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When TJ Klune was eight, he picked up a pen and paper and began to write his first story (which turned out to be his own sweeping epic version of the video game Super Metroid – he didn’t think the game ended very well and wanted to offer his own take on it. He never heard back from the video game company, much to his chagrin). Now, over two decades later, the cast of characters in his head have only gotten louder. But that’s okay, because he’s recently become a full-time writer, and can give them the time they deserve.
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For queer kids everywhere.


I am in awe of all that you are because 


you are the true superheroes.
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Chapter 37: Not a Chapter


Author Note: Hey, hi and hello! Sorry if you got excited for a notification of an update. I never want to leave my readers hanging, and I know that abandoned fics are the bane of all human existence. Like, is there really anything worse than finding a story you love only to see that it hasn’t been updated in six years? I hate that so much. So, to reiterate: I’M NOT ABANDONING THIS STORY!!!! I promise. A lot of things have happened in the past few months, and I haven’t felt like writing much. It can be really hard to focus on a fic about solving serial murders and falling in love with an Extraordinary when . . . well. When things get a little too real.


I don’t have a lot of time these days to sit down and write. School’s out for the summer, but I’m busier than ever. I’ll hopefully get back to this sooner rather than later, so please keep your notifications on for this fic. I promise when I return, there will be explosions of the fiery and the sexual kind, so stay tuned!
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Chapter 1


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


“Exactly.”


“Nick, you can’t just—”


He coughed.


“Nicky, you need to—”


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


Seth rolled his eyes. “Guardian.”


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


He winked over his shoulder.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


“Bend over,” Nick demanded.


Seth squinted at him. “What?”


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


“Nick,” Seth said pointedly.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


Seth nodded. “Think you can fit?”


“Rude.”


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


Nick brightened. “Lighthouse.”


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


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


WELCOME, GUARDIAN.


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


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


Nothing.


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


Silence.


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


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


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


Seth threw up his hands.


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


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


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


“Schematics!” Guardian bellowed.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


“Gibby, you got anything?” Jazz asked.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


Silence.


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


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


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


He waited for thunderous applause.


None came.


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


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


“I hate everyone,” Guardian mumbled.


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


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


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


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


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


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


“What happened?” Jazz asked.


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


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


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


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


“Have you seen your clothes?” Gibby said.


“Gibby!”


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


“I know. But what if—”


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


“Nothing. No voices. No movement.”


“What does that mean?”


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


“Thank y—wait, what.”


Pyro Storm cleared his throat pointedly.


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


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


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


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


His breath caught in his chest.


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


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


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


Three jewel thieves. There were supposed to be four.


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


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


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


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


It wasn’t Owen.


He’d made a mistake.


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


“Shit,” Guardian said.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


He pulled the trigger.


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


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


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










Chapter 2


The man blinked as the bullet—really a green foam dart with a plastic suction cup at the end—bounced off his head and fell to the ground.


“You murdered me?” the man said, sounding aghast. “What the hell, Nicky.” Aaron Bell frowned as he pulled off his ski mask, his dark hair slick with sweat, sticking up at odd angles. “We talked about this. Many, many times. I can’t believe I have to repeat this, but I will: We. Don’t. Kill.”


Behind them, a man groaned as he pushed himself away from the wall. “Oh, sweet lord, my bones. My actual bones.” Guardian glanced over his shoulder to see Miles Kensington pull off his own ski mask with a grimace. “When Jasmine asked me at our daddy-daughter date if I would help out with Nick’s training, she didn’t mention being flung against a wall.”


Guardian rolled his eyes. “Yeah, maybe you should’ve thought of that before you called yourself Cannibal Psycho.”


“Okay,” Trey Gibson said, lifting his ski mask until it revealed his face, letting it rest on the top of his head. “So, here’s the thing: holding the gun sideways is useless. You can’t aim at anything. Movies lied, and they should be ashamed. Gibster, did you know about this?”


“Did I know movies weren’t real life?” Gibby asked through the comms. “Yes, Dad.”


“Aha!” the last man shouted, pointing his own foam-dart gun at the others, swinging it wildly. “Now I will betray all of you and—”


“Seth?” a voice said through the comms. “It’s Martha. Sorry to interrupt, sweetheart. You sound like you’re having fun, but can you ask your uncle to pick up toilet paper after he’s done with his betrayal? I forgot to grab some when I went to the store earlier. And you tell him if he comes home with single-ply again because it’s cheaper, we’re going to have words.”


Bob Gray removed his mask and said, “Darn. My betrayal was going to be so neat.”


“Wow,” Miles said, jumping up and down. “I think . . . I think that cured my back pain. Who knew all it would take was being thrown by telekinesis against a wall? Take that, overpriced chiropractor!”


Guardian threw up his hands in disgust. “You are the worst pseudovillains who have ever pseudovillained. Training exercise over. Guardian out.” He removed his helmet, glaring at his dad, who tossed the foam dart up and down.


“Your son killed you,” Trey told Dad. “That’s some Shakespearean shit right there.”


Dad sighed. “Yeah, we’ll have to work on it more, I guess. You would think not murdering anyone would be a given, but here we are.”


Before Nick could issue a devastating retort that Dad would most likely end up having to tell his therapist about, Seth pulled off his helmet and said, “Nick, you figure out where you went wrong?”


Grumbling under his breath, Nick nodded. “The last door. I didn’t check it.”


“I was hiding inside,” Miles said, sounding rather gleeful. “You know you were supposed to be quiet, right?”


Nick groaned. “It’s because I don’t have abs yet. And no, you don’t get to ask how that explains anything. It just does.”


“You should consider doing stadiums,” Dad said. “Running stairs will get you in fighting shape. Just don’t ask me to do it with you because my knees are shot to hell and I don’t want to.”


Nick stared at his father in horror. “Dad, no.”


“Dad—”


“Aaron,” Miles said. “I’ve got this.” He walked around Nick and Seth, eying them up and down before stopping in front of the others, crossing his arms over his chest. The others seemed to take that as a signal to also pose, Trey’s hands on his hips, Bob tapping the Nerf gun against the side of his head, Dad tossing the dart up and down without even looking at it.


Miles nodded, squared his shoulders, and said, “Dad, yes.”


“Dad Squad,” Trey said, fist-bumping Bob without even looking at him, which, what.


Nick groaned. “I’m all for the elderly trying new things, but did you really need to make shirts that said that?”


“We’re wearing them right now,” Dad said cheerfully, and sure enough, they all unzipped their thin coats to reveal matching shirts that had the same stylized lettering: dad squad.


“Mine has glittery letters,” Trey said, stroking the sparkles on his chest fondly. “Aysha said they bring out my eyes. But I think I’d still wear it even if they didn’t. We don’t believe in toxic masculinity in our house. Glitter is for everyone.”


As if he was a little nervous, Bob said, “I hope you don’t mind I have a Dad Squad shirt too, Seth. I know I’m not—you know.” He frowned down at his shirt. “Thought about making it Uncle Squad, but . . .”


Seth went to him, and Bob grinned when his nephew hugged him tightly. “It’s perfect,” Seth said quietly. “More than, even.”


“Yeah?” Bob said, face in Seth’s hair. “I hoped it would be.”


Nick left them to it, going to the diamond still sitting in the glass case. “Where did you get this? It’s not real, is it? Ooh, it’s so shiny.” He pressed his face against the glass, causing it to fog up. “I want it.”


“Miss Conduct,” Dad said, coming to stand next to Nick. “Mateo uses it as part of his drag show. Something about a diamond being a girl’s best friend.”


Nick sighed. “I think he has a crush on you.”


Dad nodded solemnly. “Makes sense. I’m very attractive.”


Gagging, Nick said, “Gross!”


“Thanks, kid.”


“You can’t date Miss Conduct,” Nick said, starting to panic. “I get to be the only queer in this family. How dare you try and usurp my throne.”


“Or,” Dad said, “I can love who I want to, and if that happens to be Mateo, then—”


“As if you could ever handle a drag queen. She’d chew you up and spit you out.” He glared at Dad. “And don’t tell me if that’s something you’d enjoy. I’m scarred enough as it is.”


Annoyed, Nick glanced at the others. Miles was doing jumping jacks while exclaiming that his chiropractor wasn’t going to believe this, Trey was—for some reason—still stroking the glittery letters on his chest, and Bob had an arm wrapped around Seth’s shoulders, holding him close.


Momentarily forgetting his father’s crimes against humanity, Nick was struck—not for the first time, but perhaps seeing it clearer than he ever had before—by how lucky he was. Ever since the parental figures had been told the truth about their kids, there hadn’t been a moment when Nick hadn’t felt loved, validated. Even if that meant spending a Friday night in a vacant building that Bob had secured for them to use through his job connections as a super.


His irritation over his father’s ridiculousness faded as quickly as it’d arrived. Because here Dad was with the rest of the dumb Dad Squad, working to help Nick become the best hero he could be. He didn’t have to be here. None of them did. But they were, and Nick was absurdly touched by their faith in him. If his mom had been here, too, it would’ve made everything even better.


And Dad was trying. He really was. Ever since he’d resigned from the force and gone to therapy, he’d seemed . . . lighter, somehow. Perfect time for him to grant his son’s deepest desire. And really, he’d tried to shoot Seth—with a foam dart, but the point remained the same—so Dad owed Nick.


“What do you say, Pops? Think I’m good enough to go out on my own?”


Everyone else fell silent as Dad’s brow furrowed before smoothing out. He laid his hands on Nick’s shoulders, hesitating a moment. “I know you think you’re ready. And I’ve seen how hard you’ve been working in these last weeks.”


“But,” Nick said, knowing it was coming.


“But,” Dad said, “we have to be careful, kid. You’ve seen what’s happened since Seth revealed himself. Are you ready to take the chance that the same thing happens to you?”


“It’s gotten a little better,” Bob said. “Not as many death threats now that we’ve changed to an unlisted phone number. And our house hasn’t been vandalized in a few weeks, so I count that as a win. The security cameras help.”


“It’s not just about that, either,” Trey said, nodding at Dad as he walked over to them. Dad took a step back, dropping his arms. “I won’t speak for your dad, Nick, but you know as well as we do it’s not only vandals we’re facing.”


“Burke,” Nick spat, feeling that old familiar anger washing through him.


“Burke,” Trey agreed. “Ever since he announced his mayoral run and that he could cure Extraordinaries . . .” He shook his head. “No, not cure, because that implies there’s something wrong with you and Seth and others like you.”


“I know,” Nick said. “But that doesn’t mean I can hide forever.”


“I get that, kid,” Dad said. “I swear I do. But are you ready for the moment it all becomes real? When there are actual bullets instead of foam darts? Forget the bridge. Forget the prom. This is different. Can you stand there and tell me this is something you’re really ready for?”


Nick was about to open his mouth and say yes emphatically, but he stopped himself. His telekinesis was finicky, and he was still trying to get the hang of it. He’d taken on villains Smoke and Ice when they’d attacked Centennial High at prom, but how could he be sure he could do the same thing again?


Nick sighed, shoulders drooping. “I don’t know.” He scuffed his boot against the ground.


Dad slung an arm around his shoulders. “Don’t kick yourself too much over this, okay? We’ll figure it out. I’ll make you a deal. Let’s get through the summer, and we can talk again before you go back to school.”


“Fine,” Nick grumbled. “But I’m holding you to that. End of summer, we’ll talk again.” He looked down at the floor. “We could, I don’t know, still do these exercises, if you want. I like . . . doing stuff like this with you.”


“Me, too, kid,” Dad whispered in his hair. “And in case I haven’t said it today, I’m proud of you.”


“Thanks, Dad,” Nick whispered back.


“I love us,” Miles announced when Nick and Dad pulled away from each other. “We’re the best. Screw Simon Burke. Whatever he’s got planned, he won’t make it far, not with our daughters, Pyro Storm, Guardian, and the Dad Squad.”


“Dads, no,” Nick moaned.


“Dads, yes,” the men said.


Good people, all.


The Dad Squad had plans to go get a beer or two to celebrate a somewhat successful training session. They left Nick and Seth outside the building, everyone promising they wouldn’t stay out too late. Miles reminded them that they were expected promptly at six the following afternoon at the Kensington house for Jazz’s seventeenth birthday party. “Don’t be late,” Miles warned Nick and Seth. “You think Burke is scary? He pales in comparison to my daughter when something doesn’t go her way.”


Nick shuddered, the image of Jazz wielding her high heels shooting across his brain. No one was as terrifying as Jazz. “We’ll be there,” he promised. “Probably early to help her get ready, even though she says I shouldn’t be allowed to dress anyone, even myself.”


Miles looked him up and down, taking in Nick’s ripped shorts, a tank top, and his beat-up black Chucks. “Yes, well. At least you’re . . . trying.” He winked at Nick before leaving them to catch up with Bob and Trey, who waited at the corner down the street.


Nick hoped Dad would follow without saying anything they’d both regret, but since he was Nick’s father, he apparently couldn’t help himself. “Be good. What did we talk about?”


“We talked about many things,” Nick said, trying to buy time to figure out how to make his father incapable of speech without harming him. “Nothing that needs to be rehashed here, of course, given that I listen to—”


“Public indecency laws exist,” Dad said, as if Nick hadn’t spoken at all. “I don’t want to get a call that you and Seth are grinding up on each other because you can’t wait until you’re behind closed doors.”


“Oh, no,” Seth whispered. “I’m standing right here and I wish I wasn’t.”


“Dad,” Nick spat, face on fire. “You’re doing this on purpose.”


“And you’ll never be able to prove it,” Dad said. “See you at home? Don’t stay out too late. You know she worries.”


He ruffled Nick’s hair before turning to catch up with the others. Miles and Bob led the way across the intersection, Trey and Dad walking a couple of feet behind them, heads close together as they talked.


Trey and Nick’s father had a somewhat complicated relationship, what with Dad having done things while carrying a badge that he never should have. Nick didn’t begrudge Trey his anger. He’d been right about the police’s role in violence against the Black community, and ever since Dad had quit the force, Trey had softened, especially when Dad had started going to therapy. When it’d all come out into the open, it’d caused Nick to question everything he’d thought cops stood for, the idea of good versus evil, a clear delineation that allowed no room for shades of gray. Dad was trying, but Nick was, too. He still had a way to go before he could completely dismantle the idea that police deserved hero worship, an unearned idea that existed only because his father had worn a uniform. They both owed it to their friends.


“Does Dad . . .” He looked at Seth. “Does he seem different to you? Ignore him embarrassing me for the fun of it. I’m not talking about that.”


Though the temperatures had lowered slightly, it was still disgustingly humid. Nick felt sorry for Seth, who wore a hoodie with the hood pulled up over his head, giving him a bit of anonymity. Ever since he’d removed his helmet and revealed himself to the world on prom night, Seth had a hard time going out in public, seeing as how his face had been plastered over every newspaper in the country, along with a never-ending cycle of coverage on 24/7 news channels. Nick had tried watching, at least at first, but it soon grew tiresome, what with certain pundits screaming that Seth was dangerous, that he could destroy the very fabric of society if he chose to. This was darkly hysterical, seeing as how Seth, while strong, was a marshmallow who always tried to avoid hurting others.


“Different how?” Seth asked as he started down the sidewalk, taking Nick’s hand in his and pulling him along.


“I don’t know,” Nick admitted. “He seems . . . happier.”


Seth arched an eyebrow, squeezing Nick’s hand. “That’s a good thing.”


“I know.” He struggled to find the right words to make Seth understand. “It’s weird, though. I have this . . . memory.” He scrunched up his face, thinking hard. “But that doesn’t seem quite right because I don’t have any context for it. It feels real, and not, all at the same time. You know how you’re having a vivid dream right before you wake up, and when you do, it still feels like the dream is happening?”


“Sure,” Seth said. “A waking dream.”


“Right,” Nick said. “Maybe that’s it. Because I think I’d remember if I found my father crying in his room.”


Seth frowned. “Crying? About what?”


Frustrated, Nick huffed out a breath. “I don’t know. All I remember is him sitting on the edge of his bed, and he didn’t know I was there. But I was. And I wanted to go to him. I didn’t. It felt . . . personal.”


“It was just a dream, Nicky. You’re probably overtired from working as hard as you have.”


“Right,” Nick said slowly. That had to be it. “Still, he smiles more.”


Seth grinned. “Yeah, I saw that. It looks good on him. How’s it going with him and Cap?”


“Good,” Nick said as they stopped at an intersection, cars backed up across the crosswalk. He bumped the call button, waiting for the light to change so they could continue on. He did his best to ignore an old, ripped poster hanging just above the call button that read save our children. “It’s still early days, but they got their license and are ready to start building their client list. Dad thinks Cap is having the time of his life. Said they should’ve opened their own private investigative agency years ago.”


Rodney Caplan, the former chief of police, had resigned from his job a few months before. It was either that or be forced out, and Cap wouldn’t give those in power the satisfaction.


“Sounds like things are going well, then.”


Nick sighed as the light changed, and they crossed, walking around the cars still gridlocked on the street. A cabbie leaned out his open window, yelling at them as he honked the horn obnoxiously. Nick waved back. “A little too well, if you ask me.”


Seth rolled his eyes. “Oh, boy. Nick, we’re allowed to be happy.”


“I know,” he said quickly. “It’s just . . . it’s like we’re waiting for the other shoe to drop. Burke. Owen. Stupid Rebecca Firestone, oh my god, just her name is enough to make me want to punch something.” Regardless of all the villains they’d fought, Nick Bell’s true nemesis was always going to be the reporter turned press secretary. At least when she’d been a 


reporter, he’d been able to keep track of her bullshit. Now that she wasn’t on television every day, it made Nick nervous, wondering what fresh hell she was planning.


“We’ll figure it out,” Seth said. “Whatever happens, we’ll handle it like we always have.”


“With me complaining about everything and wondering why so many people seem to want to kill teenagers?”


Seth chuckled. “Together. We’ll handle it together.”


Nick grinned at him. “Damn right we are. Motherfreaking Team Pyro Storm and Guardian with Support from Jazz and Gibby. Okay, that name needs some work, but I’ve got ideas that I’m workshopping. I’ll run it by you when I’ve got something concrete.”


“Looking forward to it,” Seth said dryly. “I’m sure it’ll be as lasting as the first name, or the Twitter account you haven’t touched in weeks.”


Nick scowled, using his arm to wipe the sweat from his brow. “I turned off the notifications because way too many people were sending us nudes. Seriously, you find out the identity of an Extraordinary, and the first thing you do is send them pictures of your junk? Men are gross. And some women, too. The things I’ve seen. The last time before I quit checking it, a poly commune in Oregon sent a video inviting you to live with them and partake in their nightly orgies. Guess what the video showed?”


“An orgy?”


“An orgy,” Nick agreed. “I guess that’s the price of fame. You get famous enough, and people want you to see their genitals and invite you to cult sex parties. Explains a lot, if you think about it.”


“No more,” Seth pleaded. “Dear god, no more.” He pulled Nick off the sidewalk, leading him through a gate to a small park. It was vaguely familiar, but for the life of him, he couldn’t figure out why. An empty playground, the chains of the swings creaking in a hot breeze. A stone pavilion surrounded by trees, and for a moment, Nick thought he’d been here before, hiding behind a tree, listening as . . . someone . . . what. Talked on a phone? Who would it have been?


The hairs on the back of his neck stood on end as he pushed the thought away. “What are we doing here?”


Seth glanced back over his shoulder. “Do you know what today is?”


Uh-oh. Not Seth’s birthday. That was in December. It was a Friday in June, so it wasn’t as if he’d missed a holiday, or so he hoped. “Uh, yes?” Nick said, trying to keep his voice even while his thoughts whirred frantically. “Of course. Today is . . . today. A special day. The . . . best . . . day?”


“That’s right,” he said, and Nick knew Seth was giving him shit. “It is the best day. I’m glad you remembered.”


Nick groaned as Seth led him toward the swings. Seth helped him take his backpack off, setting it on the sand under the swings before pushing Nick to sit down. He dropped his own backpack as Nick grabbed the chains, letting his feet make divots in the sand. “You should probably remind me what makes today special so we’re both on the same page.”


“Close your eyes.”


Nick did. He heard Seth open his bag and pull out something that crinkled, like plastic. He felt Seth take his hand, tugging it away from the chain and turning his palm up. A moment later, Seth placed something in his hand.


“Okay,” Seth said, sounding as if he were sitting on the swing next to Nick’s. “You can open your eyes now.”


Nick did, looking at what Seth had given him. As soon as he saw it, he knew. He knew that Seth was it for him. He didn’t know how he’d gotten so lucky to have someone like Seth love him despite . . . well, despite Nick’s everything, but he’d never take it for granted.


A package of Skwinkles Salsagheti. Watermelon flavored.


“Today, we’ve been together for seven months,” Seth said. “Officially.”


“Holy shit,” Nick said in a choked voice. “I freaking love you, dude. Don’t ever leave me.”


Seth laughed, lifting his feet as he began to swing. “Deal, Nicky. And I love you, too.”


Flustered—they’d gone from bros, to bros who kissed, to bros who kissed and were in love because what—Nick said, “I didn’t get you anything. I suck. I’m sorry.”


“Nah,” Seth said. “The great thing about Skwinkles Salsagheti is that we can share it.”


And so they did. For the next hour, they sat on the swings, laughing, Nick peeling off strands of candy and wiggling his eyebrows, putting one end of the candy in his mouth, holding the other out for Seth. His boyfriend didn’t hesitate, leaning over and taking the other end between his teeth before sucking it in. Closer, closer, until they kissed, sticky, sweet, and oh, how Seth smiled against Nick’s mouth, and for a moment, Nick could pretend that nothing else mattered. That they were just two queer boys without a care in the world.


This is what I fight for, Nick thought as he gave up trying to swing and instead tackled Seth to the ground, lying on top of him and deciding that making out in the park was pretty damn rad. This is what’s important. Not powers, not villains who want to kill us. This. Just this.


No public indecency laws were broken, though not for lack of trying.


Seth and Nick parted ways an hour later, Nick promising Seth he’d text as soon as he got home. He waved at Seth as he shouldered his backpack and headed toward home, his Guardian costume a heavy weight, always reminding him it was there.


He entered his neighborhood, lost in thoughts of Seth and the noises he made when Nick bit down on the skin beneath his ears. It was the best noise, really. Light surprise with a darker undercurrent of something more, something they were building toward. Not there yet, but Nick thought he’d be ready sooner rather than later. It made him nervous and excited in equal measure.
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