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Chapter 1

Near dusk, shadows stretched like reaching darkness, the heat from the summer day like molten claws to the chest, digging into the beating heart of a city under siege. Steam (and brown water) leaked from manhole covers, creating a wet fog that smelled like desperation and a complete lack of infrastructural understanding.

People scurried on the sidewalks, sweat dripping down their faces in streaks like tears, silently crying out for someone to save them from themselves. Horns honked in steel gridlocks, fists shaking angrily out the car windows. Darkened buildings loomed, towers of the rich and powerful, holding the populace in the palms of their diabolically malevolent hands. Neon lights snapped and crackled, burning against the coming dark, illuminating the faces of the damned and the forgotten. Wavy heat lines rose from cracked asphalt, a reminder of the extreme temperatures that had descended upon a city of steel and glass.

“Who will protect us?” the people wailed as they darted their gazes up toward the darkening sky in fear. “Who will be the champion we so desperately need? If only there was someone out there who could be the hero we deserve! Nay, the hero we require.”

This was a city filled with disease, tumors growing in the bones and connective tissue, spreading with no hope for a cure. This was a city trapped in a war for its very soul, a thin sliver of light threatening to be smothered by the shadows of evil, the scales of truth and justice tipping dangerously toward chaos.

But the city was not alone. She had someone who loved her, someone who would lay down his very life to ensure her survival.

Atop a small building that had once been a yogurt shop but was now a hipster coffee lounge with logs instead of chairs because what, a figure sat perched on the ledge like a stone gargoyle watching hundreds of years of history pass by in the blink of an eye. This figure shifted slightly, the white lenses on his helmet flashing as the exposed mouth twisted into a furious snarl. “This is my city,” he growled dangerously. “And I will do everything I can to protect her people.” His head jerked up at the sound of a scream in the distance. “Hark! There’s crime afoot.” The figure looked off into the distance, the light of a nearby cell tower blinking red as if to say, I am the pulse of Nova City, weak and thready. If only my light could burn forever.

“Yes,” the amazing figure breathed. “I hear you. I see you.” He rose slowly, the strong muscles of his body shifting sexily underneath the costume, a symbol of freedom and hope and justice. He breathed in deeply. “And I can smell you . . . but also . . . taste? Oh my god, what the hell is that? Holy crap, it’s everywhere.” He gagged. “It’s coating my throat. Did someone die and then their body fell in the water and now it’s a bloated mess filled with gases and ballooning organs that will soon explode in a burst of—no. Focus. Darkness has found its way into—”

“Seriously,” another voice said. “I love you, but you’ve been narrating out loud for the past fifteen minutes, and while I appreciate your creativity, we probably should get a move on before the thieves get away with all the jewels.”

The Extraordinary known as Guardian squawked as he lost his footing and fell off the ledge backward onto the roof. He landed roughly on his back, blinking up at the night sky. A moment later, the sky disappeared as a familiar face appeared above him, curls of dark hair hanging down around his face. He wore a sleek costume, black with red piping that ran up the length of his legs and torso. Across his chest, a symbol of a flame, the mark of a hero.

“Pyro Storm,” Guardian growled, voice modulated deeply through his cerulean-blue helmet. He pushed himself up off the ground, ignoring the helping hand reaching toward him. “I knew you’d be here.”

Seth blinked. “I should hope so. We came together. It’d be weird if I wasn’t here.”

“Would it be weird?” Guardian hissed. “Or would it be all part of your plan to get me alone so you can have your way with me?” He took a step back away from the Extraordinary. And another. And another. And then the back of his legs hit the ledge of the roof. He turned around, bending over, hands flat against the ledge as he looked back over his shoulder. “You’ve trapped me, Pyro Storm. I answered a call thinking it’d be a citizen in need of saving, but instead, it’s you. You, with your righteousness and your face looking like it does. My body is tense with pleasure and thrumming arousal.”

“Uh-huh,” Seth said, a black-and-red helmet dangling from the fingers of his left hand, the lenses dull in the low light. “You sure seem to be shaking your ass a lot for someone who’s not sure.”

“Villain!” Guardian cried. He moaned loudly, arching his back. “How dare you speak to me as if you have any right to!” He gasped dramatically, the voice modulator making it sound as if he smoked fifty cigars a day. “Don’t you dare think of using your fire powers to burn away my costume, leaving me nude and helpless, though more than willing to participate because consent is important, even during role-play, and I don’t want you to think I don’t want this when I actually do. Also, my safe word is charcuterie, and no, you don’t get to ask why.”

“Because you like varied meats and cheeses served to you on a cutting board?”

“Exactly.”

“Nick, you can’t just—”

He coughed.

“Nicky, you need to—”

He coughed again, this time much more forcefully to make a very serious point. He hoped Seth got it this time because it was making his throat hurt.

Seth rolled his eyes. “Guardian.”

Success! “That’s better. Thank you. Remember, we talked about this. When I’ve got the costume and the helmet on, I’m not Nick anymore, I’m Guardian. But if I have the costume on and the helmet off, I’m Nick because you can see my face. Or, if I’m not wearing the costume or the helmet and am very, very naked, you can call me whatever you want.”

He winked over his shoulder.

And then remembered Seth couldn’t see his eyes because he was wearing his helmet.

“I just winked at you,” he said. “In case you were wondering.”

“Oh,” Seth said. “I wasn’t, but thank you for telling me. That changes everything.”

Guardian lifted the helmet off his head, the sharpness of the world around him fading. The lenses inside his helmet were strong, letting him see farther and more sharply than he could without it. He never wanted to take it off, but apparently he wasn’t allowed to wear it whenever he wanted, which was bullshit. Setting the helmet on the ledge, Nicholas Bell turned and faced his boyfriend. “It wasn’t fifteen minutes.”

“You’re right,” Seth Gray said, a quirk to his lips. “It was actually closer to twenty. I’m not sure if a hero should spend that much time narrating his plans out loud. What if there was someone listening in?”

Nick winced. He hadn’t thought of that. As per his usual, he’d been so wrapped up in being Guardian that he’d let it go to his head a little. Probably more than a little.

It’d only been a month since he’d come home after Gibby’s graduation and found a package waiting for him on the kitchen table. Inside had been a note from Miss Conduct, the drag-queen Extraordinary with acerbic commentary known to fry a man as thoroughly as her electric powers. She wore bangles and had legs for days. Nick could never pull off bangles, and his own legs were pasty and thin, with knobby knees and that one weird hair on the left side of his right knee that grew obscenely long, which was bullshit, seeing as how he couldn’t get any hair to grow on his chest.

The note, while sweet and wonderful, hadn’t been the best thing. No, that had been the costume she’d created for him with help from Nick’s friends. A costume of blue and white with a helmet to match.

And here he stood in said costume in all his glory, though glory might have been a bit of a misnomer. You see, when one decides to become a real Extraordinary, one must wear a skintight costume to be taken seriously. The problem with that, however, was that Nick had learned his body was strangely shaped, and things that should have bulged—arm muscles, chest muscles, and yes, the groin—did not bulge at all.

(The second time Nick had tried the costume on, he’d stuffed a folded sock down the front of the tights and nodded in the mirror. “Oh, this?” he’d said to his reflection, nodding down at his crotch. “Don’t worry about that. Just my penis. Yeah, it’s big.”

His father had come in without knocking. The silence that had followed had been absolute before Dad backed out of the room slowly. They had never talked about it, and Nick hadn’t tried to put a sock over his junk again.)

So: there was a reason Nick didn’t like wearing what amounted to a full bodysuit of spandex. It left nothing to the imagination.

“Bend over,” Nick demanded.

Seth squinted at him. “What?”

“I want to show you something. This isn’t about sex stuff. Trust me.”

“Yeah, see,” Seth said, “the last time you told me to bend over and said it wasn’t about sex stuff, you said, and I quote, ‘It looks like someone ordered cake from a sexy bakery.’ ”

Nick snorted. “I’m funny. And erotic.”

Seth sighed. “It would’ve been funnier and maybe more erotic if you hadn’t said it while my aunt and uncle were standing three feet away.”

Nick scowled, grateful the encroaching dark hid the furious heat blooming on his cheeks. “How was I supposed to know they were going to be in the living room of their own house? Martha really didn’t need to get out sandwich baggies and begin to make dental dams right then and there. That was uncalled for. I blame her. And Dad.” Mostly his dad, though, because he’d been the one to show the Grays the wonders of DIY sexual safety.

Seth shook his head. “Just be grateful she hasn’t started crocheting the harness she wants to make for some horrific reason. Ever since she went to that sex shop for learning purposes, she hasn’t been the same.”

Nick groaned. “Oh my god, I hate everything. Now stop distracting me and bend over.”

Seth hunched his shoulders, his chest and stomach making a half circle. “Like this?”

Nick nodded. “Now rub your hand along your chest and stomach.”

Seth’s eyes narrowed. “This sounds like a sex thing.”

It really did, but he wasn’t to be deterred. “Get your mind out of the gutter, Gray. You’d know if this was a sex thing.”

“O . . . kay.” Seth ran his hand along his sternum, down to his stomach, stopping just above his groin before going back up to his chest. “Now what?”

Nick—always and forever Nick—short-circuited a little at the sight of his Extraordinary boyfriend touching himself, the tip of Seth’s black-gloved fingers pausing against his broad chest. All the porn Nick had consumed in his life paled in comparison to the sight before him: Seth with his dark curly hair and a jaw that could cut glass. Nick knew that objectification could be seriously problematic but come on! Look at him.

“Yeah,” Nick muttered. “Just like that.”

“Nick,” Seth said pointedly.

“I’m not thinking sexy thoughts!” Nick said. “I’m just . . . admiring the scene before me!” He frowned as he bent over the same way Seth had, rubbing a hand over his chest and stomach. “See? What the hell!”

“Uh, what am I supposed to be looking at?”

“This!” Nick said, glaring as he hunched over. “When you bend over in your Extraordinary costume, your stomach is flat because you’re ripped. When I do it, you can’t even see the abdominal muscles that are probably there even though they weren’t this morning. I thought being an Extraordinary was supposed to make me have noticeable washboard abs!”

“Hoo boy,” Seth said. “That’s not how any of this works.”

“Says you,” Nick retorted, glaring down at the gentle swell of his stomach as if it had betrayed him. “You became an Extraordinary and you turned into a sex god. I became an Extraordinary and it gave me body issues. Yes, I had nachos for dinner last night, and yes, there wasn’t enough cheese so I added more, but still! I ran last week, Seth. For a quarter of a mile. And I only had to stop twice to catch my breath.”

“I know,” Seth said. “I was there, remember? You complained the entire time.”

Nick sniffed. “Yes, well, running is pointless and you should feel bad for making me do it.” He poked his stomach a final time before standing upright. “I may need to consider a redesign of my costume. What do you think about layers? I took a test in Cosmo, and the result said I have a body made for layers.” He frowned. “It also said that I was a free-spirited woman who won’t be constrained by society, but still. Layers.”

Seth chuckled, walking toward Nick with a strange heat in his eyes. He set his helmet next to Nick’s on the ledge before leaning in. Nick’s heart sped up a little. It always did when Seth was around, but when he was so close Nick could count the faint freckles across his nose and cheeks? Man, did Nick enjoy the hell out of it.

Seth kissed him slowly, lips slightly chapped. Nick returned in kind, his tongue sliding against Seth’s as sweat trickled down his neck. The heat wave that had settled on Nova City a few weeks ago hadn’t let up. After a bitterly cold winter with storm after storm of heavy snow followed by a wet spring, summer had come to the city with a vengeance: blazing hot, the humidity almost unbearable. If Nick wasn’t destined to become an Extraordinary, he’d have stayed inside with the air-conditioning on until senior year started up in the fall.

Senior year, he thought distantly as Seth’s lips worked over his. The end of one life, and the beginning of another one entirely. On his best days, Nick wasn’t a fan of change. His ADHD—while mostly under control with the new meds he was on—required routine in his life, order to keep things from spinning out of control. Sure, chaos often reared its head and laid waste to his plans, but Nick was trying, something he’d decided he had to do in order to live a double life of a mild-mannered student who moonlighted as an Extraordinary.

Sort of. In the month since he’d been gifted the costume and become Guardian, he hadn’t done much with it. Dad said he wasn’t ready to save the day on his own. No matter how much Nick begged to go out as Guardian, Dad stood firm, telling him he had to ease into it, to take things slowly. “Besides,” Dad said, “you’re still the leader of Lighthouse. That’s just as important.”

Being a hero was vastly more complicated than he’d expected it to be. Not only did he have to worry about saving-the-day shit, he also had to focus on being Nick Bell, too. He didn’t understand how the comics made it look so easy. He was supposed to wear a skintight costume while also worrying about getting into college? He needed to fret over the fact that Seth might not get to go back to Centennial High (home of the Fighting Wombats!) because he revealed himself as Pyro Storm while at the same time figuring out how the hell he was supposed to take AP History and survive? Gibby was going to NCU in the fall, so they were already down one person. Was it just supposed to be him and Jazz at school for months on end, all while rumors swirled around them about what had happened the night of the prom?

He didn’t know how he was going to do it. Everything felt too big. While grateful it was June, he knew that eventually he’d have to face the very real fact that things were changing, splintering, and there wasn’t much he could do to stop it.

“You’re thinking too hard,” Seth murmured against his lips.

Nick sighed as he pulled back. “Yeah, I know. Sorry. You know how it is. I have thoughts and then those thoughts have thoughts.”

Seth smiled. “I know, Nicky. Anything you want to talk about?”

“Just the same crap as always. Everything and nothing all at once.”

“We’ll figure it out,” Seth said, reaching out and squeezing Nick’s gloved hands. “But we can talk more about it later. Tonight, we focus, all right?”

Nick nodded as he relaxed. “Right. Focus. I’m with you.” He had something to prove tonight, to show that he was capable.

Seth stepped around him, going to the ledge and looking down at the alley below. “Good. Now, tell me what you think we should do.”

Nick turned and stood next to Seth, hands resting on top of his helmet. He followed Seth’s gaze down to the alley. Across the alley was another building, a little shorter than the one they stood on. An old air conditioner rattled and groaned next to a metal roof-access door.

“Could go through the roof door,” he said. “Avoid any windows that could give us away.”

“Door’s bolted and locked,” Seth said. “How do you get in if you want to avoid as much property damage as possible?”

He paused, looking at the air-conditioning unit. His gaze traveled along the length of the roof, toward the side of the building closest to them. Sitting near the top was a vent covered in a metal grate. “There,” he said, pointing. “Could go through the vent.”

Seth nodded. “Think you can fit?”

“Rude.”

Seth rolled his eyes. “You know that’s not what I meant.” He bumped his shoulder against Nick’s. “You don’t want to try something like that, only to get stuck. Think, Nick. What should you do when you have to enter a building you’ve never been to before?”

“Powers,” Nick said automatically. “Make my own door.” Images flooded his brain of him standing before a brick wall and waving his hand, causing the bricks to shift and break apart, making a door.

But Seth nipped that right in the bud, shaking his head and saying, “Without powers. You can’t always count on them. There may come a time when powers could work against you.” He paused, considering. “Or, when you don’t quite have control over them.”

Nick scowled at him. “I totally have control of my powers. Watch.” He looked around, trying to find something he could use. Near the far corner, a plastic bucket sat as if forgotten, the handle rusted, the side cracked. Taking a deep breath, Nick raised his hand, and in his head, a light sparked, warm 

and sweet. He held on to it as tightly as he could and pushed, a shiver of not-quite-pain rippling through him.

The bucket wiggled from side to side before rising slowly off the roof, floating five feet in the air. “See?” Nick said, a trickle of sweat sliding down his forehead. “Easy. I got this. I’m so good at—”

The spark pulsed in his head, and the bucket shot through the air, arcing high before it landed three roofs away with a faint clatter.

Nick sighed, dropping his hand. “Okay, so there might be a few kinks to work out, but still! What’s the point of being an Extraordinary if I don’t get to be extraordinary?”

“There’s more to it than that,” Seth said, and it wasn’t the first time he’d told Nick this, or the tenth. “While having powers is all well and good, you can’t always rely on just your powers. You have to think, too, Nicky. And since no one thinks like you do, you’ve got this. Come on. Can’t go in through the front or the roof access. Doors locked. How do you proceed?”

Nick brightened. “Lighthouse.”

“Exactly.” Seth nodded toward his helmet. “Get to it.”

Nick lifted his helmet from the ledge and put it on. The moment the helmet settled on his head, bright lights exploded inside as his vision sharpened. Lines of code ran like cascading water before they disappeared, replaced by two words, blinking in cerulean blue.

WELCOME, GUARDIAN.

He grinned despite himself. That would never not be the coolest shit he’d ever seen. Gibby was a goddamn genius when it came to all things tech, and she’d outdone herself.

“Lighthouse,” Guardian said, voice once again modulated. “Do you copy?”

Nothing.

Guardian frowned, tapping the side of his helmet. “Lighthouse, this is Guardian. Do you read me?”

Silence.

“What the hell,” he muttered. “They’re supposed to be—”

“Lighthouse here,” Jasmine Kensington said in his ears, voice crackling. “We read you loud and clear. Sorry about that. Gibby was punching the bag Seth has hanging in the basement, and then she started sweating and you know what that does to me.”

“They’re having sex in the secret lair,” Guardian told Seth.

Seth threw up his hands.

“We are not,” Gibby snapped. “It was just foreplay. Trust me, Jazz would sound more out of breath if it was sex, because I can do this thing with my fingers that—”

“What in the good goddamn shit, Gibby,” Guardian growled. “Stop fornicating when we’re supposed to be stopping a jewel heist! I need the schematics of the building.”

“On it,” Jazz said, ever the professional. “What’s the—Gibby, you’re going to get us in trouble. Oh. Oh. That’s . . . wow. Do that again!”

“Schematics!” Guardian bellowed.

Seth sighed. “So much for the element of surprise.”

“Schematics,” Gibby said, and Nick could hear the eat-shit grin in her voice. “We’ll get them for you. What’s the address?”

Guardian looked at Seth, who shrugged and said, “What is it? You need to pay attention to these things, every single little detail. You’ll never know when you need to call for backup, and you shouldn’t always rely on the tracker in your suit. What if something disrupts it? An Extraordinary who could cause a blackout and knock out your locator as well as the comms? What do you do then?”

“Right,” Guardian muttered. He moved to the ledge to his right, looking down at the street below. People walked along the sidewalks, unaware that an Extraordinary watched them from above. Cars lined the road, traffic backed up, horns honking obnoxiously. There wasn’t any place like it in the world, and though Nova City had bitch-slapped him more than a few times, he’d always do what he could to keep her safe. “We’re at the corner of Tenth and Marketplace.” He glanced at the numbers on the buildings across the street. All even. Numbers going up to the left, down to the right. He thought back to their arrival. He’d seen the street number of the building, hadn’t he? He’d glanced at it. What was it? Think, think, think—ah! He grinned. “1757 Marketplace. No, wait, that’s the building we’re on. 1759 Marketplace.”

Seth squeezed his shoulder. “Good. Nice one, Guardian.”

“1759 Marketplace,” Jazz chirped in his ear. Through the speakers in his helmet, he could hear her fingers flying over the keyboard in the basement of the Gray brownstone. “And here . . . we . . . go.”

Guardian blinked against the brightness of the screen in his helmet. The light faded slightly, and when he could see clearly again, a three-dimensional schematic of the building they needed to infiltrate appeared before him, spinning slowly. “Any way in that doesn’t involve doors?” Guardian asked. “And would avoid alarms?”

“Gibby, you got anything?” Jazz asked.

“There,” she said. “You see a vent near the top of the building?”

“Yeah,” Guardian said, heart thumping in excitement. “Big enough for us to get through?”

“Should be,” Jazz said, and the schematic zoomed in to focus on the venting system. “Might be a tight squeeze, but both of you should be able to get through it. Hold on. Gibby, do that line thing.”

“That line thing,” Gibby said with a snort. “I love you so much. Yes, I can do the line thing.” A moment later, a red dot appeared at the start of the vent before extending in a line through the ductwork. It took a right, a left, two more rights, before it stopped in the middle of the building. “There, that should lead you to a grate in the ceiling. Gives you the drop on anyone inside.”

“Security system?” Guardian asked, staring at the vent access.

“Old,” Jazz said. “Looks like a simple system that only registers the front door opening after hours. Hasn’t been updated since 2004.”

Guardian nodded. “Good. The city calls for me. I hear her cries and will do whatever I can to save her.”

Silence.

Guardian tapped the side of his helmet again. “Did you get that?”

“We did,” Jazz said. “We didn’t know if there was going to be more like there normally is. Don’t you usually say something about diseased hearts and the writhing morass of—”

“No time!” Guardian cried. “It’s time to take out the—no, I can’t use that one, because I already used the word time. Dammit. Okay, hold on. I’ve . . . almost . . . got . . . it. Just . . . one . . . more . . . second and—ah!” He squared his shoulders. “You want to try and take jewels that don’t belong to you? See how well you do when I kick you in the jewels!”

He waited for thunderous applause.

None came.

Guardian deflated slightly. “Oh, come on, really? That was awesome.”

“Is that what we’re considering awesome now?” Gibby asked. “My bad. Gay gasp! You’re so good at this superhero thing. I’ve never seen such a—”

“I hate everyone,” Guardian mumbled.

Seth slid on his own helmet, the lenses flashing an ominous red as he too came online. “Lighthouse, this is Pyro Storm. We’re going in. Be ready. It’s time to burn.”

“What the—I wrote that catchphrase. Why does it sound so much cooler than mine? I demand you come back and give me compliments about kicking thieves in the jewels!”

Apparently, some vents weren’t built big enough for people to fit inside easily. After they saved the day again, Guardian decided the next bit of Extraordinary business would be to propose a citywide mandate that all vents be made larger so certain situations (such as the one Guardian was currently in) could be avoided in the future.

“Shove my ass harder,” he said, the pressure against his shoulders and chest from the surrounding vent causing him to wheeze. His legs dangled out into nothing, kicking empty air. He’d wanted to fly up to the vent on his own, but aside from the one time he’d floated after jumping off a building (long story), he hadn’t quite got the hang of flying. Or floating. Or even jumping really high.

Guardian sucked in his stomach, wishing he didn’t have ribs. Pyro Storm pushed him again, and just when Guardian thought he’d be stuck forever, he shot forward, the top of the vent rising slightly to give him more room. He was able to pull his legs inside, and rose to his hands and knees, back bumping against the metal above him.

“I’m in,” he panted. “Lighthouse, would you—Oh, crap, sorry. Sorry.”

“What happened?” Jazz asked.

Pyro Storm groaned. “He kicked me in the face.”

Guardian squirmed a little farther into the ductwork to give Pyro Storm room to climb in after him. “It was an accident. It’s not my fault I’ve got long legs like a dancer.”

“Yeah, no,” Jazz said. “I’ve seen you dance. For a queer man, you dance like your joints are fused together.”

“That’s bullshit,” Guardian snapped, sweat trickling down the side of his head to his ear. “How dare you perpetuate harmful stereotypes about queer people and their ability or lack thereof to shake their asses in a way that suggests sexiness. What’s next, you’re going to comment on how well I dress?”

“Have you seen your clothes?” Gibby said.

“Gibby!”

“Yeah, yeah. You need to turn right . . . there.”

The ductwork opened up off to his right, and Guardian crawled through it, Pyro Storm close at his heels. Guardian paused, panting, wishing he could use his powers to make the vents wider. Just a little push, and he could walk in a crouch instead of on his hands and knees. But that would make too much noise and give away their position. He couldn’t take the chance. Not with the villains somewhere below them.

“Left,” Gibby said in his ear when he came to another opening.

“On it,” he said, turning left and crawling as quietly as he could. Which, of course, meant that his knees hitting the metal sounded as if a herd of cows was running through a swap meet that sold nothing but highly breakable glass figurines.

As they continued on, Pyro Storm spoke behind him, whispering, though his voice came through clearly from the speakers in Guardian’s helmet. “We counted four of them. Armed. What should you do to avoid getting shot?”

“Don’t engage them face-to-face,” Guardian whispered back. “If we can come from above, or behind, it’ll give us a chance to take them out without a shot being fired.”

“Correct. Even if it takes a little longer, it’s always worth it to avoid any potential injuries or loss of life. What if there are innocent bystanders? Say, a security guard they’ve taken hostage. What do you do then?”

“Protect them at all costs,” Guardian replied, his excitement building once more. “They’re the first priority. The jewels are most likely insured, and it’s better to save people than rocks that some weirdos put value on because they’re shiny.”

“Right. People first, property second, though we need to remember that if there is any kind of damage done, someone has to clean that up, and we don’t want to make more work for others if we can avoid it.”

Guardian winced as he banged his funny bone against the wall of the duct. “Being altruistic is so hard. It’d be easier if we didn’t have to care about everyone and everything.”

Pyro Storm chuckled. “That’s what being a hero means.”

“I know. But what if—”

The metal underneath him creaked dangerously. Guardian looked down slowly in horror as the duct began to sway side to side. “Um,” he said. “Should it be doing that, or . . . ?”

Guardian—meaning Nick—was exceptional at falling. Off a bridge. Off a roof. Hell, out of bed. So it shouldn’t have been surprising when the ductwork underneath him collapsed with a loud shriek of metal, causing him to plummet face-first toward the ground ten feet below him. “Oh, crap, oh, crap, oh, crap!”

He raised his hands as the cement floor hurtled toward him, and in his head, that spark like a star exploded. He closed his eyes, hoping he’d be intact enough for an open-casket funeral where everyone would sob and wail that he’d been taken far too soon, that he was the best of them, how can we go on without Nicholas Bell?

For a moment everything faded around him. The building, the metal falling with him, the fact that he had wanted to prove himself tonight, all of it. The only things in existence were Nick and this exploding light, this light that never quite did what he wanted it to do. He reached for it.

Please, he said, either out loud or in his head, he didn’t know. He brought the light to his chest, curling around it, holding it close. Please.

When he didn’t end up as a pile of bones and exposed brain matter, he opened his eyes and found himself floating a few feet above the cracked cement floor, pieces of metal from the duct swirling around him. He stared in wonder, reaching out and pushing his finger against a piece of metal, watching it slowly spin away. He heard voices in his head, his friends demanding to know if he was dead. “I’m doing it,” he whispered in awe. “Hell yes! Suck on that, you stupid—”

Guardian fell the remaining distance to the ground, landing hard, metal clanging against the cement and bouncing away. “Ow,” he groaned against the floor. “Oh my freaking god, it hurts. Everything hurts. Lighthouse, Guardian is down. I repeat, Guardian is down and is grievously injured. Send a medic and potentially a priest to perform last rites!”

He rolled over onto his back, grimacing at the aches in his chest and knees. Above him, Pyro Storm appeared at the edge of the collapsed duct. Guardian waved at him weakly.

Even through his pain, he could still appreciate Pyro Storm rolling out of the vent, somersaulting in midair, and floating gently toward the ground, landing on his feet.

Pyro Storm knelt down next to him, cupping his face. “You’re fine. It was only three feet.”

“Against a hard surface,” Guardian said. “Look. Look how hard the floor is.”

“I can see,” Pyro Storm said. “It’s probably the hardest floor ever made.”

Guardian shoved Pyro Storm’s hands away. “Yeah, yeah. You’ve got jokes. Hysterical.” He pushed himself up from the ground, grimacing. But then all was forgotten when he remembered what he’d just done. “Dude, I floated. Did you see that? And yes, I know it only seems to happen when I’m falling, but still.”

“You should probably change your name to Floating Man,” Gibby said in his ear. “That’s sure to strike fear into the hearts of our enemies.”

“You good to go?” Pyro Storm asked, looking Guardian up and down. “Or do you want to call this off?”

Guardian shook his head. “I’m fine. Let’s keep going.”

He looked around to see them standing in a large room that appeared to be used for storage. Shelves lined the walls on either side of him, filled with cans of paint and cleaning supplies, their stench thick and harsh. Behind them, a door that led out into the main floor of the building. He rushed toward it, planning on bursting through and spouting off a kickass catchphrase that would cause the armed goons to tremble in fear. He skidded to a stop before he could think of one, remembering what Seth had taught him.

Guardian pressed the side of his head against the door, trying to determine if anyone on the other side had heard him. He barely flinched when Pyro Storm appeared beside him, lips curving into a small smile.

“Good,” Pyro Storm said as he leaned against the door, and Guardian warmed at the praise. “You’re thinking ahead. Rather than shoving the door open and startling someone, you’re taking it slow. It won’t always be like this, but when you get the chance to take your time, it’ll make things easier in the long run. What do you hear?”

“Nothing. No voices. No movement.”

“What does that mean?”

Guardian stepped back from the door. “Either they’re farther in the building and didn’t hear us, or they’re waiting to spring a trap.”

“Exactly,” Pyro Storm said. “Gibby, the schematics again, please. Interior only. Show us where we are. Looks like a storage closet.”

Inside Guardian’s helmet, the building formed once more. The image zoomed in, showing two blinking dots in the west corner of the building. “Found you,” she said. “You’re a little off course, but . . . hang on.” Through the speakers came the sound of fingers flying over a keyboard. The image spun one hundred eighty degrees, a white dot blinking on the south end of the building. “There’s where you need to go. It’s where the jewels are supposed to be. Thieves, too, if they haven’t heard you.”

The image collapsed. “Through the door,” Guardian said. “Down the hall. Last door on the right out to the showroom.” He reached for the doorknob and began to turn it, only to have Pyro Storm’s hand fall on his, stopping him from opening the door.

“Careful,” Pyro Storm said as Guardian looked at him. “You know this. Slow.”

Guardian nodded as Pyro Storm stepped back. “This would be so much easier if we had flash-bang grenades. Just toss one of those suckers out there and blam! Everyone is blinded.”

“We talked about this,” Pyro Storm said patiently. “And we all agreed that the idea of you with a grenade of any kind was extremely terrifying.”

“You’d probably end up having it blow up in your face,” Jazz said. “And I happen to like that face as it is, so.”

“Yeah, yeah.” He turned the doorknob as quietly as he could. Once he heard the latch click, he pulled the door open just a sliver, peering out into the darkness on the other side of the door.

The hallway appeared empty. Closed doors, three on the left, two on the right. Lights off. No movement, no sound. He glanced at Pyro Storm and grinned. “Is it bad I almost want the thieves to be waiting for us? How awesome would it be for us to have a hallway fight scene?”

Gibby snorted. “You have a hard time fighting in wide open spaces, so I think a hallway fight would probably only see you getting your ass kicked.”

Guardian scoffed. “I don’t get my ass kicked. I sometimes appear to lose so it just looks like I have no idea what I’m doing only to then gain the upper hand.”

“Oh,” Gibby said. “Well, if that’s the case, you’re really good at it.”

“Thank y—wait, what.”

Pyro Storm cleared his throat pointedly.

“Right,” Guardian said. “We’re in the middle of doing stuff. On it.”

He pulled open the door, walking swiftly out into the hall. He kept eyes on the closed doors, Pyro Storm following him, watching his every movement. Though he knew his boyfriend was in his corner, Guardian wanted to make him proud, to show Pyro Storm he could be counted on to have his back.

He tried the first door. Locked. Same with the second. The third. He barely turned the knob on the fourth, knowing it would also probably be locked.

He stopped at the last door on the right. It had a rectangular window, and he pressed himself against the wall near the door, craning his neck to look through the glass.

His breath caught in his chest.

Three figures were dressed head to toe in black, ski masks covering their faces. All had guns and flashlights, the beams crisscrossing as they took in the room around them. Two of the figures stood next to each other, heads close together as if in conversation, facing away from the door. Perhaps they still had the element of surprise.

And then the third figure moved to the side, revealing what they’d come for.

There, sitting in a glass case, was a large diamond, glittering atop a stand covered in red velvet. A single light shone down on the jewel, causing the light to refract in rainbow arcs. The third figure bent over, one hand on their knee, gun pointing down as they stared at the diamond.

Three jewel thieves. There were supposed to be four.

Guardian looked at Pyro Storm, who cocked his head in question. “Where’s the fourth one?”

Pyro Storm nodded, sounding relieved when he said, “Perfect. Sometimes you have to make decisions on the fly, and whatever repercussions follow are on you. You know there’s four, and you can only see three. What do you do?”

Guardian looked back through the window. All three goons now stood around the diamond. They looked like they were waiting for something. Guardian was about to tell Pyro Storm that they should just take the chance the fourth guy was somewhere else when, out of the corner of his eye, he saw the shadows shift beside him. Panic reared its ugly head, squeezing his throat, making it hard to breathe.

Owen, he thought, the word rising like a dark star in his head, causing his vision to tunnel. Oh my god, it’s—

It wasn’t Owen.

He’d made a mistake.

The last door on the left was open, the one he’d barely checked. And there, standing with a gun pointed at Pyro Storm’s head, eyes narrowed behind the ski mask, was the fourth man, his mouth twisted into a terrible smile. “Well, well, well,” he said, voice rough and gravelly. “What do we have here?”

“Shit,” Guardian said.

He stumbled through the door when the man pushed him hard. He managed to stay upright as the three others surrounding the diamond turned toward them.

“Look what I found, boys,” their captor said, gun against Pyro Storm’s head as the goon forced him into the room. “Seems as if we got a couple of interlopers.”

“Interlopers?” Guardian retorted. “I don’t even know what that means.”

“Not helping,” Pyro Storm muttered as the man made them stand side by side, circling them slowly, gun pointed in their direction. The others joined him, all guns raised and trained at Guardian and Pyro Storm.

The fourth man laughed maniacally. “You’ve fallen right into our trap.”

Guardian glared at him. “What the hell are you talking about?”

The man in front of them laughed. “We don’t care about the diamond. You’re worth far more than that stupid rock will ever be. Trust me when I say that our boss can’t wait to get his hands on the both of you.”

The man behind them leaned his head next to Guardian’s, the gun at the base of his spine. “Let me at him,” he whispered. “Come on, what do you say? I wanna peel the skin from his bones and see what kind of sounds he makes.”

“Wow,” Guardian said. “That was a little dark, even for me. Maybe dial it back a bit? You sound psychotic.”

“That’s right,” the man said. “I am psychotic. In fact, that’s what everyone calls me. Psycho. Wait. The Cannibal Psycho.”

“Enough,” the man in front of them said. “It’s time to end this.” He raised his gun again, this time pointing it at Pyro Storm’s head.

“Try it,” Guardian snarled. “It’ll be the last thing you ever do.”

The man glanced at him before shrugging. “Okay.”

He pulled the trigger.

Time slowed down around Guardian. Blood rushed in his ears as the colors of the world melted like so much wax. The air between the heroes and the goons rippled as if on the surface of a lake. Guardian jerked his head, and Cannibal Psycho flew back against a wall, crumpling to the floor. Guardian paid him no mind, all his focus on the death warrant signed for Pyro Storm.

The spark in his head pulsed brightly as he closed his mind around it once more, familiar, safe, his. The bullet slowed, spun around, pointing toward the man who’d fired the gun, the man who had tried to take everything from Guardian.

“Suck on this,” Guardian snarled, and the bullet hurtled back toward the man, striking him right between the eyes.





Chapter 10

Silence.

Then Gibby started chuckling. Jazz followed, and though she tried to cover it up, she failed spectacularly. That, of course, set off Nick, a wheezing laugh that sounded like he was screaming. Even Seth snorted, shaking his head as if disappointed.

That seemed to piss Owen off. His face twisted, and there was Shadow Star, lurking just underneath. For a moment, Nick’s breath caught in his throat as he thought the shadows from the tree above them began to lengthen. Before he could warn the others, Owen relaxed, flexing his hands on his legs, fingers splayed over his kneecaps.

“What are you talking about?” Nick said, wiping his eyes. He was still furious, but he knew they could take Owen, if it came down to it. “What are you saying? That we’re related?” Then, “Oh my god, please don’t tell me we’re related. Holy shit, I’ve made out with you! Oh, god, oh god. I made out with my half brother? I’m the bad fic tag! Why, why?”

“There’s the Nick I know and tolerated,” Owen said, sounding amused. “Good to know he still exists under all that misplaced bravado.”

Nick gagged. “Incest is bad. Incest is so, so bad.”

Seth rubbed his back, glaring at Owen. “Speak. Now.”

“Ooh,” Owen said, shivering. “I remember that voice.”

“Hey, Owen?” Jazz asked. “Do you know what the uvula is?”

Owen blinked. “The little dangly thing that hangs at the back of the throat?”

“Yes,” Jazz said sweetly. “If you don’t tell us why you’re here in the next five seconds, I’ll show you yours.”

“Okay, okay,” Owen said, raising his hands as if to ward her off. “I get it. You’re mad. Fair. But if I wanted to hurt any of you, I could’ve done it by now. I’ve found all of you alone at one point or another over the past few months. I didn’t kill you then, and I’m not going to kill you now. Give me some credit.”

Jazz lunged toward him again, and Owen blurted, “Jennifer Bell has been dead for over four years.”

They all froze. Nick felt as if he were floating above his own body. Before, he thought. After.

When he saw Jazz wasn’t going to shove her hand down his throat, Owen relaxed, though still wary. “The woman in your house, the Extraordinary known as TK, isn’t Nick’s mother. She’s mine.” He paused. Then, “Well, my stepmom.”

“You really expect us to believe that?” Gibby asked. “We’ve seen your stepmother. They look nothing alike.”

Gibby was right. Nick had vague memories of seeing her at the Burke home when he’d dated Owen. She was a severe woman with dark hair and an angular face. When he’d been introduced to her, he’d fumbled through it, disliking the way her knowing eyes had tracked his every movement, making his skin crawl for reasons he could never quite explain. And then after Owen, the only time Nick had seen her were the few times she’d stood at Burke’s side in front of the cameras.

“Of course they don’t,” Owen said. He sighed, rubbing at the wound on his thigh. “We don’t have a lot of time, so I’m just going to get right down to it. Patricia is an Extraordinary, but one unlike any other in the world. She can . . . alter her appearance. Anyone she’s come into contact with, anyone one she touches, she can . . . well. Shift. To look like them.”

“That’s not possible,” Seth said faintly. “We’d know if an Extraordinary could . . .”

A faint tug in the back of Nick’s mind, insistent, pulling. Hadn’t he read about an Extraordinary who could alter their appearance? But still, that couldn’t be right. Owen was lying. His mother had always been there. She’d always . . . 

The bank, he thought dully. She went to the bank.

“Would you?” Owen asked. “Because if she didn’t want you to, believe me when I say you wouldn’t.” He glanced at Gibby curiously. “Most of you, anyway.” He shook his head. “I’m getting ahead of myself. Let’s back up a little because it’s more complicated than just that. Not only can she change how she looks, she has an ability that I’m extremely jealous of. Think of it as an illusion, though perhaps a little more involved than that. She can create a . . . not reality, but an unreality. It’s tenuous, and the more people she has to control, the harder it gets.” He looked thoughtful when he added, “Which might explain why Gibby remembers something she shouldn’t.”

Gibby scowled at him, still holding on to Jazz’s arm.

“She can make you believe anything she wants,” Owen continued. “Plant memories in your head that aren’t real.”

“Yeah, no,” Jazz said. “You really expect us to believe that? If Nick’s mother died and Patricia took her place, don’t you think everyone would question that? You say that it’s hard for her. Then how would she be able to control everyone?”

“She can’t,” Owen said.

Hope rose in Nick, slight, but there all the same. “Then you’re lying.”

Owen rolled his eyes. “Nope. That’s where another nifty little trick of hers comes into play. She has control over you and your immediate families, everyone Jennifer was close with before she died. Your parents. Seth’s aunt and uncle. And even those who weren’t, because that dumb cop and the drag queen are involved, too.”

Nick laughed bitterly. “What about when she goes out in public, then? What happens when someone recognizes her?”

But Owen was ready for that. “She changes how she looks. Obviously. And when was the last time you saw her as your mother anywhere aside from in private? By the way, cool party, Jazz. Looked like fun. My invite must have gotten lost in the mail.”

Nick paused, thinking as hard as he ever had. His mother didn’t work. She was always at home, unless she was out as TK. And anytime she’d said she’d gone somewhere it’d always been alone. Though he didn’t want to believe a word coming from Owen’s mouth, part of him—a small, quiet part—doubted his own memories.

Before.

After.

Nick grasped the only thing he could. “What would stop any of us from talking about her? One of us had to have mentioned her to someone outside of our families.”

“Yeah,” Owen said. “That’s where it gets really interesting. Watch.” He looked around and brightened when he saw a man running toward them, arm stretched to catch a neon-green Frisbee spinning through the air. He jumped and his fingers closed around it. “Hey, man!” Owen called. “Great catch. Ask you something?”

The man eyed them curiously before nodding. He jogged over to them, gaze darting to the blood on Owen’s shirt. He slowed, stopping a few feet away, looking unsure. “What’s up?”

Owen looked back at Nick. “Tell him about her.”

Good. Owen was wrong, and Nick would prove it. Then, after this farce was over, he’d smash Owen’s face in for ruining their goddamn picnic with his idiocy. Nick said, “My mother’s name is Jennifer Bell. She lives with us. I see her every day.”

Or, at least, that’s what he tried to say. What came out instead was, “My mother’s name is Jennifer Bell. She . . .” But he could go no further. It felt as if his lips had been glued shut, and no matter what he did, he couldn’t force the words out. He began to feel dizzy as he strained, and all that came from him was a low hum, as if he were exhaling through the tiniest of cracks.

“Nick?” Seth asked, sounding worried. “Are you okay?”

Nick shook his head. He tried again. “My mother is . . .” His mouth didn’t work. His throat didn’t work. His tongue was dead.

“Oh no,” Jazz whispered, expression spooked as she turned toward the man with the Frisbee, who looked like he wanted to be anywhere but where he was. “Jennifer Bell. She . . .” Her face turned bright red, the cords on her neck sticking out.

“Uh,” the man said. “I don’t do drugs unless they’re prescribed by a doctor. No shame, but not for me.” He backed slowly away from them before turning and running back toward his friends.

“You’re under her control,” Owen said. “You have been since just after Gibby’s graduation. Which, congrats! Sucks you didn’t get to be valedictorian. Though, you looked great walking across the stage.”

He yelped when Gibby kicked his injured thigh, groaning and rocking back and forth. “Goddammit. Would you stop it?”

Gibby went back to Jazz, who high-fived her.

Owen glared at them but kept his distance as he sat back up. “Same thing happens with everyone else who knows she’s here. Any of you try and say anything about her, you won’t be able to. And usually, you won’t even remember trying. Call them and ask if you don’t believe me. Cap. Officer Rookie. Miss Conduct. Oh, excuse me. I mean Mateo.”

That scared Nick more than he cared to admit. He thought they’d been careful, always aware of their surroundings. How much had Owen seen?

“Say that you’re telling the truth,” Seth said slowly. “Say that she’s not who she says she is. That she’s . . . your stepmother. I’ve seen her use her powers. She’s telekinetic. We’ve all seen what she could do, and not just on prom night.”

Savagely, Nick thought that’d be the end of it. That they’d cornered Owen and he had no way out.

Or so he thought.

Because Owen said, “Yeah, see, she isn’t. Not really. And no, it’s not making you believe she is, either. There were witnesses at the prom, right? They all saw TK coming through the ceiling.”

“Then how does she do it?” Jazz asked.

“This is my favorite part,” Owen said, eyes alight with excitement. “You know what my dad did to me, right? Gave me those pills. Made me who I am.”

“Did to you,” Gibby echoed, her scorn clear. “As if you didn’t have a choice.”

“I didn’t,” Owen snapped. “He . . .” His chest hitched, and Nick didn’t think it was all for show. Or, if it was, Owen was a damn good actor. “He did things to me. Things you wouldn’t even begin to understand.” Nick was stunned when Owen wiped his wet eyes as he scowled. “I am who I am because of him. I trusted him. He was my father. I thought . . . if I did what he asked, he’d . . .” Owen looked away.

“Bullshit,” Nick said, causing Owen to jerk his head toward him. “I don’t give a damn about your daddy issues. He didn’t make you try and kill us. He didn’t make you kill anyone else. You did that all on your own.”

“And that’s your problem, Nick. It always has been. You’ve never been able to think of the bigger picture. Always about yourself. I’ve never met a more selfish person in my entire life. You want to know the truth? Fine. Those pills I showed you in my father’s tower? How do you think he made those?” He raised his hand before Nick could speak. “That was rhetorical. You have no idea.” He leaned forward, eyes glittering darkly. “He used her. Her powers. Her abilities. He used her blood, her DNA, and reverse-engineered Extraordinary abilities in pill form.”

“He didn’t do anything with them,” Seth said grimly. “As far as we know, no one has taken them. If they had, Nova City would be crawling with Extraordinaries.”

“Smoke and Ice,” Nick whispered.

Owen startled. “No. They were just lackeys. They were born, not made. Don’t you see? It’s not about making Extraordinaries. It’s always been about unmaking them.”

Gooseflesh prickled along Nick’s arms. “The cure.”

Owen nodded. “That’s what it started out as. Because while he had the idea of building an army of Extraordinaries to be at his beck and call, he was always thinking ahead. What would be the point of having an army when there were others who could step in and try and stop them?”

Jazz scoffed derisively. “It’s not like he can force that on anyone with powers. What’s he going to do, shoot them with a dart filled with some kind of magical concoction? Honestly, Owen. You’re good, I’ll give you that. But there’s too many holes in your story.”

“Don’t you get it yet?” Owen asked. “She’s the cure. You want to know how she’s telekinetic? How she can shape-shift? How she can alter memories? She ate those powers. That’s her gift. That’s her original ability. Dad experimented on her just as he did me, only with her, he got so much more than he bargained for. You thought I was the first?” He shook his head. “I wasn’t. Patricia was his original test subject. There was a little girl. He found her. Promised her parents that he could help her. That he could heal her. She was telekinetic. He called her—”

“Eve,” Nick breathed. The name rose in his mind like a shooting star, Burke’s words ringing in his ears.

A child was brought to us by their parents. This child, who we call Eve to protect their anonymity, exhibited signs of telekinesis. From a young age, Eve could move things around their house. The parents were frightened. At first, they thought their home was haunted. It wasn’t until the child grew older that they realized Eve was the cause.

“Eve,” Owen said gleefully. “He said they found her after the whole Save the Children bullshit, but that was a lie. This was two years ago. The girl’s parents brought her to the tower. Dad took her to the basement where Patricia was waiting. She stole Eve’s powers, making them her own. That’s how she became telekinetic.” Owen glanced at Nick, and it took all Nick had to keep from screaming in Owen’s face that he had to be lying, that none of it could be true. “She’s a chimera, made up of all these different parts. And if she consumes a power, it becomes hers. Eve didn’t remember what happened. Patricia made sure of that, and the parents thought she’d undergone a safe, noninvasive procedure. They didn’t know what really happened. That 

way, Dad can test those specific powers without oversight or worrying about people asking questions. What she eats, he can study. She’s the reason he has the pills.”

The spark in Nick’s head flared hotly. Above them, the tree branches rattled though there was no wind. “Did you know about all of this? You knew this entire time?”

“I didn’t,” Owen said bluntly. “What the hell do you think I’ve been doing since I escaped? I’ve been getting all the information I could. And no, before you ask, I haven’t spoken to my father since I came back to Nova City. I don’t want to say a goddamn word to that asshole unless it’s telling him to beg for his life. The only reason he’s not dead yet is because I couldn’t figure out what his endgame is. It wasn’t until I saw Jennifer Bell at Jazz’s party that I started to figure it out. And I can prove it to you.”

“How?” Seth demanded. “Give us one reason why we should trust anything you’re saying.”

Owen ignored him, eyes only for Nick. “You won’t believe me, but I’m sorry for what’s about to happen. Sometimes, brute force is necessary to get results. I don’t even know if this is going to work, but I have to try. She underestimated the connection you have with Seth, and there’s power in memory.”

Sweat trickled down the back of Nick’s neck, and when he spoke, it sounded as if it came from someone else. “What are you—”

Owen looked up at Seth. “Why did you become Pyro Storm?”

Seth blinked, mouth turning down as his forehead scrunched up. “What?”

“Pyro Storm,” Owen said again. “You put on the costume for a very specific reason, ridiculous though it was. Do you know why?”

Seth paled, eyes unfocused. “I wanted to help . . . people.”

Owen snorted. “That’s some magnanimous bullshit, but sure, why not. You always were the Boy Scout, Seth. It got old so fast. You don’t know how many times I just wanted to reach across and slam your goddamn face into the lunch table at school. And sure, you did want to help people because you’re so selfless.” Mocking, angry. “But that’s not why you became Pyro Storm. You did it for Nick.”

“Why?” Jazz asked. “Why would he need to—”

Owen said, “Because my father had Jennifer Bell murdered when she wouldn’t work with him. She walked into a bank and the people he sent after her made sure she never walked out. And you couldn’t stand the thought of the boy you loved suffering, so you became Pyro Storm and—”

Nick jerked forward, quicker than he ever had before. Owen had no time to react, Nick sucker punching him in the stomach, breath exploding from his mouth. Before Owen could recover, Nick gripped the sides of his head, teeth bared, thumbs underneath his eyes and, oh, did he want to dig in. He wanted to make Owen hurt, wanted to tear out his throat so he couldn’t speak anymore. “Shut up, shut up, shut the fuck up—”

He screamed when the worst pain he’d ever felt in his life bowled through his head. The illusion was gone and the only thing that remained was how much it hurt, how much everything hurt. It felt as if he were being turned inside out and Dad whispered, “Nicky, oh my god. Nicky. She’s—”

Nick lifted his head and said—

Dad? What is it? What’s wrong?”

Nicholas Bell was twelve years old. It was the last Friday of spring break and Nick was sitting on his bed, phone against his ear. Mom should’ve been back by now. She said she had to run to the bank and do a couple of other errands and then she’d be home. She was going to take him and Seth out for pizza. He’d cleaned his room.

Nick was twelve years old. Twenty-seven days before he’d officially become a teenager. A man, he sometimes whispered to himself. Laughable, this, but maybe if he became a man, he wouldn’t have ADHD anymore. He’d be able to be normal. He could sit still for an entire class without causing a disruption where the teacher glared at him and the other students whispered about him behind their hands. He’d been told time and time again by the people who loved him that he was perfect, he was amazing, he was exactly the way he was supposed to be. But people lied to those they care for, lied to make them feel better. Little things, big things, but how many times had the school called his parents in for yet another meeting? How many times did Nick have to promise that he’d try to do better?

Later, he’d wonder why he didn’t know the moment it happened. Wasn’t that what he’d read online? Some people knew, a sort of precognition that couldn’t be explained. A feeling, a sensation of wrong wrong wrong and oh no and something happened something bad just happened. Not déjà vu but presque vu, on the cusp of revelation.

But he didn’t.

He didn’t know what was coming when his phone rang. For a second, he thought it’d be Mom, telling him she was sorry she’d taken so long, Nick wouldn’t believe how busy it was. “Everyone decided to run errands at the same time,” she’d say in that grumpy voice she sometimes got, not angry, not exactly, because he’d be able to hear her smiling ruefully. “Didn’t they know I had plans with my kid?”

It wasn’t Mom. It was Dad.

He grinned as he answered the phone. “Hey, Pops. What’s the—”

A sharp breath. An exhalation. Then, “Nicky. Oh my god, Nicky.”

Hang up the phone, a voice whispered, urgent, terrified. Hang up the phone. Put it down. Ignore it. It’s nothing. Everything is fine.

“Dad? What is it? What’s wrong?”

“Where are you?” Dad asked, shattered like so much glass. “Are you at home?”

“Yeah. I’m waiting for—are you crying?”

“I’m coming to you,” Dad said, and voices were in the background, someone—Cap?—saying, “Aaron, Aaron, listen to me. We don’t know what’s—”

“Don’t open the door,” Dad said. “You hear me? You don’t answer the door for anyone until I get home.”

“O . . . kay?” Mind racing, a billion thoughts at once, but none of them were close to the truth. It was unfathomable. It was impossible. He was twelve years old—not yet teenager, not yet a man—and he didn’t yet understand that no matter how much he loved someone, it wasn’t enough to save them. “Have you talked to Mom? She was supposed to be back by now. I tried calling her, but she didn’t—”

“I’m coming,” Dad said again. “I love you, kid. I love you so much.”

Alarm bells began to ring deep in Nick’s head.

Then everything stuttered, the frame rate skipping, jumping, and he was pacing downstairs in front of the door, phone gripped in his hand. He tried to call Mom again. No answer. Again. No answer. Again, and then Dad burst through the door, face wet, eyes swollen, mouth twisted down. Suit wrinkled, tie lopsided, hair sticking up. He looked old. So old, as if decades had passed since Nick had seen him that morning when Dad had popped his head into Nick’s room, telling him that just because it was summer didn’t mean that he could stay in bed all day.

And just like that, he knew.

He knew.

“No,” he said, taking a step back and shaking his head, heart in his throat. “No. I don’t want—”

Dad reached for him, hands shaking, and though Nick tried to fight him off, tried to shove him away, Dad was bigger than him. Stronger, and he crushed Nick against his chest, entire body quivering like he was being electrocuted.

Nick breathed him in and Dad was crying, he was sobbing when he choked out, “She’s gone, kid. Oh my god, she’s gone, she’s gone. I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. I—”

Nick screamed, then. He screamed and screamed until his throat was raw, and for days after, when he spoke—rarely, and only when asked a direct question—his voice was hoarse, gravelly, barely above a whisper.

Skip, jump.

Seth. Bob. Martha. Gibby. Jazz, all hugging him, all telling him they were here, they were with him, they would never leave him.

Skip, jump.

An urn. A funny little thing. He didn’t know what it was made of. Metal. It felt like metal, cold and impersonal. Her name carved into the surface: jennifer marie bell. Everything she was reduced to ashes, and Nick hated her, hated her for leaving them, for leaving him. She was supposed to come home because they were going to get pizza. She was supposed to be there when he woke up, when he went to bed, when he came home from school, when he figured out that he was queer, when he realized he loved Seth as more than his best friend. When he graduated. When he went to college. She was supposed to be there for all of it, to help him make sense of the world, and he hated her for taking herself away.

Another skip, another jump, and he was cold, a mist of salt water spraying on his face, the sky gunmetal gray, the lighthouse in the distance, dark and looming over them. Dad held the urn and pulled out the plastic bag that held her remains, a pile of ash that looked like what Dad scooped out from the fireplace.

No one was with them. There’d been offers, many offers, and they’d had a service for her, agnostic, calling it a celebration rather than what it really was. No one used the word funeral, and Nick was absurdly grateful for it, even if he thought a celebration was the last thing he wanted.

Dad had dark circles under his eyes, deep bruises that would take years to fade, if they ever did. Nick knew he looked no better, but he couldn’t worry about that now. Dad needed him to be strong, needed him to be a man. Dad, who was clutching the urn to his chest with one arm, stupidly looking down at the bag in his other hand as if he thought he was dreaming, that none of this could be real.

They stood there, staring at it, shivering as the wind whipped over them. For the longest time, neither of them spoke because they both knew the moment they did, it was over. Done. Finished. The end.

It was Nick who spoke first, Nick who never met a silence he couldn’t fill. He said, “You and me. No matter what. You and me.”

“A team,” Dad whispered, coming out of his stupor. “We stand together so we don’t struggle apart.”

They held the plastic bag together, Dad untying the offensively festive ribbon holding the bag shut—red with a glittering gold trim. It opened, and as one, they turned the bag over, spilling out the contents into the sea, the same place they’d come to because it made her happy, it made her smile. Nick had proof of this in a photograph on his desk.

She was gone in seconds, bits of ash fluttering in the wind, heavier pieces falling into the water, ripples forming, small splashes.

Before she died.

After she died.

They stayed there for a long time, clutching
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