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Chapter One

VINCENT SILVA BREATHED a sigh of relief when he saw his grade posted on the bulletin board. He’d already passed the entrance exams to be at Camp Hologram, but the on-site test was vital.

He didn’t recognize the names of the three other guys in Cabin One, but he never expected he would. Kids with power-gifted parents were raised to protect their identities, for everyone’s safety. He didn’t want anyone to know who his father and stepmother were. Especially his stepmother, though he hated to use that word. It went the other way as well—he used his mother’s maiden name on his application so his father and alleged stepmother wouldn’t know he was at the camp.

A sharp lack of noise brought his attention to a classroom that reminded him too much of high school—being lectured by Mister Mister, who used to be somebody. His power was mimicry—for a few hours he could have the power of any gifted person he touched. Five years ago, he’d run afoul of the villain Chameleon. Vince wasn’t sure exactly what had happened—the media reported only that somehow his stepmother had managed to defeat Mister Mister, after which he’d retired from active duty.

The resemblance to high school ended with Mister Mister, who didn’t look anything like a teacher. For a start, his gray hair, still thick and wavy, was shoulder length, and he wore an olive drab T-shirt the same color as his canvas pants. He had tattoos down his arms and over the backs of his hands. He was also more physically fit than any of Vince’s high school teachers had ever been.

“Welcome to Camp Hologram, gentlemen. You wouldn’t be here if you hadn’t mastered a general control over your powers, so the focus of your training will be learning independence and teamwork. How to maximize your strengths, minimize your weaknesses. How to survive without any powers at all.

“It takes strength of will, and discipline….”

Vince tuned out the boring “why you’re all here” speech. He knew why he was there. He was born with powers and a determination to never be the kind of person his father was. Being the son of a villain didn’t mean that was his only choice.

“Weekend leave is in the city of Guilford, but don’t get too excited. There’s a volunteer element to your grades. I believe most of you have ignored the pamphlet of rules you received before arriving so let me reiterate: booze, drugs, and gambling are not permitted here at Camp Hologram. Lights out is at 10:00 p.m. Reveille is at 5:00 a.m. sharp. You are expected to make up your bunks and keep your gear in your lockers. This afternoon you’re to stow your gear and get to know your cabin mates. When you hear the klaxon, get to the mess hall or go hungry. Now grab your packs and go to your assigned cabin.”

Finally! Vince leaned down to grab his duffle, a heavy canvas bag almost as long as he was tall and stuffed with everything he owned. Whatever he did at Camp Hologram, fail or graduate qualified to be an official hero, he wasn’t going back home. Guilt made him flinch as he thought of his mother. She deserved a chance to make a life without his father screwing it up, and that meant a place with immaculate security. The kind only money could buy. Money popular heroes earned through sponsorships and licensing fees.

The first step was to ace his training.

He listened to the other guys grumble as they shuffled out, most of them with much less luggage.

“This is so lame,” someone said.

“Piece of cake,” someone else said.

Vince didn’t say anything. He followed the others out of the administration building. It was a large complex, holding the showers, the shitters, the kitchen, and the dining hall, along with the lecture room and who knew what else. Stuff the trainees didn’t need to know. Might be in the paperwork Mister Mister rightly guessed he hadn’t read.

 

VINCE WALKED INTO the small building marked “One” and had to stop himself from sighing. It didn’t look big from the outside, but he didn’t expect it to be this small. There were two metal-framed bunk beds on each side of the wooden room and, as far as he could see, nothing else. He wasn’t sure where he was supposed to put his stuff. He had barely registered that there were already people inside when someone bumped into him.

“Sorry.”

He didn’t sound sorry at all to Vince, but it was enough to get Vince to move out of the way and turn to his right. There on the wall beside the door were four full size lockers in a tidy line, which he’d missed coming in.

“I call top!” he heard someone say from behind him.

“Too much information,” said the guy who’d bumped into him.

“Pervert,” someone else replied.

Vince glanced around the small room with a smile and tried to stuff his bag into the one empty locker while the others chose bunks. As long as he got one, he didn’t care which. His powers had nothing to do with strength, and while he worked out, it wasn’t easy for him to carry most of his belongings around with him.

His bag was far too big to fit. He’d need to unpack some of it, put some things on the upper shelf. Still, that wasn’t going to stop him from trying.

“I hope your powers have nothing to do with your spatial abilities,” someone said.

He turned around, ready to snap back with a snarky remark. The guy who had spoken was sitting cross-legged on the top bunk, a bright smile on his face.

“They don’t,” Vince replied, smiling back at him. The cabin was dim compared to outside so all he could see was a kind smile and symmetrical features.

“Oh, leave him alone,” someone else said. Vince’s gaze shot down to where the voice was coming from. This was the other guy who had gotten a bottom bunk. He was leaning on it and looking at his nails, his face covered by artfully uncombed blond hair. “Some boys need to take their toys everywhere. And by toys, I mean—”

“Oh my god,” the third guy said. He wasn’t on his bunk, he was sitting down on the floor and sorting through the stuff in his bag. “What are you, a walking cliché?”

The blond guy laughed, shrugging. “Is your name really Bartholomew Jameson Cockburn?”

“It’s Co-burn,” the guy replied. “You don’t pronounce the ‘ck’. It’s silent. Also, you can just call me BJ.”

“You want us to call you BJ Cockburn?” the blond said, biting his lower lip. Vince had to put his hand in front of his mouth to stop himself from laughing, too.

“Co-burn,” he reiterated. “And yes, please.”

“Oh I heard you. I’m just really immature,” the blond guy said.

“That’s becoming clear,” BJ said, looking up at him. “And you’re supposed to be putting your stuff away.”

The blond snickered. “Is that in the rulebook?”

“We were just told,” BJ said. “Weren’t you listening? You were supposed to put your stuff away as soon as you got in the cabin. Like, um, he’s doing.” He pointed at Vince.

“Well, he doesn’t have a choice. Look at that ridiculous fucking bag,” the blond replied. “And he has a name. Which I’m sure he’ll tell us any minute now.”

“Vince Silva,” Vince said. He hefted the bottom end of the bag onto the floor and pushed the top in under the shelf. “And yeah, I know the bag is ridiculous. Who are you?”

“Cass Talbot,” he said. “So that means the guy who’s bullying you must be Car —”

“Locke,” the guy on the bunk interjected. “Everyone calls me Locke. And I wasn’t bullying him. I was making conversation. Isn’t this training camp supposed to be about teamwork or something like that? That’s what I’m doing, dude. Teamwork.”

“See?” Cass said, turning to BJ. “They get it. This is our last real day of freedom, so we should be spending our time bonding.”

Locke pushed off his bunk, landing in a graceful crouch. He stood in front of Cass and right across from Vince. In the light coming in the cabin’s window, Vince could see the guy—Locke—was gorgeous. Blond curls that fell to his shoulders, big light eyes; maybe green. Vince couldn’t tell from where he was standing, and it was important that he find out.

He shoved the bag one final time and slammed the locker door, only to have it bounce off the bag. He could fix it later.

Cass pulled out a bottle of rum. “I guess if this is against the rules, we should bond over getting rid of it,” he suggested.

“Jesus, Cass. Didn’t you just hear Mister Mister say no booze?”

Vince was glad BJ said it before he did, because both Locke and Cass were glaring at BJ.

“Right,” Cass said. He draped an arm over BJ’s shoulders. “No booze. We’re getting rid of it. And bonding. Like he said. If you help us, it’ll be gone faster.”

BJ’s mouth tightened, and it looked like he might shrug off Cass’s arm, but instead he said, in a grudging tone, “I guess.”

Which helped Vince relax. If someone as serious as BJ was willing to go along, then it couldn’t be bad enough to get them all kicked out. He slid a look toward Locke, but his gorgeousness was rooting in the locker farthest from the door.

“I got this,” Locke turned around with a tacky necklace that had a plastic shot glass on it.

“Classy,” Vince said.

“Bottle’s good enough for me,” Cass declared. The cap made a cracking sound as he twisted it off and took a swig. He swallowed and coughed a little.

Vince stifled a laugh.

“I’m not drinking from the bottle. Who knows what you guys have,” BJ said, crossing his arms over his chest.

“Fine,” Locke said, giving BJ the plastic necklace. “You use the cup. Gimme that,” he said to Cass.

Locke tipped the bottle with caution, made a face, and handed it off to Vince.

Vince knew how to shoot rum, not that he made a habit of it. It never paid to be less than one hundred percent around his father, or worse than that, his father and his father’s girlfriend. But he gulped down a shot and passed the bottle to BJ, who poured his shot with exaggerated dignity.

After wiping his mouth with the back of his hand, and giving Locke a sidelong look, Vince said, “So apart from being willing to bend the rules to swill cheap rum, what else do we have in common?”

“You mean, in addition to having super powers?” Locke asked, a smile in his voice.

Vince gave him a long look, and smiled. “Yeah. That, too.”

Within minutes, the four of them were sitting on the floor, offering tidbits of information, like age and hometowns. The rum bottle went round and round, and Vince felt himself getting a nice warm glow. The rum, not anything to do with how Locke’s hand kept falling on his knee.

“My power is metal manipulation. It’s sort of magnetic, but more than that,” Cass told them with a lazy smile. “Maybe I’ll demonstrate it for you later. What about you guys?”

Vince looked around. He’d had it drilled into him to never talk about his family or his powers, so it was hard to say, “Mine is sound.”

“Mine is so lame,” Locke said. “Light.” He nudged BJ with his foot. “What’s yours?”

“I’m a healer.”

“Sweet!” Cass exclaimed. “Can you cure hangovers?”

“No.” BJ scowled as he drained the bottle into his little cup.

The conversation was starting to drop off, and Locke’s hand was resting on Vince’s knee for longer and longer moments when a loud ringing scared the shit of them.

“Meal time,” BJ finally said. “We’re supposed to go to the hall.”

“Fuck. Smell my breath,” Locke leaned in towards Vince.

“Dude. Yeah, I get it. We reek.”

Locke backed off and Vince supposed he ought not to be thinking that, boozy breath and all, he could have wished Locke to move closer. He shook his head.

“Fuck!” BJ pushed to his feet. “I knew this was a bad idea.”

“Chill,” Vince said, standing up as well. “I got mints. We’re good, I just gotta….” He walked to the locker in a relatively straight line and tugged the upper end of his bag until it flopped on the floor with a thud. He half expected to see cartoon dust puff up.

The noise sounded again, and everyone was on their feet. “Hurry up, Vince,” Cass said, his tone not carrying a whole lot of urgency.

Vince tugged on the zipper, trying to remember where he’d put his mints. His powers were tied to his voice, so he had a variety of mints, lozenges, and sugar-free candies to soothe his throat and keep his mouth from getting too dry. He pulled out a hoodie and a couple pairs of underwear fell out.

“Sexy drawers, Vince,” Cass drawled.

Locke chuckled in agreement and Vince felt a flush burn his face.

“Yeah, whatever.” He tried to focus on his bag and thrust his hand inside, looking for the ziplock bag with his stash. He yanked it out and waved it like a victory flag.

“Gimme that,” BJ said, snatching it from Vince.

“Easy, dude, I need those. Not exactly any vending machines here, y’know.”

BJ found the mints and to Vince’s surprise, he handed them out before tossing the lot on Vince’s bunk. “Come on, we’ll be late.”

Locke met Vince’s eyes and smiled.




Chapter Two

LOCKE LOOKED DOWN at his tray for a second, wondering what his food was and marveled at how steady the tray was in his hands. He was used to mixing his rum with sodas, not swigging straight from the bottle.

He had not paced himself well, and he didn’t want to get in trouble. He needed to find somewhere to sit, because he was pretty sure he was going to start bumping into walls or people at any second.

Luckily, his best friend wasn’t hard to spot. He had mermaid hair—that was what it was called, so he had been informed every time he said it wrong—and he had recolored it right before camp.

Locke walked over to Ariel, who had seen him and was waving. He sat down next to him, bumping his knee on the table.

Ariel looked at him and frowned. “Hey, you okay?”

“Yeah,” Locke said, looking down at his food. “I’m good. What even is this?”

“Oh my god, you’re drunk,” Ariel said, sounding far too loud.

“Dude!”

“Sorry,” Ariel said, laughing quietly. “Okay, your cabin seems so fun. What’s everyone like?”

“I don’t know. Normal. What’s yours like?”

“Fine.” Ariel shrugged, taking a bite off his fork. “I guess. So far the best part about being here is Mister Mister. It’s so awesome he’s our trainer! Do y’think we’ll get to see him demonstrate his power?”

Locke had to laugh. He and Ariel had grown up together, collecting and swapping “Heroes and Villains” cards. He could always come out the better if he had anything Mister Mister to trade.

“Maybe. But apart from him, any interesting guys or cool powers?”

Ariel rolled his eyes. “I asked you first.”

“They’re all hot, I guess, but this one guy,” Locke replied. “He seems almost shy, and—”

“Aww,” Ariel said. “You’re so cute when you crush on a guy.”

“Dude, shut up,” Locke replied. “I shouldn’t have told you. I don’t know why I ever tell you things at all.”

“Because you love me?”

“Ugh,” Locke said. “I don’t want to talk about it anymore. Who’s in your cabin?”

Ariel sat up a little straighter, looking around the room. “See that guy, with the tats? He’s in my cabin. Says his name is Brayden, but he brays assholery. That could be his power. And the cute one with the glasses, he’s there too. He’s got like, electronics power or something. He didn’t go into how it works.”

“That’s it?”

“No, but I can’t see the other one anywhere,” Ariel said. “He has dreadlocks, so he’s kind of hard to miss.” He practically inhaled a few forkfuls of the stuff on his plate and added with a whine, “I can’t believe they didn’t put us in the same cabin, though. That’s so unfair.”

“I don’t think it was on purpose,” Locke replied, trying to eat some of his own food. He was feeling queasy and the lumpy brown mush on his plate wasn’t helping. It tasted kind of salty and greasy. He pushed the tray away from him and resisted the temptation to put his head on Ariel’s shoulder. Maybe he could nap after dinner. His gaze fell on Vince, directly across from him but one table over.

“It’s good to know that you miss me too,” Ariel said.

“C’mon, I didn’t mean it like that,” Locke replied. “Of course I miss you. I’m just looking forward to getting to know everyone.”

Ariel raised his eyebrows. “Everyone?”

“Yes, everyone,” Locke said.

“That’s why you’re looking right at that guy, huh?”

Locke’s face warmed as he realized he was staring. Vince was between Cass and someone whom Locke didn’t recognize. He was pushing his food around with his fork, apparently finding it as unappetizing as Locke did.

“I wasn’t,” Locke protested. “He’s in front of me.”

“Whatever,” Ariel said. “I give it a week, maybe two because of being at camp, until you get him out of your system. You want me to number them in the order you’ll go through ’em? See how well I know you, right? Not easy, though, so many hot choices around here.”

“You know, Ariel, when you say stuff like that,” he started to protest, but then what Ariel had said hit him. “Wait, you think I’m going to get him out of my system? Do you think we’re going to hookup?”

Ariel sighed, shaking his head. “Both your talents and your looks are wasted on you.”

“What do you mean?” Locke said, looking right at Vince. This time, he wasn’t trying to hide it.

“You know, you could probably sleep with anyone here, even if they think they’re straight,” Ariel said. “But that guy will be easy—he already wants you.”

“How do you know?”

“Because he keeps sneaking glances this way whenever he thinks you’re not looking,” Ariel said. “And he seemed a little, I don’t know, confused, when you decided to sit with me and not with him.”

Locke laughed, throwing his head back. “But we’re just friends.”

“Yeah, I know that,” Ariel said. “And you know that. But Hottie over there, he doesn’t know it. You’re going to have to tell him.”

“Tell him what?”

“How do you even survive without me?” Ariel said, turning to him. “That’s not a joke, it’s a serious question. How do you do it?”

Locke rolled his eyes, but he smiled at Ariel. This was his version of being protective, which Locke always appreciated, even when it wasn’t particularly useful. “It’s always hard when you’re not around and I have to lift furniture.” Ariel’s power was strength, which seemed bizarre in such a small, slender package.

Ariel rolled his eyes right back at him. “Whatever,” Ariel said. “Mark my words. You’re hitting that, like, within the week.”

“What? No, I’m not,” Locke said. “Vince is out of my league.”

“He’s so in your league. Cute, big brown eyes, great jaw. He’s just your type,” Ariel countered with confidence.

Locke shook his head. “I don’t have a type. And I’m not here to rack up any numbers, jeez.”

“Oh my God,” Ariel said, putting his hand over his chest. “That’s so cute. Anyway, you’ll hit it and forget it. You’ll move on to someone else. That guy.”

He pointed his fork at a random guy on the left side of the room.

“Why that guy?”

“Because he’s hot as fuck,” Ariel replied. “And you’re a commitmentphobe.”

“I’m not a commitmentphobe, I’ve never found somebody I like enough, though,” Locke replied, his voice a whisper. “You know, yet.”

“And you think Vince is it? Are you going to eat that?” He was pointing at Locke’s abandoned plate.

“No,” Locke said, shaking his head. “I didn’t say that. And no, here, have it. It’s so gross. Even if Vince goes for guys with my dashing blond looks, it’s not like I’m the only blond here. I’m not even the only one in our cabin. That gorgeous blond he’s sitting next to? Cass. In our cabin. I’m not into blonds and I think he’s hot.”

“If you say so,” Ariel replied, swapping his tray with Locke’s. “You wanna put your money where your mouth is?”

Locke considered it for a second and shook his head. He wanted Ariel to be right. That, and he hadn’t brought that much money with him to camp. He couldn’t waste it on wagers he was hoping to lose.




Chapter Three

VINCE WAS BURNING with jealous curiosity over the twink with the brightly colored hair who practically hung all over Locke. None of his business, of course, but it seemed kind of unfair. He forgot about that, though when he and the rest of his cabinmates saw their door hanging open.

“Shit,” Locke muttered.

“What the hell?” Cass shot nervous looks at each of them, as if they knew something.

BJ rolled his eyes and pushed inside, Locke right on his heels. Vince followed as Cass came up behind, dragging his feet.

Inside, they formed a ragged line in front of the waiting Mister Mister. He was just standing in the middle of the small room, holding the empty rum bottle by the neck, tapping the base into the palm of his other hand. “I thought I said no booze. And what the hell is this mess on the floor?”

“Sorry, sir,” Vince said, “my bag spilled as the dinner bell rang.”

“And this?” He held up the bottle.

BJ cleared his throat, but Cass stepped forward. “That’s mine, sir. I brought it to camp before I knew the rules against alcohol.” He glanced back at the other guys. “As soon as we had our gear stowed, I pulled this out to get rid of it. But then Locke reminded us all that we were to be getting to know each other, so I thought, you know—two birds, one stone.”

“I see.” Mister Mister glared at them. “And you all just happened to go along with this?” His gaze settled on BJ.

Vince stole a glance sideways. BJ was looking at the ground, clearly not pretending to hold any high ground. Vince liked that. He liked that Cass took responsibility. Maybe these guys would be better bunkmates than he’d anticipated.

Mister Mister was staring hard at Cass, his expression difficult to read under the light, salt and pepper beard. “It’s not the worst story I’ve ever heard.”

“Thank you, sir!” Cass replied cheerfully.

“It wasn’t a compliment, Talbot.”

“Call me Cass, sir, we’re going to be spending lots of time together.”

“Flirting with me won’t help you, Talbot.” He pointed the empty bottle at each of them in turn and shook it at Cass. “You won’t be bringing any more booze to camp, right?”

“No, sir! I promise I will not bring any more booze to camp. You have my word.” Cass was giving their trainer the most angelic look Vince had ever seen. He was sure, pretty as Cass was, he was no angel.

“Good. Clean this mess up. I see your cabin like this again, I don’t care whose shit it is, you’re all pulling extra toilet cleaning shifts. Understood?”

“Understood, sir!” they repeated in a chorus.

He pushed past them like a man on a mission and Vince wondered if they weren’t the only cabin to fail inspection. He sighed and started sorting out his stuff. To his surprise, Locke got awkwardly to his knees and started helping. “Hey, you spilled it in the spirit of saving our butts. Least I can do.”

“Thanks.”

“I’d help, but there doesn’t seem to be much room for a third,” Cass said, still cheerful. “Maybe we can work on that.”

“Don’t be a dick.” BJ spoke just loud enough for Vince to hear.

“This is gonna be interesting.”

“Yeah, I think it is,” Locke agreed, giving him a quick smile.

They managed to fit everything in the locker, leaving the big canvas bag mostly packed, so that the door closed tight.

“If you two are through being domestic,” Cass said.

Vince turned. Cass was holding another bottle of booze. “Is that tequila?”

Cass grinned as BJ raised his voice to demand, “What the fucking hell?”

“It’s the last bottle, I swear! I promised I wouldn’t bring more, and I didn’t. This was already here,” Cass protested, pulling his innocent look on BJ. “So we gotta get rid of it, right?”

Locke started to laugh. “Damn, Cass. Lights out is at ten.”

“We better drink fast then.”



VINCE AND LOCKE were side by side on the floor, leaning against the back wall. Cass was on Vince’s other side, more toward the middle of the room, while BJ was near Cass’s bunk. As the tequila went down fast, conversation had turned into giggles and flirtatious looks, or at least Vince thought Locke was giving him flirtatious looks and maybe Cass, too.

He thought he should be surprised when Cass slid across the floor until their legs were touching. “You guys are so cute. How well do we want to get to know each other?”

BJ wavered to his feet, or so it appeared to Vince. “C’mon guys, you can’t.”

Vince didn’t know what they couldn’t.

“I think he means I shouldn’t kiss you,” Locke said with a smile.

“I don’t mind.” Vince hadn’t been kissed in a while. His last boyfriend had cheated on him, and the girlfriend he’d had before that hadn’t lasted more than a month before she dumped him for someone better. He wasn’t bitter—he thought his father likely helped them decide how to act—but he hadn’t tried to date in over a year. This was something he’d never had a chance to experience—drinking, casual sex. Not that he was going to have sex on the floor, he thought foggily.

“I kind of want to kiss you too,” Cass said, or maybe he meant “you two.”

“Okay,” Vince said, dizzy and elated and a little nervous in spite of all the alcohol he’d consumed. Locke kissed him, a warm, wet kiss that was nice all the same.

“My turn,” Cass murmured against his neck, and Vince turned his head for another kiss.

It was strange and odd, being between two blonds and he giggled. “I think I need kissing practice.”

“I think you’re doing fine.” Cass smiled encouragingly at him.

“You’re cute,” Vince said. He turned to look at Locke on his other side. “I think you might be cuter, though.”

“My poor ego,” Cass said.

Concerned he’d hurt Cass’s feelings, he turned his head once more, with some difficulty. Cass was grinning.

“S’okay, dude. I’d be happy in the middle, too, but you two have a thing. Jus’ seems a shame to waste all these happy feelings.”

He heard Locke’s voice in his ear. “Vince?”

“Yeah?”

“Do you want to stop?”

He thought about it for a second and shook his head. “No, I just—I’ve never done anything like this before.”

“Oh, a virgin!” Cass said, clapping his hands together.

Vince laughed. He wondered if he was blushing. “No, that’s not what I meant.”

“We’ll be nice to you,” Cass said. “I promise. Right?”

“Yeah,” Locke said. “Really nice.”

“Oh my god. Seriously?” Vince heard BJ say.

“What? We’re getting to know each other,” Cass said, his voice low and smooth.

“Ugh, no way.”

There was a sound, of BJ getting up, Vince assumed, though Locke was kissing him again and whatever BJ was or wasn’t doing didn’t seem all that important.

“Count me out.” The door opened and a brief gust of cool night air ruffled Vince’s hair before the door closed again.

“Damn,” Cass murmured. Vince had stopped caring about Cass at that point, focusing instead on the way Locke was kissing him, hungrily, as though he couldn’t get enough of him. Vince kissed him back, his heartbeat quickening along with his breath. He was barely aware of Cass next to him until he felt hands that weren’t Locke’s pulling at his shirt.

Locke moved away from him, catching his breath and biting his lower lip. “Oh man. I don’t know if I’ve had enough to drink for this. Or maybe too much.”

Vince nodded. He wanted to say something, but he wasn’t sure he’d be able to form a coherent sentence if he tried. He helped Cass along as he took off his shirt, while Locke kissed him on the mouth again. Then he could feel Cass’s lips on the nape of his neck, his fingernails tracing Vince’s shoulder blades and down his back. His body wasn’t used to this many sensations at one time, and he thought maybe Locke was right about too much or not enough.

Locke moved away from his mouth and kissed down his chest while Vince moaned.

“God, so delicious, such madness,” Locke said, sprinkling Vince’s stomach with kisses while Cass continued licking and nibbling his neck.

Vince groaned. He was trying to say he couldn’t move, but no words would come out of his mouth. Locke’s mouth left wet trails on his skin, down to his navel and back up until Cass and Locke kissed each other over his shoulder.

Cass broke the kiss and chuckled in Vince’s ear. “This is so hot, but you guys are way too drunk for me to keep going with this.” He kissed Vince’s shoulder and added, “I hope we try this another time. But I gotta clear my head, dudes.”

The night breeze wafted over them again as Cass stumbled from the cabin.

Locke pulled Vince across his lap and kissed him again, a slow kiss, of gentle tongues, accompanied by trailing fingers across his skin. “He’s pro’ly right, y’know. We have diminished capacity. You’re gorgeous an’ I don’t want you to wake up tomorrow regretting anything.”

“Yeah,” Vince said, his voice thick. He wasn’t sure he agreed, but the idea that Locke didn’t want him to have regrets kept him from arguing. He didn’t want Locke to have regrets either. “Okay.” But he didn’t move either, just rested his head on Locke’s shoulder.



LOCKE WAS ON the verge of passing out. Vince was so sweet in his arms, but the floor beneath his ass and the wall at his back were both hard. He had to move. God, Ariel would find this hilarious.

Vince stirred in his arms, raising his head from Locke’s shoulder to give him a sexy, confused look. Locke smiled at him. Yeah, this was something to be continued. Sober. On a bed.

“We should—”

The cabin door slammed open on his words.

His eyes widened as he realized it wasn’t Cass or BJ, but Mister Mister glaring at the two of them. “What the hell is going on in this cabin? Locke, I thought between you and Cockburn, this would be one of the better-disciplined cabins! And now look at this!” Mister Mister threw out his hand to indicate something. Locke wasn’t quite sure what it was. Vince was blushing hard enough it was obvious in the dim light of the cabin as he scrabbled for his tee.

“S-sorry,” Locke mumbled, trying to get to his feet.

“I was just in here a few hours ago reprimanding you about booze! Where did this come from?” Mister Mister was waving about the empty tequila bottle.

“Um.”

Vince was sitting up, his hair tousled, his eyes clear of confusion. At Mister Mister’s question, though, Vince looked at Locke.

Locke didn’t need to be a telepath to understand the question in his eyes—Do we rat out Cass?

“Sir.” Locke cleared his throat and began again, “After you reiterated the no booze rule to us, we realized we had to get rid of the stuff we’d brought before we were aware of the rule.”

“Since when does ‘get rid of’ mean consume irresponsibly?”

“If we were responsible about it,” Vince offered in a quiet voice, “there’d still be some left.”

“Very funny, Silva. I’m sure your sense of humor will go a long way to helping you on kitchen patrol. Which is now Cabin One’s job for the next two weeks.” Mister Mister narrowed his eyes. “Is any more of this pre-existing liquor gonna show up?”

“Um, no, sir,” Locke said, hoping he was right.

“I’ll give you till reveille to make certain of that. If I find anything—anything!—out of order on the morning inspection, you’ll be in for more than KP duty. Do I make myself clear? I mean abso-fucking-lutely crystal?”

“Yes, sir,” Vince muttered at the same time Locke did.

“Good. Now air the stench out of this cabin.”




Chapter Four

REVEILLE WOKE LOCKE with the brutality of a super villain with invisible punching powers. His head thumped so hard he thought his brains might spill out his ears. He sat up and rolled out of bed before he remembered he was in a bunk, and the top bunk at that.

“Fuck,” he groaned, clutching his head as he rolled on the floor. Now my knees hurt, too, damn it.

“Shu’up,” Cass moaned from his bunk.

“Ughnnnn,” mumbled Vince.

Vince. Locke squinted at Vince as he used the rails at the head of the bunk to haul his sorry ass upright. Vince looked as rough as he felt, hair messed, eyes screwed up in a squint, and traces of drool on his cheek. Yet somehow still hot. “Fuck,” he muttered again.

“Up and at ’em,” BJ said, his tone irritable. “We have to get to the kitchen.”

“’N whose fault is’at,” Cass said.

“C’mon,” Locke told Vince, shaking his shoulder. Not that he needed to, but he was right there.

“Ye-nnn. Stop yelling.” Vince rolled over, his sheet falling away from his chest.

Locke averted his eyes. “Get up. God knows what Mister’ll have us doing if we screw this up.” He put on a pair of sweatpants and pulled the sheets and blankets on his bunk into some semblance of made. He’d do better after his head stopped pounding.

“If you guys hadn’t turned the drinking into an orgy,” BJ muttered.

Cass rolled out of bed, literally, and dragged himself to his feet. “Is’at what you think happened?”

BJ sniffed. “Doesn’t matter now, does it.”

“Gawwwwd,” Vince drawled. “Can’t we just do this quietly? Puh-leeeze.”

“Does anyone even know how to cook?” Locke asked. “C’mon, guys. We gotta get over there. BJ can make coffee.”

“Why do you think I know how to make coffee?”

“Because you’re so fucking smart,” Cass growled.

Locke waited for everyone to get moving—that was teamwork, right? It had nothing to do with wanting to watch Vince get out of bed and stumble around in his underwear. “Ugh,” he mumbled aloud. They were going to be cooking without time to brush last night’s liquor out of their mouths.

His gaze fell on Vince’s mouth. His memory was quite vivid on that.

BJ was once more first through the door. Did he think he was leadership material? Ha! Locke fell in last, so he could watch Vince with no one watching him. Last night had been weird. It wasn’t his first time in a ménage, though it wasn’t his preference. Technically it hadn’t been a ménage, as they’d realized they were too drunk, but he thought he might not have regretted going further with Vince. He grimaced. In any other circumstances.

The kitchen was big, all chrome, with a very prominent note from Mister Mister on the prep table. BJ was opening bins, and Vince had found the big coffee urn. He looked like he wanted to hug it. BJ said, “I got it, dude. I know how these work. Find me the coffee.”

Locke read the note out loud, “There are recipes in the binder in the pantry. Coffee is in there, too. You’ll no doubt need it. Start simple, and remember to have food on by six. The entire camp is depending on you. Great,” he added. “No pressure.”

“Ugh,” Cass said. Locke looked at him, expecting him to agree, but instead, Cass was holding a hair net. “We have to wear these?”

“Yes,” BJ replied. He was making coffee, with more noise than necessary. Vince was standing next to him and switching between glaring at BJ and rubbing the bridge of his nose. “Unless you want hair in everyone’s food, and I’m sure that wouldn’t get us in any more trouble. I told you guys this would happen.”

Locke sighed, fumbling when Cass tried to toss him the hair net. It wasn’t a very good toss, and Cass was too far away, so the hair net fell on the floor and Locke had to walk over to where he was to get it.

“When did he even come back?” Cass said, more to himself than to anyone else in the room.

“I dunno,” Vince replied. “You were gone and BJ was gone and Locke and I were, um—”

Cass chuckled. “I bet.”

“No, we were just—” Vince was blushing and looking at the ground. He was smiling, too. “Kissing. That’s all we were doing.”

“I didn’t think Mister Mister would check on us again,” Locke said, walking over to the pantry and getting the binder out. He brought it over to where all the other guys were, mostly because he didn’t want to make the decision of what to cook by himself. Something to do with teamwork. There was also the fact he couldn’t cook, at all, but he wasn’t going to admit he wasn’t good at something in front of Vince. “After he left. You know, the first time.”

“I’m so glad I wasn’t there,” Cass replied. “I mean, for the getting caught part.”

In other circumstances, Locke would have laughed, but his head still hurt. BJ was concentrating on something and Vince was struggling to put his hair net on.

“Where’d you go?” Locke said, not because he wanted to know. He just didn’t want to pick what they were going to cook and none of the other guys seemed eager to choose, either.

“By the lake,” Cass said. “It’s pretty around here. I’m pretty sure weed falls under the no drugs rule, so if I’d gotten caught….” He shrugged without finishing the sentence. “No more getting-to-know-you sessions,” he said with a wink.

“Here,” BJ said, ignoring Cass. He was standing next to Locke, looking at the binder. “Give me that.”

Locke handed it to him, glad it wasn’t his problem anymore. “So, where were you?”

“I went for a walk,” BJ replied, annoyed. “Because I don’t get off on group sex.”

Cass snickered. “I don’t know whether to be offended or sad.”

“Wait,” Vince said. “So if you were out smoking near the lake, and you went for a walk, how did Mister know to go back into the cabin?”

“He could probably hear you,” BJ said, flipping through the binder. “Moaning and groaning. What about scrambled eggs? We could make scrambled eggs.”

“Sure, BJ. You make scrambled eggs,” Cass said, rolling his eyes. “We’ll do whatever you want. Since you seem to think you’re so much fucking better at anything than the rest of us.”

“I didn’t say that,” BJ insisted in a low voice. “I’m trying. Unlike all of you.”

“You told,” Cass said. “Didn’t you?”

“Don’t be ridiculous!” BJ said, shaking his head. “I just didn’t want to be part of that.”

Locke sighed, getting between them. He didn’t want to be breaking up fights first thing in the morning, so it would be better if he could talk them out of it before anyone started throwing punches. “Look, guys, why don’t we relax here? Whatever happened, it—”

For the first time since they had started talking, Locke noticed Vince was humming a tune softly, almost to himself. He’d said his powers were sound, hadn’t he? Or was he just cheerfully hungover?

“BJ,” Vince said in a soft, compelling voice. “You want to tell us what happened, don’t you?”

“Not really,” BJ said.

Vince started humming again for a few seconds. “C’mon, just tell us.”

BJ sighed as he directed his gaze to the smooth tiled floor. “It was an accident. I was just walking by the obstacle course when Mister Mister saw me. He asked why I was out late and I—I panicked. I didn’t mean to say anything, but you guys did kind of drive me out of the cabin by having an orgy.” His eyes widened. “Oh my god, what the hell?”

“You were invited to participate, and it wasn’t an orgy,” Cass said indignantly to a confused looking BJ, as if that changed anything. “You know I could have gotten kicked out, right?”

BJ exhaled through his nose, sneering. “That’s your fault,” he replied. “What idiot brings pot to camp? You don’t even have to read the rulebook, that’s common sense.”

“You’re such a dick,” Cass muttered.

“Yeah, that’s not cool,” Vince added, crossing his arms over his chest. “If you didn’t want to get in trouble, maybe you shouldn’t have told?”

BJ looked at Locke. Locke wasn’t sure if he wanted an ally or if he was being defiant, but it didn’t seem to matter. They were there, and they had been caught. Locke shrugged. “Yeah, dude,” he said. “Next time you don’t want to get in trouble, you should keep your thoughts to yourself.”

BJ looked confused. “I, uh. Yeah.”

Vincent walked to the large fridge doors and pulled one open. “Whoa. This is huge.”

Cass snickered. “That’s what Locke said.”

Locke rolled his eyes.

“Hey Cockburn,” Vince called, pronouncing it wrong, “how many eggs does that book say we need?”

“Three dozen. And five pounds of bacon and five pounds of sausage. And it’s Co-burn.”

“Whatever. Somebody grab these, please?” Vince held out three cartons of eggs.

Locke took them and put them on the table. “Cass, you wanna find a bowl big enough to scramble these?”

“And a big frying pan…?” Cass asked, looking through the items stashed under a griddle.

“I think we use that thing you’re resting your hand on,” Locke observed. He at least knew a griddle when he saw one, even if he’d usually been looking from the other side of a breakfast counter.

“I meant to wallop the snitch,” Cass said.

Somehow, they managed to fill the trays in the buffet table. Locke could’ve used his powers to make it look better, but that wouldn’t make it taste any better. The bacon was good, but short of burning it, he didn’t know how anyone could screw up bacon. The waffles were from a mix, but somehow they’d managed to only cook a few all the way through—whilst burning the edges.

They had a brief discussion about who was going to refill the trays—no one wanted to risk being on the same side of the counter as the guys forced to eat their cooking—until Locke said, “I’ll do it.”

He was a little surprised no one threw any food at him, but that didn’t stop a big muscular guy with some nice bright ink on his right arm, from remarking very loudly, “Can’t tell who’s gettin’ punished—Cabin One, or us!”

Locke rolled his eyes, preparing to make his escape back into the not-as-unfriendly kitchen. At least Vince was there. Before he could turn around, he saw Ariel approaching.

“Hey,” he said, smiling. At least Ariel was always nice to him. Mostly. “Back for seconds?”

“God, no. That was awful. I never knew scrambled eggs could be that rubbery,” Ariel said with a vigorous shake of his head.

Locke sighed. Ariel had an amazing appetite. It had to be bad if even he didn’t want seconds. “We tried.”

“Yeah, okay,” Ariel said, rolling his eyes. “Whatever. I just wanted to ask you if what I heard was true.”

Locke swallowed, looking away from him. He didn’t mind talking about his lov— sex life—with Ariel, he just wished he didn’t have to do it in front of a dozen people hating on him, for good reason. He also knew Ariel wouldn’t let it go, even if Locke told him they would talk about it later.

“What did you hear?” Locke said.

“I heard they caught you, you know, balls deep in someone in your cabin,” Ariel said.

Locke laughed, though he glanced into the kitchen behind him to see if his cabinmates were listening. “Is that what people are saying?”

Ariel shrugged, looking around and dropping his voice to a whisper. “Well, no. I heard people say it was two guys.”

“Yeah,” Locke replied, leaning in so he could whisper. “Well, I mean, no. There was threesome kissing, then twosome kissing, but we were all too drunk—why am I telling you this? Honestly, it was the tequila that got us in trouble.”

“Tequila, threesomes, and not one measly text,” Ariel said, shaking his head. “Sometimes, I feel like our friendship is one-sided.”

Locke laughed. “Yeah,” he said. “Same here.”

“So, who were they? Was I right?”

“About—”

“Did you get to bang the cute brown-haired guy who was making eyes at you yesterday?”

Locke shook his head, trying not to smile. “No banging happened. We just made out a little.” Just thinking about how sweet Vince was the night before made him forget about how much the punishment sucked.

“Nice!” Ariel said. “Who else?”

“The blond,” Locke replied. “Cass.”

“Dude, good job,” Ariel said, back in full voice and holding his fist up. Locke was about to roll his eyes and tell him to put it down when he saw the guy with the tats staring at them, and he knew he couldn’t leave Ariel hanging. He gave him a weak fist bump and tried to think of a way to excuse himself without making Ariel feel like he didn’t want to talk to him. “So who’s next? Two down, one to go, right? If you wanted to do it in cabin order.”

Locke shot another glance into the kitchen, and saw Vince approaching the counter with a fresh hot tray. He smiled, shaking his head. “No, it’s not—”

“Yo.” The muscular guy with the ink spoke again, this time over everyone there, which, as far as Locke could tell, took some effort. “You, the one in the hair net.”

Locke pointed at himself, and the guy nodded, standing up and walking closer to him.

“Y’know,” he said, shoving Ariel out of the way with his shoulder. Ariel glared at him. “There’s something I wanna know.”

Locke swallowed, looking between Ariel and the guy with the tattoos. “What?”

“This dweeb,” he said, setting his gaze on Ariel. “Does he have to suck you off so you’ll pretend to be his friend?”

“What? No, he’s—”

“A loser,” the guy with the tats said. “So tell me, does he?”

Locke shook his head. He didn’t want to get involved with this, but if Ariel decided to defend himself, things could turn out much worse. “Yeah, dude. He’s sucking me off right now. Is this the asshole who you said was in your cabin yesterday?”

Ariel nodded. “Yeah,” he replied. “This is Bray.”

“Brayden,” the guy with the tattoos said.

“Look, Bray, if you know what’s good for you, you should back off,” Locke said, rubbing the bridge of his nose. “Seriously.”

“That’s so cute, you don’t want me picking on your boyfriend,” Bray replied. “What are you going to do?”

“Me, nothing, but if you keep pissing my boyfriend off, you’re going to have to deal with him,” Locke replied. “And I don’t think you want to do that.”

“I’d like to see him try,” Bray said. Locke wasn’t paying attention to him anymore, he was looking at Ariel, who was still glaring at Bray, his hands in fists at his side.

“Walk away, Ariel,” Locke said, ignoring Bray. “He’s not worth it.”

Ariel shook his head, his nostrils flaring. “But I could—”

“But you won’t,” Locke replied. “Walk away. Seriously.”

Ariel looked at Locke, exhaled and nodded. He turned around and walked back toward his table. Locke stifled a sigh of relief. Ariel could have broken the muscle boy in half without chipping his manicure.

“Good job,” Bray said, winking at Locke. “You just saved him from a world of pain.”

Locke rolled his eyes. “Sure,” he replied. “I saved somebody and I’m already regretting it.”

 

VINCE HAD A fresh tray of scrambled eggs they’d managed to not turn into yellowish brown chunks of rubber and was about to pass it across to Locke when he heard the cute little guy from the day before congratulating Locke on “two down.” What was that supposed to mean? Was Locke bragging about sex they hadn’t had?

He lifted the tray to slam it down on the scratched, stainless steel counter and froze when a burly guy strutted up to talk smack. He’d been pretty sure, last night, that the cute twink with rainbow hair wasn’t Locke’s boyfriend after all, but now he wasn’t so certain. Open relationships were a thing, right? For some people?

Instead, he shut his mouth as Locke de-escalated the scene then he announced with fake cheerfulness in a loud voice, “Fresh eggs! No rubber!”

Which changed some of the grumbling into laughter and shouts of “That’s what she said!”

“That joke is so old.” Locke rolled his eyes as he took the tray.

Vince wouldn’t meet his eye, he just mumbled, “How are we for bacon?”

Locke brought him the tray of rubbery scrambled eggs to dump and said, “Yeah, could use more bacon. He’s not, you know. My boyfriend. And I’m not, um. You know.”

“Yeah, cool, whatever,” Vince said, his voice also low. He didn’t know, though. He studied Locke through the veil of his eyelashes. Locke had killer good looks and a kind of confidence Vince envied.

He’d been foolish to think Locke had meant anything more than exactly what he’d said about having no regrets. You just met the guy. What’s the big deal?

True. He wasn’t at Camp Hologram to find a boyfriend.

You keep tellin’ yourself that.

 

SOMEHOW, THEY MADE it through breakfast without the other trainees doing more than bitching. Justified bitching, but still. They’d used more of everything than they were supposed to, with enough food waste to make Vince feel guilty.

“This sucks, man,” BJ said, staring at the garbage. “There were times my family would have killed for crappy food like this.”
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