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Make Like Mountains

Liquid Onyx, Book Two

BL Jones


Prologue

Mia

I WOULD LIKE to believe every bad choice I’ve made was rooted in altruism, through the pursuit of discovery. Even if I was wrong more often than I was right. Even if my bad choices led to so much suffering. Even if my regret is endless and true and as raw now as it was over fifteen years ago.

In the beginning, all I wanted to do was help. A simple, if at times directionless, goal. When I started out, I didn’t know what I was capable of. I didn’t know what other people were capable of either.

I often think of my daughter and how, when she was a child, I would tell her everyone makes mistakes.

And everyone does. It’s a rare truth that parents tell their children.

What parents usually fail to say, though, is the hardest mistakes to live with are the ones we can do nothing about. The decisions we make that ripple out of our control and cause irreparable damage to other people. Those mistakes echo throughout the rest of our lives, twisting and shaping our futures and ourselves into something, someone, unrecognisable. Perhaps someone we told ourselves we would never become.

If asked to explain the worst of my choices, I could say many things. I could say I was swept up in the tidal wave of genius that was Dr Alexander Nova. I could say I didn’t think it would go as far as it did. I could say I was forced and manipulated by Obsidian Inc. to do things I would never have done otherwise.

I was tricked, I was hurt, I was forced.

I could lay claim to those justifications.

But it would be a lie. And I wouldn’t stoop to that. I abhor people who make excuses for the acts of evil they commit.

I was not conned into it. I was not abused in my past. I was not coerced or blackmailed.

I made every single one of my mistakes with my eyes wide open. It doesn’t make it any easier to forgive myself for those sins, but at least I can accept the depth of my corruption for what it is.

I have spent over a decade trying to correct the mistakes I made as a young woman. And for over a decade, I have been unsuccessful.

My continued failure has led me here, to the point I am at now. I tried to avoid these extreme measures. It is not what I wanted. But there comes a time when we must take the first step on the hardest path. There comes a time when we must do what pains us most. A time when we use the corruption inside us to reverse the corruption we inflicted on others. Or, in my case, the world.

I have failed to heal the festering wounds I once helped claw into the skin of our society.

Almost a month after my second attempt, I find myself sitting in my daughter’s flat with a cup of quickly cooling tea in my hands.

We’re scrunched up on her shaggy green sofa, both of us sans shoes. Usually, I would relish the opportunity to be here with Andy. I enjoy our simple, quiet moments together. I enjoy hearing Andy tell me stories about her life, her work, her friends, her latest spat with her girlfriend, Dru, over whose turn it was to take out the bins.

But today I cannot seem to get to grips with myself. It isn’t hard to think of the reason why.

We have lost many in the two failed attempts to begin our eradication of corrupted blood. Our mission was worth the loss. I still believe that. But after our second attempt, some are wavering.

It was inevitable. One failure can be chalked up to a lack of experience and bad luck. Two is the beginning of a pattern.

There is grief and resentment to contend with now. There are those who do not believe we are capable of the task set before us.

Some want to give up while they still have their freedom and their lives. I understand the urge, the fear. I’ve felt it myself.

But our work is not done.

I cannot allow us to spiral.

We have sacrificed too much. I have had to take from them to steady us, and they will not forget that.

After the disaster of the park concert, I tried to rectify what had been done in the name of our cause.

*

One month before

 

FAILURE.

It isn’t an unfamiliar feeling. One of the first things I learned as a biologist was that failure is inevitable, even essential. Sometimes you need to know what doesn’t work first in order to find out what does. To figure out how to get it right the next time around.

But this.

I never imagined that we would get it so very wrong. That I would.

Perhaps I should have known better. Perhaps I should have foreseen it. Perhaps I should have prepared myself for the worst. All I saw was the best possible outcome, and because of that, lives were lost. People died for nothing. Nothing.

My followers stand before me.

We have gathered in one of our safe places, a warehouse far away from Danger City. Our number is less than it once was. And it is about to become even fewer.

Four of my followers are not standing. They kneel at my feet.

My heart aches as I look at each of them in turn.

Harrison Mosely. Nina Leer. Tony Leer. Jessica Adams.

I see a mixture of emotions.

Harrison is furious. Nina and Tony are afraid. Jessica is dismayed.

Of those who are standing, most look calm and resolute. A few appear frightened. One or two are clearly indignant. Angry at or on behalf of those who kneel.

Well, I am angry too. That, we share.

I focus on Harrison, the first kneeling man. Harry. A husband. An uncle. A Mage. A man defined by those three things. He has such a fire in him. I thought myself capable of taming that fire. Clearly, I thought too much of my own influence.

I hold my hands up, red magic bursting to life between my fingers. My magic reaches out, wrapping invisible tendrils around Harrison’s head and neck.

I ask him the question that needs to be asked.

“Why?”

Harrison looks up at me, defiance etched into every line on his face. His green eyes blaze with it.

“I did,” he tells me, “what was necessary.”

I cut my hands violently to the sides, releasing my magic, throwing the curse at him. Harrison’s neck twists and snaps. His body sways for a moment, then collapses to his left.

Most of my followers remain silent. There are only a few gasps of shock.

Curse magic is a tricky thing, and this curse in particular is a difficult one to master. I doubt most of these Mages, a grand majority of them in their early twenties, would have the strength or the will to conduct it.

I look at Nina and Tony. They are siblings. Both brown eyed and thin faced and skinny. Tony is the little brother, the protected. Nina is the big sister, the protector. They are holding hands, clutching each other, both staring up at me with fearful eyes.

My hands light up red again. Invisible tendrils wrap around Tony, then Nina.

“Why?” I ask.

Tony looks to Nina. Nina looks to Tony.

Tony lets go of his sister’s hand and turns desperate eyes on me.

“She told me to do it, please, I’m sorry. I’m sorry. I’m sorry.”

I cut my hands to the side again. Tony’s neck snaps to the right. His body sways. It falls.

Nina stares down at her dead brother, an unreadable expression on her face. She looks small, dressed in baggy jeans and a large jumper that exaggerates her slightness.

There is silence.

Then.

A wail of grief explodes from Nina’s mouth. Fury and pain spill out of her in a torrent. She lunges at me.

I cut my hands to the side once more. Nina’s neck snaps. She sways, and her body slumps forward.

I turn, reluctantly, to Jessica. Blonde haired. Tall and strong. Freckles on her nose.

Jessica is one of my most loyal. More than that, she is the child of a friend. I expected more from her.

But then, I expected more from myself too. Can I really blame her for falling short of my estimation when I have fallen so much farther?

I wait until Jessica looks up. She doesn’t meet my eyes. Her shame is crystal clear.

When I speak to her, I can hear the graveness in my tone.

“Was I naive to think the sparing of innocent lives was something I needed to ask of you?”

Jessica doesn’t answer. Her hands clench and unclench at her sides. She is nervous, obviously, yes, but there is more to it than that, I think.

I raise my hands. Red crackles around my fingers.

“Why?”

Jessica looks at me then. Truly looks at me. There are tears in her pale eyes. She is very young to me now.

“I failed.” She is quiet and remorseful. “I failed you. I failed you and our cause and the world.”

“Yes.” I am cold and brittle. “We all failed.”

This seems to spur something on inside Jessica.

A grisly determination enters Jessica’s voice.

“I’ve made so many mistakes.” She takes a shuddering breath. “All I want is to make it right.”

Mistakes.

I should.

So many mistakes.

I should not.

Make it right.

I should not give in to this, I know. It would be unfair. I killed all the others. Jessica has no better excuse than the rest did.

Jessica hurt innocent people. She killed them. She does not deserve a second chance. No more than I do.

But I was given a second chance. And a third. And now a fourth.

How can I deny Jessica the same?

I cannot decide if it makes me weak to spare her. I do not believe that mercy is inherently weak. But when it is as self-serving as this, is it truly mercy at all?

I drop my hands. The red magic fades away.

Jessica gasps, her hands flying to her throat. She stares at me with wide, surprised eyes.

I straighten my spine and fold my arms behind my back. When I speak, I speak to all my followers.

“We,” I remind them, “are not monsters in the night. We are not murderers. We are not depraved people who seek only to hurt others.”

I swallow, taking a moment to let that sink in before going on.

“We are strong and brave and righteous in our mission. We are doing what must be done to help and protect the future of the human race. We must not lose sight of that.”

My followers make gestures and sounds of agreement.

I offer my hand to Jessica. She still appears stunned. I take hold of her hand and pull her up to stand in front of me. She goes willingly, if a little stiff. Her broad frame is rigid with tension.

I grasp hold of Jessica’s shoulders and squeeze them. She finally meets my eyes.

“You will get your chance to atone,” I tell her emphatically. “Do not waste it.”

*

THAT IS WHAT I thought then. That we were unconquerable. We might have failed once, but we would not fail again.

Though it seems that perhaps the Mages who lost their lives during the concert and at the shopping centre will have died in vain after all.

That saddens me more than I can fully express. Death can be such a waste when it is without good reason.

“Mum, are you sure there’s nothin’ wrong?” Andy asks me, concern creasing her features.

My girl knows me too well. She knows when I’m distracted and uneasy.

I reach over and pat her hand in mindful reassurance.

“I’m all right, love.” I try to sound casual. “Just thinking.”

“Is it that project again?” Andy asks, a note of irritation in her voice. “You need to tell Mr Stone to stop pressuring you so much. You’ll get it done when you get it done.”

I have to stifle a laugh at that. Ian Stone has not been pressuring me. Stone’s idea of pressuring someone is very different from my daughter’s. Or most other people’s.

If Obsidian Inc. want a quicker result from you, then they’ll have you stripped and beaten half to death. Or chained to the floor of a cell and doused with ice-cold water until your heart feels like it’s frozen inside your chest.

If Ian Stone wants a quicker result, then he’ll take someone you love and throw them in a hole, where they’ll never be found unless he allows them to be.

I’ve long since accepted that my position at OI comes with a knife constantly held at my throat. I make a point out of not taking on projects that mean anything too important to OI, and specifically projects that are personal to Stone. Some of my colleagues think the right idea is to try to get in good with Stone, but I’ve seen too much to believe it’s worth the risk.

OI agents who are tasked with finding Stone’s runaway son go missing weekly. The man does not accept excuses. He’s a spider, and the rest of us are all just bugs waiting to be caught in his web. You have no one to blame but yourself if you fly right into the middle of it.

I’ve known Ian Stone for more than twenty years. I’ve known him since I was recruited by OI at age sixteen. I know the man better than most, which still isn’t saying much. He’s handsome and charming and very clever. He’s also a right bastard. A bastard who does terrible things across the board.

I’ve never blamed him for any of it. He can be cruel, but only insofar as it gets him what he needs from people. That’s just the kind of monster you need to be to head an organisation like Obsidian Inc.

I put my cup of tea down on the living room table and lean back on the sofa. Andy is still watching me with unconcealed worry. She doesn’t like it when I stress myself out over work. Of course, this time my stress has nothing to do with anything I’m currently working on for OI.

There have been times in the past when I discussed my work problems with Andy and she offered solutions or possible avenues of research. I hate that I’m not able to talk to her now. But I can’t involve Andy. I need her safe. I didn’t go through years of arguing and pulling in favours to make sure Andy didn’t join OI, just to let her get killed over my past mistakes.

Using both hands, I run my fingers through my hair, pulling it back as if to make it into a ponytail, then letting the strands slide free.

“I am struggling with something at the moment,” I admit to Andy. I can give her part of the truth.

“What’s the project?” Andy asks, shifting forward, eyes full of intent curiosity.

She’s a very curious girl, my Andy. She’s always loved experimentation and discovery, even as a young child. She was fearless in her pursuit of knowledge. The moment I found her dissecting a bird at age seven to, as she said, “See how it all works,” I knew she would want to follow in my footsteps.

Other than our shared pale skin, my daughter and I are nothing alike in terms of looks. I’m on the tall and broad side, with dark hair and eyes. Andy is short and petite. She has very light-blonde hair and blue eyes. Sometimes, when I look at her, all I can see is her father. She even pulls some of the same expressions as he did.

I used to hate how much she looked like him. But now, when I catch glimpses of the man I once loved in my daughter’s face, I just feel sad. I feel sad for all the things we lost, and for all the things we allowed ourselves to destroy. In those moments, I wish Andy could have known the man I thought her father to be.

But he died when she was ten. To Andy, her dad is a man who occasionally visited her and took her out for ice cream or to go swimming or numerous other fun things. Andy didn’t get the chance to know him as an adult.

Whatever anyone else might say, I believe that if he were alive, Andy’s father would have wanted to make things right as desperately as I do.

“Infected blood,” I tell her. “OI created a disease and now they need a way to combat it. I’ve tried killing it head-on, but the infection is too strong.”

Andy bites down on her bottom lip and tilts her head back, furrowing her brows in deep thought. She’s been pulling that exact same expression since she was five years old.

I’m bombarded by memories of going into my home lab to find her kneeling on a stool, messing around with chemicals and materials and multiple hijacked Bunsen burners. No matter how many times I told her to stay out, she never listened for more than a few weeks. In the end, I had to start bringing her with me and showing her how to use it all properly, just to save our house from being accidentally destroyed by an experiment gone wrong.

After a decent amount of time, Andy’s expression clears and she asks, “Have you considered introducing a secondary infection, one you can be more certain of manipulating, to burn out the first?”

A secondary infection? I take a minute to consider the idea.

I spent so much time trying to find a way of reversing the contamination. Trying to find a cure. For years and years, I tried. It was maddening. Sometimes I would even get close to success, only for it all to go wrong at the very last moment.

When I finally had to admit defeat in that arena, I turned my attention to cleansing through eradication. I knew it was the extreme option. I’d done everything I could to avoid it.

But then one of them had a child, and that child was born with the same black blood as his parent. What I’d feared had come to pass. The virus was spreading, growing in strength. It could not be allowed to go on. Sacrifices had to be made.

What I should have realised is there is a middle ground between creating a solution through experimentation and meeting the problem head-on.

I was so focused on purging the black blood that I never thought of using it. Using the infection to combat itself.

The more I think about it, the more ridiculous I feel for not having considered it before. A dozen new possibilities present themselves to me, ways to scourge the black-blooded from this world in one fell swoop. I could even take them all out from a distance, maybe, with no need to endanger my followers any more than necessary.

A renewed sense of purpose surges through me. I almost want to laugh, from relief if nothing else.

I lean forward, cup Andy’s face in my hands, and press a loud kiss to her forehead.

Andy does laugh. She looks at me like I’ve gone a bit mad.

I smile back at her.

“You’re bloody brilliant, you are.”

I know I’m acting strangely, but I can’t help it.

Despite my own adamant denial to myself, I was beginning to lose hope. But now… Now I think that it’s all going to be all right. Truly, I do.

We’re not giving up the fight yet.


Chapter One

The Origins of His Legacy

Three months later

 

I DRAG AN unconscious man across the road to lay him out next to all the other gang members we’ve chased down.

Polaris and I have been keeping ourselves busy for the last hour by rounding up a gang over on Hellraiser Avenue. This is the third small-time gang we’ve come across tonight. Or rather, they’re the third gang we’ve come across who were stupid enough not to run and hide when they saw us coming.

It’s been three months since my highly informative discussion with Freckles.

In that time, there hasn’t been a single Mage attack. They haven’t made so much as a peep. It seems as if they’ve gone underground. The optimist in me wants to believe it’s because they’ve botched up twice and have therefore given up their goal of wiping out the Liquid Onyx survivors.

The rest of me thinks they’ve been quiet so long because they’re planning something big.

Director Snow shares my view. She’s reached out to all the Liquid Onyx survivors she has some contact with and warned them about the potential danger.

Snow told me none of them were too impressed with the vagueness of her warning, which is understandable. It’s three months later, and we still don’t know the Mages’ real game plan.

It turns out that Freckles’s name is actually Jessica. She admitted that much to the agents who questioned her after me. What she still hasn’t told us is what her leader’s name is or what her group might possibly have planned for the future.

I think it unlikely that Jessica has a single bloody idea what her group are up to now. If her leader is smart, then they’ll have been careful not to share too much information with any of their people.

On a more personal note, things are still as tense as ever between me and Damon. We’ve spent the last three months playing swing ball with an unpinned hand grenade. At some point that thing is gonna blow, and neither of us wants to be holding it when it does.

After our kiss and the following trust standoff, Damon and I disentangled ourselves and retreated to opposite sides of the training mat. For once, we were finding it hard to look at each other, let alone do our usual intense staring.

It was clear one of us needed to make a quick exit before things could devolve even further. I left the gym with barely more than a “see you later” over my shoulder.

We really could have done with a few days of zero contact. But that wasn’t possible since we had a team meeting with Steivater only a handful of hours later. That meeting was awkward as fuck. Even Steivater picked up on the weird vibe between us.

Spending hours alone, patrolling the city together, would have been hell.

For Damon’s sake as well as mine, I asked Steivater if I could go out on patrol alone. I was confident Steivater would allow it. There hadn’t been any major incidents since the one in the OI lab on my first night out. I felt like I knew the city well enough at that point to get by on my own.

Steivater agreed to the change. Reluctantly. I could see he had a good idea of what was going on and wasn’t very happy about it. Steivater isn’t a big fan of Personal Crap getting in the way of Professional Shit.

I wanted to tell him I wasn’t exactly jumping for joy over it either.

I like patrolling with Damon. But I just knew it would be too much if we were forced to go out on patrol together that night. Something bad would have happened.

Or, at the very least, we would have been far too distracted to be of any real use.

I could tell Mei and Tate both wanted to ask me what was going on. Caleb was still benched and not in the meeting, so I didn’t have to deal with his knowing gaze. I didn’t have a very long reprieve, though. Mei and Tate blabbed about it to Caleb, and they all cornered me the next day to demand answers. I told them Damon and I had had a fight, which was technically true, and we both needed some time to cool off.

I did not tell them about the kiss. It felt too private to share with anyone. I’m probably ridiculous for thinking it, but… Whatever that kiss was, I wanted to keep it for myself.

Damon didn’t say anything about my request to go patrolling on my own. He just accepted the change and left for patrol without looking at any of us. I couldn’t blame him for that. What was there to even say?

I thought we just needed some time apart to sort ourselves out. Repress the fuck out of what happened between us and move on.

But it’s been months, and nothing has really changed. We’ve still got this bizarre, explosive energy going on. I don’t know how to get rid of it.

If I thought it was just a sex thing, then that would be tolerable. A first, because I’ve never lusted after anyone before, but nothing too dramatic.

As difficult as it is for me to admit, I think I’ve gone and developed Feelings for the tosser. Genuine feelings. Stupid feelings I wish would piss off.

But you can’t say “piss off” to Feelings. Or you can, but Feelings will tell you to piss off right back.

I’m not sure exactly what Damon’s position is on all of this. I’ve thought about just asking him a few dozen times. But I’m worried about what the answer would be.

And, because I’m weird, I’m more worried about him reciprocating than I am about him rejecting me.

I’m a proper coward, it seems.

I patrolled alone for a few weeks, then went back to going out with Damon sometimes as well. I still like to patrol by myself, but I prefer doing it with him. It feels good to have some backup. Also, and I’d never admit it to him, but I’ve come to rely on Damon to curb my worst instincts.

Over the last few months, I’ve tried to formulate some kind of honour code for myself. I wanted to set limits that go beyond not using my Liquid Onyx power unless it’s vital. That was actually my first decision. No using my power unless I absolutely have to. It might seem like a simple thing, but it made me feel a lot better to have that written in stone. If only inside my own head.

I don’t think I’ll ever be like Polaris. It’s impossible for me to deny that violence comes more naturally to me than it should. I decided the best I could do was work with what I’m capable of. I’ve accepted that I’m one of the people who can step over the line. Damon helps to make sure I don’t lose sight of where the line is.

Maybe one day I’ll be better than this. But right now, I know I’m not. And pretending otherwise won’t help anybody. I’d just be lying for the sake of no one.

I think Damon likes having me out on patrol with him. I’ve caught the briefest flashes of disappointment on his face every time I’ve told him I’m going out alone. It makes me feel better to at least know I’m not forcing a burden on Damon that he doesn’t want.

One thing Damon and I have gotten past is the idea that if he leaves me alone for an extended period of time, I’ll go on a murder rampage. Our fight in the gym kick-started the domino fall of that trust. It’s nothing mind-blowing. But baby steps are still good if they’re steps in the right direction.

I scan my eyes along the line of unconscious gang members currently knocked out and lying side by side on the pavement. There are six of them in total. They all look relatively young, late teens or early twenties. All except one. A boy of maybe thirteen who Polaris zip-tied to a lamppost a little distance away from the others.

I turn to Polaris.

“Better ring Mirza.”

Sergeant Yasmeen Mirza is one of the few Danger City police officers who the SSS unit know personally. Polaris trusts Mirza to take care of the young men we tracked down.

A large portion of the Danger City police department is not fond of supers. Vigilantism is never going to be something a majority of the policemen and women agree with or accept. There’s some mutual tolerance, but it’s not great.

Polaris only trusts Mirza because he’s known her since she began her training at Danger City’s policing college. She was still a teenager then. In a way, they’ve come up together.

I should say that hunting down low-level gang members like we’ve done tonight isn’t something any of the SSS unit do on the regular.

If this lot had been dealing outside a nightclub or something, Polaris and I would have probably left them alone. No one is selling hard stuff out in the open, and small-time shit just isn’t worth the trouble. There’s illegal and then there’s dangerous. They aren’t mutually exclusive.

But we caught this band of numpties threatening a group of women who were just trying to get on with their night. They were brandishing knives and shoving the women around.

One of the women tried to fight back and a few of the gang members got snarly. They stabbed two of the women in a flurry of panic and aggression. One of those stabs was possibly lethal.

Even when Polaris and I showed up, the numpties still tried to front it out at first. When they finally chose to run, Polaris gave chase.

I stayed with the women, all young twentysomethings who had been making their way to the local pub. The women who were stabbed, Lily and Sumra, let me look at their wounds as we waited for the ambulance I’d called for. Lily’s wound was painful, but superficial. Sumra’s was the one that worried me. They got her in the gut and there was a lot of blood. I kept pressure on it to stem the flow until the ambulance came.

Once I was sure Sumra and Lily would get the help they needed, I went off in search of either Polaris or the idiots with knives.

I ran into Polaris first. He’d already got his hands on three of them. I helped him track down the remaining three.

We didn’t know for sure they were even part of a gang until we had them all together. Every single one of them, except for the boy, have the same tattoo on the back of their necks. The tattoo is the letter C paired with the number 98. It’s a tattoo I’ve seen on other people before.

Polaris told me the first time I saw it that the tattoo belongs to a gang run by the Clarke brothers, who in turn work for the Winters family.

This lot we’ve caught tonight must be pretty fresh. I can’t imagine the Winters family has retained so much power for all this time by having foot soldiers who go around randomly stabbing people.

Polaris follows my lead and runs his eyes over our captured group of arseholes. When he looks at the boy who’s zip-tied to a lamp post, a strange expression forms on his face. It’s harder to read because of his mask, but I think I can see some regret in the crease of his features.

I know Polaris deals with a lot of the gang stuff on a nightly basis. His chosen territory is a hotbed for gangland violence and underground politics. I also know that Polaris is far more lenient than some people think he should be. In the past, he’s been crucified in the media, and by the police, for being, in Diane Foxley’s words, “An overly sympathetic enforcer.”

It isn’t just Diane Foxley, though. Media in general seems to come at Polaris negatively a lot of the time. They use phrases like “naturally threatening demeanour” and “obviously aggressive reactions” to describe him when he comes down hard on people; then they’ll switch it up and say he has “conflicted interests” and a “biased life experience.” It is not subtle.

I’ve noticed how Barricade and Polaris are consistently ripped apart in the media for things Crescent, and now myself, are let off with far easier. I was praised last week in a Danger Post article for doing something Barricade was berated for only last month. The short-term memory of the general public is a truly astounding thing.

Mei gets it twice as bad for daring to be of Chinese-Filipino descent and a woman. Some of the absolute crap the media have come up with about her has been batshit insane.

She’s a spy. She’s a terrorist. She’s secretly an alien. She’s the token female member of our superhero team. She can’t be trusted to protect British citizens because her race and her gender cause her to be compromised. The reasons for which tend to range from incredibly vague to very specific and weird.

It makes me feel strange to know the media would probably take a bite out of me as well if they knew I was queer, but I’m able to hide it from the world. Unlike Tate and Mei and Damon, who have no choice but to weather the bigotries lobbed at them.

Despite trailing Polaris for months, I still don’t feel like I know enough about all the gangland stuff to make a fully informed statement on, well, any of it really. FISA has files on a lot of gang members in Danger. I’ve sifted through them a few times, familiarising myself with all the major players, but I’m definitely no expert.

The largest and most powerful crime family in Danger City is the Winters. They’ve been around for a long time, over five decades, and control most of the drug and weapons trade in Danger.

A lot of the new, smaller gangs get swallowed up by the Winters relatively quickly. These days most of the gangs running around Danger are in some way affiliated with the Winters family.

Unfortunately, as it goes, the Winters are well connected and rich enough that it’s difficult for the local police, and even FISA, to touch them. We can take the gangs who run for them off the street sometimes, but that’s about it.

No one grasses on the Winters family. According to our records, that’s a fast way to get yourself and everyone you care about killed. The Winters do not mess around. They’re smart about it, never getting their own hands too dirty. But from their files, the truth is clear. You poke at the Winters and they’ll eat you alive.

Since I don’t feel comfortable making judgement calls on gang-related situations yet, I trust Polaris’s instincts and his knowledge of the local residents. If he says it would do more harm than good to have someone arrested, then I believe him.

I believe him when he tells me a mother has lost two children already, one to gang violence and another to a life sentence, and it would break her to lose a third. I believe him when we catch a fifteen-year-old selling pills on the street and Polaris says the kid is just going through a rough patch right now and needs help, not punishment. I believe him when he tells me a gang war will end with fewer dropped bodies if we deal with the right leader and don’t involve the police.

I believe that Polaris is making the best decisions he can, given his very limited options.

It was Polaris who taught me to look out for every victim, not just the most obvious ones.

Whenever I see a news story or read an article berating Polaris for the way he operates, it makes me wish they could all know him the way I do. It makes me wish they could all understand just how much Polaris despises gang violence, and how much he cares about the people who get caught up in it.

Polaris looks over at me and says, “Give me a sec.”

He doesn’t wait for my nod of acceptance, already knowing I’ll hold off while he does whatever it is he needs to do. I assume he wants to talk to the kid he went out of his way to take down without hurting, before we call in the cavalry.

I’m proved right when Polaris walks over to the boy and squats down in front of him.

Calling the kid an actual member of the gang we ran down would probably be a bit generous. All the others are at least eighteen and older. This boy is barely thirteen. He’s short and skinny and has large, dark eyes. Those eyes watch Polaris like he’s a dodgy-smelling pint of milk, as if he’s trying to decide whether Polaris is worth the risk or not. What he might be risking, I have no clue.

It’s obvious from how Polaris is looking at the boy that he knows him. There’s a certain familiarity in the way they’re leaning towards each other.

Polaris’s voice is calm and almost friendly when he speaks to the boy. “Hey, Jatin.”

Jatin’s response is a lot less friendly.

He narrows his eyes at Polaris, a spark of defiance seeming to illuminate them, like a candle flickering to life inside a dark room.

“It’s JT, dickhead,” he mutters belligerently. “No one calls me Jatin.”

Polaris makes a noise of obvious scepticism. “Oh yeah? How about your mum?”

Jatin’s entire body locks up in immediate response, his posture becoming openly aggressive.

“This has nothing to do with her.” He glares furiously at Polaris, who appears completely unruffled by Jatin’s blatant animosity.

“No.” Polaris has a disapproving edge creeping into his voice now. “Seems like you weren’t thinking about her at all, eh.”

Jatin’s eyes dart over to his unconscious “friends.” Guilt and something close to panic enters his expression. He looks back at Polaris and sounds very young when he asks, “Are you going to tell her, Blue?”

This is the first time I’ve ever heard anyone call Polaris by a nickname.

I realise then that Polaris doesn’t just know this kid in the general sense. He knows him. More importantly, it becomes obvious Jatin’s hostility towards Polaris is for show, at least in part.

“I won’t need to, will I?” Polaris sounds weary with carefully bottled frustration. “She’ll find out when the police phone and ask her to come down to the station.”

That twitch of panic I saw on Jatin’s face before takes centre stage. He shakes his head ardently, like he doesn’t want to accept the truth of it.

All pretence of bravado has been tossed out the window now. Jatin pulls against his zip-tie, trying to scoot closer to Polaris.

“Blue, no!” he implores. “You’re not gonna let ’em take me for real, are you? You can’t. Mum will be…she’ll be…please, Blue. I’m sorry, all right. I’m sorry. I didn’t know them lot was gonna hurt those people. I swear I didn’t.”

Jatin looks to be on the verge of tears. He also looks younger than I thought he was. I reassess my earlier assumption that he’s about thirteen. I’d put him closer to eleven or twelve now.

Polaris holds up a hand, signalling for Jatin to stop.

Jatin does stop, biting on his lower lip, his eyes glassy. They’re so large and opaque on his small face, it’s like looking at two growing pools of ink.

“We’ve talked about this before, Jatin,” Polaris says, his voice having dulled, losing some of its razor edge. He sounds disappointed, but in that way only a caring parent or guardian usually can. “If you need help,” he goes on, “with money or people bothering you and your mum, you let me know and I’ll sort it. We agreed, none of this”—he gestures at the unconscious gang members—“crap.”

Jatin lowers his eyes to the ground and sniffles. He wipes his nose with his shoulder, leaving behind a trail of wet snot on his blue hoodie. He mumbles dejectedly, “I’m sorry, Blue.” He looks up again and adds with more force, “Seriously.”

Polaris doesn’t say anything for a few very long seconds. I’m certain he just wants to make the kid sweat. He has every intention of letting him go. He probably would have even if Jatin hadn’t shown almost instant remorse.

None of us really want to see a child get arrested, least of all Polaris.

“I’m calling this in.” For a moment Jatin looks afraid, but Polaris continues, “And afterwards I’m taking you home. Rani would kick my arse if I didn’t walk you right to the door.” A pause, then, “Where does she even think you are right now?”

Jatin looks sheepish as all hell. “Told her I was stayin’ round Elle’s tonight.”

Polaris makes a sound of clear disapproval, but he doesn’t comment on it, probably deciding it’s the least problematic thing about the situation and not worth arguing over. His mum can have a go at him for that.

Once Jatin is freed from his zip-tie by Polaris, they both stand up. Polaris slips the zip-tie back into his belt.

Jatin stuffs his hands into his hoodie pockets and scuffs his trainers across the pavement in obvious discomfort.

Polaris looks to me, his expression truly aggrieved. I nod at him in understanding, and he smiles back gratefully.

Polaris gives Sergeant Mirza a call, telling her where to come so she can arrest the unconscious men. The call is short and to the point and Mirza must be close, because as soon as he hangs up, Polaris tells us we should shift it.

“Come on, you,” Polaris says to Jatin, and he jerks his chin in the direction of what I imagine must be Jatin’s home.

“Where are we heading?” I ask.

“The Bedlam estate.”

Without discussing it, Polaris and I stay on street level and keep Jatin between us as we make our way towards Bedlam. Jatin’s estate isn’t far, no more than a twenty-minute walk from here at most.

The three of us walk in somewhat awkward silence for a while, and I think Jatin will keep up the sulky pre-teen thing all the way home.

I turn out to be wrong about that, because around ten minutes in, Jatin decides to get social.

He looks up at me curiously. “You’re the new one, right? Wrath or some shit.”

“Wrath or some shit. I like that. Polaris.” I glance over at him. “I want that to be my full official title, okay. Gotta tell HR to get the liquid paper out for my file.”

Polaris lets a half smile tug at his lips. “I’m not telling HR to change anything,” he says. “You want to risk your neck, balls, and dignity with Liz, you can take that leap solo.”

I scoff at him. “Coward.”

There is no chance I’m talking to Liz by myself. I went to see her last week to change my bank details so that I could get my second pay cheque sent to the new account I’d set up.

I swear to God, I thought her eyebrows were going to spring off her face and beat me to death. We live and we learn, everyone, we live and we learn. At least we do if we have an attachment to that continued education.

Jatin looks between me and Polaris a few times, seeming thoughtful about something. He jerks a thumb at me. “How come he’s runnin’ with you now?” he asks Polaris. “Is he your partner or whatever?”

Polaris shakes his head, shooting me an amused side-eye.

“Nah,” I tell Jatin. “He’s just renting me for the night.”

Jatin considers this, then asks, “Like a sex worker?”

Undaunted, I reply, “Yep, exactly.”

Jatin takes another few seconds to absorb that. He’s got the kind of thoughtful frown on his face children usually only get when they’re about to ask or say something odd and/or inappropriate. I can’t wait.

“I know someone who’s a sex worker,” Jatin tells me. He says it like it’s a badge of honour and I have to stop myself from laughing.

“You do?” I ask, absently wondering if I should even be pursuing this conversation. But as we all know, I’m also incredibly nosy, so…

“Yeah.” Jatin shrugs. “My mate Elle’s mum. They live a few doors down from us, and sometimes Elle stays with us if her mum is working all night.”

Huh. Interesting. Or, well, not interesting as such. But. Something. Sad? Although that seems presumptive.

I’ve only met a few sex workers in my life, and most of them have been since I joined FISA. Polaris introduced me to a handful of women who know and trust him. They treated Polaris like he was a cuddly puppy in need of care and protection. Polaris treated them like they were his trusted colleagues. The juxtaposition of it was funny to witness. Polaris told me to try to get in good with them because they see everything that goes on around Danger and are some of his best informants.

“What’s her mum’s name?” I ask Jatin. “I might have met her.”

“Her name’s Sandra.”

I think back on last week when Polaris took me round to speak with a few of the women. It takes me a second to remember, but then it clicks.

“Has she got lots of freckles and a blue rose tattoo on her shoulder?”

Jatin nods with exaggerated enthusiasm. “Yeah, that’s Elle’s mum.”

I do remember Sandra. She’s one of those people who look young on the outside but are old on the inside. She was quiet when Polaris and I were talking to the group of women she was with, and she only spoke when Polaris asked her a direct question. I thought she seemed more cautious in nature than the others. I wondered if that was just how she was in general, or if something had happened to make her that way. More likely it was a lot of somethings.

Most people don’t get knocked down by one single event in their lives. It takes repeatedly getting thrown to the ground for people to start telling themselves it’s safer to just stay down there.

I didn’t ask Polaris for Sandra’s story. Or any of their stories. When he started telling me anyway, I asked him to stop. Some things aren’t our right to ask about. Some things aren’t our right to know.

All I say to Jatin is, “She seemed nice.”

Jatin narrows his eyes slightly at me, like he thinks I’m being disingenuous. “She is nice,” he says defensively. “She cooks us a Sunday dinner every weekend and she bakes me brownies on my birthday and she makes my mum laugh and—”

He cuts himself off, frustration taking over his expression. He looks annoyed with himself, like he knows words aren’t enough to fully express what he’s trying to tell me.

“That’s good,” I say, as sincerely as I can, not wanting Jatin to think I’m mocking him or anyone he clearly cares very much about.

Jatin gives me another narrow-eyed look. I smile kindly down at the cross boy, unsure of how else to convey that I’m being real with him.

Polaris clears his throat pointedly at us and knocks a hand against Jatin’s shoulder. “Jatin, cool it down, yeah. Wrath is okay. I wouldn’t be running with him even on a temp basis if he wasn’t. You know that.”

Jatin must have a lot of respect for Polaris, because he accepts this with a small nod and a slightly apologetic look gets sent in my direction.

I exchange a glance with Polaris, mouthing “thanks” at him. He gives me another half smile in return.

Jatin keeps quiet for a few minutes before he turns to me again and asks a question. I see it coming and I brace for it.

“Do you know any ninjas?” he asks.

It’s a good thing I’m used to randomness after all those years of living with Roux and Lady Mars.

“Don’t think so,” I say. “Unless someone I know is secretly moonlighting as a ninja.” Then I ask, “Why?”

Jatin crinkles his little nose and says, “Blue doesn’t know any ninjas either. What kind of superheroes are you lot? No ninjas. That’s just weak.”

Huh. He’s not wrong now I think about it. No ninjas. That is sort of weak.

“We don’t know any ninjas.” I give Jatin a conspiratorial smile. “But our boss is a jaguar shifter.”

Jatin’s mouth drops open in surprised awe. Polaris barks out a short laugh.

“For serious?” Jatin asks, sounding beyond excited by the idea.

“’Course,” I say, still smiling at him. “Our boss is proper terrifying, mate. A beast and a half, no joke.”

Jatin is practically hopping along now. “That is well cracked!” he exclaims, then adds more fervently, “Dead brilliant, though.”

Jatin then proceeds to ask me two dozen questions about our jaguar shifter boss. I answer them with as much truth as I can, which isn’t difficult to do. I said it when I was eight and I’ll say it now: Snow could absolutely be a jaguar shifter.

I catch Polaris’s amused gaze at one point, and he mouths “dirty liar” at me. I ignore him.

Polaris and I get Jatin back to the Bedlam estate without any problems. We take Jatin all the way to the front door of his mum’s flat, and Polaris knocks on the door. I hang back, thinking that two supers personally delivering her son home might be a bit overwhelming.

Jatin’s mum, who Polaris said is named Rani, is a very short and sturdy looking woman. She has eyes as large and dark as her son’s.

When she opens the door, she takes one look at Polaris and her son and immediately starts in on Jatin. It doesn’t seem like Polaris needs to explain what went on. This must be something she expected or has happened before.

Rani grabs hold of her son and gives him a quick, fierce hug. Then she shoves him into the flat and shouts for him to go to his bloody room and stay there until she says otherwise. I have a feeling Jatin is going to be confined to his room for quite some time.

Jatin doesn’t even say goodbye to Polaris; he just runs off to do as his mum bid him. It reminds me of how Tate reacts to his mum sometimes.

Rani turns back to Polaris and offers him a grateful smile. She notices me loitering behind him awkwardly and raises her eyebrows in question. I wave at her. Because, as it’s been established many times before, I am the social interaction expert around here.

“Thank you for bringing him back safe,” Rani says to Polaris, apparently willing to dismiss me for the moment. I’m nothing but grateful to be dismissed.

“No problem, Rani,” he replies kindly. “He’s got some stuff going on at the minute. I’ll come back around tomorrow and talk to him about it, if that’s okay?”

Rani lets out a huge sigh and crosses her arms over her chest. She looks tired, and not just because it’s the middle of the night. I wonder how much she fears her son getting involved in something that could mess up his whole life. I think about how difficult it would be for her to deal with the very real prospect of Jatin one day ending up in prison, or worse, just because of where he’s grown up.

“Course you can come round.” Rani sighs. She runs a hand over her face. “He won’t listen to anyone other than you. He definitely won’t listen to me.”

“Hey,” Polaris says more firmly. “None of this is on you, Rani. You do everything you can for him, I know that. He knows it too, even if he doesn’t always act like it.”

Rani gives Polaris another grateful look, but she still seems unsure if he’s right about it not being somehow her fault. “You know better than most that good intentions can be like wishing on stars.” Rani lets her gaze travel back over to me again. She jerks her chin in my direction. “Is this your boy?” She smiles, but it’s one of those evil smiles Lady Mars often employs, which I have learned not to trust. Rani continues with a slyer undertone, “The one you’ve been talking about nonstop for the last—”

“Yes,” Polaris interrupts. And that “yes” definitely had a bullet point with the threat level of a red sniper dot.

I take a few steps forward and plant myself beside Polaris. I can take a cue.

Rani raises an eyebrow at both of us. There’s a definite spark of mirth on her face now. I think most of that is for Polaris, though. I can feel Polaris’s discomfort like a continuous blast of hot air.

“I like your son,” I inform Rani.

She crosses her arms over her chest and eyes me up and down with more scrutiny than before.

“Really?” she asks, sounding like she doesn’t believe me at all.

My mouth twitches even as I try my best to keep a straight face. “He called Polaris a dickhead right to his face. For that alone, adoption would be on the table.”

Rani’s expression goes from amused to exasperated to a heavy mixture of both emotions. “If he pulls any more of these stunts,” she says, “I might be willing to split custody with you just to save myself from some of the stress.”

I pull a face. “Not sure if that’s a good idea. If he runs with Polaris too often, people will start to throw around the word sidekick.”

Rani’s eyes widen in alarm, and she gives her head an earnest shake. “Please. Don’t put that idea in Jatin’s head. He’ll be on it like a shot.”

I get a sudden image of Jatin dressed in a homemade suit. A black suit with little stars smattered all over it. I imagine Jatin running around Danger City, facing down all the vile people we deal with almost every night. It makes me feel ill, even in theory.

Polaris clears his throat. When I cast a quick glance at him, his whole body, face to toes, has locked up tight. His jaw looks more statue than flesh and bone.

If the prospect of Jatin getting embroiled in the superhero life makes me nauseous, it must be ten times as horrifying for Polaris. He’s the one who knows exactly what that can do to a child. Polaris sees his superhero life as a moral duty. In his mind, he can, so he has to.

Polaris speaks with the authoritative air of a medieval king. “No way in hell will Jatin ever be like us.”

It comes out a lot more forceful than I think he means it to. Rani’s gaze snaps to Polaris, and she gives him a look I think I get on my own face sometimes. The one I get when Polaris reminds me of the path he took to be where he is now. To be who he is now. There was so much loss along that path.

“’Course he won’t,” I say, hoping to take some of the heat off Polaris. I smile at Rani when she shifts her focus back to me. “We don’t even know any ninjas.”

Polaris lets out an unwilling snort and turns to me in exasperation.

Rani doesn’t seem to mind my obvious attempt at lightening the mood. “You’re right. No ninjas? What would even be the point? That would be like becoming a knight after you’ve found out there aren’t any dragons.”

I’m starting to quite like Rani. I might have to steal her affections away from Polaris somehow.

“Quite right.” I nod sagely in agreement. “Besides, if you’re going to have a sidekick, then you probably shouldn’t start at child. Maybe get a twig or a flower to look after first, and if that goes well, then you can move on to a dog. Or maybe a particularly badass hedgehog.”

Polaris must hear the note of truth in my voice because he jabs my side. “We are not getting a hedgehog sidekick.”

I turn a frown on him. “Maybe you aren’t.”

“No,” Polaris states blandly.

I think about it for a second, then ask, “How about a cactus?”

“Where would you put a cactus during patrols?” Polaris asks, almost challenging me, a scowl affixed to his face.

“I could get a little one and attach it to my suit,” I offer, not to be undone by his rational interrogation. “It’d double as a weapon.”

Polaris doesn’t seem to like that. He’s scowling even more severely now.

“Where would you attach the cactus?” he asks. “What if you accidentally stab yourself with the cactus? Would a tiny cactus actually hurt that much anyway?”

I make sure to let him know with my own expression and tone how much I do not appreciate being questioned about the viability of my cactus sidekick idea.

“Okay, one, I would attach it to my wrist like a spiky bracelet of doom. Two, I would never accidentally stab myself with the cactus because I am a professional. Three, yes, it would hurt if I jammed a tiny cactus into someone’s eye. Four, you’re really ruining the idea of a cactus wearing a cape for me. Wow. Impressive.”

I realise belatedly that Rani is staring at us like the postman and the milkman accidentally came at the same time and are arguing about who gets to do their job first.

Very specific, I know. But I did actually see that happen once and everyone who witnessed it made the exact same face as Rani is now.

It was a very upsetting moment in Colbie history. Ted the milkman and Philip the postman ended up taking it to the town council and everyone had to vote on who was at fault for the timing error. I got to know far more about the inner workings of calcium delivery and the postal service than I ever wanted to.

Polaris catches Rani’s reaction and looks immediately apologetic. “Sorry, Rani.” He makes a vague hand wavy gesture. “Wrath is very…himself.”

Polaris somehow manages to make that sound good rather than the terrible thing it truly is. I’m impressed.

Rani’s expression settles into something I would call mischievous. It reminds me, again, of Lady Mars. I make a silent vow that I will never allow Rani and Lady Mars to meet. It’s bad enough now that Lady Mars has a disciple in Dru. She doesn’t need another co-conspirator.

When Rani speaks to Polaris it’s with a casualness that is far too suggestive to actually be casual. “You should bring him to The Caf next time you come round.”

The…what?

I’m being semi-invited to something by a potentially devious woman, and I have no idea why or what that something is. That can’t possibly be good, can it?

“The Caf?” I ask, looking to Polaris for an answer.

Polaris has that embarrassed and uncomfortable vibe to him again. It’s more a feeling he’s emanating than anything his face is showing me.

Am I going to have to rescue Polaris from the scheming mother of his let’s-hope-never mentee? It’s looking like I might.

“You’re making him shifty,” I admonish Rani. “Stop it. He’ll brood himself to death and I can’t have that. Everyone will think I was the one who murdered him.”

Rani sends a speculative look my way. “Do people often accuse you of committing murder?”

“Only when I show up places with dead people slung over my shoulder.”

Rani is stunned into silence for all of two seconds before she attempts to tackle what I just said. “You should probably stop doing that then.”

“Well, I can’t just leave them lying around. That’s littering.”

“Littering?” Rani draws the word out like she isn’t sure if she’s pronouncing it correctly.

“Yeah,” I say. “It’s illegal, and our employer doesn’t like paying the fines.”

That might be a step too far for Rani because Polaris steps in and reassures her. “He’s joking, Rani.” Then he sighs, adding, “Hopefully.”

“I am mostly joking. Except about littering being illegal. It is. Don’t do it.” I look to Polaris with mock realisation. “Crap, Polaris, that’s another one for the list. Rule number two for Wrath’s code: no littering.”

Polaris shakes his head despairingly at me. “Bit of a comedown from the first rule.”

How dare he.

“Only if you’re not interested in saving the planet from systematic environmental destruction.”

Polaris’s response is unfairly droll. “Wrath is going to protect the world from the eventual results of continued rubbish pollution?”

“Yes,” I confirm, like I’m offended he’d assume otherwise. “Think of the hypothetical great-grandchildren you’ll probably never meet. Do you want them to grow super fat in space while a tiny rubbish-collecting robot falls in love with an Alexa robot back on Earth? Do you?”

Polaris reveals his possibly fraudulent, gap-filled knowledge of pop culture by asking, “Are you referencing a film again?”

“No,” I reply indignantly.

Polaris doesn’t look like he believes me, but he lets it go, easily dismissing me and my nonsense, instead turning back to Rani. She’s giving us the is this real or am I high? stare again.

“We should really go,” Polaris says.

Rani seems, for a moment, like she might argue. But something on Polaris’s face must change her mind about doing that because she just nods at him in acceptance.

“All right,” she says softly, her smile having gone crooked. “I’ll see you tomorrow then, love.” She switches her attention to me one last time and adds, “It was very good and mostly strange to meet you.”

I smile at her enigmatically. “Likewise.” And then, “Tell Jatin I’ll get him that jaguar tooth we talked about.”

Rani’s eyes widen ever so slightly, but she doesn’t get a chance to respond before Polaris is hustling me away from the door of her ground-floor flat. I hear Rani close the door behind us a few seconds later.

I let myself be herded by Polaris, knowing he’ll just get all extra serious and judgy on me if I don’t.

Polaris and I slip out of the Bedlam estate, staying in the shadows and being careful to draw as little attention to ourselves as possible. The more residential areas of Danger City can be hit and miss when you’re one of us. There’s just as many people who hate and mistrust superheroes as there are people who like and have faith in them.

I don’t speak to Polaris again until we’re alone together on the roof of a large office building. It’s one of our favoured spots for a place to talk without the fear of anyone overhearing us. Very few streetlights. Not a residential area. Taller buildings cast shadows on this one.

Since it was Polaris who decided to come here, I know he must want me to ask him questions. If he didn’t, then he would have guided us somewhere busier and less well hidden.

In the last three months, I’ve learned that Polaris rarely says what he wants out loud. You have to read between the lines with him. I don’t mind doing that, but it does mean I have to pay more attention to him than I might other people.

It’s a good thing most of my family come under the banner of Difficult To Deal With. I’m used to figuring out other people’s quirks and finding ways to work around them. I have a minefield of my own built-in idiosyncrasies that I think Polaris is constantly trying his best to understand.

Polaris has settled on the roof’s wide stone ledge. His gaze is watchful, but not hawkishly intense like it can be when he’s looking out for something specific.

I’m crouched beside him, folded into the same position, bent down on one knee. My attention is split between him and the streets below.

I’ve learned to be more actively watchful in my time patrolling with Polaris. Just because it’s quiet around here doesn’t mean nothing could happen that would require our interference. He’s taught me to be ready for any eventuality and circumstance.

Polaris must be anticipating my curiosity and eagerness to ask him questions because he’s tense all over. The robo-fax face is thicker than usual. I can barely see the man I’ve been getting to know beneath it.

I ask him something I know will crack the mask. “What happened to Jatin’s dad?”

Polaris whips around to look at me, the blank robot expression wiped off his face almost completely. He’s staring at me, wide eyed, in shock.

I was right. It was a stab in the dark, but…I had a feeling.

Neither Jatin nor Polaris mentioned a father, and Rani was the only one who came to the door when we dropped Jatin off. Of course, there could be a million reasons for that. Jatin’s parents could just be divorced, or maybe his father left before he was born.

Still. Polaris seems very attached to the Mehta family. It stands to reason there would be a story behind why.

Polaris’s expression has shifted into something I can easily recognise. He sounds utterly disconsolate when he says, “His name was Rajan.” And then more quietly, “He died. He was… He was killed.”

“Right.” If he thinks he’s getting off with just that, then he’s very much mistaken. “And? What happened? What do you think you did to cause it?”

Because there’s no doubt in my mind that Polaris, for whatever reason, blames himself for Rajan’s death. It’s written all over his face, soaked to drowning in his voice, mapped out along every tense muscle of his body. Guilt is very difficult to hide when you feel it as acutely as this.

Polaris’s mask has cracked up and fallen away again. He’s looking at me a little suspiciously now.

He should know at this point that I am the master of guilt. I feel guilty every time I think about all the people who died just because the Mages were coming after the Liquid Onyx survivors. It’s even worse to be the cause of something horrible than it is to fail at preventing it. Just thinking about it is enough to make me want to bash my head against a wall until all the unwanted knowledge leaks out of my ears.

It’d drive me mad if I let it.

Does, actually.

When there’s nothing going on to distract me, I can feel the manic, hopeless drive of all that guilt pushing me to do something. Say something. Make something. Break something I can actually fix.

There’s a sardonic thread running through his voice when Polaris asks, “Are you secretly a telepath?”

“Nah.” I shake my head. “Sorry to break it to you, star boy, but you ain’t as complicated as you think you are.”

Polaris comes very close to rolling his eyes at that one. But, like the part android he is, he refrains from actually doing so.

I wait whilst Polaris gathers himself enough to make the decision on whether he’s going to tell me the story or not.

I can be patient. Sometimes. In theory.

Polaris doesn’t make me wait too long, though.

“Rajan was involved with the Winters at one point,” he tells me. “He worked for them directly. When his son was born, he tried to get out of that life. It took a while, but he eventually managed to extract himself from it without making any enemies in the process.”

That could not have been easy. Most people don’t get to walk away from gang life. Not once they’ve been in it for a significant amount of time.

“They had no reason to come after him. But with people like that, out is never really out. He had to deal with a lot of bullshit.”

Polaris makes a face that is almost a snarl of disgust, but without any sound effects to go along with it.

I think about saying something, but Polaris goes on before I can. “A few years ago, Rajan lost his job. He tried to get work, but with the convictions on his record and, you know, all the other reasons it’s difficult to get a job when you have a name like Rajan Mehta, it was near impossible.” Polaris’s hands have become fists at his sides, his frustration easy to read. “Rajan was struggling to keep his family afloat. They couldn’t survive on Rani’s income alone. And then the Winters were there, offering work.”

This time his disgust is palpable.

Rightly so, because that’s how they do it. Taking advantage of the vulnerable is how people like them stay powerful.

“Rajan was just supposed to be delivering some goods to a warehouse,” Polaris explains. “But he ended up seeing a fight between me and some of the big players I’d been after for a while. I was there to bust them and seize a lot of heavily modified weaponry. One of them got a shot off at me with this acid gun thing, and it took out a good chunk of my side.”

Polaris takes a breath, like the next thing he’s about to say is going to be the hardest to get out.

“Rajan tried to help and put himself between me and the bloke with the gun. The next shot went right through his chest. I could heal. Rajan couldn’t.” Another breath. Then, “He died trying to save me.”

There’s a lot to unpack in all of that. The guilt and the anger and the futile unfairness of it. Something that should never have happened. Something that didn’t need to happen, but did. Because of other people. Because of greed and violence and, also, human decency. All three played a part in Rajan’s death.

But what stands out the most to me is what Polaris chose to do in response. He seems to have taken responsibility for Jatin. I don’t know if it’s purposeful or not. Whether it’s a choice Polaris made, to somehow make up for his perceived complicity in Rajan’s murder? Or did Polaris find himself naturally drawn to Jatin and Rani? Was he compelled to help them and know them and give over a part of himself to them in the way you do when you really care about someone for just being who they are?

Polaris looks as if he’s been speaking for hours rather than minutes. He looks like he’s used up every word, like he’s run right out of them.

I don’t know how to tell Polaris it wasn’t his fault without sounding ludicrous. I’m hardly the authority on such things. I can barely convince myself that everything my father did, and all that’s happened since he did it, isn’t somehow my fault.

I know logically, intellectually, fucking obviously that it isn’t. How could it be? I was four years old. I didn’t know anything about anything.

But… Guilt isn’t always rational.

Polaris knows, somewhere underneath all the layers of self-imposed responsibility, that Rajan made his own choices and so did the man who shot him. Nothing Polaris did could have affected the outcome of the situation. Not really.

It was not his fault. In most cases, we are responsible for our own actions and no one else’s. He knows that. He does.

But the problem. The problem is…it’s so much harder to actually believe that than it is to understand why you should believe it.

With that in mind, I don’t say what I desperately want to say. Polaris wouldn’t hear it. I could say it, but he wouldn’t hear it. Not in any way that would matter or make a difference.

“Does it help that you’re trying to make sure Jatin gets a chance at something better?”

Polaris doesn’t seem surprised by my response. He hits back with, “Does it help that you’re trying to use what was done to you by your father to save people?”

It hurts as much as any physical blow could have. I keep forgetting that Polaris has gotten to know me too. I haven’t been the only one paying attention.

I think the answer for both of us is the same.

“No.” I heave a sigh. “Not really.”

I can feel his eyes on me. I don’t want to acknowledge it, but I can’t seem to help myself.

I look at Polaris and our gazes lock. His eyes are their powered-down dark blue, cobalt not electric. But there’s a flicker of starlight spinning around his pupils which makes me think of the Ferris wheel set up down on Danger City’s pier. It will often shine blue at night when Polaris saves the city, or the world, from a particularly bad supervillain. A signal of thanks.

On the outside, Polaris looks so steady and calm. On the inside, I know he’s got a cataclysm of emotions ravaging through him every minute of every day. Some positive. Most negative.

I’ve seen a glimpse of what it’s like when he lets some of those emotions loose. I’ve felt the partial impact of them, and it was devastating. Heart wrenching. Bone melting. Soul quaking. It was… It was…

More.

More than I knew was possible. More than I thought one person was capable of projecting out into the world.

I can’t even imagine what the full force of it would be like to experience. Not something I could handle, I don’t think. Overwhelming would probably be an understatement.

I don’t know if I like the idea of being so swept up in a person. To want someone beyond reason. To feel something so powerful for them that it’s too big to describe with words alone.

Nothing could be worth the potential damage it would wreak on you if things were to end badly. And if it was me and him, there’s no possible way it wouldn’t spiral into disaster eventually.

Polaris speaks then, with a graveness that vibrates through my bones. “We’re both wrong, you know.”

I’m not entirely sure what he’s talking about. He could mean we’re wrong to let guilt eat away at us so easily. He could mean something else.

“Yeah. Well,” I say, voice droll. “I’m still working on not feeling some kind of way every time I take off the suit.”

“Bloody hell,” Damon murmurs tiredly. “I’ve been trying to figure that out for ten years. Let me know if you get anywhere with it.”

I press my lips together to suppress a humourless laugh, thinking, fifteen years later and we’re still two boys sitting on a roof with dead parents and powers we never asked for and other people’s blood dripping from our fingertips.


Chapter Two

Nurse Nova Strikes Again

HOW ARE YOU with secrets? Pretty good, I’m hoping.

Not that this is much of a secret. The most that would happen if someone were to find out about it is I’d get a lecture from one of the more sensible people in my life. And they’d probably be right to give it to me.

But this is one of those times when I know I’m doing something stupid and risky and the fact I know it’s stupid and risky isn’t enough to stop me from actually doing it.

I told myself I would stay away. I told myself I only followed them home that night to make sure they were okay, and I wouldn’t poke my nose into their business. I told myself those things for two months. All of which turned out to be a massive load of crap.

I’ve also decided it isn’t spying or stalking. I’m just checking in on them, that’s all. It’s not every night.

It’s just sometimes. If I’m in the area. And if I don’t have too much going on during my patrol.

For the last few months, on occasion, I’ve been stopping by the flat shared by Lewis and Neon, whose name I now know is Julia.
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