mean…” She shook her head and sighed, looking exasperated. “You’re just impossible sometimes. Come on.”



She took him by the hands and tugged, finally letting a smile sneak onto her face.



“So you are going to invite me inside?” he said.



“It’s like you said — I’m home alone.”



They closed the door and barricaded it. The house’s interior was dim, lacking electricity, no doubt, but nicely furnished. Rue had a candle going in what appeared to be the living room, though thin beams of orange sundown light were still illuminating their fair share.



“What happened?” he asked. “Did you split off from Jess and Avery after the trial?”



She shrugged. “I went for a walk. I felt like I just… needed to be alone. To process how completely screwed I was after having my secret revealed on the loudspeaker.”



“Yeah. It’s no fun. Trust me, I know.”



There was a couch in front of a nice TV, with an empty dog bed to one side. Rue sat down on the couch and pulled her knees up to her chest.



“They were already talking about it minutes after it happened,” she said, in a whisper. “Online. In the news. Someone had recordings of some of the streams and started releasing screenshots. I always imagined how horrible it would be if someone figured out who I was, and… like, this is going to sound crazy, but it used to… turn me on.”



Will joined her on the couch. “You’re right, that sounds pretty crazy.”



“Hey!” She uncurled one of her legs to kick him. “You’re supposed to be overflowing with sympathy.”



He caught her foot and kissed the top of it. She had on fuzzy pink socks for some reason, and her feet smelled way better than they had any right to.



“I’m just teasing you, Cammie,” he whispered. “I think I get it. The risk being there in the background… I thought it was really hot, too. But when it suddenly becomes a scandal instead of just a risk… Well, at least you lucked out. It basically happened on a Friday.”



“It’s Wednesday.”



“It’s a PR saying-slash-strategy. If you want to bury a story, you release it on a Friday to make it hard for reporters to do their job and capitalize on it while it’s still hot.”



“You’re saying that with the world ending, or flirting with ending, my secret is going to fall to the wayside?”



“Not completely.” He started tugging her leg, reeling her in toward him. “But enough so it shifts from being just a scandal back to being hot again.”



Rue laughed and shook her head, pressing her toes into his chest to slide herself back from him. “Hold on a second. It’s your turn.”



“What?”



“What the fuck are you doing here?” she asked. “LP, have you just… completely given up on playing by the rules?”



“Yeah.” He let the syllable land for a second before adding a question. “Does that freak you out?”



“Maybe,” she whispered. “A little. It makes you dangerous. Even to me.”



He grabbed her foot again and started with her toes through her sock. “Interesting choice to invite the dangerous supervillain inside when you’re home alone.”



“I know this particular supervillain, and I’m pretty sure I can handle him.”



He began pulling her toward him again. Rue grinned and playfully kicked her other leg over his shoulder. For an instant, Will was face to crotch with her as she made as though to squeeze her awesome thighs against his head. He wriggled forward, searching for a real kiss and starting to pin her with his weight.



The candle flickered and nearly went out, which seemed to rouse Rue into action. “I haven’t finished searching this place for supplies. We should do that before we…”



“Before we what?” Will let his breath tickle her neck, rocking forward into her. “Before the big bad supervillain teaches the heroine a lesson in what she can handle?”



Rue cleared her throat, trying not to smile. “Before the cocky supervillain discovers that he’s not so bad after all. But yes.”



He groped her butt, palming one of the cheeks through the painted-on fabric of her leggings. “…Fair enough. What rooms have you searched so far?”



Their teasing continued as they performed a circuit of the empty house, though ensuring their survival took priority. It was the middle of the winter, and the house didn’t have a fireplace or any obvious means for them to warm up with no electricity.



The fridge had been emptied of food, but there were still a dozen or so cans of various soups and different types of SPAM, along with a loaf of bread and some Pop Tarts of nebulous freshness.



The bedrooms, similarly, had been stripped of most of the relevant items. No pillows or bedding, and the closets only held the clothes that the family had apparently judged too old or dingy to take with them. Will did find a thick sleeping bag he suspected would be invaluable in the days to come.



“They have a charcoal grill on the upstairs balcony,” said Rue. “And I think I saw some charcoal by the door. We could use that to cook by.”



“Cook and warm up,” he said. “We’ll just have to be careful to keep a low profile while we’re up there to keep from attracting unwanted attention.”



They found a lighter next to the charcoal grill, though it still took a few tries to get it going. Will opened two cans of chili and heated them over the flame alongside slices of super basic toast. He pitched the idea of grilled SPAM sandwiches to Rue, which she unsurprisingly declined.



“I’m worried about Mom and Avery,” she said, as they ate.



“I saw them both on the way here,” he said. “Kestrel was with the rest of the Scarlet Squadron. Relic was flying high.”



Rue didn’t say anything. Will ate another spoonful of chili, which was shockingly good.



“That’s not what you meant, was it?” he said.



She shrugged. “I didn’t exactly stick around to see what they had to say on the topic of my stream after it was exposed during the trial.”



“They love you, Cammie. They might have some concerns, sure, but I don’t think it’s anything they won’t eventually get over. Besides, it was both of us doing it.”



“That makes it worse, not better.” She set her empty can of soup down and held her hands out toward the fire. “You’re a big bad supervillain, remember? If anything, it now seems like I was your accomplice.”



“I doubt that’s how they’ll see it,” he said. “I think they’ll assume that I seduced you. Corrupted you.”



“You have way too high of an opinion of yourself, LP,” said Rue. “I’m pretty sure it was the other way around.”



He snorted. “What’s that supposed to mean?”



“I was already streaming before you even got out of jail the first time around,” she said. “You saw my stream, and I guess it was just too hot for you to handle.”



She stood up and started walking back inside, still staring at him. Will followed after her, sliding the balcony door shut. She was carrying a candle, and it illuminated her face and curly hair in warm, flickering tones.



“And I’m the one who has a high opinion of myself?” he whispered, stepping in close behind her.



“I’m just saying,” she said. “We both know that you couldn’t resist me.”



“Alright, little miss Webcam,” he growled. “I think it’s time for you to get a taste of what happens when you invite a supervillain in through the door.”



He grabbed her by the hips and pulled her back into him, kissing her neck and grinding into her. He was in an aggressive mood, and he ran his hands up Rue’s body to cup her full breasts. She bucked back against him playfully, putting some space in between them.



“The nefarious
 Decay
 ,” she whispered. “What was I thinking leaving myself alone with him?”



“You knew he was dangerous,” he growled. “You wanted to see what would happen.”



“It was a crisis!” she said dramatically, as she rubbed her butt against his cock. “I thought we all had to come together.”



“Oh, don’t worry. We will.”



He pushed her toward the couch more roughly than he would have normally. She caught herself on the arm, pushing her butt out. Will slapped it, absently remembering how he’d slapped Avery’s costumed butt earlier.



Two out of three in one day isn’t bad.



“I’m just a support hero,” she whispered. “What could a supervillain possibly want me for?”



“One thing, and one thing only.” He yanked her leggings down, taking her panties with them.



Rue made a hot little noise, mock surprise mixed with real arousal.



He pushed her forward onto the couch and stripped off his suit jacket, pants, and boxers. Straddling her, he let his hard cock nestle between her awesome buns, squeezing them together with his hands in a glorious pinch of flesh.



“You’re… so evil,” she whispered. “I’m just a sweet little heroine and… oh!”



He slowly sank his cock into her womanhood, letting out a low, villain laugh that was more real than forced. She was clearly into it and, to be honest, so was he. He took a fistful of her hair, not gently but not overly rough, and started thrusting.



“I’ll use you up and send you back to your team,” he growled. “They’ll ask you what I did to you, and all you’ll do is blush and stammer.”



“Oh God!” Rue dug her fingers into the couch as he started thrusting for real, his body humping into hers with rough, resonate claps.



The moment felt like the ultimate culmination of their illicit romance, the distilled essence of their lust for one another. Rough fucking, role playing, all while technically trespassing in someone else’s house. He loved every second of it. He loved her.



“LP!” cried Rue. She looked over her shoulder and made to switch positions. Will seized her legs and flipped her onto her back, pulling her into a more central position on the couch.



He made eye contact with her as he slowly buried his length back inside her. He cupped her cheek lovingly and then seized her hair again, pulling her head backward to open her neck up as a target for his kisses. Gently, but forcefully, he started thrusting.



“That’s it, Cammie,” he whispered. “Take it.”



“Give it to me!” she cried. “Oh, Will! It’s yours! I’m yours!”



The dirty talk devolved into horny, unflattering noises, moans and growls, and a slight hiccup, in Rue’s case. Will seized her hips, pulling her body back to meet each thrust and watching the way it sent her tits flying, bouncing at deliciously sexy angles.



He gave her a deep kiss. She bit his lip and threw a hand backward, grabbing the arm of the couch like she thought she might fall off. Her body tensed along with her fingers, which left tiny trails across the suede fabric of the couch. Her eyes fluttered and she seemed to melt in the same instant Will lost the last vestige of his own control.



“Rue!” He slammed into her one last time and then pulled out, coming all over her stomach and breasts, with the first overachieving burst striking her chin and mouth. It was a messy moment. He felt as close to her as he’d ever been before.



“Ahem.” Rue licked some of his cum off her lip. “Nice aim.”



He laughed, savored his orgasm for a breath, and stood up. “I’ll go find you a towel.”










CHAPTER 22




 



They opted to share the massive sleeping bag Will had found, both sliding into it naked. Which resulted in them having sex twice more that same night, each encounter seeming to happen on its own from sleep.



The sensation of burying his cock into her within the sleeve of the tight sleeping bag was as near to heaven as he suspected he’d ever get, though having to pull out and maneuver the towel to contain the mess was significantly less fun.



It was eerily silent when Will woke up the next morning. Soft footsteps alerted him to Rue’s presence. She came over and presented him with a plate.



“I warmed up Pop Tarts on the grill,” she said, biting into her own. “They’re definitely still good.”



“God, I love you.”



They did one last search through the house before assembling their scavenged travel kit. It mainly consisted of the sleeping bag, a few choice selections of canned food and SPAM, the lighter, and an extra chef’s knife, which Rue insisted on carrying for herself.



“Should we try our phones?” he asked.



Rue shrugged. “You can if you want to, but there’s no service. My power only tells me that Mom is flying right now and Avery did something annoying with her phone. Has it in her bag or something.”



“Groovy. I suppose we should have a look around the town while we try to figure out where to go from here.”



He went first out the door, which kept Rue from being able to see the surprise on his face as he took in the changed landscape. There were different levels when it came to cities under attack, levels of destruction, levels of evacuation. The word Will was looking for in this case was
 total
 .



There were no buildings left standing untouched higher than a single story, with the sole exception of the house he and Rue had spent the night in. He didn’t let himself dwell on that fact, didn’t let himself connect it back to the hand Pleistocene had offered him within the prison, how Hive had accepted the transformation in his place.



“Wow,” said Rue.



“Yeah,” he said. “Wow. I was worried that we wouldn’t be able to find Jess or Avery quickly, but I’m not sure I’d want to find them here, given what it would mean.”



“They’re alright,” said Rue. “They’re probably as worried about us as we are about them.”



“Worried about you, at least.”



Rue touched his arm, fingers digging in for emphasis. “Mom and Avery love you, LP. Fiercely. Even if they don’t always show it.”



He nodded but still leaned into their current circumstances as a distraction from the thought. “Okay. So what do we do now?”



The town was so demolished that there didn’t seem to be any point to trekking deeper into it aside from breathing pulverized bits of concrete and asbestos. He began walking alongside Rue, more in search of a road, an obvious path for them to follow, than in the mindset of a rescuer.



They were walking with the kind of true aimlessness that’d become rare in the age of smartphones and satellite mapping when something moved around the edge of a pile of rubble ahead of them. Will motioned for Rue to stay back and strode forward with his knife, spinning around and pulling his weapon up in the same motion.



“Don’t stab me please,” said Erik.



“I wasn’t going to stab you,” said Will, smiling and lowering his weapon.



“In your heart, I’m sure you didn’t intend to, but I’m just saying.” Erik gestured with an aggressive motion. “I’ve seen how much you like stabbing people.”



“I wasn’t going to stab you,” repeated Will. “Now I’m reconsidering. What are you still doing here, Erik?”



“Following the first guy’s orders,” said Erik. “I’m to see if I can help you get out of here and, if you’re interested, back to Lancaster City.”



Will exchanged a glance with Rue, who shrugged.



“That’s a little far out, isn’t it?” he asked. “You have a helicopter waiting in the wings or something?”



“One better.” Erik whistled. Nothing happened for a span of time long enough to make the moment a little awkward, but finally, there was a faint poof and the appearance of a familiar face and body.



“Pick!” Mist jumped onto Will, wrapping him into a fierce hug. He laughed and hugged her back. She kissed him as he started to try to explain that he was alright, and the kiss turned into a brief but awesome makeout.



“Would you stop sucking on my brother’s face for a few seconds so we can finish talking?” asked Rue with more than a hint of annoyance.



Mist pulled her face back far enough to glare at her. “Oh, apparently, it’s only okay to suck on things if you’re doing it on stream in front of millions of strangers.”



“It was never millions!” snapped Rue.



“Easy,” said Will. “We really don’t need an argument right now.”



“Very true, though I don’t think we’re in much danger,” said Erik. “The mutants mostly cleared out from this town the same way they came, from down south in the Exclusion Zone.”



“What about the abominations?” asked Will. “Pleistocene and Genesis.”



And Hive.



“Same, far as I can tell,” said Erik. “Not that I plan on sticking around, either.”



“I told Erik that I’d use my power to bring him back to Lancaster City once we were done, well… looking for you.” Mist was still holding Will’s hand, and she squeezed it, dropping her gaze. “We were honestly expecting to find a collapsed prison and call it a day.”



“I would think you two fellow escapees would have had more confidence in me than that,” said Will. “Though it was, admittedly, a little close.”



“Have either of you seen my mom or sister?” asked Rue.



Erik snorted. “Nope, and in my book, that’s a win. They scare the shit out of me.”



Mist punched his shoulder. “What I’m sure Erik means to say is that they probably went south with the other heroes. The consensus is that the abominations are gathering within the Exclusion Zone around where Meltdown is lying in hibernation on Long Island.”



“Seriously?” Will frowned and folded his arms. “That’s… ominous. Genesis, Pleistocene, and now Hive. Is it possible that they might try something to reawaken him?”



Mist could only shake her head, and Erik just shrugged. Will chewed his lip as he looked at Rue, trying to keep her in mind when it came to his own decision making.



“First things first,” he said. “We need to get out of here. Mist, could you bring Rue back to Baffin Academy?”



“What?” snapped Rue. “Absolutely not!”



“It would be a long trip, Pick,” said Mist. “A little out of my way.”



“Are you heading back to Florida?” he asked.



“Yeah…”



“Then take her there,” he said. “Anywhere safe is fine.”



“LP, I am not just going to let you have your mistress teleport me off somewhere to sit and twiddle my thumbs!” snapped Rue. “Even if it’s Florida.”



“It is really so nice,” said Mist. “It’s warm enough to be on the beach even during winter.”



“Cammie, please,” said Will. “I’m going after the heroes. It’s not going to be safe.”



“You’re going to be the one in the most danger!” she shouted. “They’ll be as likely to attack you as welcome you back into the fold.”



“That’s all still going to be true if I take you with me.”



“Except I can use my power to keep you from getting surprised,” said Rue. “And at the very least, I can help talk people down. Mom, especially. You think she won’t try to arrest you again with the addition of a prison break to your rap sheet?”



He winced and looked away, unable to dismiss the possibility. Rue had spoken so blithely. He wondered if she realized how much her words stabbed at him, creating a fear that stirred emotions too close to his core for comfort.



“I just mean…” Rue touched his shoulder. “LP, we’re stronger together. We’re in this together, remember? Mutually assured destruction.”



“I think that bomb went off.”



“I’m still with you to the end,” said Rue. “If you try to leave without me, I’m going to kick you in the balls.”



“Jesus, alright,” he said. “It’s not just up to me. I think Mist is everyone’s ride.”



“Phrasing,” said Mist. She glanced at Erik first. “Do you want to go with them?”



“Hell no,” said Erik. “No offense, Pick, but you must know by now that I’m—”



“Not a hero,” said Will. “I get it, and I don’t hold it against you. Thanks for sticking around to keep an eye out for me in the first place.”



“Any time,” said Erik. “You might want to talk with Mist about what her teleportation involves before pinning your hopes on her bringing you anywhere. A few parts of my body still feel a little… estrogenized.”



“Yeah, I got ghost boobs last time,” said Will. “Only temporary.”



They discussed the situation a little more and said their goodbyes. Will clasped Erik’s hand and pulled him into a hug, suspecting though not admitting aloud that there was a sense of finality to the moment.



“Take care of yourself,” said Will.



“I will,” said Erik. “All of my selves. And you better do the same.”



“No doubt.”



He waited with Rue while Mist teleported Erik back to Lancaster City. It was across a lake and a portion of a state, but she still managed it shockingly fast and was back within half an hour.



“Alright.” Mist exhaled, panting slightly. “Do you mind if I do you both together? It might make the sensation a bit weirder, but it would save me a massive amount of effort.”



“What do you mean by that, exactly?” asked Rue.



“When Mist teleports someone else, it can lead to a small amount of temporary body dysphoria,” explained Will.



“Uh, okay.” Rue shrugged. “I can endure that, I think.”



“Perfect.” Mist motioned for them both to step closer together. “Hang on tight, and if you feel like you’re going to throw up, please let me know. We’re only traveling across the state of New York, so it shouldn’t be too bad.”



The three of them moved close together and pulled into an odd group hug, with Mist wrapping her arms around both of their waists.










CHAPTER 23




 



Mist’s teleportation was marginally easier for Will to endure, given his prior experience. Rue, on the other hand, whimpered throughout their entire journey, each stuttering teleport across the sky punctuated by a mewling, hiccupping breath.



Thankfully, it wasn’t a long trip compared to their previous adventures. Mist set them down upon reaching what Will presumed to be Long Island. Rue immediately staggered forward, fell to her knees, and threw up.



“Whoopsie,” said Mist. “I should have warned you about that, too. It just totally skipped my mind!”



“It happened to me my first time, too.” Will rubbed Rue’s shoulders, smiling a little as she pouted and wiped a hand across her face.



“Does anybody have a soda, at least?” she muttered.



“I have a flask of whiskey?” offered Mist.



Rue motioned and accepted the liquor, taking a quick sip that only seemed to amplify her discomfort. Will also took a small drink from the flask before passing it back, scanning the surrounding area, some of which was familiar, but most of which was new.



Long Island was one of the most heavily destroyed areas he’d ever seen on either side of the Exclusion Fence, and there was an ancient, moth-balled quality to the devastation. He’d been expecting to have a view of New York City’s crumbling skyline given his basic understanding of the geography of the city, but the air was surprisingly smoggy and nothing was really visible.



They stood atop what might have once been a parking lot, or a wide road, or perhaps even the foundation of a pulverized building. The ground was uneven, as rocky as the bottom of a river, with jagged bits of concrete grinding together in the place of water polished stones.



“I thought you said this was where the heroes were gathering?” Will turned in a full circle, searching for any sign of costumed crusaders in the near vicinity.



“First off, I don’t know this area,” she said, pointing a finger at him defensively. “Second, I doubt they’d just stand around out in the open. They’re probably setup somewhere planning their move. Or maybe…”



“South!” shouted Rue. Her eyes had taken on the vacant quality they got whenever she use her power. “It’s Avery!”



She took off without waiting for a response, and Will followed right on her heels. There was a slope ahead just high enough to conceal the land behind it. It wasn’t just Avery but the entire Scarlet Squadron, fighting a battle against the mutants that was not tilting in their direction.



Physique, Pasithea, and Miss Mass were defending at ground level, oriented so they were each the point of a triangle with Pasithea on the least eventful side. Kestrel circled twenty feet above, using telekinetic blasts to force back any attack that slipped through the defensive line. The mutants in the area were lithe, almost scrawny, wolf and coyote hybrids that skulked as they made their approach.



There were easily a hundred of them, though it was all Will could do to estimate as they chaotically flowed around each other. A clump of three charged forward, trying to get around Miss Mass. She seized two by the throat and surged upward into the air, carrying them high enough for the drop itself to serve as an attack.



Physique fought with rugged ferocity, landing punch after punch, kick after kick, relentless and impossibly fast. Will thought back to his old class, how she’d probably been his most promising student… next to Bloodfeud.



Pasithea had apparently added a baton to her costume in the time since he’d last seen her in action. She fought defensively with it, delivering painful blows across the snout or limbs of any monster that drew near enough to attack. She joined the Scarlet Squadron originally as more of a satellite, support member. Seeing her fight like this, up close, unyielding, made Will both proud and a little sad.



He joined the fray from the far edge, cutting down the first few mutants before they’d even shifted their attention to realize he was there. Mist and Rue knew well enough to give him plenty of room. He carved a path through the monsters as though he were clearing bush with a recently sharpened machete, each slash coupled with a step forward, blood pooling to create a river running backward under his feet.



It was simple and straightforward, a basic objective of twitch movements that he could solve like a puzzle of violence. He circled the Scarlet Squadron, cutting the monsters down on the periphery of the fighting to lessen the crush of bodies.



The last of the monsters finally went still, and everyone took a second to catch their breath. Will could immediately tell that Miss Mass and Physique were openly wary of him — or at least at the fact that he’d caught up with them on the other side of the state.



Kestrel, however, rushed over immediately after descending from the sky. She ran over, and Will pulled her into a tight hug, feeling the cool fabric of her costume where it touched his bare skin in places.



“LP,” she whispered. “Not to question the help, but what are you doing here?”



“I found Rue, and one thing led to another,” he said. “We’re here to help.”



She looked over his shoulder without breaking the hug, and he felt her arms squeeze a second time. Rue and Mist played a game of “try not to step on all the blood” as they hurried over to join everyone else. Miss Mass rose up, watching from above to spot any more surprise attacks that might be awaiting them in the distance.



“Who is this?” asked Kestrel, glancing at Mist.



“Ah, right,” said Will. “I don’t think the two of you have ever been officially introduced. Kestrel, this is—”



“She’s the blue-haired chick LP was messing around with after he first got out of prison,” said Rue, ever-so-helpfully. “Remember? The one he made out with in the photobooth.”



“Oh, right,” said Kestrel. “I see it now. I didn’t realize you were a super.”



Mist glared at Rue for a second before slowly nodding. “Well, I am, and I’m more here to drop people off than to sign up for the cause.”



Will nodded and took Mist’s hand as he pulled her apart from the others. He didn’t fault her for the desire to get in and get out. She was still technically a fugitive, too, uninvolved aside from her dalliances with him, with her own responsibilities elsewhere in the world.



“Thanks,” he whispered to her.



“Any time.” She glanced back at Rue and Kestrel before giving him a long kiss. “Keep in touch, Pick. If you need a ride somewhere in particular, or even just a
 ride
 , give me a call.”



“Yes to both.” He squeezed her hands, aware that it might be a very long time before they saw each other again. “Take care of yourself.”



“You too. Don’t get yourself killed trying to be a hero. No need to force the square peg through the circular hole.”



She let go, stepped back, and disappeared in a puff of mist.










CHAPTER 24




 



Will picked up on some unfortunate tension as he made his way back over to where Kestrel and Miss Mass stood, arguing with each other at a heated whisper. He’d been hoping that his role in showing up to rescue them might buy him a grace period to save him from this particular conversation for at least a short while.



“Turning a blind eye to him when other things are going on isn’t the same as welcoming him back into the fold,” said Miss Mass.



“He just saved our lives!” snapped Kestrel. “We could use his help. Especially given what Ice Nine thinks we’re going to be up against.”



“It’s not our decision to make!” Miss Mass scowled, glancing at him and then back at Kestrel. “Even if we decided to place our trust in him for the time being, what happens when we encounter the rest of the heroes at the staging camp? You think they’ll happily rub shoulders with an escaped supervillain who just underwent a high-profile trial?”



“I’m not asking for anyone to stand up for me,” said Will. “Look… I have to be here. Most of my family is going to be joining in this fight. I’d never be able to live with myself if I wasn’t here to help protect them.”



“Do you think you’ll stand any chance at protecting them if Ice Nine decides that you’re too much of a risk to take a chance on?” snapped Miss Mass.



Kestrel jabbed a finger in her face, and the two immediately began arguing with each other again. Pasithea came toward Will, frowning slightly, and poked him in the shoulder.



“So…” She shrugged, smiling wickedly. “What did you think?”



“The only reason you warned me not to look at those photos in the first place was to draw my attention to them,” said Will.



“Your phrasing implies that you missed the video,” said Pasithea. “That’s a shame.”



It really, really was, but he kept his focus where it needed to be at that moment. Physique had been on standby, watching for any unexpected threats across the ruined landscape. She whistled with two fingers, drawing their attention, and pointed at a spot on the horizon where activity had kicked up dust.



“There’s a hero under attack over that way!” she shouted.



“We don’t have time to argue anymore,” snapped Kestrel. “If you have an issue with my brother helping, you can arrest him yourself!”



Miss Mass let out an offended gasp and glanced toward Will. “I’m not going to arrest you myself. I just think we need to keep the rules in mind.”



“Cool,” said Will, only really caring about the first part. “As I said before, I’m here to help.”



He took off at a sprint toward where Physique had indicated, following after Kestrel and Miss Mass, who flew the distance faster. A hero in a black costume with crisscrossing ammo bandoliers over his chest that appeared to be for show was engaged in battle against a pack of monsters.



“Loose Cannon!” called Miss Mass.



The man screamed and fired a blast from his hand with a tremendous boom that tore one of the mutants apart at a distance. Unfortunately, he was up against more than one, and the others fell upon him, tearing into the leather of his outfit with razor teeth.



Kestrel and Miss Mass attacked like divebombing birds. Will fought his way to the man, cutting one of the monsters that’d latched onto the hero’s shoulder. It severed into two rough halves, with the jaws and upper body dangling from Loose Cannon’s body like a Christmas ornament.



“Jesus fuck,” moaned the man. “I… got a little scratched up.”



“We have to get him to the staging area!” called Physique. “He needs medical treatment!”



Any question of whether Will would be allowed to tag along with the heroes was set to the wayside as they started moving again. With Pasithea and Physique helping Loose Cannon walk upright and Kestrel and Miss Mass scouting from above, they needed him in a very real sense. He was there to instantly react to any threats, his tactical knife making short work of the few monsters who did try them.



They made their way up another slope and past a huge pile of rubble. The encampment was visible on the other side of it, a few dozen heroes intermingling around a circle of tents, campfires, and supplies. Pasithea and Physique staggered as they began helping Loose Cannon along the last stretch, and a few supers began making their way over to intercept their approach.



“Heads up, LP,” whispered Rue. “Mom is on her way over.”



He scanned the encampment but didn’t see Relic until he looked up. She was airborne, slowly descending toward them through the power of her cloak. Her armband gave off a soft blue ambient glow, like a piece of cooling metal still giving off heat.



Will waited beside Rue, letting the others get ahead of them. He wasn’t intimidated by Relic,
 Jess
 , at least not in the same way he once had been. One of the sole upsides of her learning his secret was that he didn’t have to worry about the headache that was dealing with Relic as Decay.



But with that said, he was concerned. Concerned about her reaction. Concerned about how his own actions might have already affected their relationship moving forward. He still had his own pile of grievances against her, including how she’d arrested him and brought him to face “justice” in the first place.



She looked beautiful in her costume, and as always, Will’s eyes were drawn to the stylized 5 pulled taut across her shapely chest. She made eye contact with him only briefly as she touched down in front of them, looking away and shaking her head.



“Hey, Mom,” said Rue. “I found LP on my way here.”



“I didn’t want you to come,” said Relic, speaking very deliberately to just Rue. “It isn’t going to be safe. Even less so now that you’ve… invited your brother along.”



“I’m right here,” said Will. “You can say whatever you have to say to me directly.”



“I have so much that I want to say to you that if I started right now, we’d be here all afternoon!” she snapped, anger bursting forth in her tone. “Will… You have no idea how hard I was working in the background to make sure your sentence was fair. You’ve undone all of that work.”



“Yeah, I’m sure my sentencing hearing would have gone a lot more smoothly than that farce of a trial,” he said. “If I’d even made it to that day alive. My roommate in prison? Hive. I watched Pleistocene turn him into an abomination right before all of this chaos kicked off.”



“A supervillain making destructive decisions in front of you doesn’t mean the rules get tossed out the window!”



“I would have gotten tossed out the window!” shouted Will. “Do you even care about what actually happened? Or are you just that desperate to berate me for making choices you don’t agree with?”



“Can you both just talk to each other at a normal volume level?” asked Rue. “I knew this was going to happen…”



“Did you help him?” asked Relic. “How involved were you with his escape?”



“He saved my life!” shouted Rue. “If he’d stayed in jail like a good little boy, I’d be dead right now. Dead!”



Relic’s expression softened, but she was still firm in her objection. “I want you staying within my field of view at all times, Will.”



“Then you’d better get used to following me around,” he said. “What? Are you going to arrest me again if I don’t follow your orders?”



“I’m certainly not ruling it out as an option,” she snapped back.



Rue let out an annoyed sigh and walked past them both. It felt strange to just be standing there, across from Relic, still feeling like he had so much left to say. So many emotions left to unpack.



Not now,
 he thought.
 Gather your thoughts first.



He went after Rue, staying a few steps behind her as they entered the staging area of the heroes. It was, at its core, a big communal camp-out in the middle of the radiation and abomination ravaged Exclusion Zone. Fun for the whole family.










CHAPTER 25




 



Nearly everyone was in costume, which made a vivid contrast of colors against the grey, barren landscape. Will and Rue were, in fact, the only exceptions that he could see at a glance.



Ice Nine appeared to be in charge, judging from the way various heroes were queued in a rough line to each momentarily secure his attention. Zone stood next to him, no doubt also high on the pecking order solely from how crucial his ability was for bringing in reinforcements and supplies.



Relic was still walking near Will and Rue, and that fact induced a range of different reactions. Most of the heroes recognized him — hard not to, given the spectacle his trial had been turned into. Smiles for Relic, glares and sneers for
 Lockpick, Decay.



Except, that wasn’t uniformly the response. He received a few knowing nods, heroes who’d either seen him in action before or followed enough of the trial to understand his power level, based on the details given. He’d single handedly wrought retribution on his own gang. He’d fought off Astroman, even.



Hopefully, they fixate on what that implies about my skills, rather than how it deprives them of a critical hero.



“It doesn’t seem as though it’s still in the cards for the main strike to occur tonight,” said Relic. “I have a tent setup that we can all share.”



Will was caught off guard by how quickly Relic had gone from being angry at him to tending to what she considered to be her motherly duties. He wondered if it was truly possible for her to separate them out or if one fed into the other. She took off her mask, shaking some of her hair, becoming Jess again, a change he wanted to appreciate.



“Thanks, but LP brought a sleeping bag,” said Rue. “He and I can share it. Not like we have anything to hide now.”



“Well, as true as that might be, it could still rain,” said Will. “The tent would be the… safer option.”



“The safer option and the smarter option,” said Jess. “You’ll get better sleep.”



“In your opinion,” said Rue. She folded her arms, not quite pouting, not quite glaring, not quite satisfied.



It wasn’t just his drama and borderline decisions that’d been unearthed by the trial. He tried to imagine what Jess had gone through upon the reveal of Prosecutor Chadwick’s surprise evidence during Rue’s testimony. Did she even touch down on surprise or just slam straight forward into disappointment?



Or had there been an aspect of relief? He wondered, as he watched Jess slowly leading them toward one of the many tents set up within the encampment, if she’d been at all glad that it was Rue’s poor decisions that the district attorney had chosen to highlight. What a witness the mighty heroine Relic would have been, had Chadwick been capable of generating a similar turnabout through evidence of their illicit activity.



Will knew well enough that it wasn’t always necessary to experience the consequences of a mistake firsthand to be impacted by them. Jess, despite still preserving her solo hero reputation, had to live with the obvious knowledge that it could have been her. Rue’s mistakes were everyone’s mistakes, or perhaps just his mistakes if she truly needed someone to blame.



“Jessica.” Ice Nine had been slowly making his way over through the throng of heroes seeking his attention. “Ah, good. I see your daughter is safe and sound, after all.”



“Yes, she is.” Jess gave Ice Nine a smile as brittle as his power. “We apparently have my son to thank for that.”



She didn’t elaborate on what he was doing out of prison and what the plan would eventually be long term, and Ice Nine didn’t ask. Puffs of condensation escaped his lips as he rubbed a finger across a tuft of soul patch on his face, making him look almost like he was smoking a cigarette.



“Apparently so,” he said. “To be honest, I should probably talk to Zone about this. He knew your boy and has a reasonably objective opinion. I don’t think there’s anyone here with a grudge against him, far as I can tell. Aside from you, of course, Relic.”



He chuckled lamely at a joke that wasn’t really a joke as Zone jogged over. He was wearing his costume, a combination of modern and sleek silver and black that made him look very unlike the headmaster Will had grown to know and respect.



“Instructor… Lockpick,” he said, seeing Will. “Well, I suppose… just Lockpick now. I hope you understand that my testimony at the trial was as neutral as I could make it. You were a good teacher, but with that said, consequences apply to us all.”



“I’m sure they will in good time, but right now…” Ice Nine shrugged with open arms. “What do you think?”



“I think we could use all the help we can get, especially from someone who has fought against abominations before,” said Zone.



Ice Nine nodded. Zone nodded. Jess, after a moment, gave the smallest possible nod.



  “I’m still bringing heroes and supplies in at the moment,” said Zone. “We’ll probably continue resting for tonight, barring a change in circumstances, and close on Meltdown’s crater tomorrow.”



“What are you expecting to happen?” asked Will.



Ice Nine and Zone exchanged a glance.



“It looks as though my ice is still holding,” said Ice Nine. “It damn well should be. It’s indestructible in the sense that unless I break my focus or die, I don’t know of anything that can get through it.”



“We’ve had a few flyovers done,” said Zone. “We think the other abominations will arrive tomorrow at the speed they’ve been moving at. They’ve been sowing paths of destruction every mile. This is a calculated risk, but given that it looks like they’re headed here, the right move seemed to be getting ahead of them, even if it takes a sacrifice.”



Zone waited for someone else to chime in, perhaps to assuage his guilt over formulating a plan that would write off the innocents in towns and cities near the Exclusion Fence. Nobody said anything, and then long enough had gone by for nobody to be able to really say anything.



“We all want this ship to keep sailing smoothly.” Ice Nine finally spoke up, folding his arms and stretching his neck to one side. “We’re going to need the Crimson Five over the next few days, whether y’all are still a team or not.”



He walked away with Zone, leaving Will, Jess, and Rue to stew in the awkwardness of the moment. Rue stepped toward Will, putting an arm around his waist. Avery, also partially out of costume, came over, approaching the three of them with questions written all over her expression.



“How’s it going?” she asked cautiously.



Jess let out a sigh that seemed to actively suppress her various stressors. “We were discussing the situation for tonight.”



“We brought tents,” said Avery. “My team, I mean. One for each of us. They’re tiny little pop-up things, but I’m sure they’ll be fine.”



“Will and Rue didn’t bring anything with them beyond a sleeping bag,” said Jess. “I was trying to impress upon them how much more comfortable they’d be in a tent but… oh, why do I even bother?”



“Would you stop being so dramatic?” snapped Rue.



“Hey, easy,” said Avery. “Don’t we have bigger issues to deal with then sniping each other?”



Jess scowled and walked off in the same direction Zone and Ice Nine had disappeared in. Rue muttered under her breath as she began digging through the scavenged backpack she and Will had put their supplies in.



“Why does it feel like we’re all kids again and had one of our schemes to sneak out at night discovered?” whispered Avery.



“I don’t think we ever got a chance to evolve past that stage,” he replied.










CHAPTER 26




 



The encampment of superheroes bustled with activity, most of it centering around Zone, who brought people and supplies in using his power nearly nonstop. It was the most heroes Will had seen in one place in a long time, and he did his best to keep his head down as he began noticing familiar, unfriendly faces from his adventures with Halberd.



He almost wished that Genesis, Pleistocene, and Hive would just hurry up and attack, solely because of how ready the encampment collectively seemed. Heroes patrolled through the air and on foot. Nervous energy thrummed through the area, wavelengths of precombat jitters interspersed with anticipation and excitement.



Hilariously, Zone also brought in catering, several full-on tables of food he’d purchased or requisitioned from some poor restaurant. It wasn’t anything too fancy, sandwiches and chips and finger food, but the contrast it made against the dusty, ground-up landscape was tangible.



It was cold, still very much midwinter, and various campfires were built from a pile of firewood no doubt also secured by Zone. Will found himself sitting with his family, Jess and Rue and Avery, who swapped back and forth between them and her “real team.”



The food did wonders to abate, if not resolve, the tension between them. He ate a ham sandwich with barbecue chips and celery off a waxed paper plate and imagined they were at some barbecue or summer outing, a scene from a previous life.



“Will,” Jess eventually said. “What are you doing?”



“Whatever feels right in the moment.” He ate a chip and thought about how to articulate his position. “It’s all out there now. It’s almost freeing, in a way. I’ll help fight, help keep our family safe, and then see where things are at.”



“If we lose, and Meltdown ends up being woken from hibernation…” Jess trailed off, shaking her head slowly.



He knew exactly where her statement had been leading, however.



He would be better off in a strained or collapsed world, one where the heroes only had time to care about survival and the strict practicalities. If they won, the world’s attention would pick back up from where it left off — with him in handcuffs, awaiting sentencing.



“I know what side I’m on,” he said, looking Jess in the eyes.



“I didn’t have a choice!” She surprised him with the strength of her reply. “Will… LP… I already told you. If I hadn’t brought you in, nobody else would have even tried! You would have been hunted down by the other heroes and killed.”



“The question now is if you’ll try again, Jess,” he said. “Because I plan on fighting at full strength on the side of the heroes! I don’t expect to be rewarded for it by them, so I’m not going to wait around afterward for the prizes to be divvied out.”



“Why would you tell me that?” she hissed.



“Because you asked!” he snapped. “Do you even care about me? Is this about me or you and your… your… sense of justice! Your image as a heroine! Go ahead. I know what you’re going to say. Yeah, I’m just like Halberd!”



Rue inched away from Jess and toward Will, but she also shot him a pleading look, an open appeal for peace. Avery was on her way back over from her other team and she slowed as she heard their voices.



“Maybe you are just like Halberd!” Jess swallowed and shook her head. “I loved him too. I love you both, and… I don’t know how to forgive either of you.”



“Why don’t you just back off, then?” Avery was still standing as she asked the question, walking into the glow of the firelight from the dark. “We have to keep moving forward as a family, and none of us are perfect. I had a mental breakdown after a pill addiction. Rue made a shit-ton of money off getting naked and stuffed in front of strangers. Maybe, as a family, we need to put all of the moralizing behind us?”



Jess sighed, stood up, and walked away, and Will wondered if perhaps it was for the best. Avery sat down next to him, sliding in close to cuddle on one side. Rue did the same on his other, and the heat of their bodies was a match for the heat of the fire.



“It’s my fault,” he said. “You don’t have to try to throw yourself and Rue in the way to try to shield me.”



“Am I wrong, though?” asked Avery. “She’s so self-righteous sometimes, but she doesn’t apply her lofty standards fairly to everyone.”



“Halberd traumatized her,” whispered Rue. “I mean, he hurt all of us… but she lost the most. And then you came home and gave her something back. I don’t think she’s right, but it’s just all so complicated.”



None of them said anything for a while. Zone’s catering had the distinct omission of anything alcoholic to drink, which was understandable but a shame. Will could have really gone for a beer or some wine or even a straight shot from a flask.



“Do the two of you have somewhere to sleep tonight?” asked Avery.



“Mom offered us a tent,” said Rue, with a shrug. “I don’t know. I almost feel like after that argument, she’ll read too deeply into it if we don’t sleep in there.”



“There’s not going to be room for both of you, though,” said Avery. “Why don’t I put LP up in my tent for tonight?”



Rue and Avery exchanged a look. Will chuckled, feeling like they were discussing which of them got to sleep with the new puppy in their room. Rue actually stood up and came around to whisper something into Avery’s ear.



“What was that?” he asked. “Why am I not being included in this conversation?”



Avery was covering her mouth, hiding either humor or shock. Rue giggled and sat down in Will’s lap.



“Don’t stay up too late, alright, LP?” she said. “It’s going to be… a day, tomorrow.”



“Yeah,” he said. “A day.”



 



***



 



They talked for a while longer before slowly retiring to bed. Will gave Rue a tight hug and soft kiss. He looked for Jess, but she seemed to be in discussion with Zone and Ice Nine. He expected that she would be at the head of the action in the morning, which only made the negative note they’d left things on that much more annoying.



Avery came up beside him and threaded her arm through his. “My tent is this way.”



“You don’t care that people are watching right now?” he asked. It wasn’t exactly true, but it could have been. Hard to make faces out in the dark, with firelight only illuminating so much, and they weren’t the only ones pairing up.



“I hope Mom is watching.” Avery squeezed his bicep and bit her lower lip. “She really does love you, LP. I hope she realizes how stupid she’s being.”



“It’s just who she is.”



“So is loving her family. I… guess I just don’t approve of which of the two drives won out in the end — justice over love.”



He didn’t want to talk about Jess anymore, but luckily, Avery didn’t seem keen on the topic, either. Her tent was one of those tiny, thin ones advertised as sleeping two people — two people who didn’t mind spooning.



The moment slowed down as he and Avery settled into place in front of it. She was still wearing most of her costume, but she slowly slipped down to her underwear, letting the anonymity of the darkness conceal her form. Her skin looked so pale with so much of it on display, red hair ablaze like a fire in the snow.



“What did Rue whisper into your ear right before we left the campfire?” He took off his shoes and jacket, the same ones he’d worn in court.



“I can’t tell you that.” Avery was laying on her stomach across a sleeping pad within the tent, each small curve of her body outlined in a sexy silhouette by the light of her phone.



“Since when do we keep secrets from each other?” He took his pants off, eyes searching the surrounding encampment. What was he looking for? Maybe he wanted Jess to see them, too, even if it hurt them both.



“I’m not keeping a secret
 from
 you, I’m keeping a secret
 for
 Rue,” said Avery. “See the distinction?”



In just his boxers, Will wriggled into the tent, finding a nice, comfortable spot straddling her impossibly soft buttocks. “Tell me.”



“Make me.”



He leaned forward slowly, running his hands along the strap of her bra and then over her shoulders. He kissed her neck sensually and then began ruthlessly tickling her armpits.



“LP!” she cried, laughing. “Stop! Stop!”



She rolled over underneath him and snapped the elastic of his boxers. Will reached around to do the same with her bra, but she caught his hand and their lips found one another’s in the same moment.



His erection stole both their attention as he rocked into her, a reminder of what so much of their relationship as adults came back to. He loved her, but
 God
 , did he love this.



“Tell me.” He cupped Avery’s cheek with his hand. She kissed the tip of his thumb and then each of his knuckles.



“You really want to know?” She slid her hand into his boxers, warm fingers cupping his hard manhood. “Aren’t there more interesting things that you could pay attention to right now?”



He took her bra off, seeing her point but not conceding his. “I have ways of making you tell me.”



“I bet you do.” Avery laughed and shook her head. “This is exactly what she was talking about.”



“What?” He suppressed a smile, knowing Rue had probably spoken in a whisper just to tease him, passing the baton to Avery to continue the game. “Tell me!”



He kissed one of Avery’s small, pale breasts, licking the nipple and delighting in the shaky sigh it elicited from her. She wiggled out of her panties and all but posed for him, legs suggestively crossed, propped up at an angle by one elbow.



“I kind of want to see what you’ll do if I don’t,” she said, smirking. “My big bad
 supervillain
 baby brother.”



He growled and pawed her thighs open. Avery laughed, but it cut off into a moan as he slid between her legs and pressed his cock forward. His sense of the area around them briefly came to the fore — they couldn’t be too loud, too sexual, surrounded by all the other tents. They would be anyway.



Avery sucked in a breath, trying even harder to stay silent, little pleasured cries sneaking past her tight defenses, regardless. Will kissed her as he sank the rest of his cock in, holding her tightly and passionately, but still fixated on his target.



“What did she say?” he growled.



He started thrusting, rocking into her with small, but aggressive movements. Avery lifted one of her legs up, toes skidding across the tent’s canvas wall. He seized her thigh and pressed it back, impressed by her flexibility.



“Never,” whispered Avery.



He pumped faster, the game almost forgotten. Avery wrapped her legs around him. He sucked on her neck, pressing her hard against the ground with each thrust. He was about to let the game fall to the wayside and focus on what really mattered when he heard the tenor of her breathing shift and changed his tactics.



He pulled out, letting his cock tease the lips of her womanhood just as he sensed her pleasure sprinting up a precipice. Avery let out an annoyed growl and playfully let her fingers drag down his chest.



“That’s mean,” she muttered.



“You asked for it.”



She rolled her hips up, trying to tease him back inside. “You really want to know that badly?”



“It’s more about getting you to say it than whatever the secret was, at this point.”



He leaned forward, almost pressing his forehead against hers, very nearly burying his cock back into her. The tip penetrated her ever so slightly, torture on both sides, but he could feel her body writhing for more in subtle ways.



“She said…” whispered Avery. “That it is was fine for me to have you tonight because she was still sore from how rough you were last night.”



He could almost hear Rue’s voice as Avery spoke the words, the brattiness of it, how it was both true and also her version of a post-sexual conquest boast. Will thrust hard back into Avery and she cried out, moans and gasps overlapping as he began to pump into her faster and faster.



Neither of them lasted long. Avery dug her fingernails into his shoulders and moaned his name as she came. Will pulled out at the very last second, still holding her body tight against his as he blew his load past her squeezing thighs.



“God, I knew that would set you off,” she whispered.



“I wasn’t even rough with her last night.”



“Love the qualifier at the end,” giggled Avery. “I don’t think she was complaining.”



He leaned onto his side and propped his head up on an arm. “Was she trying to get a reaction out of you?”



“In a sense. It’s kind of hot. Annoying, but hot.”



“…What?”



Avery rolled over, smiling with a mixture of coyness and mischief. “I can’t explain it. It’s a sister thing. Like borrowing a favorite shirt without asking. I know she wants you just as bad, which makes it fun to tease and boast and… sometimes even compete for your attention.”



“I am kind of a stud.”



“It’s
 so
 not about you,” she said, shaking her head. “I mean it is, but it’s
 so
 not.”



“That makes… no sense.”



“All you need to know is that tomorrow I’m going to make an offhand remark to her about how hard you got when I was giving you head and how you said my lips were magic.”



She started sliding down his body, and he had the sense to nod and keep his mouth shut as she added her tongue into the competitive mix.










CHAPTER 27




 



The encampment was abuzz with activity the next morning. Will pulled on his suit jacket as he crawled out of Avery’s tent, taking in the sun and surprisingly fair weather.



There were several tables set up with coffee and donuts, which he immediately helped himself to. His family was standing together in a loose clump, and he went over to join them. Relic and Kestrel were both in full costume, whereas Rue, like him, wore regular clothing.



“Good morning,” he said.



“Morning, LP,” said Rue and Kestrel in near unison.



“Good morning, Will.” Relic managed a smile, which was as much if not more than he had been expecting.



“I think things are about to kick off,” said Kestrel. “Ice Nine has been meeting with various high ranking heroes and making sure everyone is on the same page.”



“I already spoke to him,” said Relic. “Genesis and Pleistocene have been spotted a few hundred miles to the north and are headed for Meltdown’s crater.”



“This is it, then.” He rubbed his hands together, glancing at Relic and expecting at least some friction on her behalf.



“It would seem like it,” said Relic. “I want all of you to be careful. I’m not sure we’ll be able to stay together once the fight breaks out. Look out for yourselves, first and foremost.”



“Of course,” said Kestrel.



“Brings back memories.” Will smiled, but none of the others met his gaze. On top of the usual pre-fight tension was the question of what would happen afterward, assuming they won. He was still a fugitive and approaching a fight with so much finality surrounding it brought his unfortunate circumstances back into focus.



Ice Nine whistled loudly and began waving his arms to gather the attention of the hundreds of heroes within the camp. Everyone crowded around him and Zone. Relic left to join them, standing on Ice Nine’s left side. Zone had a wooden cane with a copper tip in his hand and was actively trying to find an even section of ground to display a whiteboard that appeared to have been borrowed from Baffin Academy.



“This is it, people,” called Ice Nine. “The abominations are on their way. We believe they mean to free Meltdown from his imprisonment, which would likely have catastrophic consequences. I can’t overstate the importance of the coming battle. Honestly… if we don’t win here, I don’t see how we win at all.”



Zone had subdivided the white board into five sections, which he gestured to with his cane. “Given the range of skillsets and talents of all of you, we’re going to be coordinating our strategy by splitting into five groups. Flyers, brawlers, shielders, assassins, and of course, support.”



He began rapidly assigning team leaders, keen on getting everyone on the same page. Relic was in charge of the brawlers, and Kestrel split off toward the flyers, which seemed to be led by Miss Mass in a slight inversion of the team dynamic of the Scarlet Squadron.



“Be careful,” Rue whispered, hugging him as she headed toward the support group. “Seriously, LP. Don’t do anything stupid.”



“I won’t,” he said. “I’ll see you after the fight.”



She smiled in a way that made him wonder if she believed him. He made his way toward the dramatically named “assassin” subgroup. Several of the heroes there obviously recognized him from his reputation. Shadowfang, a hero in a black and silver costume reminiscent of a white tiger, glared at him openly. Eclipser in his midnight purple skinsuit shook his head and looked away as though he found the sight of the infamous
 Lockpick
 offensive to the eyes.



But there were some sympathetic faces among the crowd. Will smiled as he caught Invisibella’s gaze and made his way over to her. He hesitated for only a second before pulling her into a hug, surprised at how much genuine affection he harbored, despite everything.



“I guess I shouldn’t be surprised that you showed up to the party,” he said. “We had our own campfire last night. You should have stopped by.”



“I only got here this morning,” said Invisibella. “I dropped in to greet Jess and Rue but didn’t have time to see you or Avery. How are you, Will?”



“I’m holding up,” he said. “How about you? Things haven’t completely fallen apart at the academy, have they?”



“The mood is tense, but the students are tough.” She shrugged and gestured with one hand. “They’re managing.”



“Their future is in our hands, along with the rest of the world,” said Will. “We have to win, here and now.”



“We do, but we also have to keep reality in focus.” Invisibella folded her arms and looked at him seriously. “Can I give you some advice?”



“Sure.”



“Even if it’s advice that your mother wouldn’t approve of?”



“Absolutely,” he said, with a soft chuckle.



Invisibella stepped nearer to him and spoke in a whisper. “Get out of here if you see a chance to. I don’t know if you’re going to be the deciding factor in this fight, Will. But whether you’re around to be apprehended afterward will be a deciding factor in the rest of your life.”



“Huh.” He folded his arms, looking at her in a new light. “That’s… definitely advice I don’t think Jess would approve of.”



“Yeah, well, I suppose this is me giving advice to Halberd’s son.” She sighed and shook her head wistfully. “You’re so much like him, but that’s okay. It’s okay to be who you are. You can’t help but be who you are.”



Quite suddenly, Zone appeared in front of the subgroup of heroes. He spared a single questioning glance for Will before addressing Invisibella, talking fast, already mid-idea.



“We’ve already noted the tendency for powerful abominations to gravitate toward Meltdown’s hibernation zone,” said the headmaster, gesticulating with both hands. “It’s a documented phenomenon we would have invested resources studying if we weren’t worried about it getting out publicly. Try to take advantage of that fact if you can.”



“You think they’ll be distracted by their hibernating comrade?” asked Invisibella.



“We can only hope. Strike decisively and pick your moments carefully. And remember — this is very much a group endeavor. You’re all heroes, but please, for today, don’t attempt anything
 too
 heroic, if you understand me.”



There was a chorus of agreement from the assembled men and women. Zone motioned for them to step closer together and they formed a somewhat compact twenty foot across square of costumes and muscles and anticipation, along with one escaped supervillain in a dapper suit.



It really is a good look,
 thought Will.










CHAPTER 28




 



Zone teleported them to their spot within the staging ground, and Will received his first direct glimpse of Meltdown’s crater. It was close to what he’d been expecting, but so much larger in terms of scale that the image he’d held in his mind felt off by an order of magnitude.



The crater itself was perhaps half a mile across at its widest section. It was roughly circular, with a tail of a trench at one end, as though the frozen abomination had first been shunted across the ground before an unreal blast of power had slammed it deeper into the earth.



The prison of ice holding the monster was basically a miniature glacier, vibrant white-blue in color, bits of it sparkling against the exposed midwinter sun. It was such an oddity against the drab landscape of dirt and pulverized concrete, like stumbling onto an intricate movie set just before the filming of a scene.



It was also way, way,
 way
 downhill from him and the rest of the heroes, to an extent that reaching it, if they decided that was their strategy, would be the equivalent of a moderate alpine descent. He now understood where the subgroup of flyers might come into play.



“If you have a concealment power, spread out!” called Invisibella. “The other abominations are going to get here within a few, as in three or less, minutes. Figure out where you want to be!”



“You’re giving them a surprising amount of autonomy,” muttered Will.



She smirked and leaned in closer, her black costume moving in interesting ways. “There’s no real way around it with so many different people used to working within so many different ecosystems. The brawlers might do better in formation. Our division is going to ride the chaos.”



“Sounds like fun.” He palmed his tactical knife and took her suggestion to heart, considering where he would be best suited to make a stand as he slowly scanned the horizon.



The flyers were already in the air, circling over the crater like a flock of migratory birds. Will couldn’t make out Kestrel’s colors amid the many airborne bodies. Beyond them, in the distance, he could see a distant collection of approaching blurs in the sky too large to be birds, too conspicuous within the Exclusion Zone to be anything else but their objective.



Pleistocene and Genesis were at the front of the pack, recognizable by the distinct color of their bodies and auras, pale white and blood red. They weren’t alone, however. Dozens of other abominations flew with them, some Will had never seen before, and at least one he had. Hive was among them, only discernable from the abundance of ethereal blue cords jutting from his spinal cord and trailing off into the horizon.



“I think me and my former cell neighbor have some catching up to do,” he muttered.



Invisibella was still next to him and shot him a conflicted glance. “Be careful, Lockpick. Don’t forget my advice. This is going to be a chaotic brawl of epic proportions. Do your best, but don’t get distracted.”



“That’s the plan.” He slowly ran a hand through his hair, feeling more like
 Decay
 than Lockpick or Will. It wasn’t the full truth of how he felt, with various worries for Jess, Avery, and Rue competing for his attention, but his heart pounded with more than just anxiety. Part of him thrived within this atmosphere.



The flyers shifted course to intercept the abominations, and he held his breath as he saw the heroes launch a variety of different attacks like fighter jets unleashing their payloads. Pleistocene extended an ethereal shield that absorbed most of the impact, though a singular abomination did drop from the back of their pack.



Multiple heroes fell as Genesis and other monsters returned fire, costumed bodies spiraling out of the sky. Other heroes quickly descended after them, catching them before they struck the ground. Will squinted and desperately sought out Kestrel against the bright sky, to no avail.



It would have been fair to call the initial attack of the flyers a stalemate if not for how quickly the abominations pressed their counter. Genesis unleashed a torrent of energy blasts that shot outward in all directions before honing in on singular targets. Across a span of thirty seconds, half of the flying heroes had either taken injury or retreated. It was a rout, plain and simple.



“Wait for them to descend toward the crater!” Invisibella shouted to Will and the surrounding heroes.



The brawlers and shielders were already moving to engage the enemy as the abominations arced toward a landing point next to, but not within, Meltdown’s hibernation crater. Again, Will found himself breathing through his heart, eyes searching for Relic, who would no doubt be at the forefront of the melee. But this time, he had options.



They were to one side of the crater, which meant he needed to cross a fair distance, a minute or two of pitched running, just to reach the enemy. He shot a glance toward where Invisibella had previously been standing only to stare into empty space.



“Invisibility,” he muttered. “Right. Well, if you can hear me, Invisibella, I’m moving to engage.”



“I can hear you, and I approve,” she said. “I’ll help if I can, but don’t get in over your head.”



He took off at a sprint, holding his tactical knife in a reverse grip as he traversed the rocky, ruined ground. Some of the other members of the assassin group followed after him, a few taking off in directions that would let them attack from angles appropriate to their section’s name.



For Will, it was simply about closing the distance, getting near enough to do what he did best. He still searched for Relic and Kestrel, and occasionally spared a glance toward the support heroes, who were staying well away from the real action.



The battle’s pitch increased as heroes and abominations began popping off with their powers. It was, as expected, utter chaos. Energy was being thrown around like fireworks amid a holiday. Elements exploded in fantastic bursts, flames and ice, lightning and water. The ground rumbled, and boulders and bodies catapulted telekinetically through the air.



A sudden flash blinded Will, and he missed a step, stumbling. He blinked, clearing his vision, and nearly swung on what looked like an abomination, but on closer examination was just a hero with metallic skin. The hero shouted something in a high-pitched voice that was cut off midway through as an actual abomination with a long scythe arm disemboweled him with a blurring slash.



Will leapt backward, tripping and falling and hurriedly rolling across the painfully sharp rocks. The abomination let out a hiss and hopped forward, resembling a gigantic black praying mantis from the waist up. It swung one of its now bloody scythe arms toward him, and Will retaliated.



He caught the slash on the blade of his knife, feeling it slice through without so much as the bite of contact. Without relenting for even a fraction of a second, he pushed forward, finishing the monster off by grabbing its head and decapitating it like an ancient warrior claiming a scalp.



Someone screamed from his left, but a veil of smoke blocked his view in that direction. He spun around in time to see another attack coming his way, what looked like a hissing prismatic jewel floating leisurely through the air. He ducked and covered just as it exploded with a burst of punishing sonic force, torturing his eardrums despite how tightly he packed his hands against them.



Something slithered up his leg, along with another something angling toward his neck, slimy and beyond gross. An abomination that seemed capable of splitting into nightmarish eels had decided to make him its target. Will stabbed and stabbed and, honestly, did quite a bit of unabashed screaming as he fought if off.



He had no idea what was going on. Each time he got a glimpse of a hero he recognized, or identified the threat of an abomination, one of his senses would be overloaded by a flashing attack, or the ground would rumble and knock him off his feet.



There was a phenomenon he’d once skimmed over within his teacher’s handbook at Baffin Academy called
 power pollution
 , the tendency for larger brawls with a dozen plus supers to devolve into nonsensical chaos and friendly fire. It was what the encounter had become, for better or for worse.



For worse. Definitely for worse.



He had to restrain himself, hold back on instincts that pushed him to attack every shape, strike first and strike hard. Pushing through an unhelpful fog that some hero or abomination had conjured, he tried to get a better sense of the area. Screams emanated from all directions, but he managed to pick out Ice Nine’s relatively deep tenor amid the noise.



“Stay close!” shouted Ice Nine. “Stay together!”



He was with what appeared to be the remnants of the shielders, surrounded by a truly unfortunate mass of costumed bodies. Several mostly destroyed walls of ice had been erected as a means of defense against some attack or another, but whether they’d been effective was an open question, given the obvious results.



Ice Nine was still standing, however, still giving orders, and that seemed more crucial within the moment than any creative usage of a singular power. He cracked a smile as his eyes landed on Will and waved him over.



“Lockpick,” he called. “I shouldn’t be surprised that you’re still alive and fighting. You’re a survivor, like Halberd. Fall in over here — we’ve got one coming toward us!”



It was as good a place to take a stand as anywhere, and at least Will could comprehend the flow of the battle from the new vantage point. He started jogging toward Ice Nine, but slid to a stop, only then noticing something off about the scene.



The hero standing next to Ice Nine had a silver costume motif with razor sharp copper claws protruding from in between his knuckles. More importantly, he had an ethereal blue cord jutting out from just underneath the back of his neck.



“Look out!” shouted Will.



It was already too late, even as the first syllable escaped his lips. The silver hero, controlled by Hive’s power, turned and stabbed his copper claw spikes through Ice Nine’s chest, staring vacantly ahead as blood gushed onto his hand. Ice Nine blinked in surprise, lips forming soundless words, and collapsed in a dying heap.










CHAPTER 29




 



Will rushed forward, briefly attempting to reach down to help Ice Nine but sensing it was already too late. The controlled hero who’d delivered the stab swiveled his head Will’s way and flashed a familiar smile.



“You should have taken her hand when you had the chance,” mocked Hive’s familiarly accented voice. “Though in the end, whether it’s your hand cutting through the impenetrable ice, or mine parting flesh, the result is the same.”



“I’m going to track you down in your real body, and we’re going to settle things once and for all.”



Will feinted forward, drawing out an amusingly delayed flinch from the controlled hero. He slashed with his tactical knife, severing the man’s claws, and then spun past a clumsy grapple from the man to slit Hive’s controlling tendril.



The hero collapsed, and Will ignored him in favor of Ice Nine. Too much blood surrounded his body already, and Will sensed as he pressed his hand to the wound that Ice Nine was past the point of resuscitation.



“You old dog,” he muttered. “Halberd always liked you. You managed to be good without being a pain.”



The wound felt numbingly cold. He pulled his hand back, lacking any good option to do much more. The ground rumbled underneath his feet, not a simple jolt, a shake with direction. It was emanating directly from the center of Meltdown’s crater.



Will was just close enough to have an angle that peered down the slope, which gave him a view of what was happening, and perhaps unique insight into why. The ice began to crack, each little explosion of frozen water crystals accompanied by an almost musical whine. Bits of ice caught the sun just right, reflective diamonds ejected into the air.



And then all at once, Meltdown, the abomination whose last tirade had divided the world into before and after, broke loose from his prison.



An expectant pause followed, punctuated by the disbelieving shouts of older heroes, those with firsthand experience of what the abomination was capable of. Will was shocked by how different Meltdown was from the image he’d had in his head. How much
 younger
 , in truth.



Meltdown’s appearance was that of a teenager, no older than fifteen or sixteen, his development of what would have been an accelerated abomination growth cycle apparently arrested by Ice Nine’s purgatory. It was a boy, completely naked but for the ice still sloughing off his skin, pale with a faint green hue that could have possibly been an overlapping hue cast by his intensely glowing green eyes.



Meltdown slowly lifted a hand. Will dropped to one knee, expecting an attack and at the right angle to take it full on. Meltdown’s fingers splayed outward, and tendrils of sickly green power rocketed outward from the tips.



Each one struck near a group of heroes, puffing into bits like pollen from a disturbed flower. The affected men and women reacted slowly, glancing at each other, confused and vulnerable.



The change happened before Will’s eyes. Whatever it was Meltdown had just exposed dozens of heroes to had an irradiating effect… though that was so far from the right word that Will found himself amending it within his own internal dialogue. A
 mutational
 effect.



Mouths twisted and jerked open at the behest of enlarged jaw bones. Fingers lengthened, the nails blackening and stretching into horrific little razors of cartilage. Extra limbs, arms and legs and in some cases, budding heads, poked loose from gaps within costumes or tore through the fabric. One woman in particular grew three or four new appendages, her body adopting an incomprehensible shape, almost like an overinflated balloon animal.



There was no grace period in which the newly minted mutants had time to be horrified by their forced changes. They began attacking the normal heroes with a single mindedness that spoke volumes about why Meltdown had been such a threat to begin with. Heroes died in number, unready for the intensity and familiarity of the violence. How could they have been?



Two heroes in matching costumes, one still human, one transformed, fell into a messy grapple. Teammates, though Will would have believed it if someone had told him they were brothers or twins. The mindless monster tore into the flesh of the other man, who didn’t even try to defend himself, confused and overwhelmed.



The scene was repeated across his field of view, men and women unwilling to fight their former friends and paying a price because of it. This wasn’t the fight the heroes had showed up for. It felt simultaneously unfair and unwinnable.



He was briefly unsure of where to go, what to do. Meltdown was still floating in the air over his crater, channeling his evil power. Will needed to find his family. What if one of them had been turned already? What was he supposed to do even if they hadn’t been? Convince them to run? Invisibella’s advice still echoed in his ears. This was it, the turning point, the decision.



Meltdown swiveled in the direction of the support heroes — Rue. The abomination jerked, unleashing another tendril of mutational power that arced through the air like a hazy green rainbow. Will took off at a sprint as he saw it come down amid the unsuspecting subgroup.



“Rue!” he shouted.



He ran as fast as his feet would carry him across the rocky, shifting ground. A mutant with a massive third arm protruding from a black and yellow costume lunged into his path. Will swore under his breath but didn’t so much as hesitate or slow down as he parted the monster diagonally along the shoulder, killing it instantaneously.



There was no semblance of coordination left among allies or enemies. What should have been a straight sprint to where the support heroes had been stationed became a press of bodies as heroes fled from mutants in costumes or pulled together in an attempt to make a stand.



“Move!” he shouted, shouldering through a team that’d discovered the brilliant strategy of standing back to back. Under normal circumstances, yelling anything while waving a bloody knife around was enough to magically, miraculously clear a path, but he was far from the scariest sight around.



Another mutant in costume accosted him as he began to get back up to pace, a tall, mutated woman with a strangely long neck. She grabbed his arm with hands that still contained a semblance of humanity, shoulders seizing as whoever the woman had once been struggled to regain control.



“Uhh…” she groaned.



Her eyes suddenly burst with a white-hot glow that veered too much into the realm of a threat, if not an impending attack. Will cut her hands off and shook them loose from his arms. The skin on her face was stretched too tight, but the expression she made was still haunting to the point of instantly being burned into his mind. Not mindless rage, like he’d been expecting, but acceptance… relief.



“Rue!” he shouted. “Rue!”



He slammed past another body, not taking the time to discern if it was friend or foe, and finally drew toward the support heroes. Meltdown’s mutation beam had struck the group near the center, and their powers left them uniquely unsuited for dealing with the aftermath.



Some of them were attempting to fight, brave but stupid. Others had already retreated far enough to be safe, or what passed for it, amidst the chaos. They stood watching, confused by what they were seeing, or perhaps just ashamed.



“Rue!” Will gritted his teeth, seething as he forced the word out.



The impossible, horrific realization of what he was about to find finally hit him, and he almost broke down. He wasn’t numb to where he was, what was happening. The worst part about being desensitized was that, paradoxically, it left a man that much more vulnerable to
 real
 pain,
 real
 loss.



He found her by filtering out all the costumes and made the worst noise that’d ever escaped his throat as he took in her crumpled body, the wrongness of her posture. He tried to shout her name again, but something akin to a sob came out instead. Staggering forward, Will fell to one knee next to her and touched her shoulder. He wasn’t ready, never could be ready, not for this.



“Jesus fuck!” shouted Rue.



She almost punched him in surprise, blinking away the vacant expression that was the telltale sign of her using her power. Will gasped in relief and hugged her — quickly— before standing up and tightening his grip around his knife.



“You’re alright,” he muttered.



“I… was using my power to help coordinate the flyers.” She stood to her feet with his help, glancing around in confusion. “Oh God…”



“Ice Nine was a casualty,” said Will. “Meltdown has reawakened, and he—”



A roaring bear of a humanoid mutant charged into Will from his blind spot. He felt fresh blood welling from a gash on the side of his neck near the shoulder as he went down, which he quickly mended.



He surged forward to engage the mutant, which still wore shreds of a blue and yellow costume despite having an engorged ribcage as thick around as an industrial trash can. Another scraped toward him on all fours, hissing and waving a tongue around that sizzled with either acid or heat.



His attention flitted back and forth between them, along with the knowledge that it would be a hard, if not impossible fight to take on while keeping Rue safe. Still, he had to try. He found her, safe and sound. He couldn’t give up now.



“Stay behind me!” he shouted.



The massive mutant in the blue and yellow shredded spandex let out a low moan and opened its mouth as it charged forward as though intent on chewing him in a handful of bites. He ducked and slashed low, severing most of its ankle and dropping it down. Rue screamed as the other mutant closed on her. Will spun about, but it felt like it was already too late.



Blue energy speared downward from above, striking the ground and forming an inch thick shield of power that blocked Rue off from the mutant just as it leapt. It struck the barrier and fell backward, stunned, if not intelligent enough to be properly confused. Will pulled Rue up and kept her close as Relic slowly descended to land in front of them.



“Are you alright?” she asked them both.



“I’m holding up,” he said.



“Fine,” said Rue. “Thanks, Mom.”



“Both of you, get to safety,” said Relic. “I’m going to do what I can to gather what’s left of the heroes and stage a counterattack.”



“Which I plan on being a part of,” said Will.



Relic’s eyes narrowed under her mask as she favored him with the full weight of her ire. “This isn’t a game! You aren’t going to be able to—”



A mutant in a mouthless mask with tumor-esque protrusions groaned and swung a clublike arm at Relic from directly behind her. Will cut off its arm and then its head, kicking the spasming body backward.



“I love you,” he said, meeting Relic’s gaze, “but I don’t take orders from you.”



Relic scowled and jabbed a finger at him, but before she could unleash that oh-so-familiar tone of parental authority, Kestrel landed next to them. She let out a loud, slightly exaggerated breath and clapped her hands once.



“Hey!” she said. “It’s like a Crimson Five reunion! Maybe not the best timing for it but… um, why are you both making those faces?”










CHAPTER 30




 



“We need to move,” said Relic. “LP… You don’t need to take orders from me, but we
 need
 your help.”



“You know what I meant.” Will stretched the fingers gripping his tactical knife, one by one. “I’m not backing down. I might be the only one who can take down some of these abominations. I have before, after all.”



Relic and Kestrel exchanged a glance, and he realized he’d never explained the full story of how he’d taken down Impact. Remembering the moment made him remember Bloodfeud, and he wasn’t ready to nurse another tragedy like that so soon.



“We stick together and move toward them.” Relic pointed to where Genesis and Pleistocene hovered in the sky, now joined by Meltdown and a few other abominations.



“Aunt Izzie!” Rue gasped and grabbed her chest, hurriedly pointing off in another direction. “She’s backed into a corner!”



“Let’s go to her, then,” said Will. “We can worry about saving the day once she’s safe.”



Relic and Kestrel both nodded. Rue led the way, which was both the most practical option and simultaneously annoying, as her pace left much to be desired. A crush of mutants and heroes fighting in close quarters became visible in the distance, and the rest of them rushed by her as she stabbed a finger toward it.



“There!” she cried. “In the middle!”



There was no optimal way for them to stay together even as a group of three, with Rue safe at a distance. Kestrel and Relic were at their best in the air, which wasn’t an option for Will. He sensed their attention on him as he threw himself into the fight, using his knife to apply his power like a farmer scything down a field of wheat.



His focus wasn’t perfect, but each time he underestimated an opponent or missed an attack, a telekinetic blast from Kestrel, or a shield of blue energy from Relic would make up the difference. They coordinated together easily, pulling from old instincts from old lives.



Invisibella final drew into view ahead of him. She was so deep into the backline of the abominations that Will could only assume that she’d tried to use her power to sneak up on one of them only to have it go wrong in some way. She was backing away from Hive, who was swinging an arm like an overactive puppeteer as he controlled several otherwise normal heroes under his control.



Will pushed forward, punching the first controlled hero in teal and yellow and quickly snipping the control cord protruding from his neck. Hive looked surprised, but only briefly, and he let out a long, amused hum as he took in the sight of his former prison mate.



“There are no second chances for those who hesitate, Decay,” he called dramatically. “The arrow of time points only one way.”



The abomination motioned, and another controlled hero lurched toward Will, intent on being a body shield, if nothing else. He ducked and rolled and, instead of going for the cord again, he leapt at Hive directly.



Unfortunately, Invisibella had the same thought, the right idea at the wrong moment. She had a sparking defense baton in one hand and briefly disappeared, seeming to blink forward as she tried to attack Hive from an off angle.



Another hero, apparently controlled, spun around, materializing a blade of silver energy and cutting Invisibella down with it in the same motion. Will swore, briefly caught between continuing to go after Hive and helping the woman who was the closest thing to an aunt that he had.



Hive sucked in a breath, intent on another cryptic, dramatic statement, and Will’s anger decided for him. He attacked with his left hand, drawing Hive’s reaction, and then stabbed him in the stomach with his knife, having kept it palmed out of view until the last second.



He made eye contact with the abomination as he slid the blade out, cutting through his spine and two thirds of his abdomen. It was the coldest moment of his life, and a smile flitted onto his lips as he saw the progression of Hive’s reaction. Surprise, confusion, horror… acceptance, all in perfect order, flowing toward the end.



Several nearby heroes dropped to the ground as though their batteries had just died. A few more that he recognized as actual allies finally pushed deep enough into the fray to be of use. Miss Mass and Physique, both nodded to Will as they took up position on either side of the critically wounded heroine.



Will fell to his knees next to Invisibella, setting a hand on her wound only to pull back in surprise as he realized that it was a fair bit larger than he could cover with his hand. He tried anyway, shushing as though silence and calm would change what felt inevitable.



“We’ll get you out of here,” he whispered. “You’ll be okay.”



“Maybe.” She gritted her teeth and let out an agonized hiss, a single tear of pain escaping the portcullis of her eye. “I should have dodged. It was so… close.”



“It always is.” He gripped her free hand with his and tried to just be with her in the moment. “Just keep breathing. You’ll be okay.”



“I need… to know something,” she whispered. “I wanted to ask you, but I felt like such a coward.”



“Anything.”



“Halberd.” She took a steadier breath and locked gazes with him. “How did he die?”



“He had a good death,” said Will, nodding, trying to soothe.



“That’s not what I’m asking.” She leaned toward him, more tears sneaking out. “I only ever got the official story. I need to know how he… please.”



It was Will’s turn to struggle to make the words happen. “Bravely. He died… bravely. And like an absolute idiot.”



“I want to hear everything,” she whispered. “As much as you can. I… have time for it, don’t I?”



They were within the eye of the storm, shielded from the surrounded chaos as each combatant sought more pressing, active threats. Will had already been thinking about that time period in recent weeks, the contrast of the paradise he and Halberd had found against his deteriorating life trajectory.



It didn’t make it easier, at least not by much. But she was right. They had all the time in the world.



“The warships finally showed up,” he began.










CHAPTER 31




THREE YEARS EARLIER



 



Lockpick tilted his head sideways at the monitor, as though a couple of degrees diagonal might change what it was showing him. Five warships had arrived at their cozy, private, supervillain island retreat. Five warships, each probably filled with marines and commandos, and a couple of helicopters each.



“Dammit,” muttered Halberd. “See, this is why we should have prioritized getting that helicopter.”



“This isn’t really a time to be joking around,” said Lockpick.



“I’m not joking. We could, I don’t know… stage an aerial counterattack or something if we had one.”



Lockpick started pacing back and forth, the tension making it hard to stay completely still. He and Halberd were in the room of their mansion that they’d come to call their “command center,” though it was really more of a computer lab with a network of webcams.



They weren’t the only ones anticipating a battle. The islanders, most of whom were still in their homemade, cargo cult superhero costumes, were visible in one security camera feed, waiting on the beach. Some of them had spears, some of them had clubs, none of them had a chance in hell of doing anything but dying quickly.



As the first helicopter reached the beach, the fight seemed like so much of a foregone conclusion that it was hard for Lockpick to watch. A brave islander in a long, quilted cape and bushy leaf mask hurled a spear at the aircraft. It arced upward but fell short of its target by a good twenty feet.



“Get back!” boomed a commando on a loudspeaker. “Lay down your weapons and head back to your homes, or we’ll open fire!”



Lockpick shook his head, hands balling into fists. “They’re only here because of us! We have to do something!”



“If we weren’t here, they’d find another reason,” said Halberd. “If not them, some company looking to pave over this place and turn it into a vacation rental. We, at least, let them keep living how they want to.”



Lockpick had to look away as one of the helicopter’s gunners opened fire, each shot tinny and rough against his ears. He looked back and saw several islanders, men and women he’d known by face, if not name, dead on the sand.



“I thought they’d start with warning shots, at least,” muttered Halberd.



“What are we doing?” shouted Lockpick. “We can’t just sit here!”



Halberd didn’t answer. He was still clad in his beach clothes from earlier that morning, baggy swimming trunks and a half-buttoned Hawaiian shirt. He looked tired, and somehow, much older than Lockpick remembered. Older but still lacking the answers.



“We knew they’d catch up with us eventually, LP,” said Halberd. “I always thought it would be the heroes. I
 understand
 the heroes, how they think, how far they’ll go. These… mundane soldiers. They don’t follow the same rules.”



The commandos were moving out of the range of their beach cameras, firing wildly into the surrounding trees without the slightest thought to whom they might be killing. Lockpick had impressed upon Nameless how important it was for her to get to safety when they’d first sighted the ships that morning, but he had no idea if she’d taken the message to heart.



“We could act like we’re surrendering, maybe,” he said, thinking out loud. “They might still think of me as a kid hero. I could run outside, say I wasn’t here willingly and I escaped from you.”



“I don’t think so,” said Halberd with sigh.



“All I would need to do is get close to their commander!” said Lockpick. “I take him out, and…”



He shrugged, lacking the relevant knowledge to know if killing their leader was a blow that the military command structure could simply absorb or not. Halberd wiped his hand over his face and flashed a small, very forced smile.



“I have a better idea,” he said. “Downstairs, in the corner room. There’s a secret hatch.”



“What? Since when?”



“I never told you about it because I never thought we’d need to use it,” said Halberd. “I’ll meet you down there. I need to grab one last thing.”



Lockpick was skeptical, but given all of the traps and surprises that Halberd had gleefully built into the mansion he did know about, it seemed at least plausible. He hurried downstairs and entered the corner room, eyeing a conspicuously placed carpet he’d never paid much attention to before.



He realized what was about to happen in the same instant it did. The shutters snapped downward, closing him off within the small sitting room. He spun around, rushing to slam into the metal barrier and then again to face the monitor which had turned on to display Halberd’s face.



“Halberd!” he shouted. “What the hell?”



“Sorry, LP.” Halberd sighed and gave a small shake of his head. “I was telling the truth when I told you I had a better idea. It’s just not one that I think you’ll like.”



Lockpick cursed and reached into his pocket for his penknife, the same penknife Halberd had given him just days after they’d first set out on their own. It was gone, slipped from his pocket when he’d brushed by the older man on the way out of the room. Halberd held the tiny weapon up, giving him confirmation of both the theft and his intention.



“I’m going to go talk to our guests,” he said. “Alone.”



“Are you out of your mind?” Lockpick wheeled about, banging on the shutter. He knew it wouldn’t open, that he couldn’t make it open without something to cut with, but he slammed into it anyway, if only for the noise.



“Your plan was close to perfect, but the odds here are… iffy. Better if they find you here, if it comes to it, and assume that you were a prisoner to some degree.”



“Let me come with you,” said Lockpick. “Please! If you’re going to do this, do it with me! All this time, I trusted you! We didn’t come this far just for you to leave me behind.”



Halberd seemed to consider it, or maybe he just seemed to
 want
 to consider it. “Not this time.”



“Halberd!” Lockpick slammed into the shutter again, and then again, after that. “Halberd!”



“I always knew a day would come when I’d have to take responsibility,” muttered Halberd. “There are no free mistakes in life, not really. I set a bad example for you, LP, which is made into even worse of a thing by the fact that I think I could have set a good one. I know that I could have.”



“You still can!”



Halberd sighed and pressed a hand to the shutter, though Lockpick could still only see him through the off angle of the monitor. “Make new mistakes, LP. Don’t just do what I did. I love you, and I’m proud of you. I’m making this choice for you, but it’s not on you, if that makes sense. Grow up… and become a man. No matter what it takes. No matter what you have to do.”



“Halberd!” Lockpick seethed out his anger through his teeth, hitting the shutter again without even making a fist. “Goddammit!”



He made a noise he’d never heard himself make before as he slid down to the floor, fingernails scraping at the tiny grooves in between metal plates. It was more than just anger clouding his mind, but a horrible, wearying sorrow, as though he’d already spent the entire day crying in bed.



He went back to the monitor, refusing to turn away or give up just yet. He put in the passcode to give himself control of the cameras, though it was all he had access to from that station. From his entrapped vantage point, he could still watch Halberd as he passed from the field of view of one camera to another.



He was headed to the beach, headed toward the enemy. The soldiers weren’t visible on any of the cameras at the moment, but they’d likely still be preparing for their attack. Halberd was going to stumble right into a fight that he had no chance in hell of winning.



“Freeze!” shouted a voice, loud but faint, at the edge of Lockpick’s camera web. “Down on your knees!”



“Or what?” Halberd was still in frame, but only just. He conjured an axe from the sand but didn’t stride forward. Lockpick was pretty sure someone was pointing a gun at him, but without being able to see it, the idea felt conceptual, impossible, even.



“If you don’t surrender, we have orders to kill everyone on this island,” barked another voice. “This is just our first attempt. You could kill all of us, and our superiors would just send another team. Kill all of them, and they’ll bomb the island into seagull shit.”



It looked for a moment like Halberd was considering it, but again, maybe he just
 wanted
 to be able to consider it. He was who he was, a man Lockpick alternated between pitying and idolizing. Halberd tightened his grip on his eponymous axe and stepped out of the camera’s field of view.



“No!” hissed Lockpick.



Gunshots sounded off, tiny, tinny pops through the monitor’s crappy speakers. He didn’t need to see it to know. He couldn’t decide whether it was the bravest thing he’d ever done or the stupidest.



When the soldiers found Lockpick, they gave him the same choice, and he gave them a different answer. They took him into custody the way they would have a child, and as much as he wanted revenge, a vent for his anger, he had a promise to keep.



He wasn’t going to make the same mistakes Halberd did. He was going to make new ones.










CHAPTER 32




 



Will’s reward for telling Invisibella a story he’d never spoken aloud was to glance back over to where she’d been laying only to see thin air. She’d used her power at some point, which was either a really good sign of her prognosis or a sign of the end.



He felt through the space she’d previously occupied for long enough to confirm that there wasn’t an invisible corpse in front of him. Standing up slowly, he let himself take back in the atmosphere of the fight.



The momentum had shifted. The heroes were losing, or at least retreating, bruised and bloodied and horrified by what the abominations had thrown into their faces. Their own mutated comrades, no less.



He felt like he needed a beer, which, while situationally inappropriate, was a real impulse he briefly entertained. He spotted Zone amid a crowd of fleeing heroes, trying to shout with overworked vocal cords and gesticulating madly with his silly cane.



“Instructor, I mean, Lockpick!” snapped Zone. “Grab the wounded! Get everyone over here and array them in a square twenty feet by twenty… are you listening to me?”



“I’m hearing you, but no.” He took a breath and shook his head. “Sorry, Headmaster. This isn’t a fight I can simply walk away from.”



Relic wasn’t walking away. He could see flashes of blue in the distance, deeper within Meltdown’s crater where the main body of abominations had gathered, and knew somehow that she would fight until the end. The nature of the fight, or maybe the nature of her mood, would lead her to stand her ground.



It felt like an echo of what he’d been through with Halberd, different enemies, different reasons, and if he had any say in it, a different outcome. This time, he would fight, too.



“Be reasonable,” said Zone. “You can do more good by helping the wounded than you can by taking on a hopeless fight.”



“That’s a mall ninja cane, isn’t it?” Will gestured to the walking stick Zone had in his hand, which had a conspicuous and somewhat tacky copper dragon molded into its headpiece. The headmaster sighed and began unscrewing the top, revealing a thin, hidden sword that slid out of the cane’s center.



“I did purchase it at a very upscale mall, but I would not for a second describe it as a
 mall ninja cane
 ,” said Zone.



“I’m not judging. I bought my favorite sword at the mall.”



Zone gave him a small nod as he passed the weapon over. It was extremely light and thin, so much so that it would have been liable to snapping in anyone else’s hands. With his power, the handle coming loose was probably more of an issue.



“I suppose I… don’t really want to stop you,” said Zone, with a sigh. “You’ve fought these things before. Your mother seems intent on making a pointless heroic sacrifice. Perhaps even if your strength isn’t enough to turn the tide, your presence will be enough to moderate some sanity.”



“Have faith, Headmaster,” said Will. “If you see my sisters, make sure they actually do retreat. And tell them I love them.”



“Of course. Good luck, Instructor.”



It felt somehow prestigious to have his former headmaster still referring to him by that title, which had never seemed an honorific when he’d rightfully worn it. Will gave the cane sword a few test swings as he started forward, switching his tactical knife to his left hand.



A veritable mob of costumed mutants stood between him and the depths of Meltdown’s crater. Will picked up speed as he started down the slope, and not necessarily by choice. The slope was steep and rocky, and he alternated between stepping quickly and outright sliding.



There was an advantage in having momentum, however, like a snowball gaining size over distance. The first wave of mutants came at him in a rush, and he simply swung his newly acquired sword in a wide arc and pushed through whatever was left.



Flashes of blue energy from Relic’s armband provided more hints of the battle taking place further within the crater, though the air was hazy and hard to see through. Will slid to a brief stop in front of another costumed mutant transformed to nearly double in size, overstuffing their original outfit and creating widening tears in places. He dodged a heavy strike from a clublike arm and cut the monster down.



There were more behind it, and he cut them down just as quickly, spinning and slashing, never stopping. Will created so much gore that he felt as though he was breathing the blood, rather than just smelling it. It was unsettlingly familiar, weirdly nostalgic. It was
 their
 blood, not
 his
 . It was a battle, a puzzle made of violence and reflexes, and he had far too much practice.



He wasn’t sure how much humanity, if any, the costumed mutants still had left, but they began to back away from him at a certain point. Whether it was through some basic analysis of their own odds, or possibly just the amount of aerosolized death in the air, ultimately made no difference.



Relic was on the defensive at the bottom of the crater, fighting Genesis defensively in what seemed like a losing battle. Pleistocene stood next to Meltdown, stroking the other abomination’s face. Meltdown’s eyes were glowing, but apart from that, he was unresponsive, unreactive to threats.



“Jess!” hissed Will.



He saw Relic swivel her gaze his way, still shielding herself with blue energy against a beam of crimson power that Genesis was attempting to overwhelm her with. Her eyes went wide, horror, not surprise, and she gave a small shake of her head.



“LP, you can’t be here!” she cried. “There’s still time! Run!”



“He was always going to come,” said Pleistocene, in a soothing voice. “It still isn’t too late. We wished for your power to cut through the unbroken ice, but it is versatile, easy to apply elsewhere.”



“Shield me,” he said flatly.



He launched himself at Genesis from an off angle. The abomination, expectedly, whirled around to fire another blast his way. Relic dutifully shielded Will using the power of her armband, which provided him with the opening he needed.



He slashed at Genesis with the cane sword on a diagonal, scoring a hit, though not the killing blow he’d been seeking. One of Genesis’s arms went sailing through the air, but the abomination still had three left and didn’t react visibly to the loss.



Slowly, Will circled his way around until he was standing next to Relic, who was a step or two in front of him. Her expression was every emotion at once, a scowl undercut by a smile, brow creased with concern.



“If we survive this, you’re coming with me,” she whispered. “I’ll explain what happened, how essential your help was. The Champion Authority might take it to account when it comes to your sentencing, and—”



“Just stop. Stay focused. Be mad at me later.”



“I love you, Will.”



She set her hand atop his shoulder, and he briefly laced his fingers through hers. The armband surged with teal blue power, and Relic let out a gasp that somehow managed to sound both powerful and vaguely aroused.



The two of them faced off against the remaining abominations. Pleistocene had pulled away from Meltdown, who was still in a tranquil state, mind outside of the fight. She approached in the same moment that Genesis did, forcing Will and Relic to stand back to back.



They paired off with their respective dance partners with no more words, Will taking Genesis while Relic held off Pleistocene. It was a moment of trust — forced trust, desperate trust, but still a complete surrender to faith in one another. If one of them lost, they both lost. If one of them became a distraction for the other, neither of them would leave the crater alive.



Genesis was a nightmare of speed and demonic crimson. Will was completely outmatched in terms of dexterity — Genesis was not just dodging, but evading attacks so completely it left the young supervillain spinning around confused.



He managed the counterattacks by enduring them rather than escaping them. Genesis dodged a sword strike and slashed at Will’s neck with one arm, forcing him into an awkward half shrug that sacrificed a chunk of his shoulder. Genesis dodged a stab by leaping straight up into the air, and Will took a claw stab straight through the side meat of one buttock as he tried to fling himself clear.



He mended what he could and ignored the rest. The game was no longer to strike the crimson abomination on first pass but to lure him into making a mistake. Just a single mistake, one opening, was all he needed. Genesis knew it as instinctively as he did, which made each second the fight dragged on feel a little more like he was being toyed with.



“Chills of the mind,” muttered the abomination. “Nothing quite like it.”



“It doesn’t even seem fair to call you insane, at this point.” Will mended another section of the gash on his shoulder, open to the interlude. “I still don’t understand what your grand plan is. What’s your end game? Do you even have one?”



He eyed Pleistocene and Relic, who actually had similar enough abilities and methods to fight each other on the same wavelength, if not to a match. They were taking turns slamming energy beams into energy shields that could level houses, if not entire city blocks. Pleistocene was definitely winning, which was hard for Will to watch.



“What is the endgame of a virus?” called Genesis. “What is the endgame of the sea? Of a fire? Of the soul?”



“An aspiring poet, then.” Will arched his back and tried to mend one of the puncture wounds in his upper thigh without dropping his knife. “Explains a lot.”



Genesis blurred as he shifted onto the offensive, which was exactly what Will had been waiting for. He had to guess where the attack was coming from based off pure instinct, betting everything on his sense of his opponent.



Genesis ducked under the slash of Will’s sword cane, straight into the point of his tactical knife. The blade went in, and he jerked upward, opening a rift in the monster’s body that would have killed any mortal man, any super, even.



But he had fond memories of watching Genesis stitch himself back together after being cut completely in half. He didn’t hesitate, hacking through the monster with his sword as soon as the first injury slowed him down enough for the eye to target.



Will chopped Genesis in half at the waist, and then again down the line of the spine, and then twice more, portioning the abomination out like chunks of meat for the pot. He kicked a few of them away, laughing as he scattered body parts in a manner that felt too much out of the wheelhouse of a supervillain to be an act that could potentially save the world.



“A shame,” cooed Pleistocene. “But far from insurmountable. You will take his place.”



Will spun about, letting out a long, disappointed breath as he saw Pleistocene using Relic, battered and held and barely conscious, as a superhuman shield.



“LP,” whispered Relic. “Run. You… can still get away.”



Behind Pleistocene and Relic, Meltdown had begun to pulse with blindingly bright green energy, each round seizing through his body and tensing his back into an arch like live electricity. Will somehow doubted that escape was a possibility even if he tried to scale the crater at full speed, not that he was at all considering it.



“Let her go, and I’ll let you and lightbright over here walk away,” said Will.



“Don’t make deals with it!” hissed Relic.



Will waved a hand and tried to impart onto the woman who’d raised him just how badly he needed her to… shut the fuck up and let him work. Pleistocene let out a cooing laugh and stroked Relic’s neck with a finger.



“Throw down your weapons and start walking toward me,” said Pleistocene. “I won’t ask twice.”



She pressed her fingernail against the heroine’s neck, drawing forth a single bead of blood from a minuscule, crescent-shaped cut. Will furiously thought through what he could still do, discounting the idea of calling her bluff, and eventually let out a long, defeated sigh.



He dropped his tactical knife first, followed by Zone’s goofy but awesome sword cane. Pleistocene’s smile twitched as her gaze scanned him up and down, still expecting treachery.



“Good,” she whispered. “Come closer.”



She reached out the hand she had around Relic’s waist, still holding her tightly by the neck. Will walked toward them with slow, unthreatening steps, fingers splayed outward.



“It’s overdue,” whispered Pleistocene. “Take my hand. Ascend and become what you were meant to be. Understand your moniker…
 Decay.
 ”



“LP!” cried Relic. “Will… Please! Don’t do this!”



He met Relic’s eyes as he reached his hand out, trying to impart a measure of his own confidence into her. Pleistocene’s hand was cold, with fine bumps like sandpaper across the inside. He felt a surge of heat, perhaps the beginning of the spread of the same corruption that’d transformed Hive and Impact.



He didn’t wait around for the end. With a motion of his forearm, Will let one of Genesis’s severed claws slide into his free hand from his dapper sleeve and sank the point of it into Pleistocene’s skull.



She didn’t scream. She did look surprised, and the expression remained frozen on her face in death after a few brief spasms of the eyelids. Relic, probably expecting more of a fight, threw herself backward into a vicious reverse headbutt. The abomination landed on the crater’s rocky bottom like a chunk of dead meat.



“You… stabbed her with a claw?” asked Relic, more bemused than impressed.



“I improvised.” Will sighed and turned toward Meltdown, who’d begun glowing ominously, the light bleeding from his body in tiny explosions of energy. “I think I’m going to need to do it again before we’re out of this.”



Relic said something, but her reply was cut off by a horrible, high-pitched noise, pure pain in sound form. Meltdown’s glow intensified, and his face began shifting and contorting with horrible, blurring speed.



“I think I… can contain him,” said Relic. “This time, I really do need you to retreat.”



“There’s no way. You saw how much of Ice Nine’s ice he was coated with. I don’t think anything can contain him.” He looked at Relic as he scooped up the sword cane, realizing their only option in the same moment she did. “Shield me. I can destroy him with my power.”



“LP…” She shook her head. “It’s too much of a risk! You can’t just… LP!”



He was already running, knowing that the easiest way to get her cooperation was to simply fling himself into the line of fire. The only difference between his plan and hers if it didn’t work was how quickly their deaths would greet them. If Meltdown had another meltdown, the entire world was doomed.



It was such an easy choice to make, one of those rare situations in which doing the right thing, despite its difficulty, felt truly righteous. He saw Relic create a shield in front of him, a disc of blue energy that tinted Meltdown’s glow into a slightly different shade of green.



Halberd. Does this count? Did I make the same mistake or a new one?



Relic’s shield wavered around the edges as the green glow encroached into Will’s protective sphere. It was like the heat of an oven in his face, except times ten, times a hundred. He couldn’t see more than vague shapes, a contrast between painful brightness and everything else.



He swung his sword toward his approximation of where Meltdown was standing, all of his hopes reduced to that singular strike.



And it struck true.



An unreal stillness settled over the crater in the wake of Meltdown’s aborted eponym. The abomination fell to the ground in two neat pieces, barely moving, barely bleeding, the last of his green glow smoldering out. It was still intensely bright, but more in the manner of a dying fire, with a clear downward trajectory of luminance.



A set of arms wrapped around Will from behind. He spun and pulled what he assumed to be Relic into a kiss, only to find himself staring into the eyes of a very confused Invisibella. She had a bandaged wrapped around her chest and touched her lips in surprise, a slow smile creeping onto her face.



“Nice to see you too,” she said. “I thought this might be a good time for you to fade into the background, so to speak.”



She nodded a head in the direction of Relic across the crater. She was still shielding her eyes, oblivious to the other heroine’s appearance. Will started to nod but hesitated as an upsetting thought came to mind.



“If I disappear here and now, Jess will think I died,” he said. “She’ll never forgive herself. It’s the cruelest thing I could ever do to her.”



“I’ll let her know the truth once you’re safe and back in hiding,” whispered Invisibella. “I love Jess, but I also know that if you stay, she’ll force you to work through the system. She believes in it, and I admire her for that. But this time, it means that she’ll hurt herself and you in the name of justice.”



She squeezed his shoulder, and he knew he only had that very second to think it over. He’d won a massive victory for humanity, for the good guys… and his prize was leaving his family again. Leaving, and this time never looking back.



Slowly, reluctantly, Will nodded. Invisibella wrapped her arms around him, and under the veil of her power, they began hiking up the slope of the crater.









PART THREE: ONE YEAR LATER










CHAPTER 33




 



The sand felt incredible between Will’s feet. The morning was warm, with the same balmy, clean, seaside breeze that made every day feel like part of an endless summer. East Bindala, in some ways, was nothing like he remembered it, but at least in the quality of its beaches, his memories had been accurate.



He’d been back for months already, long enough to grow a beard, but he still kept expecting to see Halberd pop out of the trees or come bursting into his oversized bedroom with some zany new idea. He never did see him, or anyone, for that matter.



There’d been no trace of the native islanders, including Navenya,
 Nameless
 , when he’d first arrived back. Will had taken it to be an ominous sign, one that’d kept him skulking through the trees and doing a full exterior circuit of his and Halberd’s old mansion before letting himself back inside.



As he stopped to consider it, he realized that he and Halberd had
 been
 the omen. The soldiers had killed enough of the islanders during their raid to wound and traumatize their community.



No, he wasn’t surprised at all that they’d made the decision to leave, to start over in a place that didn’t remind them so much of death. He wished he could be surprised by that.



It was a dark thought that led to an awfully convenient outcome. After Invisibella had gotten him out of Meltdown’s crater and off Long Island, he’d done what he always did in a sticky situation and called Mist.



They’d spent a few delightful weeks together in Florida, having lots of sex and spending time with her grandfather. Mist had loved the idea of dropping him off on a deserted island when he’d pitched it to her, and she even served as something of a courier service for him, coming to visit and bring in a few choice supplies on a biweekly basis.



Not many razors, though. He ran a hand through his scraggly beard as he continued down the beach, shirt front open, swimming trunks fluttering in the sea breeze. Part of Mist’s help had originally included bringing in a stockpile of staple foods — canned goods, MRE style dehydrated meals, dried lentils. Food best described as edible.



Will had left a few of his crab pots on the beach, and he spent a few minutes walking the beach again to load them up with bait. Beached or rotting fish were the usual go to, as disgusting as the process was of transferring them into the pots.



He ditched his shirt and waded out into the ocean to set each of them up with a buoy, diving under the water on his way back to cool off and clean up. They’d take a few hours to catch anything, assuming they wanted to, which left him time to continue with his usual circuit.



He, in fact, had nothing but time. Being alone on the island was drastically different from being there with Halberd and the former natives. It put him in a permanently pensive mood, full of thoughts that cycled and evolved rather than pushing outward.



The mansion had been in surprisingly good shape when he’d first arrived back. The islanders, and Will didn’t blame them for this, had stripped the interior of most of its valuables. They’d gone about it gently, however, leaving lots of basics like clothing — most of which barely fit him anymore — beds and bedsheets, a large portion of his cutlery, pots, and pans.



In terms of exterior looting, the statues of him and Halberd were gone, though the daises they’d been posed upon still had toes and ankles attached. It felt more like an act of destruction than a theft, though an understandable one, and it wasn’t as though Will had wanted them in the first place.



Crucially, the solar panels and battery bank were entirely untampered with. After scrubbing a not insignificant amount of seagull shit off the panels, Will was able to get the mansion’s electrical system up and running.



The batteries only held two thirds of their former charge, but Halberd had built it around an estimate of their maximum needs, which left him with more than enough to use, especially during the day, with the amount of sunlight the roof received.



He didn’t head inside immediately. He passed by the open gate, which he hardly ever bothered to close anymore, and followed a thin footpath past the island’s disused airstrip toward the hill that served as the highest point in a hundred miles in any direction.



On the first approach to the island, with Mist chain teleporting him across the sky, Will had steeled himself for the possibility of having to bury Halberd’s body. He still remembered seeing it as the soldiers had arrested him after witnessing his father’s traumatic last stand, how much blood there’d been, the defiance in Halberd’s unblinking, pale expression in death.



But he hadn’t found any bodies, Halberd’s or those of the natives who’d died on that same day. It was possible they’d been taken care of by Nameless and her people, buried or sent out to sea, or maybe the soldiers had collected them for their own purposes.



Will had found an old axe of Halberd’s made of bits of weathered sea glass underneath a pile of dirty clothes in the older man’s room, a work of art that lit up like a church window when the sun hit it just right. His old man had always taken so much more pride in producing art with his power than he’d ever admitted to. Or ever gotten credit for.



He sat down and smiled, imaging Halberd sitting there next to him, eating a cheeseburger in a tin wrapper, for whatever reason.



“I half expected to find you here, you know,” said Will.



“I’m glad you didn’t,” said Halberd. “It would have ruined your appetite for crabs if you’d come back to see what they’d done to my body. They start with the soft spots. Tongues, eyes… the nether regions.”



“What a fantastic mental image.”



“Can you really blame me for that?” Halberd crumpled up the cheeseburger’s wrapper and hurled it off in a pointless, imaginary act of littering.



“That wasn’t what I meant, anyway.”



“I know. It would have really been something if you had found me alive and kicking. I admire the way you pulled off your disappearing act, LP.”



“I had help,” he said, with a smile. “Isabelle is a good woman. I can’t condone how you went behind Mom’s back with her, but… I sort of get it. What you saw in her, at least.”



“It wasn’t all about what I saw,” chuckled Halberd. “She used to do this thing where she’d start
 doing
 things while using her power. I’d be taking a shower and the curtain would rustle, and all the sudden I’d feel something warm and wet envelop my—”



“Again, what a fantastic mental image.”



“I can’t tell if you’re being facetious or not this time,” said Halberd. “And may I remind you that you’re the one who’s picturing it.”



“Yeah, well, it’s been a while since I’ve gotten laid,” he muttered.



Mist was overdue for a visit, having last stopped in about two and a half weeks earlier. Not that long in the grand scheme of things, but boredom was one of his chief enemies.



“I like Mist,” said Halberd. “I always thought an older chick would suit you, LP. You should wife her up while you have the chance.”



Will grunted, more in acknowledgment of the suggestion than agreement. He never let his conversations with “Halberd” veer in the direction of Rue, Avery, and Jess. At least not in terms of how hotly his relationships with them had burned while they’d lasted.



It was one of those few topics where he couldn’t even guess what his old man would have said, not that there was much point in discussing it over a year since he’d last seen any of them.



“Mist is Mist,” said Will. “She’s not the type to settle down. I wouldn’t ask her to, either. I like the way she comes and goes.”



“I bet you do!” Halberd winked at him and let out a long sigh. “So what’s on the agenda for today?”



“Have a workout,” said Will. “See if I can get service with that wonky satellite internet antenna you set up. Eat dinner.”



“Trying for crabs again?”



“Always,” he said. “I baked up a couple of Kaiser rolls. Split one of those open, add some melted butter, that’s all you really need.”



“I’d kill to eat one of those again,” said Halberd.



“What’s morbid is that I have the option of taking you literally when you say things like that.”



Halberd grinned, flashing his teeth, and slowly faded back into memory. The sun had risen far enough over the horizon to hit the axe monument just right, each bit of colored glass shining like a collection of jewels.










CHAPTER 34




 



The mansion always felt impossibly silent whenever Will came back to it after spending some time outdoors. Silent and still, unchanged and unchanging. In some ways, it reminded him of being sent to solitary in prison, the purgatorial aspect of needing to create his own rhythm and meaning, but it really wasn’t so bad. He was content, if not happy.



It helped that the money he still did have was enough to go a long way. The islanders had completely missed an old USB drive that he’d had a cryptocurrency wallet on. He’d sold most of it back when he and Halberd had first come to the island, but the remainder was several times more valuable after three years of volatile appreciation.



He felt like an old man whenever he’d call up Mist to have her bring him something, tipping her enough money to make it worth her time, though he suspected she’d still do him the favor, regardless. An old man with a checkered past and a shaggy beard.



He headed into his kitchen, which was massive and beautiful, with nice granite countertops and a massive fridge with an expensive, built-in icemaker he’d only used once. One of his new projects was brewing his own alcohol, mostly fruit wine using some of the berries native to the island, though he’d taken a stab at making his own mead.



Mist also brought a bottle of whiskey or vodka on each of her visits, but he liked being able to self-sustain his own indulgence. He poured himself a glass of redberry wine, as he’d taken to calling his premier vintage, and sat down in the lounge.



The islanders had repurposed most of his and Halberd’s electronics — several TVs, their main computer, a multitude of kitchen appliances. His laptop had been left, however, stuffed into a drawer in his room. He had a fairly crude satellite internet setup that allowed him to keep up with the world and watch the occasional video, if he didn’t mind low quality and frequent stutters.



Jess,
 Relic
 , was in the news again for beating up a supervillain, some smuggler with a camouflage power. It was a promising sign that she was back to fighting basic, boring criminals, as opposed to fending off abominations intent on mass destruction.



With the deaths of Genesis, Pleistocene, and Meltdown, the world had been collectively given a chance to catch its breath. There were still abominations left, and likely there would always be some left, but things were more or less back to normal.



Relic was now the foremost member of the Board of Directors, though they still hadn’t reached a quorum on who would replace Astroman, who’d finally retired. Zone had quickly been appointed to one of the vacant seats, and they were still seeking two more new members to serve alongside him and the seemingly immortal Pulse Master.



Will couldn’t help but wonder if Relic’s life was simpler and less complicated without him and his problems in the middle of it. The thought veered too near into self-pity for him to entertain for very long, but he was still aware of the trouble he’d caused for her, both as Decay and as her cheeky son.



He still spoke to Isabelle on occasion. She’d brought up telling Jess the truth the last time they’d talked, but he’d shot the idea down, or at least pushed it further into the future. He wondered if it made sense to tell Rue and Avery first to see if he could build a united front to keep Jess from overreacting, even though it was totally justifiable.



Avery was doing well, still captaining the Scarlet Squadron and popping up in the news fairly often. The team had exploded in popularity, in no small part to being an all-women team in a field often dominated by muscular men. They added Morning Glory, which was interesting, given how he and Avery had come within striking distance of a threesome with her back at Baffin Academy.



Will had expected Rue to be the hardest to keep tabs on, but the opposite had proven to be the case. She was back to streaming, though in a different genre and on a different platform. She played videogames with a basic face-cam and mostly just answered the occasional question from her chat, ignoring any about her family or related scandals.



Some of her old fans from CamCasters followed her across the career shift, though her new stream had no nudity or titillation beyond the occasional cleavage top. What was really wild to Will was that she seemed to make just as much if not more in terms of money, from the napkin math he ran after observing her donation rate.



He watched her stream almost every day, despite having to tune in at inconvenient hours because of the time difference, and despite the risk of her using her power to catch a glimpse of him. How could he not? Seeing her face, her smile, hearing her voice, her laugh. Even though he never risked commenting or donating, it was probably his favorite thing to do.



He would set himself up in a dark room or wear a hoodie that veiled his face in shadow, hiding his identity in a way that mimicked how he’d acted when he’d been a participant of her stream. Sometimes, he wondered at the comments she’d make, how much it felt like she was speaking directly to him. Maybe he just wanted that to be the case. Maybe all of her followers felt the same way.



It was Rue’s usual streaming time, but she wasn’t on. He waited for a minute or two before giving up and watching a movie instead. The mansion had a solid home gym, but he wasn’t really in the mood to work out.



An hour and forty five minutes later, he headed back down to the beach to check his crab pots. There were five large enough for him to eat, which was more than enough. He brought them back to his kitchen and boiled them and was just getting into the process of extracting the meat from the claws when the intruder alarm went off.



Will had disabled most of Halberd’s traps and contraptions, but the intruder alarm and a few of the security cameras seemed like a small price to pay in farmed electricity for the extra peace of mind. Heart pounding, he hurried up to the command center on the second floor and flicked on the monitor, already thinking about grabbing a weapon, pulling on his costume.



He outright stared, numb with shock, giddy with surprise, as he took in the sight of two familiar faces stepping off a charter boat’s dinghy and onto the beach. Rue and Avery looked good. Really good. But also uncertain, and hopeful in a manner that verged on bracing for disappointment.



The boat’s captain didn’t stick around for more than a minute or two, but he suspected the boat would hover around the area to pick them up later. Avery was holding the shoulder straps of a thick backpack, and Rue was using her power off and on. They both looked equipped for an adventure, or perhaps a search and rescue operation. How much did they know?



With Rue’s power, it was only a matter of time,
 thought Will.
 She’s so fucking cool.



God, he’d forgotten how beautiful they both were. Avery had grown her hair out and tied it back in a fiery, playful ponytail. Her piercings were out, and she had on a thin blue dress with a color gradient that matched the way the ocean grew darker and deeper at distance.



Rue had on a pair of tight grey shorts and a black bikini top, with a leopard print beach shawl over her shoulders and a straw hat that let her dark curls poke out of at the edges. She and Avery were talking to each other, but they weren’t close enough or loud enough for the camera to make out individual words.



Will wiped crab juice off his hands, stared at the image of them in the monitor for a few more seconds, and started running. He sprinted the entire distance down the beach with such haste that he was still recovering from a stumble as they drew into view. They’d heard him coming and looked more like they were ready for a fight than expecting their brother.



It took them a few seconds to recognize him, probably-slash-definitely due to his new beard, but when they did, they ran just as fast as he had. He hugged them both at once, felt them elbowing each other like sisters trying to get ahead of each other in line. He squeezed them back like a brother who’d just come back from war.



“I missed you both,” he said. “So much. So, so much.”



“You idiot!” hissed Rue.



“He’s not an idiot,” snapped Avery. “He’s… alive. He’s fucking alive! He’s here.”



Will took a breath and pulled back, still holding each of their shoulders. “He made lunch. Hungry?”



“Yes, but for answers, more than food.” Rue folded her arms. “It was you, wasn’t it? The guy that watches my stream religiously but never donates or comments, or ever shows his face?”



He grinned and made a dismissive gesture with his hand. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”



“LP!” said Rue, smiling back and stomping her foot. “Seriously! Tell me.”



“We both suspected, you know,” said Avery. “I picked up on clues, too. We wouldn’t have come all the way out here if we hadn’t.”



“What tipped you off?” he asked.



“I mean… I did mourn you, for the first few days.” Avery shrugged and crossed her arms over her chest. “There was no body, no trace of you. I guess that made it hard for me to extinguish my hope completely.”



“What’s with the beard?” asked Rue.



“It’s what happens when you don’t shave your face.” He ran his fingers through it. “You like it?”



Avery and Rue exchanged a glance.



“I have a razor in my bag,” said Avery.



“Thank God,” muttered Rue.










CHAPTER 35




 



Will took them up the route to the mansion slowly, letting them experience the island’s natural beauty. He could sense the excitement growing as the reality of the situation dawned on them, asking him questions that he couldn’t help but smile at in response.



Yes, the island was basically paradise. Yeah, it was just him there, and yes, of course, he and Halberd had spent their villainous earnings on the dark side equivalent of a Hollywood mansion.



“How, exactly, did the two of you find me?” he asked, finally voicing his own question.



“It’s… not exactly the first place we checked,” admitted Rue.



“We went back to Lancaster City, first,” said Avery. “Searched everywhere we could think of, really.”



“Then we went looking for Mist, which took forever,” said Rue. “She keeps switching out her phone. So annoying.”



“And she was pretty rude when we did catch up to her,” said Avery. “It’s like she didn’t even care that you might still be alive.”



Will hid a laugh by clearing his throat. “Sounds like her.”



“Then we went back to Baffin Academy,” said Rue. “Zone was still the headmaster at the time and, I don’t know… I got the idea into my head that he helped you escape and was hiding you.”



“There’s a certain logic to it,” said Will. “His power would obviously have helped me get away without a trace.”



He could feel Rue and Avery staring at him expectantly on either side, but he felt like playing coy for a while longer.



“How did you escape, anyway?” asked Avery.



“I’ll let you know if you guess correctly.”



“It was obviously Mist after all,” said Rue.



He shook his head. “Nope.”



“You’re lying!” Rue leaned back, pulling on his arm.



“I’m not. She was involved in helping me get here to the island, but she had nothing to do with what happened at the crater.”



“You’re having entirely too much fun with this,” said Avery.



He smiled, unable to deny it. It reminded him of simpler times, teasing and the stubborn games of childhood. Fighting over who got the front seat in Jess’s car.



“Come on, LP.” Rue was still holding his arm and drew closer, letting her breasts ever so slightly graze his shoulder. “Tell me.”



He found that, quite suddenly, the idea of being alone with Rue for half an hour or so was really,
 really
 appealing to him. But… it’d been over a year. The impulse felt selfish and pointlessly horny against what was, at its core, a reunion of family members.



He kept all of this in mind as he reached his arm out to wrap around Rue’s side, letting his hand settle against her hip, almost on her butt.



“I know.” Avery pulled close to him on the other side. “I’m going to whisper it into your ear so Rue will have to keep guessing.”



Her breath tickled her neck as she spoke, sending far more of a flutter through him than he ever would have expected from something so innocuous. “Alright. Take your guess.”



“Aunt Izzie,” whispered Avery, each syllable sounding secretive, almost seductive.



“Correct,” said Will.



“Tell me!” Rue yanked on his arm and tried to wrestle with it as though the secret was a physical thing he’d stuffed into his pocket. “Come on, already.”



She jumped onto his back, and Will laughed as he felt her soft body press against his. She needed to be careful — her outfit was pretty scant, and he could feel a lot of contact of her flesh against his. He spun in a circle and then made as though to tip her down off him.



Rue swung around to his front, wrapping her legs around his waist and forcing him to hold her up by the thighs. Her breasts briefly pressed into his chest with wonderful, sexy softness, and their eyes met. He wanted to kiss her. He couldn’t just kiss her.



“Missed you,” she muttered, hopping down.



“It was the mighty Invisibella,” he said, patting the top of her straw hat. “She snuck me out.”



“Aunt Izzie?” snapped Rue. “And she didn’t tell us?”



 



***



 



He savored their reactions as the mansion came into view. With his scraggly, Robinson Crusoe beard, he wondered if they’d simply thought he’d been joking before when he’d told them about his living situation on the island.



“It’s… really big,” said Avery. “It’s seriously just you here?”



“Mist stops by every few weeks, but otherwise, yeah,” he said. “It’s just me.”



Rue and Avery exchanged a seemingly annoyed glance at the mention of Mist’s name, but neither pressed the point. He wondered if their restraint signaled openness, or if they’d both moved on with their love lives and now found it natural to stay out of his.



“Let’s go inside,” he said. “I was in the middle of making dinner. Should be enough for all of us.”



He led them into the foyer and heard them both make noises of actual awe.



“You have… electricity here?” asked Avery.



“Solar panels, a battery bank, the works,” he said.



“What do you eat?” asked Rue.



“Whatever I want. I have a fridge, and Mist is kind enough to bring me groceries if I’m craving something specific. I kind of like the catch and cook lifestyle, though. Lots of fish and crab, along with wild vegetables.”



He smiled as they both explored his living room, walking around like indoor cats being introduced to a new space. Slipping into the kitchen, he grabbed some of his homemade mead and glasses for each of them.



“Here,” he said. “I brewed this myself. Give it a try.”



He poured for each of them and watched as they took a sip. Avery grinned and gave an approving nod. Rue wrinkled her nose.



“Not a fan,” she said.



“I’ll get you some juice in a sippy cup instead.”



“Hey!” She glared at him and, despite her previous assessment, kept drinking the mead.



He gave them a quick tour of the mansion, pointing out the various bathrooms and guest bedrooms alongside the more villainous features, the shutters and the knockout gas and the secret passageways.



“How much of this was Halberd’s idea?” asked Avery.



“It was a collaborative project,” said Will. “He had a vision to fulfill.”



Eventually, he put on a movie for them on the mansion’s sole remaining TV and went to go finish dinner. It was satisfying to know that he was cooking for them with mostly ingredients he’d caught himself or baked, sans the potato chips he used to fill out the meal.



They ate mostly in silence, and there was an odd vibe in the air. Will made a couple of jokes, trying to shift the mood, to no avail.



“Are you lonely here, LP?” asked Rue.



He shrugged but gave the question a second or two of real consideration. “Sometimes, yeah. But you have to remember that before coming here, I was in prison. I’ll take a little loneliness over life in a cell. Certainly over my own execution.”



“You aren’t a priority for the CA anymore, you know,” said Avery. “I mean, I’m sure if you went back into the civilized world and started making noise, they’d send someone after you, but I doubt they’d ever come looking here.”



“Mom would,” said Rue.



Again, silence, paired with that odd vibe. Will wanted to ask about Jess, how she’d coped after his apparent death. But at the same time, it wasn’t really a conversation they needed to have yet. He wanted the night to be about them, about the fact that they were back in his life, after so long.



“Come on,” he said. “I want to show you guys something.”










CHAPTER 36




 



Will led Rue and Avery back outside, grabbing a flashlight on the way. There was still a fair amount of light left from the beautiful sunset on the western horizon, but he wasn’t sure that would still be the case on their way back.



He brought them down the back slope behind the mansion, following a path through some of the densest vegetation on the island until they reached another beach. It was a tiny little dimple against a section of the island that was otherwise a cliff, a beautiful pool of cerulean water that practically begged to be swam in.



“I call it
 The Cove
 ,” he said. “I used to swim here with some of the islanders. The water stays warm even at night.”



Avery brought a fresh mug of mead with her and made a show of killing what was left in it before setting it down. She smirked at Will and gestured to herself.



“I didn’t bring a swimsuit,” she said. “Stupid, I know.”



“Just go in without one.” He crossed his arms and smirked at her, curious as to how she’d respond.



“I could, but if I was the only one
 naked
 …” She shrugged, smiling but obviously trying not to.



“I’m down to skinny dip if you are,” he said.



He glanced at Rue, who nodded slowly. Avery disrobed first, turning her back to him, not that it did much to reduce Will’s excitement. The sight of her cute, pale butt brought back so many memories and urges. He started stripping his own clothes off, aware of what a faux pas it would be to get a hard on before he was even in the water.



He heard a splash as Avery dove into the water, followed by an exalted breath as she resurfaced.



“It’s so warm!” she shouted. “You were right!”



Will ran forward and cannonballed into the water after her. He shamelessly ogled as he made his way over, though the water obscured the finer details of her nude body. Rue hurried after them, opting to walk out instead of jumping in.



He stared, shamelessly and hopelessly, at Rue’s nude breasts. It genuinely felt like the naughtiness of it had been reset. He was staring at his naked sister and getting hard, and it felt just as weird and inappropriate as it would have back when they were both young teenagers full of confusing, conflicting hormones.



Rue sucked in a breath and finally dipped her head under. Her curly hair flattened somewhat under the weight of the water, and like Avery, she was mindful to keep all of the best parts of her body hidden just under the surface.



The tension was like having a fourth person in the water with them, or even being on camera. They formed a triangle, each of them just out of arms reach, but close enough for the nudity and exposure to feel electric and dangerous. Every time he caught Rue or Avery’s eyes darting down to his bare erection, he felt himself fall a little deeper into that heady, horny place where logic and reason become irritating afterthoughts.



Rue cleared her throat, rising high enough in the water for her nipples to briefly sneak above the water line. “Let’s play a game or something.”



“You want to play a game?” asked Avery, in a teasing voice.



“Or something!” said Rue. “I mean, what else are we going to do?”



“I have a few ideas,” said Will.



Rue and Avery both laughed, and it was hard to tell if it was out of excitement or nervousness.



“Let’s play Marco Polo,” said Avery. “This spot feels perfect for it.”



“Sure,” said Will. “I’ll go first.”



Again, Rue and Avery exchanged a glance that he couldn’t quite decipher. It had been more than a year, and he still wasn’t sure how much had changed and how much had stayed the same. It was like picking up a book from an old bookmark, trying to remember the thrust of a plot from context clues.



“Marco,” he called out, closing his eyes.



“Polo,” called Rue and Avery.



Avery was close, suspiciously close, even. He made a show of spinning in a circle with his arms out and heard her laugh and splash away. He called out again and waited for their responses before continuing in Avery’s direction.



“Marco.” He stepped closer and felt his hand brush soft flesh.



“Polo,” said Avery, voice smug and playful.



The point of the game was to catch her, and so he didn’t hold back when his fingers closed around her arm. He pulled her to him, losing any semblance of self-control as both his hands began roving. Avery made a noise that was sexy and encouraging as he cupped her small breasts and teased her nipples between his fingers.



“I can still escape!” she said, laughing.



She tried to hop away, but he pulled her back by her waist. Avery fell onto him, her thighs settling on either side of his cock. For a few seconds, her wriggling shifted into naked dirty dancing, grinding into him and laughing as he continued to feel up her naked body.



“I’ve got you,” he said. “I win.”



“How do I know you didn’t open your eyes?” she whispered.



“Oh, they’re wide open now.” He stared at her naked body, too horny to even care about the game. Seizing her by the hips, he lifted her up and then down again, sliding the tip of his cock into her folds.



Avery shuddered and leaned her head back, hips rolling, urging him on. She suddenly cleared her throat, let out a shaky laugh, and dove forward, blowing him a kiss as she ran away.



“Avery’s turn to be the seeker,” called Rue.



“Right,” he said, trying to calm down at least a little.



“I knew this would be fun,” said Avery. “Marco.”



She blindly walked through the water with her eyes closed. Will called back to her but was more focused on moving toward Rue than away from Avery. He saw Rue smiling as she treaded water, shifting to float on her back, breasts poking above the surface like glorious brown hills.



“Marco,” called Avery.



“Polo.” Will grabbed Rue’s leg and began dragging her toward him. She laughed and playfully kicked out, almost catching him in the cheek.



“Rue?” called Avery. “I didn’t hear you.”



“I’m… over here with LP,” she said.



She shifted, letting her feet touch bottom and drawing nearer to Will. Rising up on her tiptoes, she stole a quick kiss. Will groped her butt and pulled her toward him. If anything, she seemed more pent up and horny than even he was, her hand immediately darting down to his erection to tease and stroke.



“Marco!” shouted Avery, testily. “Hey! Are you both listening?”



“Polo,” said Will absently.



“Polo.” Rue rose up on her toes and kissed him again, spreading her legs, eyes full of mischief.



Will couldn’t resist. He seized her body and yanked her against him, sinking as much of his cock into her as he could with one thrust… which was all of it.



She made little cooing noises as he pumped into her, horny, eager bursts of sexy encouragement. They barely made it five seconds into their frantic humping before Avery crossed the distance to Rue, eyes still closed, but clearly wise to what was going on.



“Got you!” she said, grabbing Will’s wrist.



Rue slid away from him with an annoyed sigh. “You could have given us a minute, at least.”



“We’re supposed to be playing a game!” said Avery. “It’s no fun if you lose on purpose.”



Will closed his eyes but didn’t give Avery or Rue time to actually get away from him. “Marco!”



He grabbed both of them, figuring that whichever was more willing would naturally stay close. Rue laughed and slipped away. Avery spun into him, rather than away, and he kissed her furiously as he pulled her body against his.



The game continued on like that for far longer than it had any real right to, with Will most often being the seeker and using the role to his own sexual advantage. Whoever was the odd woman out always interrupted, but he made sure to make the brief seconds of contact and penetration count, stealing thrusts and sucking on nipples.



“He got us both this time,” said Rue.



Blindly, Will reached his arms out, only realizing that Rue and Avery were standing side by side as his fingers began to touch them and paint the scene with contact.



“Looks like it,” said Avery. “Let’s go one more round with LP as the seeker.”



She grinned and covered his eyes with her hand. Rue took perhaps a single step away, if not less, and in a sultry voice, said “over here.”



She put up the most basic pretense of trying to escape him, while similarly, he alluded to closing his eyes with a couple of slow, lazy blinks. Avery made noise in the background, at first laughing and then shifting into sexy appraising noises as Will seized Rue and slid his cock into her.



It was so weird and so wrong, so hot and so natural. He stirred the water up as he thrust into Rue, the sand churning up a veil of silt that felt as lurid as what they were doing.



Rue’s moans went up in pitch until they were barely audible, and then all at once, she threw her head forward. Will kept pumping into her as he felt her body tense with an orgasm. She let her teeth graze his pec and looked up at him dreamily.



“My turn.” Avery rubbed Will’s shoulders, letting her nipples press into his back. “Rue and I were always better at sharing than we ever let on. We used to—”



He cut her off with a kiss, his entire body throbbing with a need he wasn’t sure she understood the urgency of. He bent Avery over in the water, letting her grab the smooth rocks of the cove’s shelf, and started taking her roughly from behind.



She made the best noises, surprised little gasps at his intensity that shifted into rhythmic moans. Thrust, moan. Thrust, thrust, moan. There was no one else on the island to hear them… except for Rue, right there, watching as she touched herself.



“Avery!”



“Not inside, you idiot!”



She bucked her hips and spun away from him right as he came, but he kept a greater hold on her body. She was absolutely right — he’d been desperate to bust inside of her — but it was awfully hard to feel chagrined during a full-on, stimulating and shuddering orgasm. His load felt substantial as he ejected it into the ocean.



He ran his hands over Avery, who’d begun saying something, but cut off as he started teasing her with his fingers. Rue was alert again and commented on the action in a manner that was both hot and a little petty.



“Did he run out of steam for you, Avery?” said Rue. “Glad I got to go first. Wait… is he fingering you? That’s… actually kind of sexy.”



“He’s… mmm.” Avery leaned back against him. “LP… Oh! Right there! I, I…”



Will felt her body curl backward as Avery rose up on her toes like a cat seeking to be pet in just the right place. He let out a low chuckle, kissed her on the cheek, and swept her up in his arms.



“I love you both so fucking much,” he said. “Come on. Let’s go dry off and hang out inside.”










CHAPTER 37




 



A wonderful aspect to the mansion was that it allowed Will, Rue, and Avery to have space from one another, which they took full advantage of after their swim. The mood between them was still good, better than it had been earlier in the day, if anything, but the intensity of the experience called for an interlude of sorts.



Will took a shower after showing Rue and Avery where the other bathrooms with the other showers were, in case they were possessed by the same urge. He let the stream run through his hair and beard and leaned against the wall, so happy to have his sisters back that he could hardly think of anything else he needed.



Jess.



He closed his eyes and issued a stern reminder to his heart that he’d woken up that morning with no reasonable expectation of ever seeing any of them again. The time might come eventually, or it might not. There was no sense in pouring negativity onto a wonderful reunion with most of his family.



He was drying off when a knock came at the door. It opened before he could say anything, because of course it did. Avery looked to have showered, or maybe her hair was just still wet from the ocean.



“Oh, please, come right in,” he said dryly.



“I will.” Avery held up a women’s disposable razor. “This was going to be for my legs, but I think it’ll work just as well on your face.”



He turned toward the mirror as she slowly waged war on his beard, revealing the skin underneath, bit by bit. Neither of them said anything, and a familiar, intimate tension hung on the air, a mixture of love and trust seasoned with more complicated emotions.



“How’s the Scarlet Squadron doing?” he asked.



Avery let out a tiny hiss as the motion of his jaw threw off her obvious concentration. She stroked a bare portion of his cheek with delicate fingers as she answered.



“Really well. Which isn’t to say that you aren’t missed.”



“Of course. I mean, that goes without question.”



She flicked his earlobe, and he saw her reflection stifle a smile. “We added Morning Glory.”



“I saw that. I thought she had her own team.”



“They were at the Second Meltdown Battle. No deaths, but a few serious injuries and retirements.”



A silence followed that seemed to demand he ask the obvious question, given the sexual interest Morning Glory had once seemingly expressed in them both.



“I don’t mean to pry, but have the two of you…” He made a rolling gesture with his hand. “Gotten friendly?”



“No.” Avery shrugged. “Kind of. We were talking a lot. Flirting a lot. I thought you were dead, remember, or at least… supposed to be. Still, I kept brushing her off whenever she’d ask to come over or for me to come out with her. I guess I just wasn’t ready to move on yet.”



“You don’t have to move on now, at least not if you don’t want to,” he said.



“I don’t
 have
 to move on if I don’t want to?” She let out a slightly condescending sigh and continued with the shaving. “Oh, little brother. I don’t think I could move on now if I wanted to or not. You’re the worst. And the best. And kind of a massive idiot for almost knocking me up earlier.”



“It was the heat of the moment. Condoms are a little bit hard to come by on this island.”



Avery finished the last strip and began dabbing off the extra shaving cream. She cupped either side of his chin, staring into his eyes through the mirror.



“Thanks,” she whispered.



“For what?”



“Being alive.”



She rose up on her tiptoes and kissed the back of his head.



 



***



 



Avery hadn’t, in fact, taken a shower yet, and she went off to do so after Will found her a pair of sweatpants and a baggy T-shirt within vague striking distance of her size. He went looking for Rue, curious as to where she’d disappeared off to.



His search descended into the basement after not finding her in the lounge or any of the guest bedrooms. The lower level was small and mostly storage, with only one real object of any interest to her that he could think of.



“What do you think?” he asked.



Rue had also borrowed one of his T-shirts, which she wore over her bikini and sun skirt. She stood in front of the glass display case he’d put his new costume into. Halberd had built two, one for each of them, complete with life size mannequins, though they’d never used them back then.



“I don’t know.” Rue shrugged and pressed her hand to the glass. “I guess I can’t help but question whether it’s a costume for Lockpick or Decay.”



He saw her point, and in a way, it was exactly what he’d been going for. He’d gotten it commissioned by a mundane costume maker and, over the course of a long phone interview and numerous preliminary blueprints, examined his own preferences.



The general aesthetic was dark, mostly black and grey, with practical armor plating that was pliable enough to allow him full range of motion. The cape contained a range of hidden pockets for small knives or other objects. The eye mask was simple, nearly the same style as Lockpick’s old costume, but everything else was more evocative of Decay.



“I’m somewhere in the middle now, I think,” he said to Rue. “Not that it really matters. They’re both wanted men. They’re both the
 same
 man.”



“In some ways, they are.” Rue turned to face him, smiling and seeming to look underneath. “I suppose I’ve had longer to think about it than most people. They’re both you but different sides to you. Different identities under the same roof.”



“Interesting take,” he said.



“I guess I’m also a little curious about why you had it made in the first place,” said Rue.



It was a question that he’d skipped over in the process of seeking out a new costume, having it made, even the few times he’d tried it on. “I just felt like… I needed to still have the costume. That reassurance that I am still capable of being a hero, or at least a super. Showing up when needed. Saving the day.”



He shrugged and glanced at her again. She was watching him with the strangest look on her face.



“What?” he asked.



Rue stepped closer and gave him a tight side hug. “I just missed you so much.”



“Right back at you. I’m glad you found me.”



“I found you, and now I’m here, and I’m not sure I plan on leaving anytime soon.”



He chuckled and smoothed a few of her dark, curly hairs back from her forehead. “You’re welcome to stay as long as you want.”



“How’s the internet here?”



“It’s… creatively paced.”










CHAPTER 38




 



Will, Rue, and Avery eventually gravitated back toward the lounge, watching a movie together and simply enjoying each other’s company on the couch. It was, in Will’s opinion, a perfect moment — comfortable and lazy and basic in the best way.



He was still on the couch when he woke up the next morning. One of his sisters had tucked him in with a blanket, and he smiled as he took in the smell of coffee wafting out from the kitchen.



“Morning,” he said, still bleary eyed.



“Morning, LP,” said Avery. “You fell asleep on the couch.”



“I noticed.”



“We would have tried to move you, but you were too heavy,” said Rue. “Neither of us had the heart to wake you up.”



“You looked extremely cozy,” said Avery.



“I was.” He put an arm around Avery and kissed her cheek. Rue was on the other couch, and after throwing some bagels in the toaster, he made his way over to join her.



“Move your feet,” he said.



“There’s plenty of room,” she muttered, not looking up from her phone.



He attempted to sit down as a means of demonstrating that no, in fact, there was not plenty of room. She gently kicked him with one heel and final sighed and pulled her legs back.



“So what do you typically do in an average day on a secret tropical island?” she asked.



“Whatever I want,” he said. “Whatever comes up. Fishing, setting up crab pots. I actually had Mist bring me a spear gun, though I haven’t had much luck with it yet.”



“Is that the plan for the day, then?” asked Rue.



“Yeah.” Will ran his hand up her thigh and flashed her a wolfish smile. “Unless I can convince one of you to stay in.”



“You could probably convince both of us, which is the problem,” said Rue with a patient sigh. “I’m down to learn how to fish. I’ll probably be doing a lot of it in the near future.”



“LP, I think the timer for those bagels you had in just went off,” called Avery. “Maybe? There’s a light blinking on this monitor thingy.”



Will sat up, only realizing the significance of what she’d just said as he came into the kitchen. “That’s… the intruder alert. I disabled the main alarm yesterday when you guys got here.”



He flicked through a few of the security cameras. No boats down at the beach, which was as confusing as it was a relief. The alert specified a camera he almost never used, up on the roof near the helipad, and his heart did a kickflip as he switched to it.



“That’s…” He glanced at Avery and stepped closer.



“Mom!” snapped Avery. “What the fuck is she doing here?”



She hadn’t just arrived at the island, but she’d arrived in full costume. Relic, the acting executive director of the Champion Authority’s board, was in the process of touching down on his roof.



Even despite the various questions and concerns inlaid within the moment, Will was awed by how striking she looked in her costume, from her blonde braid blowing in the wind alongside her cloak to the slight distortion of the five on her chest from the curve of her breasts under the tight fabric. He touched the monitor and sighed, wishing it was as simple as making his way up and saying hello.



“Seriously?” called Rue, as she padded into the kitchen. “I thought you guys were kidding.”



“How the hell did she find us?” asked Avery. “Fuck. If she told anyone… I need to get out there and ask her just what she thinks she’s doing. Is she out of her mind?”



“No,” said Will. “This is my house. My island. I’m going to welcome her
 my
 way.”



He hurried off, ignoring Rue and Avery’s concerns as they called after him.



“Hold on!” called Rue. “LP! What’s that supposed to mean?”



 



***



 



Relic’s cloak fluttered in the wind as she finished scanning the area, still floating a few feet off the ground. She looked contemplative, if anything, as though she was trying to make sense of what she was seeing in the present to put past memories into clear order.



Decay strode out onto the landing pad slowly, almost tauntingly so. He gave his sword cane a playful twirl, the fingers of his other hand toying with his newly commissioned dagger, the blade reminiscent of a thin, flexible pick.



“I expected you months ago or not at all,” he called out. “I suppose, eventually, every fly arrives at the spider’s web.”



He’d been expecting to take at least some pleasure in her reaction, be it through a true reunion that melted through pretenses or the catharsis of finally standing before her with his secrets laid bare. What he saw in her expression instead… just made him feel cruel.



  The moment wasn’t helped as Rue ran out in his wake, mouth and wrists bound with duct tape, playing the part of his “hostage” in dramatic fashion. Avery followed after her, having only bound her wrists after insisting, apparently rightly so, that the little play was a terrible idea.



“Hey, Mom,” she said, shaking her head. “I only went along with this reluctantly, just for your information.”



Relic had her hands both clamped tightly over her mouth, but she slowly pulled them away and mastered herself. It was hard to tell to what degree she was acting, and her face told both stories as she narrowed her eyes past a jailbroken tear.



“I… should have known you’d target the rest of my family first, given… our history,” she said, in a choked voice. “And I should have guessed that it was within your capabilities to… fake your death. You faked your death?”



“I faked my death,” said Decay, voice slipping out of its villainous tenor.



He tossed the cane aside and slid the lockpick dagger into the sheathe on his leg. They ran toward each other and embraced, hugging so tightly that their costumes made squeaky noises from where rubber met rubber.



“I’m sorry,” he whispered.



He felt her shoulders shake as her arms squeezed him tighter, almost dangerously so, with one of his ribs recording a complaint. Suddenly, she pulled back and seized the front of his costume with a closed fist.



“Decay,” she said, narrowing her eyes and smirking. “I’m not sure I appreciate your sense of humor. But just so you know, I can make jokes, too.”



She lifted off the ground and took him with her. Decay grabbed at both her wrists, legs flailing as they rose ten, twenty feet in the air… fifty feet.



“Are you out of your mind?” he shouted.



“I would watch your tone,” said Relic. “You have no idea what I went through, do you? How painful it was to…”



“What was I supposed to do? I didn’t exactly have a range of options beyond prostrating myself at the CA’s feet.”



“You didn’t trust me.”



“Last time I trusted you, you turned me in.” He narrowed his eyes, channeling his own, justified anger. “Be mad at yourself.”



It was so hard to articulate what he was really feeling, probably because even he wasn’t sure. He risked a glance downward, which was an obvious mistake. They’d drifted away from the mansion, and they were also really,
 really
 high up. The island looked tiny and exposed below them.



His fingers brushed Relic’s armband artifact, and she suddenly sucked in a breath, eyes fluttering. There was a spark of blue, and all at once, her grip on his costume lost its strength.



Decay plummeted toward the ground back first, which was somehow even more terrifying than receiving a clear view of his impending doom.










CHAPTER 39




 



Still airborne, Decay felt a rush of air across one side of his body. An image of landing amidst the trees on the island flitted through his mind. He was dead regardless of where he landed, even on water, but somehow the idea of being impaled by a massive tree trunk was far less appealing than a hard bounce.



Relic’s arms wrapped around his chest from behind, her body arresting his fall with such gentleness and control that he thought he was hallucinating at first. He let out a breathless laugh, heart still beating at lightspeed.



He was still on top of her as they touched down on the warm sand of one of the island’s inaccessible beaches. He rolled off and lay next to her, their costumed faces mere inches apart.



“Thanks,” he said.



“Do you trust me now?” Her tone was playful, but the question was very much serious.



“It’s not all or nothing,” he muttered. “And that’s not fair. Why did you show up like this? How did you even find me?”



“I installed an app on Rue’s phone that lets me…” Relic shrugged, looking slightly abashed. “…keep tabs on her. It was back when she first started at Baffin Academy. She wasn’t going to all of her classes. It’s not important right now.”



“You haven’t told anyone else that I’m still alive?”



“I didn’t know!” snapped Relic. “This was a surprise to me. A
 wonderful
 surprise. I’ve had… dreams, where it turned out that you were still alive. Waking up from them always made for such a cruel morning.”



She stood up slowly, her expression turning stern again, turning back into Relic. Decay slowly rose to his feet.



“I’m not turning myself in, so don’t bother asking me to,” he said.



“LP…” Relic took a breath and folded her arms. “You can’t just hide away from the consequences of your actions. It isn’t right.”



“My actions saved the world!” He shouted the words without meaning to, feeling petulant and far more like a boy yelling at his mother than he wanted to. “Look, this time around… You aren’t going to bring me in.”



“I’m not trying to bring you in! Can you take that stupid mask off for just one second? There’s a middle ground here, a way for us to smooth the groundwork for you to repay your debt to society without going back to prison, or…”



“They found me guilty,” said Decay, with a laugh. “Do you expect them to just toss out the verdict? Redo the trial? No. I’m staying right here on my private island, eating coconuts and seafood and working on my tan.”



“It isn’t just your decision to make,” said Relic. “Will…”



He pulled out his lockpick dagger and gave it a twirl, jutting his chin out, channeling his villainous aura. “Who else’s decision would it be? You’re no match for me,
 Relic
 . I’ve been holding back. You must already know that I’d win a fair fight.”



Relic slowly fell into a combat stance. “After I finish putting you in your place, we are going to have a
 long
 conversation about what happens next, mister. How you’ll make amends for your choices.”



Decay smiled, but in truth, he’d been expecting her to back down or at least attempt to deescalate. Was she being serious? He honestly couldn’t tell. Was
 he
 serious about fighting her? He had before, as Decay.



“You’re overconfident,” he called out. “Do you remember our first encounter? I don’t think I ever apologized for what I did to your costume.”



He looked her up and down, smiling like a cocky bastard, spinning his dagger in his fingers.



“I don’t accept apologies from unrepentant supervillains,” said Relic.



“I wasn’t apologizing, just pointing out that I never did. It was one of my proudest moments.”



Anger flickered across Relic’s expression, but she quickly mastered her emotions, smiling back at him coyly. “Is that where it all began for you? You witnessed the mighty Relic topless, and it forced you to see me as a woman from all angles? Was it simply too much for you to resist, to… control yourself around me from that point on?”



“If it was, at least I would have an excuse,” he countered.



Relic brought her arm up. “The memories from my armband—”



“I was deep into seducing you long before you ever slipped that artifact on, not that I’m not intrigued by how it’s enhanced our… connection.”



Her eyes narrowed, and the corner of her mouth twitched with indignation. “I want you to remember that I gave you a chance to surrender, to work through this situation on my terms, with my help. Once I’ve defeated you, I plan on bringing you to heel like an untrained puppy.”



“You’re all bark and no bite.” Decay flashed an evil smile and started circling. “I plan on doing more than simply cutting your clothes off this time around.”



“You’re welcome to try.”



Relic’s eyes briefly broke from his, swiveling down to… approximately crotch level. Decay was pretty sure he had an erection, which was a bit uncouth, but he was confident he could fight around it.



He just had to focus on fighting and not the way every little movement Relic made seemed to emphasize how thin the fabric of her costume was. Even with a bra on, her breasts shook with little eye-catching jiggles, and every time she shifted her footing, he could see the movement reflected through the muscle tension in her thighs and buttocks.



He remembered the first time he’d noticed that aspect of her costume, back in the days of the Crimson Five. He’d probably been around thirteen when he’d become fascinated by the sight of Relic, and to a similar extent, Kestrel, in their costumes. Old enough to get a boner, but still too young to realize when he was staring.



“Do you plan on attacking or are you just going to stand there and ogle me?” asked Relic.



“You’re practically posing for me, Relic,” he called back. “We both know you didn’t pick that costume by accident. I think part of you secretly enjoys the—”



She exploded into motion, lunging forward and throwing a punch at high speed. Decay ducked underneath it and carefully slid his lockpick dagger along one side of her costume, cutting through the fabric as though opening a letter. The slit ran from hip level to just under her armpit, not exposing anything major but giving him a tantalizing glimpse of a bra strap.



She spun away from him, touching herself to assess the damage and glaring at him from across the sand. “You are such a child!”



“I’m still holding back against you, but I won’t hold back against your costume,” said Decay. “At least you have Seamstress on speed dial to make repairs. I spent a small fortune having mine commissioned.”



Relic tried to pull her costume back into place as it began to slip and reveal more, but it was a losing battle. She let out a huff and thrust her right arm forward, armband pulsing with blue energy. Three tendrils erupted from the copper metal, tracing confusing swirls through the air as they shot toward Decay.



He slashed through them with his power, demonstrating a facet of his ability he’d formerly kept hidden. Relic blinked in surprise but reacted quickly, sending another trio of tendrils toward him with a cute grunt of exertion.



He cut through them just as easily and began striding forward. Relic knocked him off balance with a cheeky blast of energy and twisted into a roundhouse kick in the same motion. The movement caused her costume to fall even more open, and the sight of the delicious squeeze of her sports bra clad tits almost distracted him to the point of forgetting to dodge.



He blocked several more attacks, punches and kicks that he could tell she was holding back on, at least to some degree. He was still standing, after all. Decay countered with a quick series of slashes, some of which he suspected Relic thought she’d dodged completely. When he finally hopped backward and they each had a moment to breathe, Relic’s costume was no more than a mess of tatters.



“Very funny,” she said, trying to pull a mostly shredded spandex legging up to cover the side of one buttock as though stepping into a pair of stockings.



“Oh, it’s no joke.” Decay motioned to the surrounding area magnanimously. “Come, now, Relic. You’re on my island, under my hospitality. Surrender and I promise you won’t be harmed.”



Relic scoffed and shook her head. “You’re unbelievable. The gall you have to offer
 me
 the chance to surrender. Who do you think you are, exactly?”



“Would you prefer I cut off your bra next or your panties? We’re getting down to the wire, here.”



“You have an erection!”



He resisted the urge to glance down and reconfirm it. “Your point being?”



“I…” Relic cleared her throat. “I’ll fight you naked, if that’s what it comes to.”



“That’s exactly what it’s coming to.”



“Then come get me, Decay!” she shouted. “Let’s see what you can really handle!”



He braced himself for an attack, but instead, she tore off her bra and panties, spiking each garment into the sand. Setting her hands on her hips, she was clad in only her mask and armband. The sea breeze toyed with the end of her blonde braid as she stood before him, completely naked, blushing underneath her glare.



“You shaved for the occasion,” noted Decay. “Interesting.”



“You cocky little ass!” Relic rushed toward him, fist extended.



Decay sheathed his dagger and spun past her attack, grabbing her around the waist and trying to flip her up onto his shoulder. She seized his costume, trying to pull on it for purchase or perhaps tear it to give him a taste of his own medicine. He undid one of the straps himself and let the upper half fall away, laughing and enjoying her seriousness and intensity.



“I’m going to teach you how to behave!” shouted Relic, swinging a heavily telegraphed punch at his face. He spun past her and pulled her into an embrace, full on groping her large, naked tits.



“I’m going to make you moan.”



She let one out as though on command and tried to sweep a leg back to kick him. Decay pulled her down to the sand, but she scrambled upright first. She grabbed at the leggings of his costume, and he all but wriggled out of them in a single motion as he rolled away.



He stood up, also naked with the exception of his mask and his boxers. He took his underwear off and tossed it over where hers had landed, smirking at the way her eyes locked onto his hard cock.



It was hard for him to tell whether she was as turned on as he was or simply pissed off, hot and bothered or… just bothered. He kept his expression similarly fierce and combative, a mask atop a mask, as he strode forward, guard still up.



He made the first move, slapping lazily at one of her hands like a wrestler testing the waters. She seized his wrist and, employing her super strength with brilliant efficiency, flipped him over her shoulder.



But he hung on, pulling her to the sand with him. They twisted, fighting for positioning, nude flesh sliding in a way that felt so unbelievably hot and compelling. She tried to dive on him but mistimed it. He twisted her onto her back and made to pin her shoulders, pushing forward, and then…



His cock sank into her by accident in the same way a snowball hits a car “by accident.” Relic moaned and bit her lip and threw her arms around his shoulders, and then it was just thrusting, no thought. She was so wet and so tight, so ready to be taken.



“Yes!” she cried. “Oh God, yes! You… haven’t won just yet, but… oh, oh! Yes!”



“The mighty Relic,” he whispered. “Taken by a supervillain. Taken by her
 son
 .”



“You… lured me into a trap.” She rubbed his ass, urging him on. “The perfect trap.”



Her voice had this shuddering, two-faced quality, as though part of her was desperate to hang on to the poise the great heroine Relic was so renowned for. And she was desperate in that same dual way, letting out a constant stream of these irresistible, needy little noises.



“You’re a bad boy,” she sighed. “Oh…”



She wrapped her legs around him. Decay flashed a cocky smile and leaned back a little, standing up on his knees and pulling her back into him across the hot sand with each smooth, forward thrust.



They both still had their masks on, and that set the paradigm. He channeled the chaos of
 Decay
 , groping at her body rougher and greedier than he needed to. He’d beaten her, cut her clothes. He was responsible for her moans, the shameful pleasure written clear as calligraphy across her expression.



Her armband pulsed and sparked like a broken electrical transformer, and it made Decay think of what he’d told her earlier. He
 had
 seduced her long before she’d ever put the powerful artifact on. It was like a sex toy, extra spice to push their blatantly forbidden desires up and over the limit.



He touched it, threading his fingers through a slight gap near her wrist, and pulled it and her arm upward. Relic made a fist on reflex as though half expecting a trap. All that happened was an azure light show, louder moans, and generous, smooth thrusting.



“Oh!” Relic’s free hand slapped his chest, seemingly caught between pushing him back and grabbing at clothing he wasn’t wearing to pull him closer. Her body seized with what must have been a massive orgasm, release and surrender at a fundamental level.



“I just made you come,” he whispered, cupping her breasts with the fingers of both hands, like two L-shaped brackets underneath pale pillows.



“You…” She gave a tiny, almost abashed shrug, along with a partially suppressed smile. “Can keep going. If you want to…”



He pulled out, his member shiny in the sunlight with her fluid and as hard as it’d ever been in his entire life. “Absolutely.”



Relic reached up, cupping his cheek lovingly and seriously in between both hands. “Rue and Avery can never know.”



He brought his face in close to hers as he reentered her. “I’ve already had them too. I love them too.”



It was the kind of admission that should have earned him a slap, but something closer to relief stole across Relic’s expression. The realization that she wasn’t the only one within the family who’d been seduced by her cocky, mischievous, supervillain son. The realization that he simply loved all of them and played by his own rules.



If anything, she felt even tighter and more pleasurable on his tool as he began to pick up speed the second time around. He still needed to come — it was almost veering into that painful, needy, greedy territory.



“You’re going to end up spoiled rotten,” moaned Relic. “I… have to teach you your lesson.”



“I’ll stay after for your lesson,” he growled. “I’ll hear every word.”



He leaned in to kiss her again, and she surprised him by flipping sideways, flopping him onto his back and moving to straddle him without ever breaking sexual contact. His first impulse was to roll again, try to seize control back, but Relic on top… was an utterly glorious sight.



She composed herself enough to narrow her eyes through her mask as she tossed her ponytail back behind her shoulder. Her pale breasts hung in front of his face as she leaned forward, face still mockingly stern.



“Lesson one,” she said. “You are still my son.”



“I’m aware of that,” he said, slightly testier than needed. He smiled and ran his hands up her thighs, across her hips, up to her breasts. “
 Mom
 .”



Relic moaned and pressed forward onto him, lavishing his lips and cheeks with a fast series of kisses. “Oh, sweetie! I love you.”



“I love you so fucking much!”



He squeezed her ass and guided her into action. Relic rocked in a practiced motion, breathing out a horny little sigh in perfect time with her undulating hips. He couldn’t take it anymore. He was about to blow.



…Right. He was
 about to blow
 .



“Jess!”



He tried to urge her sideways, but it was too close, and he mangled the motion. She rolled onto her back, and he stole two more ill-advised pumps into heaven before pulling out and unloading. His seed splashed onto Relic’s stomach and tits, a few beads pooling like pearls around her navel. She took hold of his cock with one hand and gently aided him with his aim, fingers fondling everything within reach.



They lay next to each other on the sand, catching their breath, too spent and pleasured to even cuddle properly. They held hands and breathed in sync.



“Well,” Relic eventually said. “I… hope you’ve learned your lesson.”



Decay finally took off his mask and became Will again, leaning to prop his head up with one elbow. “I’m not sure I have. I’ve always been a slow learner.”



“Well… I suppose that means I’ll have to teach you again.” Relic took off her own mask and leaned in to kiss his chest. “And again. And again.”










CHAPTER 40




 



“How did we get here?” asked Jess.



They were still on the beach, though slightly less naked, both in their underwear. Will had his head in Jess’s lap, and she was tracing his collarbone and the definition of his muscles with her thumb.



“I had a friend drop me off,” said Will. “I assumed you flew?”



She flicked his ear with a finger. “You know what I mean.”



“Is
 here
 such a bad place to be?” he asked. “I know you want me to take responsibility, but the world thinks I’m dead. It’s not as though we weren’t already keeping a few dangerous secrets.”



Jess smoothed his hair back and sighed. “You’re probably right, though I’m loathe to admit it. You know, I don’t think letting you off the hook for the time being would necessarily be the worst thing.”



“Neither do I.”



“The worst thing would be… waking up,” she admitted. “I was serious when I mentioned that I’ve had dreams like this before. I think part of me was struggling to stay lucid, I guess, when I first saw you in costume.”



“Yeah… that might have been a touch dramatic on our part,” he said.



“Pretending to have kidnapped your sisters,” said Jess. “How in the world did you think I would find that funny?”



“I thought it would
 be
 funny, not that you’d find it funny.”



“I still can’t believe they didn’t tell me immediately when they discovered you were still alive.”



“They got here yesterday,” he pointed out. “I was actually wondering if Avery would go off and tell you. Or Rue, even.”



“I meant what I said about wanting you to find a way to take responsibility, and maybe even one day reveal yourself to the world,” she said. “Not if there’s a risk of you being reincarcerated, obviously. I don’t want you to miss out on life and become a creepy island hermit.”



“Then you’re going to have to visit me a lot,” said Will. “Otherwise, I’m going to start talking to coconuts with faces carved into them.”



Jess flicked a tiny sand crab away from one of his arms. “I’ll visit every week. At least every week.”



 



***



 



They walked back to the mansion together, both carrying their costumes rather than wearing them. In Jess’s case, there wasn’t much left to wear. She chastised him for the damage, but what he’d said about Seamstress was true, and it was more of an inconvenience than genuine property destruction.



Rue and Avery were waiting on the mansion’s steps, both varying shades of worried and horrified. Will observed a very interesting transition of emotions as they took in him and Jess in their undressed state.



“What the hell?” shouted Rue.



“LP and I had to… work out a disagreement,” said Jess, with an unfair amount of confidence.



“In your underwear?” asked Avery.



“I had a wardrobe malfunction,” said Jess.



“That took you over an hour to address?” asked Avery. “While also necessitating that LP strip down to his boxers?”



Will laughed and put an arm around each of his sisters. “We had a lot to work out. Come on. I think we were in the middle of breakfast before we got distracted.”



They both seemed reluctant, if not outright skeptical, but he walked them inside, leaning to playfully throw them off balance.



He watched Jess’s reaction as she took in the mansion’s interior, having missed the chance to get her thoughts on it earlier. She looked around slowly, eyes catching on the glorious sunbeams spilling onto the hardwood floors of the main lounge area.



“Halberd built this?” she asked. “This was the island hideout the news mentioned when you were arrested back then?”



“They did it dirty with their description of it, but I think there would have been too much interest if they hadn’t,” he said. “We had it custom built to meet our specific needs. This was home for us.”



Jess nodded slowly, hearing perhaps more in his words than simply what he’d spoken. He went up to his room and started to pull out a few things for her to wear, a baggy sweatshirt and a pair of sweatpants he’d last worn at age seventeen.



After assembling an outfit for himself as well, he joined his family downstairs. Rue and Avery had picked up where breakfast had previously left off. The bagels were cold but perfectly serviceable for sandwiches. Freeze dried eggs were somewhat of an acquired taste on their own, but they fit right in tucked under melted cheese and breakfast ham.



“Breakfast around the dining room table,” said Avery. “Does this mean we’re going to start acting like a family again?”



Her tone was borderline acidic, and she directed the venom entirely in Jess’s direction.



“That’s not entirely fair,” said Jess. “Part of why I reacted the way I did is because of that ridiculous prank the three of you decided to play. It threw me off.”



“She’s not talking about that,” muttered Rue.



“Even before recent events, you were kind of distant,” said Avery. “How many times have we sat down like this in the year after… LP’s supposed death?”



“You can’t blame her for that,” said Will. “You should blame
 me
 for that.”



None of them said anything, and it felt like he’d hit pretty close to the truth.



“We still have to talk about what happens next,” said Rue. “Mom. You can’t tell anybody about this. The island, him still being alive. Any of it.”



The rest of them were silent as they waited on her answer, and Jess certainly took her time in giving it. She sighed, spread one hand flat on the table, eventually lifting it to turn palm up.



“For the time being, I see no reason why anyone else needs to know that Will is alive and living here on an otherwise deserted island. I’m not giving him or any of you a free pass to break whatever rules you want, however. Will, you’re going to need to keep a low profile.”



“I haven’t been so far?” he asked.



“Fair point.” Jess sighed, smiling in defeat. “I really don’t see any other good option beyond pretending like I never saw anything here. Even if I did want to do things by the book, bringing the Champion Authority’s attention this way would likely just get people hurt. I’d be wasting their time, and if I tried to resolve the situation on my own and have LP’s sentence commuted, I suspect I’d be wasting mine.”



Will laughed and shook his fist in victory. Avery grinned and shook her head, and Rue drummed her hands on the table.



“Hold on,” said Will, calming down a little. “You’re the interim executive director, more or less. You really have that little room to maneuver within the rules?”



“It’s not the same as it was during Astroman’s tenure,” admitted Jess. “In truth, I’d resign in an instant if I thought someone more qualified was ready and willing to step in and replace me. I feel like I never have any time truly to myself, away from the stress.”



“You’re great at it, if that counts for anything,” said Avery.



“The media fawns on you,” pointed out Rue. “You’re like an actual queen.”



“I am
 not
 a queen,” said Jess. “Just a woman doing my best and deeply conflicted by what that means, at times.”



Will reached over and rubbed her hand. “Well, you can come and enjoy the island with me anytime you want. Think of it as your secret getaway.”



“By default, that’s how I’m going to have to think about it.” She smiled and rubbed her thumb along his knuckles. “Really, though, I am happy. It isn’t that stressful to be administrating the CA in today’s world. There aren’t many abominations left that pose a real threat. We’ve even had discussions among the board about reclaiming land within the Exclusion Zones.”



“A worthy goal,” said Will.



Not his goal, however, and not his fight. He felt like he’d earned his early retirement and harbored no guilt in sitting back and watching from a distance. Having his family here, now, with him… it was the icing on the cake.



They ate a late brunch and spent most of the rest of the afternoon doing not much of anything. Will gave Jess a proper tour of the mansion, pointing out every shutter and hidden gas vent and delighting in her honorable reactions.



They made beef stew for dinner. Jess helped add a few choice spices to the freeze-dried kits Will was using a base, and the end result was fairly tasty. Rue had already put on a movie in the living room, and Will joined the three women with a bowl of stew and a slab of crusty bread.



The movie was one he’d seen before and hadn’t really enjoyed, a cheesy romcom filmed with romantic preteens in mind. He still found himself laughing at nearly every joke, so comfortable and happy that he simply couldn’t help it.



Rue fell asleep with her head on his shoulder, and when the movie ended, he started to pick her up to carry her to one of the guest room beds. She made a sleepy attempt at kissing him and pulled her mouth in close to his ear.



“Let me sleep in your bed tonight, LP,” she whispered in a voice that carried further than she probably realized.



“I think it’s best if we all sleep in our own beds,” said Jess. “I wanted to address this before, but I want us to strive for at least some level of… normalcy while we’re all here together.”



“What’s that supposed to mean?” asked Rue sleepily.



Avery let out a guilty cough, and Will slid his hand away from where it had been, very nearly groping the side of Rue’s breast as he’d begun helping her up.



“It means that we should try to be a family that respects everyone’s feelings and boundaries and… complicated dynamics while we’re all together,” said Jess.



“…What?” Rue yawned and tried to kiss Will again.



“She’s saying that the old house rules still apply while we’re all together,” said Will. “Which I think is fair. It’ll go a long way toward keeping the peace.”



“That’s exactly what I mean, LP,” said Jess. “Thanks for explaining it so succinctly.”



He smiled and actually found himself looking forward to the old dynamic. He enjoyed the heat, the intensity of his sexual relationships with each of them, but… he still wanted family time. He wanted the wholesome movie nights and the sleepy mornings, and at times, it could be hard to keep both in balance.



Jess and Avery would be fairly busy with superhero stuff, and Rue had school to think about. When they were all together, he would simply behave. When they each visited him on their own, on the other hand…



“Come on.” He scooped Rue into his arms and carried her up to one of the guest rooms.



After tucking her in, he gave both Jess and Avery a long hug and a goodnight kiss before heading to his own bed and falling asleep.










CHAPTER 41




 



Will woke up midway through the night despite being genuinely tired. He couldn’t get back to sleep, which in part was due to the faint footsteps he could hear down on the lower level and his imagination turning them into a larger deal than they probably were.



He tiptoed downstairs and into the living room, feeling a flicker of memory of the time he and Halberd had taken on a superhero who’d come looking for them. Jess was in the process of opening the front door, which was both a surprise and a massive disappointment.



“Going somewhere?” he asked.



“Oh!” She spun around, hand pulling to her chest. “LP. I was… I’m not going anywhere. It’s not what you’re thinking.”



“I hope it isn’t. After everything we worked out, it would seriously break my heart if you…” He shrugged, suddenly vulnerable. “…if you turned me in again.”



“I wasn’t going to turn you in,” said Jess gently. “It’s silly, really. I couldn’t sleep. I kept thinking about Halberd. Not in terms of our marriage, but… him as a father. He built this mansion for both of you. I just found myself wondering about his mindset, how he must have seen it as a chance to put down roots and give you, both of you, some stability.”



Will shrugged the back of his neck and slowly nodded. “He did. He was… proud of this place. Proud and happy.”



“I saw one of his axes propped up on a hill on the way here,” said Jess. “At least, that’s what it looked like. I just wanted to go see it. Not really sure why.”



“It’s his memorial. I didn’t have his body to bury, but I had an axe. He loved that hill, and…”



He closed his eyes. He’d never found it all that hard to talk about Halberd before, but then and there, to Jess, of all people. It was a heavy subject.



“I think he would have found it fitting,” said Jess. “Can we go see it?”



“Of course.”



Avery came down, drawn by the sound of their conversation and perhaps struggling to sleep herself, and they quickly invited her along. Will made the executive decision to wake Rue, as well, who grumbled until he explained.



The mansion had a hideous shortage of flashlights, let alone batteries, which led Will to the idea of using candles to light their way. It gave the moment the somber vibes of a vigil, carrying candles up a hill on a warm, starlit night, with the faint sound of the waves in the distance.



Will set his candle down in front of Halberd’s beautiful sea glass axe, and the others followed his example. They stood close together, intimately sharing the quiet, forlorn moment.



“Now what?” asked Rue.



“Whatever you want,” said Will. “I don’t know if you guys ever got a chance to say goodbye. It took me a while to feel ready, but I did, or at least tried to.”



“He took you with him, LP,” muttered Rue. “Whereas he basically abandoned us. Does he… even care if we say goodbye? Would he have, I mean?”



Will pictured Halberd standing there next to the axe as he had so many times in recent weeks and months. “I think he would.”



The ghost of the battle-worn super spent a long moment checking Jess out, nodding approvingly at his ex-wife with a wistful smile. He shifted to playing small, pointless dad pranks on Rue and Avery, tapping them on the shoulders and sneaking away, trying to pick their noses for them. None of it, of course, had any real world effect.



Rue stepped forward, standing in front of the axe, and the image of Halberd moved to the other side of it, gripping the haft as though he’d simply set it down to rest. It was the most serious Will could ever remember seeing him, and even though he knew he was just imagining it, the sensitivity within Halberd’s expression struck him on a deep level.



“I missed you,” said Rue. “I missed you, and I guess I’m still mad at you. I never got to know you outside of my childhood. But, overall, I think I just hope that you found some kind of happiness on your adventure with LP.”



“I did,” muttered Halberd. “But I missed you too. So much more than you’ll ever know. Thoughts of you kept me going. Little Cammie… Little rugburn Rue. You grew up so fast.”



He tried to ruffle her hair ineffectually. Rue smiled a little, took a long breath, and stepped back.



Avery took her place, brushing a few stray strands of auburn hair back behind one ear. Halberd bowed his head forward respectfully, treating her like an equal, like more than that, even.



“Halberd,” she whispered. “Dad. I’ve forgiven you for a lot. The fact that LP eventually came back, at least, made it easy to forgive you. But I guess one thing that still feels unfair is the fact that… you were so much like me, in a way, but you were never around to give me advice.”



She shrugged, and Halberd’s face blossomed with a proud smile.



“Good advice, bad advice, whatever,” she continued. “Knowing you… probably honest advice, above all else. I just wish we’d gotten a chance to talk, trade trainwreck stories. Yeah, I just want to talk to you one last time. How cliché.”



“That’s not cliché at all,” muttered Halberd. “I would have told you everything you wanted to know. And I suppose you probably would have been grossed out by the massive level of oversharing.”



Avery stepped away from the axe, looking satisfied and a little sad. Jess hesitated for a moment before approaching the memorial. She touched two fingers to her lips and then crouched to press them to the axe’s head.



“Goodbye, Hal,” she whispered, simple and final.



“Goodbye, Jessica,” said Halberd. “Look after them, LP. It’s your job now.”



The ghost faded from Will’s perspective, and under his breath, he whispered “I know.”



They left the candles and walked back to the house together, Rue leading while Will held Jess and Avery’s hands. The mood was somber but intimate, and Will shared a hug with each of the women in his family as they stood together in the lounge, nobody speaking, but no one person alone in their thoughts.



“Surprise, sailor!”



Mist suddenly leapt out from behind the door, grinning and… jiggling, in various places. She had on a mesh lingerie body suit with an x of black tape over each nipple. Her grin shifted into confusion and then into surprise, each expression layering on top of the previous.



“Wow,” said Rue, appreciatively. “Nice. Is that your new costume?”



“I was… I didn’t… Um.” She hugged her arms over her chest and tightly crossed her legs. “I thought it was still just you here, Pick. Why didn’t you tell me?”



“Wait, how did she get here?” asked Jess. “Was she already here? You didn’t tell me, but you told her?”



“LP and making his life way too complicated,” said Avery, with a whistle. “Though I have to say – you pull off nipple tape surprisingly well.”



“I can explain everything,” said Will, partially doubting he could. “But first, I think I’m going to go upstairs to get Mist a sweatshirt.”








EPILOGUE




 



Decay leaned out of the helicopter as it circled the island from above. He could see the boat that had triggered the proximity alarm in the distance, a very posh yacht that never would have normally piqued his suspicion, had it not been on a course directly toward his sovereign ocean kingdom.



“Can you give me a preview of whoever’s inside, Cammie?”



“Um, it’s a little hard to do that and pilot this thing at the same time,” said Webcam. “Unless you want to take over?”



Decay scowled and rubbed the bridge of his nose. The helicopter had apparently been reserved by Halberd years ago, production only lately catching up to demand. It’d seemed like a shame to pass on the purchase, given the convenient helipad he had on the roof of his mansion, and the fact that… helicopters were simply badass.



Webcam had quickly emerged as the natural choice of pilot, given her affinity for technology. The helicopter had several cameras to aid in landing and observing through blind spots that she could peer through with her power.



They’d been making great use of the new vehicle. Once or twice a week, they would fly to one of the uninhabited, inaccessible nearby islands to run around and explore and have sex. As far as Decay was concerned, the helicopter had been a wise investment, but not one that’d necessarily served its original purpose until today.



“Alright,” he said. “Let’s get a little closer, and I’ll break out the megaphone.”



Webcam descended slightly as they continued forward, before coming to an idle in the sky above the yacht. Decay pulled the megaphone off its mount, shouting to be heard over the ambient noise of the blades.



“Unidentified seacraft,” he boomed, in his villain tenor. “You are approaching my island, and I demand you identify yourself or be fired on.”



He waited for a response, listening to Webcam sigh loudly enough to be heard over the din from the cockpit. While the helicopter was technically an attack helicopter with a machine gun perch and all the fun stuff, they’d never found a reason to fire it. Decay wasn’t even entirely sure whether it was loaded.



“Unidentified aircraft,” boomed a familiar voice, from the yacht. “My boat is reinforced and more than capable of handling your little pea shooter. Please note that myself and my crew will resist you to the last copy.”



Decay grinned and turned his own microphone back on. “Unidentified seacraft, I ask that you remain stationary and prepare to be boarded.”



“Unidentified aircraft,” called Erik. “Duh. That’s why I’m here. Also, we’ve got beer.”



“I don’t think you can land a helicopter on a yacht,” called Webcam.



“Just drop me off,” said Decay.



“And then what? Just idle until I run out of fuel?”



“You can head back.” He kissed her on the cheek. “Love you!”



He quickly descended the rope ladder, dropping the last ten feet or so rather than making Webcam descend any further. He landed on the aft deck, surrounded by identical copies of a man who, up until recently, must have thought he was dead.



“Mist told you,” Decay guessed.



“To her credit, she held out for months,” said the Erik in a captain’s uniform. “I knew you weren’t dead. I just didn’t know where you were.”



Decay grinned and the two men clasped hands. The other copies started cheering as though he was the star player arriving back in the locker room after winning a big game. A copy shoved a beer into his hand, which he immediately pounded in a couple of ill-advised, borderline painful gulps.



“Give me a rundown of this island,” said Erik. “Any hot island babes?”



“There were, once upon a time,” said Decay. “Just me and my family now.”



“So yes, but they’re all taken?”



Decay chuckled. “On that note, I should probably mention that it wasn’t just Webcam and me on our way to check out this boat. There was—"



The air fluttered as another costumed figure suddenly touched down next to Decay. It was actually fascinating how each of Erik’s copies responses mirrored one another in reaction to Relic’s unexpected arrival. A gasp, followed by a scramble to find somewhere to duck into hiding.



“Well,” said Relic, with a smirk. “It’s good to know I’ve still got it.”



 



***



 



“Is this today’s planet?” asked Zone.



Daydream nodded and pointed to an extremely fuzzy image of a quasi-planetoid shaped object against the black expanse of space. “Proxima Centauri F. Everything we’ve discovered about it suggests that it would be entirely habitable, from the gravity to scans of its atmosphere.”



“I’ll still wear the suit,” said Zone. “Safety first.”



“Of course!” said Daydream. “I wasn’t implying otherwise. Always better safe than sorry, and this spacesuit is top of the line. It’s based off a blueprint designed by Complex. I so wish I could have met him in person before he disappeared.”



Zone chuckled, all but hearing the intensity of her crush through her voice. “Well, I suppose if your analysis checks out, I should get started. Maybe we can scout two planets today if we’re quick enough?”



“Maybe, but there’s no rush.”



He began pulling on the suit, which was, admittedly, somewhat tight on him. It had been made for a younger body, a more in shape body, but that wasn’t the suit’s fault, and it stretched to fit well enough.



The helmet screwed on, attaching to form a vacuum seal with the neck and lower portion of the suit. It resembled a classical imagining of a space suit helmet — a fishbowl — to such a degree, in fact, that Zone could only imagine that the aesthetic had taken priority over practical function.



The suit looked like something out of an old sci-fi movie, but it both worked and was a minor work of genius. Again, he found himself wondering if perhaps Complex’s disappearance was due to that same creative and scientific spark. Had he simply created an invention that was a little much for him to handle?



“I’m ready,” said Zone. “Are the suit’s exterior cameras functioning yet?



“The sensors are working fine, but the cameras we added still don’t seem to be recording properly,” called Daydream. “We could always hold off for today, work on a fix?”



“I don’t think that’s necessary,” he replied. “It’s probably going to be another boring desert planet or a frozen ice ball. I’ll pop in, teleport myself down to the ground, and come back. My personal scouting log should suffice.”



“That’s fair.” Daydream slid a piece of paper over to him. “Here are the coordinates.”



He read them as he stepped into the transportation room, an empty broom closet with perfectly square dimensions that made it easy for him to use his power. After taking a minute to carefully work out where the planet was across the vastness of space, Zone used his teleportation.



He was in the atmosphere at first arrival, perhaps a mile or two above the ground, but that was always an intentional choice on his part. It gave him a chance to survey the landscape from above, and with his power, he could easily teleport repeatedly on approach to control his height and descent.



The amount of cloud cover made it difficult for him to see much. He jumped twice more, going as slow as his intrigue and excitement would allow him to. Land came into view, yellowish in color but crisscrossed by black rock formations in an oddly symmetrical pattern.



It looked a lot like the way roads intersected through a city from above, but he was still a good quarter mile up, and the formations were too wide to be roads at that height. He teleported lower, cursing as his vision was again foiled by thick fog.



Approximating his landing, he dropped down next to one of the road-like formations. Gravity felt remarkably similar to Earth’s, though of course, that was a huge part of what had qualified it as a contender to begin with.



Zone turned in a slow circle, seeing nothing but hazy emptiness on the horizon in all directions. The formation he noticed before was, on closer inspection, most definitely
 not
 a road. At least, not one intended for vehicular travel.



The surface of the formation was moving, rippling like water, except raised above the ground and bulging. Which made so sense until Zone began moving closer. Part of the formation shifted away from the rest, an inky black snake or eel the size of a goddamn apartment building. A geometric spiral of red eyes blinked open, followed by a cavernous mouth lined with sickly green razor teeth, each one taller and broader than any human.



That was about enough. Zone sucked in a breath, only bothering to look around to verify he wasn’t taking any of the nightmare back with him before teleporting back to Earth in a single blink. Daydream was already poised at her laptop, ready to take down his findings.



“That was fast,” she said. “So what did you find?”



Zone cleared his throat. “Snakes.”



“Snakes?”



“Giant fucking snakes.”



“Ah.” Daydream shrugged. “I’ll mark it off the list. I think we will have time for two in one day, after all.”



 



***



 



In the time since his friends-slash-bullies had met their unfortunate end, Effect had fallen into the habit of going days at a time without speaking. It wasn’t much of a feat within the Lighthouse, where he could simply walk through the cafeteria line selecting his desired breakfast, lunch, and dinner, returning to his suite to read or play video games or whatever indulgence caught his fancy on a particular day.



Which made the fact that someone was hammering on his door in the early morning hours that much more irritating, if not concerning. Effect pulled on his sleeping shirt, an old fashioned one that went down to the knees that he wore ironically, and grumbled his way to the door.



Liz Laser stood on the other side of it, and even by her standards, she looked
 pissed
 . She jabbed a finger into his chest, snarled in a very unladylike manner, and hilariously, still took several seconds to collect her thoughts, like a firework debating whether to go off.



“What did you do?” she barked.



Effect answered, but it’d been literally days since he’d spoken, and the reply caught weirdly in his throat so he repeated himself. “Nothing.”



“There have been too many coincidences!” shouted Liz. “From what happened on that night when… Complex disappeared. To Lockpick, the fucking supervillain Lockpick, being reinstated as a hero. And now he disappears after his trial only to redeem himself by sacrificing his life in a battle against abominations that represents the closest humanity has ever come to extinction?”



“I’m not sure I understand the question?” said Effect.



Liz made an annoyed noise and started rifling through the pockets of her costume. The fact that she was even in costume at such an early hour made him wonder if she’d been up all night fuming and had finally come to him to vent a frustration born from whatever spurious connections she’d formed in her head.



“He’s still alive!” She all but punched him in the chest as she passed him a postcard.



Effect eyed the stock image of a beautiful tropical island on the back before reading the message on the other side.



 



Thanks for the help at the trial. Consider your debt paid.



Fondest wishes,



You Know Who



 



Effect started laughing and then laughed harder when he saw how much angrier it made her. Liz stomped her foot like a five-year-old and paced back and forth in front of his door. He did not invite her inside.



“You did that thing to him, didn’t you?” she snapped. “What was it you called it again?”



“Ah,” he said, finally understanding. “Upping the luck stat.”



“Yeah. What the hell is that supposed to mean, anyway? Stat?”



“It’s a video game thing,” said Effect. “In lots of RPGs there’s a stat called luck, which often effects critical hits and farming. Um, looting items from dead enemies, the rate said items appear. Sometimes it also plays a role in… magic.”



Liz’s eyes had the glazed over look of someone who could not have cared if they’d wanted to or tried. Effect waved a hand and rubbed at his chin, pining for his warm bed and the solitude of his recently calm suite.



“Never mind,” he said. “To answer your question, or address your accusation, no, I did not up Lockpick’s luck stat. I used my power to make sure he got a good review when he came to the tower, but all of his infamy beyond that was very much self-inflicted.”



“
 Is
 self-inflicted!” boomed Liz. “Present tense. He’s still alive! And I don’t believe you. I think you did up his luck strat or whatever.”



“Stat, short for statistic,” he muttered.



“I don’t fucking care!”



Effect folded his arms and leaned against the doorframe, finally losing the last vestiges of his patience. “You know what? I think this is about the fact that you, of your own volition, lied to a courtroom full of people about what happened on the night that Complex
 disappeared
 .



“Or, alternatively, I think you’re pissed off because he fucked you, once upon a time, and never called you back. Never came crawling back. Your ego can’t handle the fact that he’s kind of a hunk and also wants nothing to do with you anymore.”



Liz’s face turned beet red, and she began sputtering as her inevitable explosion began to wind up. Effect quickly made sure that no fingers or appendages were within the line of his doorframe before slamming the door in her face.



He heard what sounded like the death cry of a large animal, perhaps one with some type of elongated snout or mouth, as he headed back to bed.



 



***



 



Fresh powder was in great supply, and Isabelle felt invigorated as she glided down the slope. There was no beating the Italian alps when it came to skiing, and she always had to acknowledge her privileged in life every time she made the trip out for some rest and relaxation. She was rich and beautiful, but she was also aware of it, humble enough to recognize how lucky she was for excelling in all things.



She pulled off her toke and shook out her hair as she stepped out of her skis, drawing the attention of a pair of teenage boys non-discretely smoking a joint outside of the lodge. It didn’t matter to her whether they perhaps recognized her silver hair and guessed who she was, or if they simply thought she was hot in her designer ski clothes that still managed to imply the perfection of the curves which lay underneath.



Isabelle smiled at them, happy to let them look, perhaps willing even to flirt with them if either could gather the courage. It took a real man to flirt with a woman like her, and if her not unsubstantial life experience had taught her one thing, it was that real men were in short supply.



She pushed her way into the lodge, brushing a few stray flakes of snow off one of her perfectly manicured eyelashes. It was warm, heated by a massive, crackling fire along the far wall, and it smelled of sap and cedar from the wood.



She walked over to a tall, broad-shouldered man who was in the process of buying two drinks from the café. He was always so thoughtful, and she couldn’t help but grin as he turned around and playfully linked his sole remaining eye at her.



“Darling,” said Halberd. “How were the slopes?”



“Exquisite,” said Isabelle. “Is that mug for me?”



“Do you see any other silver bombshells lingering around the lodge?” asked Halberd. “That’s a sincere question. I think you’ve turned me into a man that has a certain type.”



She laughed and playfully elbowed him in the ribs. “Just go outside. It’s snowing so hard that anyone not wearing a hat will end up with whitish, silverish hair in no time.”



“It’s simply not the same,” said Halberd. “Let’s take our next vacation somewhere warm.”



Isabelle took a seat next to him, sipping at her cocoa. “We could always go visit your son.”



Halberd didn’t say anything, and his expression turned stony.



“Are you ever going to reach out to him, or… anyone else in your family?” she ventured to ask.



Halberd let out a maniacal laugh, throwing his head back dramatically. “Why would I? I’m a supervillain, and this is all part of my evil, twisted, hateful plan!”



Jess bolted upright in bed, breathing hard and clinging to a sweat-soaked sheet. A dream. Just a dream. She rubbed her head and let out a low chuckle, unsure of where to even start untangling the mixed emotions the scene had stirred within her.



A knock came at the door. Will poked his head into her room, his soft, semi-concerned smile visible by the light of the reading lamp she’d left on.



“You alright?” he asked. “I thought I heard something.”



“Oh, just a stupid dream,” she said. “How late is it?”



“You fell asleep early. It’s not even nine yet. I made you some hot cocoa.”



He carried the mug into her room and set it down on her bedside stand. It was crowned with a heavy dollop of whipped cream, just the way she liked it. She took a sip, staring into Will’s eyes as he sat on the side of her bed, present, loving, powerful.



“How is it?” he asked.



“It’s perfect.”



 



THE END



 



 



 



Q & A with Anya



 



Is this the last book in the Domestic Decay series?



Yes. I might potentially come back to the world at a later time, but it would be with different characters. Will, Jess, Rue, and Avery have been through enough.



What happened to all of your books that used to be on Amazon but aren’t anymore?



They were taken down, some by me, others by the powers that be. As of April 2022, they are now mostly available for purchase and download again. A few of the stories are completely new ones that were originally denied publication. Go to my name (anyamerchant) .com to acquire them.



What’s your next project?



I plan on writing one or two standalone novels in the coming months. Possibly might release/claim some older stuff of mine that’s been orphaned. Handling some background stuff, writing some short stories, perhaps. We’ll see.



Why isn’t the answer to my question here?



Because I didn’t think of it when I pecked this section out. Email me at
 
anyamerchant@hotmail.com

 or message me through my Subscribestar, which also has a bunch of sick perks, unreleased stories, and enough NSFW content to make it another forbidden link. Just search for “anya merchant” on Subscribestar or go to my website to find it.



 



If you enjoyed reading this book, I encourage you to leave a review on Amazon. It’s a huge help! If you’re interested in hearing about my books as soon as they’re published, either follow me on my
 
Amazon author page

 ,
 
click here

 to sign up for my mailing list, or check out my website.



Thanks for reading,



Anya
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