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  Karl leads a quiet life—quieter than he wants, especially since getting into a fight with one of the most powerful men in the city—but it could be worse. In a city where super heroes and villains can level a city block in a moment, it's a good day when nothing is destroyed, especially for the man who sells super hero insurance.


  After yet another date stands him up, Karl heads home for another night spent reading with only his cats for company. But a strange sound at the bus stop leads him to a shocking discovery: Trick of the Light, a notorious villain in possession of an impossible power, and currently the intense focus of a manhunt by the Grand Order of Defenders.


  But Karl has never had much respect for the Order and its arrogant, cavalier super heroes. Whatever the risks, he'd much rather spend the night helping a villain, especially since once Trick is well enough to move Karl will probably never see him again…
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  TRICK

  Of the
LIGHT


  Karl stared glumly at his lucky watch, a 1945 Universal Tri-Compax. Not so lucky tonight, though it wasn't really the watch's fault. He'd just hoped it might actually change his luck for once.


  But this wasn't even close to the first time he'd been stood up. He was developing a knack for spotting his would-be dates, knew that look of nope in the split second before their faces smoothed out and they pretended to still be looking around before they left after a few more seconds.


  He might live in a city, but it largely functioned like a small town in some ways, and his would-be dates always bailed when they realized TickTock24 was the man who'd pissed off Tanner DeVine several months ago when they'd gotten into a bidding war over a watch—a 1956 Rolex Submariner 6538 Karl was still bitter about having lost, especially to an ass like Tanner DeVine. Tanner, of course, had been furious that anyone had dared challenge him in the first place, and so months later, Karl was still being avoided and stood up.


  Even his business had taken a slight hit, though the hit to his private life was vastly more painful and humiliating. He probably would have been out of business entirely except most of his customers were long established. They were strong recs to new clients, and the other guys couldn't offer better policies. But without the reputation that came with having existed as long as the city itself, he'd have been sunk there too.


  The blow to his personal life was hard enough. On the rare chance his dates didn't recognize him… Well, he was plain, sold insurance, geeked over watches, had two cats, and liked country music. International Man of Mystery, he was not. Nobody looking for excitement wanted to date the boring guy who sold insurance for the damage caused by the local heroes and villains (more the heroes, but good luck getting the newspapers to print that). In a city where excitement was everything, being boring was almost a bigger crime than being one of the villains. And the only thing worse than boring was to be known as the guy who'd made an enemy of DeVine.


  Shrugging into his trench coat, Karl left enough money on the table to cover his calamari, wine, and a generous tip for the server.


  So much for seafood, an ocean view, and Firecracker300M. Stupid handle, anyway. Karl retrieved his umbrella from the stand by the doors, then pushed outside to the patio and stared glumly at the cold, drizzling rain.


  Hopefully there weren't too many claims waiting for him, though he anticipated at least a few. Winter was quickly moving in, and if Sunrise and the rest of the Grand Order of Defenders put anyone out of their homes again, it wasn't the villains they would need to be worried about. Karl would never comprehend why the city fawned over The Magnificent Sunrise. Speaking of stupid names.


  He'd taken a taxi to the restaurant, eager and hopeful and feeling worthy of the indulgence, but he had zero desire to hurry home. What was waiting for him? Emails from stressed clients, a depressingly empty inbox on his dating site profile, and two cats mortally offended their dinner was late.


  Heaving a sigh, Karl opened his umbrella and left the restaurant, grimacing as he plunged into the cold rain. The crappy parking lot was already half-flooded and ruining his expensive wool slacks (his new pair because he really had been hopeful for this date). That should have been his first warning it was gonna end in a whole lot of nothing.


  Misery pressed down on him, ignoring all his efforts to think about anything else. So he wasn't model-hot, and he didn't have a photoshop-worthy sixpack. His hair was dishwater, fine. But he wasn't hideous, and his job might not be glamorous, but it was solid. He made good money, but he didn't do it by hurting or taking advantage of people. His business was the oldest in the city for super hero insurance. He sold excellent policies, took care of every valid claim no matter what. His great-great-great-grandfather had started the business, and Karl maintained the reputation the rest of his family had so carefully built. When the Moronic Sunrise knocked down houses, Karl made certain they got repaired or replaced. Didn't that count for something, even if he had pissed off DeVine?


  He looked at his watch, a long ago gift from his father back when Karl had just started getting into collecting watches. So what if his night had been crappy. It was still his lucky watch. It also told him it was getting close to eight, which meant he had a good twenty minutes before the next bus. Crossing the street at the corner, he walked down the block to the bus stop.


  It was a dark, sad-looking thing: the plastic roof was cracked, so water splashed down on most of the bench, leaving one small dry patch. The only light came from the streetlamp at the corner, dull orange light that didn't do anything except emphasize how little light there was.


  Karl sat down heavily on the bench—froze when he heard something. A moan-whimper kind of sound. He looked around but couldn't see anyone. Rolling his eyes at himself, he pulled out his phone and opened the book app, picked a book at random, and began to read.


  Someone coughed, but it was cut off, hastily and poorly muffled. It was immediately followed by a soft, please let me die in peace, moan.


  "Okay, am I losing my mind?" Karl stowed his phone, stood up, and looked around. Nothing.


  Movement caught the corner of his eye but when he turned toward it, there was still just a whole lot of nothing. He turned away—and promptly caught movement at the edge of his vision again. Right against the bent, broken cage wrapped around the base of a sad-looking sapling.


  Karl rubbed his eyes. Clearly he needed to lay off the wine—or go to bed. Something. If his eyes were playing tricks…


  Oh, god. His heart gave a lurch, then started pounding at approximately 200 MPH. Eyes. Playing tricks. He'd read that description in the newspaper a thousand times, heard the recountings on TV. Playing tricks. Sound but nothing there. Trick of the Light. A relatively new, small-time villain who nevertheless managed to always leave Sunrise and the others frothing with rage. It was bad form to root for villains, but every time Trick of the Light got the better of the G.O.D. Karl whooped and cackled in his apartment. Every single article about Trick of the Light was carefully stowed in his special safe. Trick of the Light was smart, clever, and always managed to cause the G.O.D. maximum frustration while keeping collateral damage to a minimum. And his power was cool; no one else on the books had ever been capable of invisibility, that was completely new. No one had even known making a person invisible was possible until Trick of the Light.


  Gulping around the lump in his throat, Karl left the bench area and ventured toward the sapling, rain drumming down… And now he was looking, he could see it wasn't quite falling right around the sapling. Like something was in the way, though in the dark it was really easy not to notice unless you knew to look.


  He knelt on the wet pavement, carefully reached out—and nearly shrieked when he touched something even though all he saw was thin air.


  The delighted-terror turned into cold fear, though, when he saw his fingers had come away bloody. Trick of the Light was hurt. "Psst," Karl hissed. "Are you okay? Conscious?"


  No reply.


  Reaching out again, Karl worked out what proved to be an arm, followed it up and up until reaching Trick of the Light's neck. Despite whatever he was wearing, something soft and pliant, Karl was able to find a pulse. It wasn't great, but it wasn't ten seconds from dying either, thank you boring weekends and community college first aid classes.


  What in the heck was he supposed to do? How did you help somebody who was fracking invisible?


  The distant sound of the bus jarred his thoughts.


  Okay, first thing was first. Out of the rain. How, how, how? He could do this. Huffing, Karl closed his umbrella and dropped it to the pavement. Shrugging out of his coat, he slowly and awkwardly got one arm through Trick of the Light's. That done, he was able to get it around him and through his other arm.


  It was really, really weird putting a coat on an invisible dude, but whatever, he'd put up with weirder (like seeing Alligator Man naked, ugh, erase, erase). "Are you okay? I've got to get you standing." Still no reply. Invisible and unconscious, awesome. This was almost as much fun as the time Sunset had come flying through his office window. Followed immediately by a frothing Sunrise.


  Okay, he couldn't take a walking trench coat on the bus. Yanking off his scarf, Karl wrapped it around his best approximation of Trick of the Light's head. Nothing he could do about the lack of legs, but hopefully the bus driver wouldn't notice. It was dark and wet, and bus drivers excelled at not caring 90% of the time. Hopefully this driver wouldn't fall under the 10%.


  Dragging Trick of the Light with him back to the bus stop, Karl fumbled out his wallet and pulled out his pass and a couple of ones.


  The bus chugged up to the stop and the doors cranked open. Drawing a deep breath, using his umbrella as best he could to further block view of Trick of the Light, Karl lugged him up the steps and shoved him into the first seat he could reach that would block the fact that his legs were missing. Hastening back up to the front, he showed his pass, deposited the ones, and thanked his lucky watch that the bus driver had barely looked at them the entire time.


  Returning to Trick of the Light, Karl dropped down beside him and let out a long sigh.


  His watch must have been making up for the lousy date because the only other passengers to get on the bus the whole time were a couple of women who were more than happy to stay far away from them. Karl ignored them, knowing that was what they'd prefer, anyway.


  When his stop finally came up, he dragged Trick of the Light to his feet—how was the man still out cold? At least he wasn't dead, not to judge by the breathing Karl could feel, the pulse that thrummed when last he'd checked—and dragged him out the back door, then slowly down the half-block to his apartment building.


  The hall was brightly lit but mercifully empty. Thomas, the security guard, must have slunk off from his office behind the glass partition to go flirt with his boyfriend in the coffee shop. Thank god.


  Bustling Trick of the Light into the elevator when it finally arrived, Karl set him on the floor, then swiped his card and punched the code for his condo.


  Then he collapsed because dragging around an unconscious, invisible, wanted criminal was fracking exhausting, and he was an insurance salesman, not an athlete. His idea of going to the gym was gawking at the people inside in awe as he walked by it to get to the coffee shop.


  He groaned as the elevator chimed, climbed to his feet, and dragged the soggy trench coat out of the elevator into his entryway. Most of the money he made, he didn't bother to keep, but he'd made certain he had a nice house and kept enough to fund his watch obsession.


  And he really did love his condo. Stripping down to his boxers, getting rid of the scarf and coat on Trick of the Light, he dragged Trick of the Light into the main area, across the soft, dark green carpet to the large leather couch that was the central feature of the living room.


  Kneeling beside the couch, he carefully ran his hands over Trick of the Light's body, feeling like a creeper but determined to figure out if he was injured—and if he was, Karl would figure out how to deal with that.


  But the only blood his hands came away with seemed like it was wet just because of the rain still clinging to him. If he had to guess—which he did, actually—it seemed like Trick of the Light had nothing more than some minor cuts and scrapes that had probably seemed worse while rain was pounding down on them.


  Standing, Karl bent and sought out Trick of the Light's head, carefully examining it for anything that might be a serious problem. There was a knot on one side of his head, but it didn't seem dangerous, just probably painful and headache-inducing. God, he hoped so. The last thing he needed was an invisible corpse on his couch.


  He shook his head at his thoughts as he grabbed the purple and green afghan draped over the back of the couch. He covered Trick of the Light and tucked it neatly around him, lingered there to stare at the vague shape of a body that was the most he'd ever seen of the notorious Trick of the Light.


  What did he look like? What had happened to him that he was stone cold unconscious, lying on the street in a rundown part of town? And Karl knew it wasn't good that he'd been unconscious so long… But then again, super heroes were their own brand of everything, and he'd heard before of them zonking out for days and then waking up like someone had put in new batteries.


  Nothing he could do but hope for the best. Fussing with the afghan for a moment, Karl then finally went to go turn on the lights and find some dry clothes.


  When he reached his room, though, he decided a hot shower was the best way to go. Thirty minutes later, dressed in black and green plaid pajama bottoms and with a fluffy blue towel draped around his shoulders, he padded into the kitchen to make some coffee and warm up some soup.


  He glanced toward the living room, saw the vague shape still filling his couch. Given the SOP of heroes and villains everywhere, he'd half-expected Trick of the Light to be gone.


  Going to the fridge, he pulled out the large tub of vegetable soup he'd bought at the corner bakery the previous night and poured some of it into a pan to warm up. While that simmered, he got a pot of coffee going as well.


  Then he went to go find his ereader, which wound up being under his bed, sandwiched between two balls of gray, fluffy discontent. "Rolex, Hamilton. I should have guessed this is where you were sulking. If you want dinner, you have to come out." He made a grab for them, but they glared harder and scurried back. Like he couldn't go around the other side and harass them that way. Cats.


  Giving up, because they'd come out when they'd decided he'd been punished with their absence long enough, he grabbed his ereader and headed back to the front rooms.


  Pulling the soup off the stove, he poured it into a bowl and carried it into the living room. Returning to the kitchen, he fixed his coffee (cream and sugar), grabbed a box of oyster crackers for the soup, and snatched up the TV remote on his way to the enormous chair that had been his Christmas present to himself.


  He sipped at the coffee while he flipped through channels, finally settling on reruns of a cooking show he liked. Picking up his soup, casting a glance at the couch, where every now and then the blanket twitched and gave a sleepy moan or snuffle, he settled in.


  Except for the invisible super villain on his couch, the night was pretty typical. Once he'd eaten, he'd check for any pressing claims, get those moving, then grab dessert and read.


  Try as he might, his eyes kept returning to the couch. Trick of the Light was on his couch. Would Karl get a chance to talk to him? What did he sound like? The news channels were always careful not to let the villains be heard, unless it absolutely couldn't be avoided. The G.O.D. said it was best not to give them more attention than strictly necessary.


  When the soup was finally gone, he picked up his ereader and flipped through his reading options, read the first pages of a few books before settling on a sci-fi novella that seemed promising. Setting that aside, he grabbed his laptop from the ottoman and opened it to check his email.


  Oh, good. Only one serious matter. He'd expected a lot more with Sunrise, especially since he'd been duking it out with Trick of the Light. Typing a reply, he forwarded the rest on to his bank to see the check was cut first thing in the morning, then arranged for his delivery service to pick it up and deliver it straight to the customer's door.


  Gathering up all his dishes piled up on the side table by his chair, he rinsed everything and put it in the dishwasher, dumped his towel in the laundry room, and returned to his chair with a fresh cup of coffee, grabbing a spare afghan from the pile on one side of the TV. He had more of the blankets than he'd ever need, the result of a mother, grandmother, and their friends always following some compulsion to knit and crochet the things.


  He dumped the blanket in the chair, then went over to the couch to check on his patient. He felt warm, but no warmer than anyone would be. Karl hoped/assumed, anyway. Satisfied that Trick of the Light was okay, he curled up in his chair with ereader and coffee, the sound of the rain drumming against the side of the building a pleasant background noise.


  *~*~*


  Karl woke with a start and stared blearily around his living room, accidentally dislodging the cats who had decided to use him for a bed. Ignoring their wounded looks, he fumbled around the side table for his blaring phone, groaning and muttering until he finally managed to shut the stupid thing off.


  He stared around the living room again, raking his hair from his face. Something in his fuzzy, groggy brain struggled to be remembered. Why had he fallen asleep in the living room? That wasn't something he'd done since he'd lived in the apartment across town and his last attempt at a relationship had blown up in his face.


  And why was he in his chair? Usually when he stayed up to read he stretched out on the couch… The memories burst to vivid, technicolor life in his mind, waking it up better than coffee ever had. Trick of the Light. Karl had dragged him home, put him on the couch. His eyes fell on the couch, which showed no sign of having been used except the afghan wasn't folded the way Karl usually did it.


  A sharp, twisting ache pulled at his chest, left him feeling bruised. Super types were good at vanishing. He'd known at some point he'd walk in or turn around and Trick of the Light would be gone, whatever his fragile hopes of actually getting to talk to Trick of the Light. It shouldn't hurt. Trick of the Light leaving quietly was the smartest thing for both of them. He'd taken a big fracking risk helping a super villain. And just because he'd helped didn't mean Trick of the Light owed him anything.


  But Karl had hoped… had hoped…


  He didn't even know what he'd hoped for. Something. Anything. Maybe to feel less like a loser, to feel connected to someone special. Ha. Even if he was connected to a super, to anyone special, that didn't make him special. Mud didn't become fancy just because it landed on an expensive shoe.


  Karl would have died to spend just thirty seconds talking to Trick of the Light, though, to have that little secret to hold on to and remember whenever he was down. He might be a boring insurance salesman who collected vintage and antique watches in his spare time, but he'd rescued Trick of the Light.


  But Trick of the Light was gone, with no sign that he'd ever been there past a wrongly-folded afghan and a slip of paper—


  Karl leapt to his feet. A slip of paper on the coffee table. He dropped down on the couch and delicately picked the note up. The handwriting was neat, brisk, like the writer always did it as quickly as possible.


  Thank you for helping me. I'd be dead or worse without your assistance. You're as kind as everyone says. I'll repay my debt. ~T


  Karl swallowed. An actual, real note from Trick of the Light, signed and everything. That was…


  Stupid. Reckless. Trick of the Light had no reason to believe Karl wouldn't take it right to the cops. But no, that was dumb. If he'd cared about turning Trick of the Light in, he would have just called them when he first found Trick of the Light. Still, it was risky, because if the Grand Order of Defenders learned he had even the slightest thing that might point them toward Trick of the Light's identity…


  Why would he do something so dangerous? Because Karl had been kind? That was a lot of trust to show over something so simple. Karl hadn't even really done that much, just dragged him around and dumped him on a couch. That didn't feel much like saving a life.


  I'll repay the debt.


  There wasn't a debt, not so far as Karl was concerned, but it wasn't like he knew how to tell Trick of the Light that. How would he repay it? Would Karl even realize it? Probably not. Villains were sneaky and even cute like that. Whenever the supers blew something up or knocked something down, heroes went on TV and made big splashy apologies and prattled on about duty and unavoidable damage and better buildings than lives or those few would be proud to know their deaths had saved many others.


  Villains… the week or two after something happened, Karl always got cash, hand-delivered by people who didn't ask or answer questions. Or special gifts in the mail, to be forwarded on to the victims. Cards of apology filled with cash or tickets and other such things. Sometimes there were thank you cards for him, gratitude for the way his company looked out for people whose homes were reduced to rubble by The Magnificent Sunrise (seriously, stupid name) or Breathless or Incendiary. Or The Prince, the absolute worst of the lot. Heroes who were too busy making speeches to do anything useful about the destruction they caused.


  There were good heroes out there—Minder was Karl’s favorite because he stuck to small time stuff, helped petty criminals as often as he stopped them. He was good. There was also Technophile and Rodeo, others who had little to nothing to do with the Grand Order of Defenders—and weren't treated much better than villains.


  But most heroes were jerks, at least in Karl's experience. And a lot of villains didn't deserve what they got, like Whisker, Ghost, Moonglow, and Trick of the Light.


  Leaving the note on the kitchen island, he dished out food for the cats and spent a few minutes petting them. Once they'd assured him he was back in their good graces, he retrieved the note and headed for his bedroom.


  Karl flicked on the light and crossed the room to his dresser, unlocking the top drawer and pulling it open to reveal various watches in special cases, a couple stacks of cash, important papers, and a pile of pictures and other keepsakes he didn't want to risk in case his condo became a victim of a super fight.


  He had learned the hard way, even being an expert on the matter, not to bank on the chances of disaster not happening. His office and condo had needed repairs in the wake of super hero destruction more times than he cared to count. Nowadays, anything that was important to him, he kept locked safely away so it would survive almost any catastrophe. Tucking the note in with the rest of his most precious belongings, he closed and locked the safe, then went to get ready for the day.


  An hour later, he was in his office sitting at his desk, wearing a brown suit with a pink and green paisley tie, and bearing a hazelnut latte and a cinnamon bun positively drowned in cream cheese frosting. It was the sugar that would kill him someday, but Karl wasn't even remotely sorry. Death by cinnamon bun had to be a top ten way to go.


  Humming softly, he hit the button to wake up his desktop then took the lid off his coffee so it would cool to a drinkable temperature faster. Pulling his cinnamon bun close, he looked up and reached out to type in his password—


  And realized he was staring at a blue screen. What the heck? But it had been fine last night when he'd put it to sleep. Drat it, he'd had files open. Had he remembered to save them where his laptop could get them? What in the world?


  He turned it off, then powered it back on, but all he got was another blue screen filled with what may as well have been gibberish. Dang it, dang it, dang it. He could get by on his laptop, but he really needed the desktop for some stuff, especially when clients came by.


  "Darn it," he muttered, grabbing his phone with one hand and moving his breakfast out of the way with the other so he had a place for his laptop. When the phone picked up and a chipper woman had rambled through the standard greeting, he said, "Hi, Jenna. I'm sorry to bother you, but my computer was working fine last night, and today I get in and it's totally gone blue screen on me. I tried the off-on thing, but I get nothing. If you could send someone any time today, I would really appreciate it."


  "As luck would have it, Roy is out in the field training a new hire. He'll be happy to have something to actually show him. I'll call them now. They should be there shortly."


  Karl slumped in relief. "That's great. Thank you so much."


  "Our pleasure. You take care now, Karl."


  "You too, Jenna. Thank you. Bye."


  Well, that was hopefully a crisis averted. Pulling his breakfast close again, he slowly worked his way through it, refusing to rush through his Friday treat. He might have been stood up (again), but no one could take his cinnamon buns from him.


  He looked up when the door chimed—and nearly choked on his latest bite of cinnamon bun as he got a look at the man stepping inside on Roy's heels. The man was tall, lanky, but he moved with grace as he walked across the office. His jeans fit well, and his black polo with the company logo hugged a nice chest, showed off arms that might have been stick thin but still had some muscle to them. He had messy brown hair and clear hazel eyes. He wasn't a super model or anything, but pretty in a quiet, coffee on a rainy day kind of way. The smile he offered up was definitely of the heart-skip-a-beat variety, though. Jeez.


  If Karl wasn't painfully, humiliatingly aware of how much nobody wanted him, he might have been stupid enough to try getting the guy's number.


  Putting hopeless thoughts and wishes aside, he held out his hand. "Hey, Roy. Thanks for coming so quickly. I have no idea what's wrong. It's been perfect ever since you were last here. I swear it was fine when I put it to sleep last night."


  Smiling easily, Roy replied, "No problem, Karl. We'll figure it out, get you squared away. This here is Matthew Pearson. Just hired him Monday, thought I'd get him out in the field. Matthew, this is Karl Akerman, the insurance guy I was telling you about."


  


  Matthew shook his hand enthusiastically, that killer smile coming back and shorting out a few more circuits. "It's a pleasure to meet you. I've only been in town a short time, but your name has come up a lot. Roy keeps telling me I need to pop over here and get my insurance set up."


  "Well, you can schedule an appointment while you're here, if you want," Karl said. "Nobody should suffer because the supers don't always watch where they land." He stepped away from his desk, picked up his laptop bag. "I'll just do some work in the front area, and you two can go at it."


  "Will do. Work been keeping you busy?"


  Karl nodded and sighed inwardly, resigning himself to Roy's tendency to chatter on forever. Behind him, Matthew waggled his eyebrows before turning and sitting down at the desk to look at the computer. Karl smiled briefly, though he hid it behind his coffee cup. "Busy enough. So what's new, Roy?"


  "Did you hear about last night? Some crazy stuff, huh. Everyone is saying Trick of the Light is dead."


  Choking on his coffee, sputtering and coughing and nearly spitting it everywhere, Karl hastily set the cup and his laptop aside. Thank goodness he hadn't opened it yet. He grabbed napkins from the top drawer of his desk and began to clean up the mess. "What are you talking about? One of the heroes killed Trick of the Light? How did they finally manage that, dumb luck?"


  Roy snorted a laugh. "Sunrise apparently got him really good, though, of course, it's hard to say since nobody can see Trick of the Light, and if they do find a body… well no one knows what he looks like, so how would they know it's him?"


  "Secrets unravel fast when there's no one guarding them," Karl said quietly, swiping more furiously at his laptop to hide the fact his hands were trembling. Trick of the Light hadn't been exaggerating about the life saving, apparently. But Karl hadn't done anything. He wasn't oh so conveniently a nurse or anything, and weekend first aid classes didn't actually go all that far. "How do you kill someone you can't see?"


  Roy shrugged. "Don't ask me. But the bulletins all over the news are from the G.O.D. itself."


  Ugh, that right there was everything wrong with the Grand Order of Defenders. Most people just called it the Order, because seriously? There were other names. The Pantheon was the politely scathing term. Dogs was the decidedly less polite one. "What does the Pantheon have to say?"


  Casting him a faintly wounded, disapproving look, Roy said, "Keep an eye out for a wounded or dead man, dressed oddly or possibly even naked. Also tread carefully if you're traveling around the city today because other villains will be out in force to try and retrieve one of their own before the G.O.D. can do it, and they probably won't be nice about it."


  "I'll be sure to keep a sharp lookout for corpses," Karl replied. "They didn't say anything about how Sunrise did it?"


  Roy shook his head. Behind him, Matthew seemed oblivious, typing away on the keyboard, occasionally looking at his own laptop. "You know the Order never divulges how they do things because the villains will work out ways to overcome it."


  "Still, I'm not comfortable with all these mystery weapons on both sides. Heroes aren't supposed to need weapons. Sunrise literally uses sunlight as a weapon, and he can store it for night fights, so why does he need some fancy weapon?" Karl threw the soaked napkins and empty coffee cup in the trash, then went to wash his hands at the little kitchenette at the back of his office.


  It wasn't much of a place, just a really large rectangle divided by furniture. There was a front area with sofas, chairs, TV, the usual magazines but also some puzzles and games. Not that people often had to wait, but on days when the Pantheon caused serious, block-leveling damage…


  Well, he mainlined coffee, brought in a few temps to help him keep order, and processed claims and moved money until all was well again. He'd thought about expanding the business, but the city wasn't that big, and most of the time, the job was pretty quiet. And he liked being able to do it all himself.


  He might have to take on permanent help anyway at some point, but it wasn't yet a problem he had to deal with. He'd always put it off because for a long time he'd just assumed he'd be helping his father until he had kids of his own who were old enough to help him. That was how it had always been done. However stupid it might be, he was still holding out hope for kids of his own. Maybe he should just give up on the loving partner piece of the equation. He didn't need a person at his side to raise happy kids.


  Shaking off the thoughts, he pulled a soda out of the fridge and turned toward the other two. "Either of you like a soda? I've got all the usual suspects."


  "I'll take one of whatever you're having," Matthew said, looking over his shoulder to grin briefly before going right back to work. "Roy, stop being useless and come, like, mentor or whatever it is they're paying you to do."


  "Beating that smartass out of you, that's what I'm paid to do," Roy retorted but heaved himself off the couch where he'd gotten cozy to lean over Matthew's shoulder and help him sort out whatever was wrong.


  Jeez, had someone snuck in at night and screwed up his computer? That sounded stupid. Who would mess with his stuff? Why? He didn't exactly have world-changing secrets, and there were easier ways and better places to steal personal information.


  "So what's wrong with it?" he asked.


  "The short answer is that something or somebody removed bits and pieces of what the computer needs to run," Matthew said, looking up with a faint smile. "This has been going around the city, according to some of the forums I follow."


  "By forums he means bars," Roy interjected. "Matthew is a bit of a flirt."


  Matthew elbowed him. "Shut up. Anyway, it's just some kids being assholes. They don't even steal stuff, so far as I know, unless they stumble across a porn stash. Anything fun on here?"


  "Goodness, no," Karl said, looking hastily away when Matthew grinned and Roy laughed. "This is a work place, and even if I was inclined, I hardly have time." He gestured to the enormous, thick, heavy glass window that fronted his office. "That's had to be replaced twice this year already, and mind you, it's specialized glass. Not cheap, not easy to break. Replaced twice. Who has time for office pornography?"


  Roy burst out laughing, beer belly shaking. "You should be a computer tech for a week."


  "No, thank you," Karl said. "I can barely manage the two computers I've got, as you can see."


  "Well, this one is just about ready for you," Matthew said with another smile.


  Karl wished he would stop doing that. It was distracting, and salt in a still-raw wound. People like Matthew didn't go for the Karls of the world. They politely turned him down because they already had someone amazing at home waiting for them. These days, even the ones who'd been willing to give a stranger a try changed their mind when they realized it was him. On the other hand, Matthew was new to the city, so maybe he hadn't heard or wouldn't care about the DeVine thing. But Karl really wasn't ready to endure another let down right then. "I really do appreciate the help, and that you were able to do it so quickly."


  "Always a pleasure working for you, Karl. You never yell at us or tell us you don't know what's wrong when you know very well you downloaded twenty viruses from a dubious porn site." Roy clapped him on the shoulder. "Coming to the potluck on Sunday? Everyone is going to be there—even a rumor going round some heroes might show up."


  "I'll be there for the beer, at any rate."


  Laughing, clapping his shoulder again, Roy watched as Matthew finished packing up all his equipment and tested Karl's computer one last time.


  Slinging his bag over his shoulder, Matthew moved around the desk and held a hand out. "All right, Mr. Akerman, you should be all set."


  "Karl, please. Thank you, again. Pearson, wasn't it?"


  "Matt's just fine. Pleasure to help. I'm getting dragged to this mysterious thing called a potluck, so maybe I'll see you there." He winked. "Have a nice day."


  "You too," Karl said, and stared at Matt's ass until they were gone. If only, if only.


  Heaving a sigh, he closed his laptop and put it away, then settled behind his desk once more.


  He'd been working a few hours when he heard the dull, thundering echo of an explosion—specifically, the end result of The Magnificent Sunrise lobbing one of his sunbolts at somebody. Muttering curses, Karl saved his work before heading out to the street to see if anybody needed help.


  Right in time to see another burst of brilliant, yellow-gold light slam into the empty building next door. Another one slammed into his own, followed by another right between the first two.


  "Move!" A voice cried out, but Karl didn't see the source of it before he was knocked to the ground and held there as brick and glass rained down on the street. People screamed all around him, some fleeing down the street, others running back into their own buildings or heading for their cars.


  Karl could feel blood dripping from his cheek where it had scraped against the sidewalk; he started coughing as the flurry of dust got the better of his lungs. The better of his eyes, too. He fumbled in his blazer for a kerchief, wiped at the dust and grime on his face, careful of the scrape, until he could finally see again.


  And stared at nothing. Had his rescuer already gone?


  "Are you okay?"


  Karl yelped, jerked back. The words had come from right in front of him, like inches from his face, but there was no one… "Um. Am I losing my mind?"


  "No," the voice said quietly, and Karl didn't think he was imagining the thread of amusement in it. "You're still only as crazy as you already were."


  "Trick of the Light?" Karl asked softly, heart thudding in his ears.


  Something brushed his cheek, just over the scrape. "Yeah."


  "What are you doing here?"


  "Nothing you need to know about." The touch fell away from Karl's cheek, and a hand rested heavy on his knee. "Are you okay? Can you stand?"


  Karl nodded and put deed to word by pushing to his feet—and promptly tripping over a bit of rubble and pitching forward. He landed against something hard and warm. Strong, slender arms wrapped around him, then slowly slid away, hands resting on his shoulders as Karl righted himself. "Sorry."


  "No complaints from me," Trick of the Light replied. His voice was faintly tinny, probably something to warp it. That feather light touch rested on Karl's cheek again, shifted enough Karl could feel a hand cupping his face, which was already flushed and growing hotter by the second. "I still owe you big time for saving my life."


  "Pretty sure you just saved mine. Should we, uh, be doing this outside? I'm sure me looking like a weirdo is going to give you away to somebody with sharp eyes."


  The hand fell away. "Yeah. You should get inside anyway, before The Malignant Asshole makes another pass to double check I'm gone."


  "And rescues some pretty young man or woman so he looks good on camera," Karl muttered as he stepped carefully over rubble and debris, stumbling his way back into what was left of his poor office. "I just finished fixing this place after the last time." He raked his hands through his hair, only making it more filthy and disheveled but not really caring.


  The whole front area was gone, and his desk had barely survived. The back was more or less intact—if he didn't count the rapidly accruing water damage from a broken pipe. "Guess I'm working from home for a bit."


  "Your cats will approve."


  Karl looked toward the sound of his voice before remembering there was nothing to look at. "Yeah, probably. I hope they didn't, um, bother you."


  A soft, pleasant laugh filtered across the ruined office. "They were quite insistent that I pay for use of the couch with lots and lots of petting. They're cute. What are their names?"


  "The one with the white patch is Rolex, the other is Hamilton."


  Another laugh. "Cute. I get the Rolex reference, but not the other one."


  "They're both watch brands," Karl said, rubbing his nose. "I, uh, collect them. And those cats are exactly like luxury watches—over-priced and think they're better than everyone else."


  The laughter grew louder, and Trick of the Light's hand rested on his cheek again. "You're—"


  Karl never got to find out what he was, as a pulse of energy seemed to radiate through the place, making his hair stand on end, leaving his body feeling like he'd spent too much time in the sun. He turned, stared through the hole where his window used to be at The Magnificent Sunrise, who was walking around the ruined street with a pinched look on his face, ignoring the other people clustered outside as he looked for signs of Trick of the Light.


  Like all members of the G.O.D., Sunrise wore dark red pants and jacket, a black shirt and boots. He also wore red fingerless gloves and a tight-fitting hood over his head that completely hid his face, with slits cut for his eyes. Emblazoned on the back of the jacket was the ring of stars crest of the G.O.D. Inside the ring was Sunrise's crest: a rising sun, almost black at the horizon, shifting through deep reds all the way to brilliant gold at the end of the beams of sunlight. His brother (well, everyone assumed they were brothers), Sunset, had a similar crest, but it was all blues and violets and didn't have the beams of light.


  "Does he have special hearing or anything?"


  "No, thank god," Trick of the Light replied. "Wave at him like you're an idiot and he's the prettiest thing you've ever seen."


  Karl groaned inwardly but did as told as Sunrise turned in his direction and noticed him standing there. Sunrise nodded at him, like a king acknowledging the attention that was his due, then turned away to keep looking around elsewhere. Letting his hand fall, Karl murmured, "You should probably get the hell out of here."


  "If you grabbed me and turned me in, you'd get a few million and a medal from the mayor, and they'd probably pay off all this damage, too. Could buy all kinds of fancy watches."


  "I don't like the Dogs," Karl replied. "Go out the back way. If you need it, I keep a bike out there for days when I don't want to deal with the bus."


  He heard the barest swish of fabric, footsteps on the bits of glass and brick littering the floor. Then the barest brush of lips feathered across the back of his neck. Karl froze, then shuddered hard. "Looks like I still owe you. See you around."


  Then he was gone, leaving Karl confused, flustered, and more than a little turned on. He apparently had a thing for being flirted with by criminals he couldn't see. That wasn't a highly specific kink at all.


  Blowing out a breath, Karl once more ventured out to the street to see if there was anyone who needed his help.


  "You should stay inside where it's safe," a deep, rumbling, faintly-muffled voice said.


  Karl turned, dredging up another idiot smile as Sunrise walked over to him. "Um, hi. Wow, you're enormous in person. Um, yeah, I wanted to see if anybody was hurt that I could help."


  "Medics are on their way to take care of the wounded. You don't do anyone any favors by being underfoot and getting yourself hurt." Sunrise clapped him on the shoulder. "Did you happen to see anything? We're hunting a very dangerous man."


  "Oh? I heard you killed Trick of the Light last night," Karl replied, shoving his hands into his pockets, letting his hair fall in his face as he looked up with a fawning smile. "That's just incredible. Is someone out to get revenge for his death?"


  "Please go back inside," Sunrise repeated and strode on past him further down the street to where a cluster of people was beckoning to him.


  Karl turned the other direction, down to another pair of damaged buildings, and joined the crowd helping those trapped inside. 'Medics are on their way'. Please. Everyone knew they usually waited until everything was over because they didn't want their expensive equipment damaged. If it was bad enough, of course, they had to move quickly, but something like this? Ha, they wouldn't show up until Sunrise was gone.


  The sound of a chopper drew Karl's attention, and he looked up expecting to see one of the news stations. Instead, it was a dark green chopper marked with a crest of three ivy leaves on a vine with a small white flower in the middle of them. That was the logo of the DeVine Corporation. They owned basically everything, and rumor had it they were involved in some pretty heavy government projects as well.


  Some even said DeVine was right in the middle of Project Starlight, but to be fair, those same people accused everyone of being involved in that old conspiracy theory.


  But it didn't make any sense they were skulking about a super hero disaster area.


  "Karl!"


  He turned at the familiar sound of Mariana's voice, alarmed by the frantic tone. "Mari! Are you okay?"


  She rushed in close and hugged him tight; Karl frowned as he realized she was trembling. "I saw your office, thought you'd been hurt."


  "No, I'm fine. Sorry I worried you." She drew back and he kissed her temple, brushed back her gray curls. "You sure you're okay? Anything happen to the coffee shop?"


  "I'm fine, thanks to this handsome fella here." She pointed a thumb over her shoulder, pulling free of Karl's hands to turn toward the man that stood nearby.


  Tall drink of water fit him pretty well. He had dark, dark skin and hazel eyes that looked pale by comparison. He wore dark jeans, a maroon, brown, and white plaid shirt, and a plain black hoodie. A black Stetson rested on his head. He touched his fingers to it as he smiled at Marianna. "Ma'am, always an honor to help a lady. Ya'll like to keep things exciting round here, don'tcha?"


  "Like, not so much. But it's true we're rarely bored," Karl said with a sigh.


  "Glad I'm just passing through, then," the man said. "I wouldn't—" He broke off as the chopper abruptly swerved and a sleek, silvery little number came down between the buildings and lowered a ladder. Sunrise abandoned the group he'd been talking to and strode toward it, grabbed the ladder, and simply hung there as the aircraft flew away again. He must have worn himself out too much to fly; normally Sunrise zipped about all over the place like walking was something only mortals did.


  "That man is crazier than a drunk butterfly, as my mama used to say," the man in the Stetson muttered. "Ma'am, if you don't need me anymore, I've got a friend who's probably anxious to hear from me, so I'd best be on my way."


  She patted his arm, not at all subtle about the way she lingered. "You get along, and thank you again for saving me."


  The man tugged at the brim of his hat. "Ma'am." He nodded to Karl, shook his hand, then turned and strode off, vanishing quickly in the dust and cold drizzle that always followed in Sunrise's wake.


  "How does a butterfly get drunk?" Karl asked.


  Marianna snorted and swatted his arm. "Does it really matter? Come on. I'll give you a coffee with a slug of something under the counter in it. You're gonna need it, by the look of your office."


  "Ugh, don't remind me," Karl said with a groan, rubbing at his temples as he followed her back down the street to the coffee shop.


  It took the rest of the day to put the remains of his office in some sort of order, then sort through all the claims and other emails that came through as he sat in the coffee shop and chugged coffee, two of them with generous amounts of whiskey added.


  By the time he was finally able to close up shop and head home, it was just past midnight and the bus driver looked as done with the day as Karl.


  He dragged himself up to his condo and flicked on the lights—then dropped his laptop case when he saw his cats mewing and purring and sucking up to a whole lot of nothing in the middle of the stretch of floor between living room and kitchen. "How…" He shook his head. "You break into corporate buildings all the time, why am I asking? Better question: Why are you here?"


  "A friend of mine says I have impulse control issues," Trick of the Light replied. The cats mewled in protest as they were set on the floor and Trick of the Light stood, or at least that was what Karl assumed he was doing.


  The assumption was confirmed by the soft tread of feet on rug, followed by fingertips on his lips. "Um."


  "Most people start freaking out right about now, you know," Trick of the Light said, sounding… thoughtful, maybe. Like he couldn't quite believe his own words. "You don't freak out, though. Why not?"


  Because he'd fawned over Trick of the Light from practically the first day his name had appeared in the news. Because apparently the whole invisible thing turned him on, but they were close enough he could feel the body heat of a man he couldn't see, so Karl was reasonably certain his interest in the situation was apparent to all parties. "Um. Curiosity got me in a lot of trouble growing up. I was once so curious about the backroom men kept vanishing through in this old jewelry shop my dad used to take me to, I accidentally got an eyeful of what grown men do together naked. My father was, uh, less than amused. I'm pretty sure if he'd had any meteor in his blood, he would have used his powers to burn that place to the ground."


  Trick of the Light shook against him, and a moment later, a heavy weight settled in the hollow of his throat. Laughing, Karl realized. Trick of the Light was laughing so hard no sound was getting out, and he had to lean on Karl to keep from falling.


  Wow, that was not convincing his cock to behave even remotely. He really hoped Trick of the Light didn't mind being a turn-on.


  "I shouldn't do this," Trick of the Light whispered. "I came here to thank you again, that's all. But I really, really want to do this." He kissed Karl again, hard and determined.


  Karl moaned, closed his eyes, because the whole kissing someone who wasn't there thing was making him a little dizzy. Kissing Trick of the Light was going to make him explode. Holy crap, holy crap. Apparently even the craziest fantasies on the planet did occasionally come true.


  Eyes closed, the kiss was normal enough, except a thousand times hotter than he could ever remember any kiss being. Trick of the Light's tongue traced his lips before pushing inside his mouth. Hot hands cupped the side of his face, slid back to cradle his head, fingers tangling in his hair.


  Karl moaned again, reached out, and spanned his hands on what seemed to be Trick's sides, then slid them back to wrap his arms around Trick's waist. They shifted, and a thin but well-muscled thigh pushed between his thicker ones, rubbing against his cock.


  Tearing away from his mouth with a last, sucking bite to his bottom lip, Trick trailed hot, wet kisses along his jaw, around to his ear, teeth biting sharply at the lobe. "Turn out the lights," Trick murmured, then kissed him hard again, leaving Karl aching and desperate.


  He whimpered and flailed out an arm, smacking the wall half a dozen times before he finally managed to hit the light switch. The room plunged into darkness, save for the dull glow of distant city lights along the edge of the windows on either side of the room.


  Teeth nibbled at the underside of his jaw and deft fingers went to work on his tie and the buttons of his suit. Trick of the Light didn't bother to remove the clothes, just spread the layers open enough to touch him, hands hot and his mouth hotter.


  Karl moaned as lips wrapped around one of his nipples, tongue dragging across it before Trick of the Light slowly moved away to work the other one, then kissed his way steadily down Karl's chest. "I think I see why your impulses get you in trouble."


  Trick of the Light chuckled, drew back. "Do you want me to stop?"


  "No!"


  Laughing harder, Trick of the Light deftly opened Karl's pants, pushed them and his boxers down out of the way. Cool air washed over his skin, in sharp contrast to the mouth lazily trailing kisses along the length of his cock. "I admit I usually resist this sort of impulse."


  Usually? So he'd given in at least a few times? That probably shouldn't make his blood hotter, but heck if it didn't. Karl whined, fumbled until his hands found Trick's hair and gripped it gently.


  Making a soft, approving sort of noise, Trick of the Light finally took Karl's cock into his mouth and started sucking. Oh, god, it wasn't possible for anything to be hotter. If anyone tried to tell him it was, Karl would call them a liar.


  Karl had never had anyone go down on him so easily, either. Usually it was a token reciprocation, or something along those lines. No one had ever wrapped their mouth around him and sucked him off like it was the only thing they'd ever wanted to do.


  He would have really, really liked to have figured out how to make it last forever, but Trick of the Light was entirely too good at blowjobs, and the thrill of getting a blowjob from Trick of the Light was more than enough all on its own. His fingers tightened in Trick's hair, and he tried to voice a warning, but all that really came out was a garbled attempt at Trick's name.


  Trick of the Light didn't seem to mind, if the way his fingers bit down on Karl's hips was anything to go by.


  Pulling away once Karl had stopped trembling, Trick of the Light slowly moved back up his body and pressed a soft kiss to his lips. "So far as impulses go, this is one of my better ones."


  "It would be better still if you fucked me."


  Whatever he'd expected, it wasn't for Trick of the Light to freeze, then rest heavily against him and moan, cock giving a twitch that a dead man would notice. "Seriously? You'll let me?"


  "Uh, yeah," Karl said. Who the heck wouldn't? What kinds of lives did other people lead that they'd refuse a chance to get fucked by Trick of the Light? Because that sounded a little too exciting a life for him, but he was going to happily die trying. "But we'll have to go in the bedroom because I don't have lube out here, and I have a firm policy against experimenting with kitchen substances."


  Snickering in his ear, Trick of the Light dragged him away from the wall and urged him toward the bedroom. Two sets of glowing yellow eyes watched them from the couch, full of judgment and discontent over a lack of dinner.


  "Don't let them fool you," Trick said. "They suckered me earlier while I was waiting for you."


  Karl laughed. "You're doomed now, if the cats have you. They never let a good servant go."


  "Mine—" Trick of the Light broke off.


  Karl ignored the slip, imagining how terrified the guy must be. Any bit of information, no matter how small, could be used against a super. More than one hero and villain had died because the dumbest detail had gotten out.


  He left his bedroom light off, stripped off what remained of his clothes, and threw them in the general direction of the hamper by the closet. Laughed softly as Trick of the Light pushed him down on the bed. He started to ask if Trick of the Light could see in the dark or something, but that fell under the same heading as knowing he had a cat.


  Instead he twisted away to grab the lube he'd left on the nightstand because he'd been too lazy to put it away. He'd barely turned back around when he was grabbed and moved, spread out in the middle of the bed on his stomach. Soft kisses pressed down the length of his spine, stopping at the curve of his ass.


  Karl tried to form words, but the ability to speak fled once and for all as a warm, slick finger nudged at his hole, slowly pushed inside. Shivering, moaning, Karl pushed back on it, eager for more even as it burned. Trick of the Light said something he didn't quite catch, pressed another kiss to the base of his spine, then worked a second finger inside him.


  On his hands and knees, facing the headboard, it could have been easy to forget that he couldn't see his lover. Even in the dark he should have been able to see something. But Karl didn't want to forget, wanted to remember every second of the encounter that to the rest of the world would look like he was being fucked by nothing.


  Why that went straight to his head, straight to his cock, and left him dizzy and breathless, Karl didn't know. But it was a heck of a rush to go from feeling like no one wanted him to being fucked by Trick of the Light, and the strangeness of it lent by Trick of the Light's invisibility made it all the hotter.


  He'd have laughed if he wasn't too busy begging for more.


  "You're dangerous." The words were spoken so softly that Karl half-thought he'd imagined them.


  Not that it mattered since, in the next breath, he forgot them and his own name, forgot everything but the heavy hands on his skin, the hot cock pushing inside him. "Trick…"


  "I like the way you say that," Trick of the Light said, pushing all the way inside him and holding still. "But you're not screaming it, and I definitely need to hear you scream."


  "Then stop talking and start moving."


  In reply, Trick of the Light started moving. Lord, when the man got serious he definitely got serious. Karl fisted his hands in the bedding and held on for dear life, not even able to wrap a hand around his cock as Trick of the Light pounded into him like there was a point to be made. "You're still not screaming."


  "That—" Karl broke off as Trick gave a particularly enthusiastic thrust. "That requires being able to breathe."


  "You can talk, you can scream," Trick of the Light replied, and Karl had thought the man had been pounding him before.


  He'd been wrong. Horribly, wonderfully wrong. He screamed as Trick drove deep, and it must have been close enough to Trick's name because after a few more graceless, hasty thrusts, Trick plastered himself to Karl's back and came.


  Karl whimpered a few minutes later when Trick carefully pulled out of him and flopped down next to him on the sweat-and-come-soaked bedding. "Definitely trouble."


  "I'm okay with being trouble if that's what it gets me," Karl managed. Play it casual, keep it cool. No trying to chat or keep Trick lingering.


  It wasn't like his dates ever wound up wanting to stay the night anyway. After the first few, Karl had stopped asking. Eventually, he'd stopped hoping too.


  At least Trick of the Light had good reason not to linger.


  Still, he felt a bit lonelier and colder when he felt and heard Trick roll away and climb out of bed.


  He did startle a bit when a hand landed on his shoulder, traced up to his mouth, and lingered a moment before being replaced by warm lips. Trick of the Light nuzzled against his cheek. "If I gave into another impulse sometime…"


  Oh, oh, oh. Karl swallowed. "I'll be here, and you obviously can let yourself in."


  That got him another kiss and a softly murmured, "Sweet dreams."


  Several minutes later, two fluffy bundles padded into the room and started yelling at him. Karl groaned and rolled over, but Rolex and Hamilton were having none of that. Giving up when they started pawing at his face, claws out, he climbed out of bed, gave them some treats from the bag in his night stand, then went to get a shower.


  *~*~*


  Karl slammed the phone back in its cradle. Two more weeks. Why in the world was it taking so long to fix his front window? Normally it took three days at worst, and usually they managed to get to it in under forty-eight hours.


  Granted, he was kind of sick of having it replaced and wasn't in a hurry to part with that kind of cash again (especially since the last time had been only a month ago, when Trick of the Light had saved him). But he couldn't put up a wall. That would make him feel like he lived in a box. If he thought it felt like a box, so would clients. Never mind that he wouldn't be able to see anything until too late.


  The weirdest thing was that it wasn't just him, though, which he would have grumbled about but dealt with. No, he'd been getting calls all day from fretful clients who wanted to make sure all was well with their claims because they were being blown off by repairmen and contractors… Especially all those who dealt in glass. There were only three companies in the city that could produce the special glass capable of standing up to much of what supers could do.


  And all of them were too busy—one wasn't even bothering to answer the phone anymore.


  Karl scowled at his watch, a 1970 Oxblood Red Stella Rolex, one of his favorites. Normally wearing it always helped improve his mood, no matter how bad it got, but right then, he was annoyed enough to throw the watch against the wall.


  Okay, then, at least two more weeks with no window. He couldn't just leave it a gaping hole, and plywood and other such things were right out because how would that appear to people looking to him for reliable supers insurance?


  Maybe it was time for a snack break. Abandoning his desk, Karl went to the little kitchen area in the back and pulled a crème soda out of the mini fridge. Then he busted out the box of emergency triple chocolate and caramel cookies.


  Dropping the delicious contraband on his desk, he went to flip the sign to 'out to lunch' and pulled the black curtain he'd put up across the window. It left him in semi-dark, the only light from the lamp on his desk and his computer screen. Given everyone else was still trying to fix their own shops, or not bothering to come until everything was fixed, there was relative quiet to go along with the semi-dark.


  Perfect for eating deliciously unhealthy snacks.


  Closing his laptop, he pulled out his ereader (that he usually left at home, but he was beyond caring today) and started reading. He was frequently distracted by the cookies, though, which merited full attention.


  "I never thought a cookie would make me feel inadequate, but I would remember if I'd made you moan like that."


  Karl jumped, tried to swallow and talk at the same time, and instead only wound up coughing so hard his eyes watered. Taking a swallow of crème soda when he could finally breathe properly again, he looked around, glaring at the entire room just for good measure. "Scaring me to death isn't nice."


  "Neither is lusting after a cookie, but you don't see me judging."


  "No, just complaining," Karl retorted—and shivered as warm lips suddenly pressed to the back of his neck.


  "I don't like being second place to cookies."


  Karl laughed. "You aren't second place, trust me. Cookies don't give blowjobs."


  The lips were replaced by teeth biting sharply, leaving a pleasant sting that did nothing to banish sudden thoughts of invisible men and blowjobs.


  He kept waiting for his own peculiar interests to bother him, but the only thing that really troubled him was the seriousness with which he was beginning to regard whatever it was he had with Trick. It seemed to be the sort of thing books called a torrid affair, though fling was probably more accurate. Did flings last for a month with no sign of stopping?


  He wasn't sure what he would do when Trick ended it. "Shouldn't you be off causing mayhem?"


  "Causing mayhem is a lot of hurry up and wait. Right now, we're on the wait." Karl was pulled completely out of his chair, dragged to the floor, and pinned there. He shivered, breath caught in his throat, as that hot, eager mouth resumed working. Teeth dragged along the length of it, lingering to nibble at his collarbone, aggravate a mark Trick had left there a couple of nights ago.


  His tie was slowly unknotted, dropped unceremoniously on the floor before deft fingers started on his clothes. Karl could feel but never see, unless he looked away and caught the barest flicker of movement at the corner of his eye. He groaned as his blazer and undershirt were opened, shoved out of the way, tanktop pushed up so Trick could drag his tongue across the marks he'd left on Karl's stomach.


  "I believe somebody said something about a blowjob?"


  Karl smiled up at the ceiling and tried to speak, but the sudden wash of cool air chased by a hot mouth caused his breath to hitch. When he could speak again, all that came out was a garbled moan-demand-for-more.


  He held on as long as he could, tried to make it last, but Trick was very, very good at making him come apart.


  Soft fabric rubbed against his skin as Trick crawled up his body, and Karl could taste himself in Trick's mouth as they kissed. He closed his eyes, draped his arms around Trick's neck, and kissed him until his mouth was sore. "I've never had office sex before. I think I rather like it."


  "Neither have I." Trick pressed a gentle kiss to his mouth. "I like it, too."


  Karl skated a hand down thin air until he felt the bulge of Trick's cock. "Speaking of, I believe someone is still wanting."


  "You know what I like," Trick said, tinny voice taking on a bit of husky growl.


  A small whimper might have escaped Karl. "I like what you like. Get to it, then, because my lunch break is almost over and I have to pick a fresh round of fights with the glass companies."


  "Lost battle, don't bother," Trick said.


  "What—"


  "Oh, no, fuck first, business later," Trick said and turned him over, dragged his pants down. "I hope you have lube because I wasn't smart enough to bring it."


  "Some super villain you are." Karl rose up on his knees, pulled open his bottom desk drawer, and opened the little wooden box where he'd taken to hiding lube on the slim hope Trick might show up to mess around in the office. He held it out and went with a faint oof as he was dragged back down to the carpet.


  Given the way Trick had fucked him just the other night, it didn't take much prep before Trick was pushing inside him, hands on his hips, pounding Karl like he really was watching the clock and only had a few minutes left to get the job done.


  And what a job well done it was.


  "This suit will never come clean," Karl said when he could function again, grimacing at the wrinkles and suspicious stains.


  Trick kissed him, fingers fluttering over his skin and clothes, tugging and petting. "Do you want me to go home and get you one?"


  "Cause a suit taking itself to the office wouldn't look strange at all."


  "I can do other things in small amounts," Trick said, then stopped, swore softly.


  Karl reached out, fumbled around until he found a hand, brought it to his lips, and kissed it softly. "I know you don't have any real reason to believe me, but I won't tell anyone else what you tell me. I'll keep your secrets. Nobody talks to the insurance man unless they need money, anyway."


  "Really? 'Cause an awful lot of nobodies spend a heck of a lot of time staring at your ass."


  "They do not." Karl rolled his eyes and turned away. "And sweet though the offer is, I have a couple of spare suits here, though they were meant for when supers rain destruction down upon us, not hiding office sex. I prefer this reason, though."


  Trick laughed.


  Smiling, Karl went to change. When he emerged from the bathroom several minutes later, he'd expected Trick to be gone, but that flicker of light remained at the edge of his vision.


  "These cookies are almost as good as sex, oh, my god," Trick said.


  Karl lifted his eyes to the ceiling. "Now who's being made to feel inadequate."


  Soft laughter filled the office. "I said almost."


  "Mm, hmm," Karl said, looking in the mirror he kept just outside the bathroom to fuss over his blue and brown tie one last time. He glanced at the time on his watch.


  "You're the only person I know who still wears watches," Trick said. "Do they do anything special?"


  Karl laughed and walked to the desk. "They tell time, that's it. They're all antique or vintage. I collect them." He ran his thumb over the band of his oxblood Rolex. "Don't have much else to spend money on, and there's a lot of it, even though I don't keep much. So I buy the watches. Some were gifts from my parents and grandfather."


  "None from lovers?"


  "No." Karl's smile faded. He opened his laptop and punched in the password. Sighed as his form with the numbers for the glass places came up, reminding him his first task was picking additional fights with all of them. "Back to work I go."


  "Wouldn't waste your time on them," Trick said quietly from behind him. Another cookie drifted through the air and started to vanish in quick, neat bites.


  Karl frowned. "Wait, yeah, you said something about that, um, earlier."


  "Yeah," Trick said. "Lost battle. All those glass companies have been ordered to work basically nonstop, around the clock to finish production on special panels and stuff needed by the Pantheon for their new headquarters."


  "What?" Karl stepped away from his desk before he gave into the urge to slam his laptop shut. "What are you talking about? The new headquarters wasn't approved. The city agreed to delay its construction by two years so the funds requested by G.O.D. could be put to other uses—mostly, repairing the damage all the stupid supers cause with their fighting!" He let out a huff. "Sorry. Present company excluded."


  "Oh, I don't deserve to be excluded, however hard I try not to cause problems for the civilians. You're right: More city money should go to helping citizens and less to the damned supers. The holy ones have been letting their name go to their heads for a long time. If you really need your window repaired, there's a little start up shop that does good work. They can't afford much in the way of marketing, and they don't much know how to market anyway, but they can make you a new window. Here—" A pen lifted from the holder at the front edge of Karl's desk, and the top drawer on the left side opened, a pad of pink sticky notes lifting to the desk. A name and number were swiftly jotted down in Trick's tidy hand. "I swear they're good and way more affordable."


  Karl smiled. "Thanks. I'll give them a ring. Sounds better than beating my head against a wall."


  Fingers fluttered against his lips, and then were replaced by Trick's mouth, warm and soft. Karl let his eyes slip shut, reached up to feel out Trick's hair, curl his fingers into it. One kiss turned into several, soft and lazy and sweet.


  They made it so easy to forget this was only a fling, a super villain messing around with a civilian who had a particular kink that fit nicely with Trick's kink.


  When he finally pulled back, Karl couldn't at first remember how to speak. He was normally content to leave Trick to his mysteries, but right then, he would have given anything to see the look on Trick's face, if there was any chance at all that whatever was building inside of Karl was there in Trick, too.


  But he knew better than to screw up a good thing by asking stupid questions. "Try not to rile the Pantheon up too much. I think they're out for your blood these days."


  "Oh, they are," Trick said and captured Karl's hand, pressed a kiss to his fingers. "But they're not going to get it. Be careful. I'll see you later."


  "You be careful," Karl said.


  With a soft laugh and a last whispering touch, Trick of the Light was gone.


  Karl swallowed and finally went to go pull back the curtains and flip the sign to open. Maybe he'd go down the street and get a macchiato to get him through the afternoon. First, phone call. He had to get some work done or he'd feel bad about using the office for nothing but sex.


  On second thought, nope, he wasn't going to feel bad about that. He should probably still do some work. He turned and headed for his desk, sat down, and with a long sigh, settled back into the rhythm of the day-to-day.


  By the time he stopped, dusk was falling and only the quiet of end of day filtered through his open door and window. He shut down his computer, made a few notes for the next day, then stood and stretched, groans filling the empty office.


  He jumped and maybe screamed a little when his office phone rang. Picking it up, he said, "Akerman Insurance. I'm sorry but the office is closed—"


  "Oh, my god! Oh, my god!" Theresa, owner of the junk shop across the street, shrieked in his ear. "Turn on the TV, oh, my god. You've gotta see it if you haven't already!"


  "I'll go check it out at the coffee shop, thanks," Karl replied and hung up before she kept going. Pulling on his blazer, stowing his laptop and slinging the bag over his shoulder, he secured the office (as best he could) and headed down the street to the coffee shop. "Hey, Marianna, Terri just called to screech in my…"


  He trailed off as his eyes landed on the TV, where the news was breathlessly recounting and replaying the destruction of the new G.O.D. headquarters. Which were much further along than anyone had realized because apparently the project had been hidden from sight the whole time.


  Stupid Pantheon. They were supposed to be the good ones. Why did so many people seem so oblivious to the fact they weren't? It didn't make any sense. Super heroes caused more damage by far than the villains, but they were basically praised for it every single time. Now they were spending funds they weren't even supposed to have to build a headquarters not approved for building yet. It made Karl almost mad enough to cuss.


  "It's terrible," Marianna said, sniffling. "The Prince himself was just on explaining all the private funds and donations that had been given for the project, all the plans for it, the way they were going to use it to better protect us. Less damage, more preventative measures. It was almost done, and then those wretched villains come along and destroy it all. Why can't they just go away and let people live peacefully?"


  Because there wasn't much profit in peace, and everybody enjoyed the money made on the chaos. Karl didn't bother voicing that opinion though; he'd tried before and only gotten screamed at for his effort. "Do they know which villains did it?"


  "Not entirely sure, but they've mentioned Trick of the Light and someone called Turncoat? I've heard that name before, but I don't remember much. Only that he works a different city, but maybe I'm remembering wrong?"


  "He doesn't really work anywhere. That's the reason they never come close to catching him," Karl said. "He pops up all over the place."


  Turncoat was bad news. Someone who'd once worked for the G.O.D. but had at some point betrayed them. Not much was known about the matter, only that he'd murdered his way out of the complex he'd worked at before going underground. Only three people were marked at priority level zero on the G.O.D. most wanted list:


  Turncoat, for treason, murder, and a long list of destruction-related crimes.


  Fortune, aka Byron Valentine, mastermind of several attacks on the G.O.D. and high-profile digital bank robber.


  Scones, a professional killer who focused on super heroes. He'd already killed seven, the only man alive to purposely kill so many.


  Karl watched the news for a few minutes more, but as usual, nothing too informative was provided. And he seriously doubted that building had come from private funds and donations. The city had been too slow, too cheap, and too reluctant of late regarding repairs. He wouldn't be surprised if all of that suddenly took an even worse turn.


  More than anything, though, he hoped Trick was okay. That idiot. What was he doing blowing up a building? If not for the invisibility shield—way bigger than the law permitted, but of course nobody was mentioning that—the blast would have done serious damage to surrounding buildings. That kind of thing wasn't Trick's style. But it could be Turncoat's. Why would Trick be working with Turncoat?


  Speculation was giving him a headache. "I'm heading home. Hopefully that's all the exploding that will happen tonight."


  "Let's hope," Marianna said. "Here, take a hot chocolate for the road."


  "Thanks." He kissed her cheek, took the cup, and headed out.


  The bus ride home was blissfully peaceful, and by the time he got up to his condo, he was almost relaxed, despite the worry clawing at the back of his mind. Hopefully Trick would drop by that night or the next, reassure Karl he was alive and well.


  When he stepped inside, however, the lights were already on and the cats were happily eating. "Stop spoiling my cats." He dropped his bag and jacket by the door.


  The hot chocolate was taken away, set on the table on the other side of the door, and then Karl was being kissed like he was candy put in front of a child too-long denied sugar. He moaned, lifted his arms to sink into soft hair as his eyes slipped shut.


  When Trick finally pulled away several minutes later, Karl said, "I'm glad you're okay. I saw the news, was worried about you. Blowing things up isn't really your style."


  "No, but that building had to go. We've been working on it for quite some time. Only thing we had left was to make sure the protection field would hold and contain the explosion. Those fucking Dogs tried to drop the field at the last minute, but we managed to keep it up."


  Ice ran down Karl's spine. "What do you mean they tried to drop the field? Why would they do that? The explosion could have killed people!"


  "Because there was no undoing the damage we'd already done, but if they could do more damage to hide our sabotage and blame destruction and who the fuck knows how many deaths on us, they would have gotten permission to do whatever the hell they wanted," Trick said. His voice was quiet, sad, as he continued. "Sometimes I think that stupid meteor did more than just give some people weird powers. I think it fucked with their heads in ways we don't understand yet. You should be able to tell the good guys from the bad guys, right?"


  "No," Karl said softly. "History is proof that even before the meteor hit and turned things wonky, people rarely figure out the real bad guys until too late."


  "Maybe, but I still wonder what's wrong with all the supers."


  Karl opened his mouth, closed it. Turned the observation over and over in his mind. For all he'd never seen Trick, and they hadn't been… whatever they were… for very long, he still knew the man enough to know he wasn't excluding himself because he thought he was better or an exception. "You're not a super?"


  A long silence met his words, and then Trick replied heavily, "Yes and no. And I can't—shouldn't—say anything more. I'm already being incredibly stupid." Invisible fingers traced Karl's lips. "You're the kindest person I've ever met. Everyone in my world knows about you: the quiet insurance man who takes care of people, never lets them go homeless or hungry, never leaves anyone wondering how they're going to get by when so-called heroes just destroyed their home and livelihood. Heroes aren't the flashy assholes who can throw sunlight around like knives. Real heroes are like you."


  "I'm not a hero," Karl replied, face burning. "I'm the guy who gets stood up every time he manages to get a date. I sell insurance and collect old watches and serve two cats. The only cool thing about me is my invisible, vaguely illegal lover."


  Trick kissed him, softly at first, but then with more force, an edge to it that said Trick was trying to convey something for which words wouldn't suffice. The kiss burned, left Karl feeling hollow and wrung-out. He was still trembling when Trick pulled away, nothing to betray his presence but a slight rush of air and the throbbing of Karl's lips. "Everyone who's stood you up is a fool. If it didn't mean putting both of us at such great risk, I'd take you out to dinner every night. Come visit you at your office, come home to you every night. But I can't—I shouldn't even be doing this much—"


  He kissed Karl again, hard and sharp and desperate; it wasn't Karl shaking that time. He held on tight, closed his eyes, and happily let Trick have him, groaning and pleading and crying his name when he came, letting out a shuddering breath when Trick slowly pulled off his cock.


  Tired of standing, Karl let himself slide down the door to sprawl on the floor, keeping his eyes closed so he could pretend that was the only reason he couldn't see a man he had already grown far too fond of.


  Eventually Trick shifted, sat up, and Karl bit his lip to keep from letting out all the stupid, foolish, hopeless things he wanted to say.


  "Be careful," Trick whispered and kissed the space beneath his ear. "I don't want anything to happen to you. We're as careful as we can be, but careful doesn't matter much when the bastards chasing us know they can do all the damage they want because we'll be forced to take the blame."


  Karl reached out, cupped the back of Trick's head, and just leaned in to the man he couldn't see but knew was there all the same. "You're in far more danger than me. I didn't save your life just to watch you lose it a little later. Be careful, Trick."


  "I'll be as careful as I possibly can, I promise," Trick replied. "Believe me, my endgame is to be like an ordinary person someday. House, cats, adoring spouse, crazy kids, complaining about stupid shit like forgetting the milk and not picking up towels."


  Everything hurt. Breathing. His beating heart. Thinking about impossible things. "It doesn't sound bad when you say it, even though I know a lot of that gets really boring."


  "I don't think you're boring," Trick said in that so-soft voice that made Karl's eyes sting. "I think you're waiting for the person who has the sense to appreciate you and can show that appreciation in more than stolen moments."


  "I like stolen moments," Karl replied, shifting to hold Trick tight, blinking furiously so he didn't do something stupid like cry.


  Warm lips kissed his throat, then long fingers tugged Karl back enough those lips could kiss him properly. When he eventually drew back, Trick kissed the corners of his eyes, nuzzled against him. "You deserve more than that. Be careful."


  Then he was gone, leaving Karl a broken, lonely mess on the floor.


  How had he gone from fawning over a distant figure to being so crazy about a man he would never be able to really have at his side? It wasn't fair that he cared so much about someone he barely even knew. If he kept caring, he was going to do something extra special stupid, and god knew what kind of mess that would leave him in.


  A soft burr and the rub of a furry head against his chin stirred Karl from his misery. He ran his fingers through Rolex's fur, mustering a smile as the cat gently head-butted him again. "Hey, Lex. Good kitty. Yes, I will be a sucker and give you treats." He petted Rolex for a couple more minutes, then Hamilton when she came to join the party. When they'd been thoroughly petted and he was covered in fur, Karl finally stood and went to get their treats from the kitchen cabinet.


  Leaving them to enjoy, he headed into his bedroom. One long, hot shower and several minutes later, he returned to the living room with his ereader and stretched out on the couch, pulling an afghan down to drape over his bare chest.


  He turned on the news, scowled as he watched the latest report on the HQ destruction, including profiles for the two super villains believed responsible for the attack.


  Not that there was a whole hell of a lot to say. Trick of the Light: believed to be American, white, and male. Height, unknown. Eyes, etc, unknown. Which seemed… weird. How could they know he was white but not any of his other features?


  Turncoat, real name unknown. American, southern accent, black, six foot one, two-twenty pounds. All of that, but they didn't have his name even though he was a traitor who'd once worked for them?


  Maybe he just didn't understand the inner workings of a manhunt, but sometimes the G.O.D.'s profiles seemed strangely spotty. At least they seemed pissed off, which meant they were nowhere close to catching Turncoat and Trick.


  Turning the news off, Karl flicked on his ereader and read until he was too tired to keep his eyes open.


  *~*~*


  The worst part of having a secret super villain lover was the terrible stretches of time where Karl didn't see or hear from him for days. Weeks, in fact. Three and a half weeks to be precise, and the only thing that kept Karl from going out of his mind with worry was the occasional gift he found: a box of fancy bakery-fresh cookies on his kitchen counter; a really tacky plastic 'Special Magnificent Sunrise Edition' G.O.D. collectable watch; a beautiful blue, gray, and gold tie with a gold tie bar featuring a blue and white enamel umbrella; the occasional fancy coffee on his desk, a cinnamon bun one morning.


  They kept Karl from going insane, but they also made him miss Trick so badly he might just go crazy anyway.


  He ran his fingers over the tie, fussed with the tie bar, and then forced his mind back on work as the bell over the door chimed. The day passed with agonizing slowness, to the point he wanted to scream, but even a slow day at work was better than sitting around his apartment imagining worst case scenarios and driving himself insane.


  Lunch time was just close enough to taunt him when he heard and felt the explosion. It was so close to his building everything in the office shook and his ears were left ringing, the air thrumming with the kind of energy that only ever came from supers.


  Then came the sirens and screams. Ignoring the wide eyes of the new-to-the-city people on the other side of the desk, Karl snatched up his phone and bolted out of the office. He looked around, saw smoke coming from the next block south, and started running toward it—and fell on his face as another, louder explosion rocked the city. Darn it, that was Sunrise. Nobody else in the city was that reckless and uncaring. Didn't the man realize there were civilians?


  Anger mingled with his fear, pushed him to his feet and got him running again. When he reached Center Street, it had become a nightmare. At least three buildings were completely gone, sunk down into themselves to contain damage, a special requirement of all buildings over a certain height. But smaller buildings had suffered as well and lay scattered across the street. People were screaming, crying, trying to get out of the rubble or find the people still trapped in it.


  The whir of a chopper came from overhead; Karl looked up, frowned when he saw the familiar DeVine logo. That was the second time he'd seen DeVine at one of these fallouts. It was weird; they'd never been at the scene of other disasters, not that he'd ever heard or seen. DeVine was a well-known contributor to G.O.D., provided some the most generous donations, but they didn't actively participate in G.O.D. operations. Why were they showing up now?


  Legally, super heroes weren't allowed to profit from what they did. Instead, they subsisted on donations from local and federal governments, businesses, and individuals. Technically, the funds were strictly controlled and could only be used in certain ways, but technically didn't mean a whole heck of a lot to the G.O.D.


  If they were in bed with DeVine… That was bad, because DeVine was best known for their technology. They were responsible for all the major advancements, including the protection fields that kept collapsing buildings contained, the invisibility fields that protected various important buildings, and most of the computer science tech the world depended on. It wasn't really a surprise they were a favorite in the Project Starlight conspiracy theory.


  Project Starlight was the belief that a meteor wasn't the only thing to have crashed on Earth back in the Dark Ages, that aliens had crashed as well and ever since governments had been using the alien technology to advance Earth's.


  He really, really hoped it was just a stupid conspiracy theory, because if it wasn't and DeVine was a major part of it and tangled up with the super heroes…


  Maybe DeVine was just there to scope an asset and make certain it was all right. But Karl wasn't getting his hopes up.


  Dismissing the helicopter for the moment, he ran down the street to the nearest rubble pile and started helping people down. He pulled out his phone, dialed the emergency number—and wasn't even a bit surprised when all he got was a busy signal.


  He shoved the phone back in his pocket and just focused on helping people.


  A scream came from somewhere behind him, and he turned just in time to see Sunrise throw a bolt of light into another building even as people were struggling to get out of it. "Stop!" Karl screamed. "There are—" The bolt struck, followed rapidly by three more.


  "I'll find you, you stupid son of a bitch!" Sunrise snarled as he lowered himself to the ground, stepping absently over unconscious and dead bodies as he made his way into the remains of the building.


  Karl ran toward the injured, three other people with him. Tears streamed down his face as he saw the dead people lying on the street, ignored by Sunrise like so much litter. He was supposed to be a hero. Why did everyone act like his callous behavior was acceptable?


  Because the news would be selective with the clips and spin the story oh-so-carefully.


  Swallowing the bile in his throat, pushing away the rage all but choking him, Karl started looking for survivors. But when Sunrise came strutting out a few minutes later, his temper snapped. "You murdered them!" he snarled, stalking over to Sunrise. "These people were trying to get to safety and you just killed them! They're people. You're a hero. You're supposed to protect them, not slaughter them!"


  Sunrise scowled. "We are trying to catch the men responsible—"


  "You're responsible!" Karl screamed so loudly it hurt his throat. Rage turned the world red, and he moved before he could think better of it, fist catching Sunrise on the jaw.


  He was pretty sure it was surprise alone that sent Sunrise stumbling back, but it was satisfying all the same. His hand hurt like nothing else ever had, but he couldn't be sorry. "You're not a hero! You're garbage!" He started to swing again, hand be darned, but Sunrise lunged forward and grabbed him by the throat, shoved him up against the remaining bit of wall nearby.


  Karl choked, flailed, latched on to whatever he could—and froze as his fingers wrapped around a watch. He moved his fingers even as Sunrise gave him a good, hard shake, slamming his head against the wall hard enough to water his eyes.


  He'd only looked reflexively because focusing on something stupidly familiar put a bit of sanity back into his suddenly-mad world.


  He hadn't expected to see a 1956 Rolex Submariner 6538.


  Because he'd seen that very watch at auction only a few months ago. He'd lost the auction and it had still ruined his life.


  Pain exploded in his head as he was slammed against the wall again, and Karl let out a weak moan as the world went dark.


  He woke up in the hospital, handcuffed to his bed, remembered fear and anger making him jerk up before his surroundings fully registered.


  The curtain around his bed was pulled open and a police officer stepped inside. "All right there, son?"


  "F-fine, officer. Why am I…?" He lifted his arm as best he was able and rattled the cuffs.


  "Assault," the officer said shortly. "G.O.D. said you was a problem, so once you're rested up, we'll take you down to the station."


  "I'm under arrest for punching Sunrise? What about him? Is he under arrest for all the people he murdered?" Karl asked.


  The officer said nothing, lips pinched as he withdrew.


  Hot tears ran down Karl's cheeks. He'd never in his life known what it really felt like to hate someone. He'd always despised the G.O.D., but it had been distant, one more necessary evil to live with—a necessary evil he was always aware kept him in funds. And this particular bout of destruction hadn't been better or worse than others.


  But he'd never been right up close to see one of the heroes so casually murder people. He'd always stupidly believed that it was accidental, that they got so wrapped up in the fighting that people were mistakenly killed, that they got cocky on occasion and weren't as careful as they should be.


  That hadn't been accidental or cocky. Sunrise had straight up murdered people. Like they didn't matter at all. He'd displayed all the warmth and caring of a serial killer.


  And Karl was the one under arrest.


  He jerked as noise blared, then realized someone had turned on the TV. He stared dully as the news reported that even more streets than the one he'd been on had been destroyed. Deaths were estimated in the hundreds, and very likely the thousands. Supers were being called in from other cities to go on a final, kill-on-sight manhunt for Turncoat and Trick of the Light.


  Oh, god. Oh, god. He hoped Trick had the sense to get out of town. It wasn't like he could visit Karl in prison, anyway.


  Karl laughed, but it turned into a sob; he buried his face in his free hand and cried until he was wrung out and his eyes were sore and swollen.


  The soft slap of shoes on linoleum drew his attention, and he looked up to see a large hand holding out a bottle of water. Karl followed the arm up to a large, muscular… familiar man. "You… you were the one with Mari forever ago, aren't you?"


  "Ayah, that's me," the man replied, touching his fingers to the black Stetson on his head. "Take the water. You need hydrating."


  Numb and baffled, Karl took the water. His bafflement grew as the man stepped around the bed and pulled out a thin piece of metal, then set to swiftly unlocking the cuffs. "What are you doing?"


  "Getting you out of here," the man replied, looking up to wink at him. "We've got a mutual friend who wants sorely to see you right now and is mighty pissed you been arrested for giving that bastard exactly what he deserves."


  "Mutual…" Karl sucked in a sharp breath. It was too much coincidence, the way he'd seen this man after that first attack. The description of Turncoat filled his mind: Black, American, six foot something, two hundred plus pounds. Holy smoke. He shook his head, tried to make his brain work. "What about the cop?"


  "He's taking himself a catnap. Here." The man bent and lifted a dufflebag Karl hadn't noticed before, thrust it at him. "Get dressed, quick now. We ain't got long."


  Karl stood, swaying a bit as dizziness washed over him. He gripped the bed until he steadied, then unzipped the bag and pulled out boxers, jeans, a t-shirt, and a hoody. Amusement flared briefly because he barely wore casual clothes—he didn't even own a hoody.


  He pulled the clothes on as quickly as he could, then looked around for his glasses, shoving them on his face. He sat on the bed and pulled on socks and the heavy black boots that had been in the bag. The last thing in the bag was a ballcap with some logo he didn't know. Karl put it on, feeling weird in the unfamiliar clothes but infinitely better than he had in hospital gown and handcuffs. "Wallet?"


  "You ain't gonna need it," the man replied. "Your days as Karl are pretty much over, darling. I'm sorry for that, and I'll explain more later, but right now we got to go or we're gonna be worse off than drunk butterflies in a hurricane."


  The strange phrase provoked a brief smile, but it faded all too quickly as Karl followed the man out of the room, a short distance down the hallway and through a fire escape door, down a stairwell that smelled like bleach, and finally out onto the streets.


  A black Lexus was parked at the curb. "Get in." The man slid behind the wheel and tore away from the curb the second Karl's door was closed. He touched something on the center console, which was a strange array of buttons and screens that Karl was pretty sure weren't standard. A weird, low hum filled the car, made his ears buzz for a few seconds. "Bet you got some questions."


  "Is Trick okay?" Karl asked.


  The man shot him a startled look, then his mouth curved in a crooked smile. "Yes and no, darling. He's safe for the moment, but… Well, it'll be easier to explain once you've seen him. But he wants to see you, and I can't deny him at this point. Was coming to get you at your office when everything went to hell in a handbasket. Took me a bit to track you to the hospital."


  "And now I'm an escaped criminal," Karl said with a tearful laugh. "Oh, god. How did this happen? I barely even remember—" He broke off as a memory returned, vivid and sharp and still completely unbelievable. "I know who Sunrise is."


  The car jerked, swerved a bit, and the man swore loudly as he righted it. He braked hard at a light. "What in the hell are you going on about?"


  Karl licked his lips, swallowed a hysterical laugh. "I'm pretty sure I know the identity of Sunrise, oh, god. Did he realize? Is that why they arrested me?"


  "They arrested you because you're a little too aware of reality and you punched Sunrise. You know why there ain't more people rising up against G.O.D.? 'Cause they tend to go smiting rebels, that's why. You're a rebel in need of smiting, darling. And if you figured out who Sunrise is, you got yourself an extra special death warrant. Wait until we're with Trick. You can tell us both the story at once. I ain't sure I should be hearing it while I'm driving anyway."


  They lapsed into silence after that, and Karl was happy to doze off, resting his overheated forehead against the cool glass.


  They drove for two hours, finally pulling into an abandoned building—literally all the way into it. Karl gaped as the floor rose up to reveal a secret ramp. It closed with a rattling bang behind them, and lights flared as they drove down a long, narrow tunnel.


  It eventually opened up into a massive, warehouse-like room of concrete, metal, and fluorescent lighting. Off to one side was a makeshift bedroom sort of area with two narrow beds and a pair of beat-up dressers. A man lay on one of the beds… fritzing in and out like bad TV reception. Karl drew a breath but couldn't make his lungs work to get it back out again. His eyes stung. "Is that…"


  "Ayah," the man replied. He removed his Stetson, offered a hand. "Name is Dixie Mountebank, and I'd wager good money you already figured out what name I'm better known by."


  "You're Turncoat."


  Dixie flashed a grim smile. "That's the one. You might have noticed them Dogs don't like people thinking for themselves."


  "I noticed. If you really did work for them at one point, I doubt you wanted to."


  "Nope. I hate them more than most I'd wager. But it's a long story, and right now, Trick is more important. Come on." He led the way across the enormous warehouse to the beds.


  Karl's jaw dropped as he got a good look at the man. "You're—you're the cute computer tech!" What had his name been? "Matt, right?" He couldn't—holy smoke—"I can't believe you did that!" Holy wow, his villain lover and the hot tech were the same guy. He'd known what he looked like all this time… "I kind of want to kiss you and punch you."


  Matt laughed, though it was weak and thin sounding. "I probably deserve to be punched. I shouldn't have done it, but I wanted you to see me, selfish and stupid as that is. Even if you never knew, even though I'm not quite so glamorous or interesting once the trick is gone."


  "I don't care about glamorous," Karl said, sitting on the edge of the bed, tears falling again as he curled his hand around Matt's. He flickered in and out, like his invisibility had gone haywire or something. "I care about you. What's wrong? Why is this happening?"


  "Lots to explain," Matt whispered. "Dixie can do it. I'm about to…" He slipped into unconsciousness, hand going heavy in Karl's.


  "Matt—"


  "He'll be okay," Dixie said, tugging Karl away. "For now, anyway. I've got him as stabilized as he's gonna get, but it ain't gonna work for much longer. He wanted to see you in case we can't fix him."


  "Fix him!" Karl bellowed, balling his hands into fists to keep them from trembling, failing completely. "You have to fix him. We have to fix him. What's wrong with him?"


  "Come sit down. You need to eat and drink even if you probably don't much feel like it," Dixie replied, guiding him to a beat up folding table and a fridge that looked about fifty years old. He set out juice, sandwiches, fruit, and chips, then plopped into the seat across from Karl. "There's a lot of story to tell, but the somewhat short version is this: ten years ago, I ran away from the facility where the G.O.D. kept me running their special computer systems. It's more advanced than anything available to even the military. And I'm the only one that can do certain things even now. That's more than enough to piss them right the fuck off. But when I ran, I took something else with me—a young man they'd been using as a guinea pig for experiments that involved bits of that damned meteorite, nanotech, and shit I'll never comprehend."


  "Matt," Karl whispered.


  Dixie nodded. "He was completely normal, not a trace of meteor anywhere in his genes. Perfect testing ground for the shit they had in mind. Right now, perfect invisibility can only be done on objects. No one has ever perfected the technology on living creatures. Matt's the closest they've ever come, and when we left, we destroyed the ever living shit out of all their records. Matt killed most of the scientists who had been torturing him, though he ain't proud that he did. I wiped all digital trails. So far as we know, they ain't yet been able to recreate it. They sorely need Matt back if they hope to get anywhere with it again. And they have something we need if we hope to keep Matt alive."


  "What?"


  "It's a special serum that replenishes some of the chemicals and shit they put in him, that gets his body and the nanomachines or whatall to play nice. To be honest, I only understand one word in twenty. We've been trying to make do, create our own serum, but we ain't good enough. We need the one the G.O.D. created, and we know they've got it if they want him back. It's here in the city, in one of their secret labs, we figured out that much. But every time we try to go for it, the G.O.D. comes down hard on us. They nearly got him that night you saved him."


  Karl set down his sandwich, stomach too knotted to eat. "So we need to get that serum. How long do we have?"


  Dixie nodded. "A few days."


  "So it's housed here… the same place DeVine HQ is located… and those DeVine helicopters show up whenever there's a dust up between you and the G.O.D. Am I crazy in thinking that the G.O.D. and DeVine are more involved with each other than they're supposed to be?"


  "Not crazy at all," Dixie said. "But people who figure that out and try to go public get smited with all the other rebels."


  Karl's mouth flattened. "That must make things easy for The Magnificent Sunrise, who is Tanner DeVine, son of the DeVine CEO."


  Dixie choked on the swallow of soda he'd just taken. "What in the hell—how did you come by that knowledge? All you did was punch him."


  "His watch," Karl replied and drained his own glass before continuing. "He was slamming me around, but I still noticed his stupid watch. I could never forget that watch—I really wanted it. I've been after it for years. I was ecstatic when it showed up at that auction. I would have had it, but Tanner wanted it as well and he's got a hundred times the wealth I do. Still, I fought for it as long as I could, ticked him right off. Rolexes are all he collects." His lip curled slightly. "I seriously doubt he and someone else in the city both happen to own a 1956 Rolex Submariner 6538. But I don't know how to use that knowledge to make him give us the serum."


  "Scones," came a soft, whispery voice from the bedroom. They both whipped around, saw Matt sitting up, flickering in and out, skin pale but his mouth set in a stubborn line. "Tell him to give us the serum, or you'll give his identity to Scones."


  Karl's eyes widened. "You don't mean…"


  "I do," Matt said. "Need to piss."


  Dixie motioned for Karl to stay seated, went over and helped Matt over to the curtained off area a short distance from the beds.


  Karl waited, staring hard at his food, the few bites he'd eaten threatening to come right back up. What in the heck was he doing? He sold insurance. He was boring. He had cats— "Oh, god, my cats."


  "They're fine," Dixie called out. He and Matt came slowly back, and he fussed with getting Matt settled again.


  Karl joined them, sat on the bed and held Matt's hand again until he'd once more passed out. Slowly letting go, he leaned over and kissed Matt's forehead, then followed Dixie back to the table. "My cats are okay?"


  "Ayah. After I realized what had happened to you, I hustled to your condo and got your cats, broke into that safe in your top drawer, got anything that seemed important out of there. I'm sorry I couldn't save more, and I didn't bring your clothes or anything like that."


  Karl closed his eyes, covered them with the heels of his hands. This was really happening. He was a criminal. A runaway. A fugitive. He had no home, no safety… nothing except a dying lover he barely knew and hadn't seen for three weeks.


  But he could still see all those dead bodies, could vividly recall Sunrise's callousness. Could remember steel around his wrist, an apathetic police officer telling him he was under arrest for punching a mass murderer.


  A cold, still calm fell over him, and he dropped his hands, looked up. "Scones is the one who kills super heroes, right?"


  Dixie nodded.


  "That's our best bet, Matt's right. Threatening to reveal his identity is empty; he can deny it, rig proof, and we'll all wind up dead or worse. But Scones… They're all scared of him. They try to hide it, but I've discussed it with people while we watched TV and read the papers. They're all scared of him because they don't know how he does it, how he finds them out, how he gets away with it over and over. And it's not like we have to know how to get in touch—"


  "Matt can," Dixie interjected. "He doesn't believe in idle threats. If he said use Scones, then he has a way to reach the man." He hesitated, gave Karl a long, sad look. "You ain't gotta get tangled in this. You've told me what I need to know; we can get you somewhere safe, somewhere Matt can visit when he's able."


  Karl closed his eyes, saw Sunrise stepping over bodies like they were nothing more than rubble. Felt the hand squeezing his throat, the amusement and contempt that had flashed in Sunrise's eyes. The news had said the body count was in the thousands. It wasn't the two men here who'd killed those people.


  And he was tired of standing by and bitching and doing nothing. He opened his eyes. "I need watches. Two of them, perfectly identical. Digital."


  Dixie's brows rose, but he didn't say anything, merely stood and strode across the warehouse to a work area comprised of tables, industrial shelves, all sorts of power tools, and boxes and crates of miscellany. There was also some impressive-looking computer equipment, and even more in a nearby workstation that looked like something out of a sci-fi novella.


  Karl followed. "This is probably a stupid question, given it doesn't really matter, but what is your super ability?"


  Chuckling, Dixie rubbed the back of his neck as he knelt to rifle through a crate, then turned back to Karl. "I don't have super abilities, per se, but I got a few tricks. I'm also a genius, according to the charts I blew out of the water. So was Pa. He's the one that invented the computer system the G.O.D. runs on." He pulled out a small, beat-up looking white cardboard box. "Only problem is, you need a system operator to make certain changes, perform certain functions. Used to be only two SysOp in the world for the G.O.D.'s system. Me and Pa, and Pa's dead now 'cause they murdered him. I put up with them for years after that to keep Ma alive, but then they killed her too. Didn't know until too late just how much power Pa and I had given ourselves over the years. Hard as they try to lock me out and find me, they can't do neither. And they can't kill me 'cause they need me."


  "How come you can't just hack in there and destroy the whole thing or something?" Karl asked.


  Dixie's left eye seemed to shimmer a moment. "Ain't that easy, even for me. Would take more time and resources than we have right now. Pantheon is a bunch of fools, but they ain't completely stupid. Here you go, will these work?"


  Karl whistled at the watches nestled inside the box. He didn't know the make or model—there didn't seem to be one, though they reminded him of Hamilton—but they were top of the line. Digital read, voice control, self-adjusting band. None of the charm and whimsy of vintage and antique watches, but definitely handsome modern pieces. "Who made these?"


  "I did," Dixie said. "I get bored, and this kind of thing is distracting and fun. Cobbled from various bits and pieces, and the casing is stripped from a Hamilton line, I think. So they'll suffice for what you got in mind?"


  "Yeah, these are perfect. How long would it take someone with a lot of sway in the G.O.D. and DeVine to get the serum and bring it to us?"


  Dixie pursed his lips, folded his arms across his chest. "Assuming they'll want to try and booby-trap it first, and set up stings and traps and all that other rigamarole? Twelve hours, give or take a couple. It's booby-trapping the serum with ways to control or knock out Matt, or adding tracers to it, that'll eat time. I mean it's possible they've already rigged one in case of events unknown, but I doubt it. That takes humility, knowing you ain't always gonna be the victor, and I ain't never known that group to admit to anything but perfection."


  "Twelve hours, okay," Karl said. "Can you—or do you know someone who can—I don't know, hack into the TV stations or something?"


  Dixie stared at him a moment, then give a slow, wicked little grin. "You're a little hidden treasure chest of trouble, ain't ya, insurance man? Hell yeah, I can muck with TV stations. That's easier than catching a drunk butterfly."


  "I have never in my life heard someone talk about drunk butterflies."


  "Something mama used to say. It kinda sticks with ya," Dixie replied with a bittersweet smile. "So what's the plan, insurance man?"


  Karl took a deep breath, let it out slowly. "It could be completely stupid—you'll have to tell me. Hijack the TV stations, tell The Magnificent Sunrise that he has twelve hours to get us the serum. I don't know where he should deliver it or how, though."


  "That's easy, and we both know he won't do it anyway. You're just using that as a setup by which to force him to deliver it later."


  Nodding, Karl said, "When the twelve hours are up—and I mean exactly when they're up—we deliver one of the watches to his office in DeVine Tower, with a note that he has one hour to deliver it. The watch will count it down for him, perfectly in sync with its mate, which I'll keep." He stared pensively at the watches, thoughts turning over and over. "The Pantheon isn't stupid, like you said. They'll know the first demand is a bluff as easily as you did—but they'll use that time to rig the serum, won't they?"


  "Yeah."


  "So he won't need more than that last hour to deliver it, and he'll be shaken, desperate to do it alone instead of with a whole sneaky team because if one thing goes wrong—even one tiny, little, normally negligible thing—he knows we'll hand his identity over to Scones."


  "Why the watches?" Dixie asked. "One hour is one hour."


  Karl's mouth quirked in a grim smile. "Nothing is more painful than being acutely aware of time passing. It passes slowly when you want something and quickly when you dread something. I want him to feel every single one of those thirty-six hundred seconds."


  Dixie's answering smile was sad. "Cold, but I can't say he doesn't deserve it. Hell, we probably all deserve to suffer like that."


  "You didn't kill those people," Karl said. "You guys have been doing your best to be quiet and harmless. I know that much. He walked over those bodies like they were puddles to be avoided. I can't—" He closed his eyes, gripped the watches so tightly they left marks in his skin. "I can't stop seeing it. I can't forgive them."


  "I'm still sorry you been dragged into our world," Dixie said. "Told Trick to leave you the hell alone, but that man ain't got a lick of sense. And as little good shit comes our way, I can't say as I blame him." He shrugged. "Just… there ain't no going back, darling, remember that. Only way out is to keep going, hope we come out the other side one day. They'll start hunting for you as hard as they're hunting us, and some days, that can be hard to take. We all flip our shit from time to time."


  Karl nodded, closed his eyes again. "I know, at least as well as I can. But I made my own bed the minute I lost my temper and punched Sunrise. Hung for a lamb, hung for a lion." He set the watches down, rubbed at his eyes, and raked his hands through his hair. "I think I need more caffeine. Where did you put my cats and belongings? Thank you for doing that, by the way. You didn't have to, but I'm glad you could rescue Rolex and Hamilton. Even if I have to give them away, I'll be able to control it some. You guys have done way more for me than you've had to, given you've no reason to trust me."


  "Ah, you're good. Everybody in this business knows the insurance guy who takes care of people," Dixie said. "It's an unwritten rule amongst us villains that you're not to get hurt. Some are gonna flip knowing you've been brought low by us."


  "Nobody 'brought me low' except me," Karl said. "Matt was always careful to keep me safe." He looked back toward the bed, swallowed the lump in his throat, then let out a shuddery breath. "My cats?"


  "I dropped them at a safehouse, an associate will fetch them and your stuff, take everything to a secure location where the cats will be okay until we can retrieve them. It ain't much of a network, but it's solid and reliable, and that's about all you can ask of anyone."


  Karl nodded. "I need a suit, a mask—I don't even know, I've never done this."


  "Mask, voice modifier, those are basic enough, but clothing is up to you. If it's a suit you want, it's a suit you'll get." Dixie grinned and went to grab his hat and the car keys. He slid the hat on his head, grinning in a slow, Devil Went Down to Georgia kind of way. "Let's go supply shopping, insurance man."


  Setting the watches on the work table, Karl went over to the beds and kissed Matt softly on the mouth. "He'll be okay?"


  "Yeah," Dixie replied. "I doubt he'll even wake up. Come on, daylight's wasting."


  Karl gave Matt one last kiss, then spun around on his heel and strode to the car.


  *~*~*


  "You look remarkably not afraid for a man 'bout to face Sunrise alone while he's angry and likely to do something particularly stupid," Dixie replied as he pulled the car into a damp alleyway that smelled like piss and vomit. They climbed out, and he walked over to a dingy, grimy door and punched in a code on a keypad that Karl was grateful he didn't have to touch.


  "I'm terrified, but this is my plan, and I'm the only one who can see it through," Karl replied. "I'm getting that serum, and I'll do whatever it takes to get it, short of hurting innocent people."


  "I bet it also feels pretty good to have Sunrise by the balls," Dixie said wryly as he pulled the door open. "Lord knows how loud I crow when I get one over on them sons of bitches."


  Karl smiled faintly. "I admit I'm not feeling very sorry for him, though I do not want to make a habit of pissing off people who can kill me with a flick of their fingers."


  "Yeah, but you have the power to order them killed, and that ain't something they're accustomed to. Don't underestimate how angry and dangerous that's going to make him, especially where he won't be caught on a camera—so far as he knows, anyway, but still. I'll be nearby ready to act, but I'm gonna be busy making certain his cronies don't try nothing. You're mostly on your own, insurance man."


  "I know," Karl replied quietly. "Like I said, it's my plan. I never had any intention of anyone doing this but me. Let's hope I prove a quick study in super villainy."


  Dixie chuckled and closed the door behind them, then directed Karl up several flights of old, rusted stairs to the topmost floor of an abandoned seven-story building. Not so abandoned if it still required a keycode, but Karl had long started to suspect that no building in the city was truly unused. "What was this place?"


  "Hell if I know. I think just a generic building that rented out office space. Matt found it; I secured it. And if anyone goes investigating, they'll be a mite surprised to see that DeVine's owned it all along and it just got lost in the accounting somewhere." He winked, then motioned around the wide, open empty space. Three of the four outer walls were tinted glass and mirrored on the outside. The last wall was dark, water-stained faux stone. The elevator shaft that ran up the rest of the building didn't reach this floor. The only thing in the room was a large, scuffed and dented, half-rusted metal desk shoved up against the stone wall. "I've put cameras all over the damn place. Ain't nobody inside or out going to get a drop on us. If things go south… Well, you know what to do."


  Karl nodded. "And once the deal is concluded, I let him go on his merry way, then use the agreed upon escape route."


  "Got it in one, insurance man." Dixie winked. "We need a name for you."


  Karl shook his head but didn't reply. Frankly, he wasn't certain he was going to live long enough to need one. He was out of his league, had no clue what he was doing. If he thought about it all too hard, he would freak out.


  Dixie gripped his shoulders. "You a'right?"


  "I'm gonna have to be," Karl said. "We've got fifteen minutes, so you should probably get going. I'll meet you where we agreed, or send word if I can't." He drew a deep breath, let it out slowly, and smiled at Dixie. "Thank you for helping me."


  "Insurance man, you the one who's done in a matter of hours what we couldn't do in months. All we done for thanks is ruin your life."


  "It's not ruined," Karl said quietly. "I have Matt, and I'm no longer just sitting around doing nothing but bitching. I'll probably get myself killed, but it's better to die doing something."


  Dixie smiled, gripped his shoulders one last time, then drew back and touched his fingertips to the brim of his hat. "Be careful. Show that bastard what for. You remember it all?"


  "Every terrifying step," Karl said. "See you in a little while."


  "You'd best, boy," Dixie said with a parting grin before he slipped back down the stairs.


  Leaving Karl alone with his thoughts and his crazy plan. He stood in front of the desk, reached into the pocket of his black, silver-pinstripe slacks, and pulled out the leather gloves he'd bought along with everything else. The suit was Armani, all black and silver, the cuffs decorated with dark gray flowers and vines, same on the vest and shirt collar.


  The mask was the weirdest part, some strange electronic net thing that wrapped around his whole head and projected a black mask. Borrowed tech, Dixie had said with a grin, on which he'd vastly improved. It was light-weight, faintly scratchy, but Karl could see like he wasn't wearing anything at all. Only slightly less strange was the small black square attached to his throat to alter his voice, giving it that faintly tinny quality he knew so well from Matt.


  He ran gloved fingers down his tie, dark gray and dotted with silver Rolex crowns, a tie bar that simply had Rolex engraved across it in minimalist font. A beautiful circa 1863 Howard Type I pocket watch was tucked in the front pocket of his vest.


  On his wrist was the digital watch that said Sunrise had six minutes thirty-seven seconds and counting.


  A prickle ran across the back of his neck five minutes twenty-three seconds later, right before he heard footsteps on the stairs. A hand appeared on the rusted railing, followed a beat later by the head, then the rest of Sunrise. He was still dressed in red with touches of black, appropriate colors for a black-hearted killer.


  Or maybe all this crap was going to Karl's head and getting the better of him. "Mirrors," Karl murmured softly, and all around them, the glass walls shimmered, mirrored over, leaving him and Sunrise in a creepy little funhouse.


  "You're new," Sunrise said as he turned the stairs and saw Karl. "But I'm not surprised. The whole countdown thing isn't really Turncoat's style, and Trick of the Light is a cockroach. They're both too smart for their own good, but they're not the conniving sort. You, though, you're conniving."


  "I think a mass murderer who paints himself a hero is in no position to judge others."


  "Compliment, not judgment," Sunrise replied, a grin in his metallic voice.


  "Do you have the serum?" Karl asked.


  The levity was gone from Sunrise's voice as he replied, "You didn't leave me much fucking choice, did you? How the hell did you know? I deserve to know that much."


  "The only thing you deserve is a hole in the ground and a marble slab with your name on it," Karl replied. "But I'm not an executioner. I merely hire them."


  "But you'll call that British bitch off once I give you the damn serum."


  Karl tamped down on the hysteria that wanted out, but used the laughter that bubbled up to better effect. "Come now, Sunrise, you're the one who just called me conniving. Do you think I can be conniving and stupid at the same time? I know your identity, and I'll know it for as long as we both live. You try to kill me, or my companions, I'll give Scones a call. You'd also better keep a better eye on your body count, because if I decide you're slipping back into your mass murdering ways, Sunrise, that earns a phone call as well. In fact, you should get accustomed to living your life by my watch."


  Sunrise's voice came out an angry snarl. "I could kill you right now. What the fuck would you be able to do about it?"


  Karl laughed again. "Nothing, of course, but how many times do I have to remind you: I'm not stupid," he barked the last word, gratified that Sunrise jumped, taking courage from such an obvious sign that he had the man rattled. "You could leave me a cold, dead body that nobody ever finds, but that wouldn't save your life. You'd snicker over my corpse, but it's still my watch counting down the seconds of your life now, Sunrise. You kill me, you'll be counting your life in days. So go ahead and kill me."


  Sunrise didn't move.


  "That's what I thought." Karl reached his hand back and pulled open one of the drawers of the desk, not needing to look as he pulled out a small, heavy black box. He threw it across the room to land at Sunrise's feet. "Put the serum in the box, throw it back to me."


  He didn't need to see Sunrise's face to know the hateful glare being cast his way. Sunrise pulled a small vial from his jacket, the kind Karl had seen in hospitals a few times, and placed it in the box. He closed it, slowly stood, and threw it back toward the desk. It landed with an echoing thud.


  "You're free to go," Karl said. "Remember to watch yourself, Sunrise. Clock can start counting down at any time."


  Sunrise went, but he paused at the top of the stairs. "You won't always have the upper hand, you little bitch."


  "Tick tock, tick tock," Karl replied.


  He nearly dropped to his knees when Sunrise was gone, wanted to throw up from all the terror running through him, making him fever hot and ice cold by turns. He reached into the open drawer again, pulled out another small, thin box, selected one of the special cloths inside, and meticulously wiped off all sides of the box holding the serum before picking it up to clean the bottom. He pulled out another cloth and did it all again, then wrapped it in a large black piece of cloth before tucking it away in a pocket of his blazer.


  Opening another drawer, he activated the protection field and then started the timer on the fire. All of that completed, he crawled under the desk, opened the secret hatch, and swung onto the ladder that had been rigged in the elevator shaft.


  By the time he reached the bottom, he was shaking so hard he could barely hold on to the rungs.


  Swinging off the ladder, he retrieved the dufflebag Dixie had left there and quickly changed into jeans, long-sleeved T, and hoodie. He ran his fingers over his hair, recently shaved down to make it easier to pull on wigs and masks, then tugged a toboggan over his head.


  He piled the suit in a corner of the shaft, soaked it in gasoline, and set it on fire, retaining only the silver pocket watch. Slinging the duffle bag over his shoulder, he abandoned the shaft and headed into what had once been a kitchen.


  From there, he ducked into the old walk in fridge and took another secret hatch that led into the sewers. Pulled a flashlight out, firmly told his beating heart not to explode, and followed the directions Dixie had given him.


  He nearly started crying when he climbed the designated ladder and saw the familiar Lexus waiting for him.


  "There you are," Dixie said with a smile, tipping up his hat and pushing away from the Lexus, striding up to Karl and hugging him tightly. "Well done, insurance man. You're something else again."


  Karl gave a shaky laugh as he pulled away, wiped his eyes with the heels of his hands. "I never want to do that again, but I have this feeling I will."


  "Probably," Dixie said and ruffled a huge hand over his head, skewing the toboggan. "Come on, time's a wasting. We'll get your pretty boy fixed up, then it's long past time we all got the hell out of here."


  They slid into the car, and Dixie hit the gas, driving as quickly as he could manage without drawing attention.


  It still seemed to take a hundred hours to get back to the base.


  Matt was still dead asleep in bed, hooked up to various beeping machines that Dixie had explained, but Karl still barely understood. When Dixie held his hand out, Karl gave him the wrapped box and then went to sit on the edge of the bed away from the machines. He held fast to Matt's hand, brought it to his lips, and kissed the back of it. "I hope this works."


  Dixie placed a drop of the serum on a bit of glass, slotted it into place inside some weird black, boxy machine, and closed the door. "It will. You want something to drink?"


  "No, but thanks."


  Grabbing a soda, Dixie returned to them just as the machine chimed. It flashed several things on Dixie's souped-up laptop, making Dixie snigger. "Oh, yeah, they tried to load all kinds of goodies into this thing. But I just stripped most of them, and what I can't destroy, the modifications Matt's made to himself will. So let's get our boy fixed on up, huh?" He pulled out a syringe and filled it, then rolled over to them, plastic wheels grinding against the old concrete.


  Karl had expected more somehow—for the serum to glow, be colorful, something. But it was as innocuous and harmless-looking as every other drug on the planet.


  Picking up Matt's arm, where he'd already marked where the injection would go, Dixie pushed the needle in.


  Several minutes later, Matt stopped fritzing in and out. A few minutes after that, he became completely visible. And just as Karl was about to scream to break the tension, he opened his eyes and smiled. "Hey, handsome."


  Letting out a cracked, broken noise, Karl hugged him close.


  "I'm sorry," Matt whispered. "I never meant for… all this. You were supposed to stay safe."


  Karl sniffled, drew back, and kissed him hard, fisting his hands in that hair he'd touched a thousand times but never seen. "I don't care about safe. What good has safe done me? If I had played it safe, I would have left you to die that night we met. If I had played it safe, I'd be in jail right now and you'd be dead again. Everybody trusts the heroes because that's easier and safer. I've had it with safe." He touched his fingertips to Matt's cheek. "I'd rather be here with you, whatever the cost."


  "I love you," Matt said softly. "I'm sorry you got dragged into our world, but I'm not totally sorry you're here."


  Dixie snorted, making them both startled. "He's right good at it, too. Don't ever want him to have cause to call me enemy, that's for sure. Come on, ya'll gonna have to do your sweet reunion thing later—we gotta go." He swiveled toward them and displayed his laptop, where a handsome blonde newscaster was giving an emergency report, her tone professional and level, but there was no mistaking the surprise and fear in her eyes.


  "Repeating for those just tuning in: The G.O.D. tonight has released info on a new super villain after he brutally attacked and badly injured The Magnificent Sunrise. The G.O.D. has reason to believe this new villain is in league with the notorious Turncoat and could be connected to the brutal hero killer known as Scones. He has been hiding in plain sight all these years as well-known insurance salesman Karl Akerman."


  Karl's picture flashed on the screen, the nice professional one he used for his website. A sort of numb disbelief ran through him. Knowing something like this could happen was one thing, but seeing it… On some level, he'd still believed he was just an insurance salesman. Boring, ordinary, always stood up on dates. Hobbies included reading, collecting old watches, and being harassed by cats. Super villains were epic, had exciting backstories of intrigue and danger—like Matt and Dixie. Ordinary guys like Karl didn't become super villains.


  But there he was, a high-profile criminal in high definition. "His powers are still not fully known, but he is extremely dangerous. If you see him, get to a safe location and call the authorities. He joins Scones, Turncoat, and Fortune on the list of zero class most wanted. G.O.D. has given him the designation Countdown."


  Matt's mouth dropped open. "What the fuck happened while I was lying here like a butterfly with a hangover?"


  Dixie shot him a look. "Boy, ain't a minute that passes you ain't acting like you're still a drunk butterfly. And stop stealing my damn lines. As to what happened…" He glanced at Karl, then back at Matt. "Your boyfriend put a noose around Sunrise's neck. Forced him to give us the serum, gave him reason to live in fear the rest of his damned life. Using Scones as a threat worked just like you said it would. Maybe too well."


  "They were always going to do something," Karl said. "I've pissed off some powerful people, and right now Sunrise is helpless. Powerful people don't do helpless well. You both might be better off getting as far away from me as you can."


  "Fuck that," Matt said. "Let's pack up and get the hell out of here. We'll pick up your cats and find somewhere to lay low for a bit." He leaned in and kissed Karl hard. "I've missed you."


  Karl leaned into him, so that their foreheads pressed together, trembling faintly as it all rushed over him again. "I missed you, too." He stole a last kiss before finally drawing back and standing up. "Let's get moving then. The clock is ticking."


  Matt grinned, slow and hot and wicked. "Yes, Countdown."


  "Don't start," Karl said, face heating. "What sort of dumb name is that?"


  "It's not dumb," Matt said, grin fading, eyes turning somber and intent. "Don't you get it? Most heroes and villains pick their own names, but me? Dixie? Fortune and Scones? The G.O.D. named us. Made up our stories, painted us as the worst of the worst. They're trying to take away everything they can because we're a threat."


  "And now you've done put the fear of god in one of their most powerful, making the rest of them afraid that soon they'll start hearing time ticking away, too. You ain't just a threat," Dixie said. "You got them running scared. They overlooked the little guys, like they always do, and now…"


  "Now time is counting down, and their days are numbered, and they know it," Matt said. "They know it so much they've acknowledged it. They consider the rest of us pests, but you're a real super villain to them."


  Karl swallowed the hysterical laughter that wanted out. He was going to have to stop freaking out if he was going to be a super villain. "I don't—I don't even have any powers."


  "Neither does Scones, and that's why they hate him," Matt replied.


  Karl touched his tongue to his upper lip, fingers sliding down to his pocket, where the silver pocket watch still rested. "Countdown," he repeated. "So be it."


  End


  Anti-Heroes will continue in Turncoat


  Dixie is a man adrift, picking away at the evildoings of the Grand Order of Defenders and the DeVine Corporation wherever he's able. But none of it is what he really wants, and what he wants is out of reach.


  Then a notorious thief crosses his path, a man with abilities that might make all the difference. With his help, Dixie can at long last return to face the people that destroyed his whole world and return that destruction tenfold.
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