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Summary: 
              Peter blinks for several silent, panting seconds, then finally closes his mouth. He seems upset.
“You don’t want to have sex with me?”
“I don’t pay for sex. And no offense, but you’re like twelve.”
“I’m eighteen.”
“Whatever.”
Tony didn’t actually forget his age, but that’s how this arrangement will work best.

            







1. A Fixed Rate

Author’s Note:
      Please make sure you are comfortable with reading by going through the warnings! I enjoy this FICTIONAL pairing with all of its extremely problematic tropes but am fully aware of how extremely problematic those are, and this is NOT something I would ever want to see happen in real life!! Thanks!!!

As always, the tag for my anon starker fic WAS ‘author has already arranged a ride to church trust me’ — decided to un-anon! Hope to always be RTC anon in your hearts :)

    
Notes for the Chapter:In this Universe, the world never found out about Iron Man’s identity. So the Avengers never happened. So the Civil War never happened… and a lot of things worked out differently.




    
    
  Tony


He looks hungry, Tony thinks, first.

Then, he processes how attractive the guy is and that the suit he’s wearing is expensive but his haircut is cheap. And that he’s young. Way too young for Jed to be—ah.

It’s a Government-sponsored military gala, and all the big names in defense are here, both public and private. The guests are uber-rich or uber-powerful, often both, but the backdrop of democracy lends everything a classier gloss than the shit Stark Industries used to get invited to, so it’s not the kind of party where escorts are the norm. Jed is an evil son-of-a-bitch and everyone knows it, but he must want to make a couple of people particularly angry tonight.

This particular escort looks hungry.

“Stark!”

“Jed, how are ya.” Tony gives him a thin smile, ignoring Jed’s extended hand while taking in the creature he brought with him. Jed is only a couple of years older than Tony, but that still means he’s got to have at least a couple of decades on this kid. Fresh-faced and narrowly escaping the descriptor of ‘gaunt’, the escort has rich brown eyes and a pretty mop of wavy brown hair.

“It’s a good turnout, hm?” Jed comments. The event is packed because a couple of rich assholes are getting pointless awards for not actively trying to harm the most vulnerable populations of the world–-Tony is one of the assholes, but still.

“Big Brother calls, we all gotta get in line.” In truth, he’s doing this as a favor to Pepper. “Who’s your friend?”

“Oh, this is Peter.”

“Nice to meet you Peter. I’m Tony.”

They shake hands—as he suspected, Peter is all sinew and tendon. Tony has to fight the urge to flag down a server and divest them of their entire platter of finger-foods right now.

“One would think you require no introduction, Stark,” Jed quips, looking at his companion as though to gage Peter’s reaction. And yes, there was obvious recognition in Peter’s eyes, but it was quickly tempered by politeness. “Peter’s been praising your work. Haven’t you Peter?”

“Yeah, it’s great stuff.” His voice is a bit scratchy and makes him seem even younger than Tony first thought. Early side of twenties, maybe even late teens. A part of Tony’s brain already considered and discarded the thought of calling the cops, but if he has to he is fully prepared to intervene and get this kid out of what has to be a bad situation. “I’m—uh, obviously.”

“Anything in particular about my work catch your eye?”

Peter blinks, perhaps not having expected the question. “Um. Well, your green energy initiatives are gonna save the Earth from climate change.” Oh dear, put like that… “Your rebuilding efforts housed thousands of people after the Chitauri mass casualty, a-as I’m sure you know. And the new structure of your company is redefining CEO salaries and employee benefits. Oh, and the arc-reactor core program is nothing short of a marvel—uh. Stark Industries is doing lots of cool things.”

“The arc-reactor core?” Tony wouldn’t have guessed that an escort would know anything about his not-yet-publicized arc-reactor core. His extremely confidential, only-discussed-via-encrypted-starkmail arc-reactor core. Hm. “And where did you hear about that?”

Peter shrugs. “I read about it online, I think.”

“I see.” He’s definitely lying. How intriguing. “Well I’m glad you approve.”

Jed pats Peter on the lower back. “He’s a bright young thing, this guy. Watch out for him in ten years—he’ll run us both out of business.”

Peter laughs politely but, interestingly, Jed’s warning sounded sincere.

“What’s your area of study?” Tony asks him.

But they are interrupted before Peter can respond.

“Stark! Can I have a moment?”

His own CIO Phil walks up to them, and Jed puts a hand on Peter’s shoulder to steer him away. Tony notices Phil notice this, but beyond looking displeased with Jed he doesn’t comment on it.

“We’ll leave you to it, Stark,” says Jed, not even acknowledging Tony’s CIO. “Come Peter, let’s go meet some of the other, less important people.”

They wander off, and the line of people vying for Tony’s attention moves up; after Phil there are more powerful people and their spouses, groups of congresspersons, senators, independent contractors who run their businesses the way Stark Industries used to. Pepper checks in on him at one point, but he sends her back to her fiancée—he could have brought a date with him tonight if he’d wanted one, he simply chose not to. It’s easier to leave early if you show up unaccompanied, and he promised Pepper that he’d stay for the actual award but he does not intend to hang around a minute longer.

Almost an hour of mind-numbing chatter passes and Tony finds himself wondering where Jed and his paid-for companion are. He’s not going to leave this event without making sure the kid is safe—Jed’s reputation isn’t particularly savory, and while this is the youngest person he’s brought with him to an event, there are rumors…

He makes his way to the bar and doesn’t see them there either, so he pretends to be engrossed in his phone to avoid conversation, then actually becomes engrossed in his phone. According to his news feed the guy from Queens in the red-and-blue onesie saved a bus full of people last week, and it’s stupid that they still haven’t figured out his secret identity. He may need to devote more than his passing attention to it, maybe swing by Queens on his next patrol—

“I forgot to say congratulations on your award.”

It’s Jed, seemingly conjured out of nowhere.

He leans his elbows on the bar next to Tony, and the surreptitious glance Tony casts around reveals that he’s unaccompanied for now. “I’m sure your father would be proud, Stark.”

Tony toasts his glass in Jed’s direction, and doesn’t bother thanking him. Jed runs Stark Industries’ fourth (or perhaps fifth, after this year’s Forbes) closest competitor; they both know that tonight means nothing and that Howard would be horrified at the direction in which Tony has taken Stark Industries the past few years.

“Where’d your friend go?”

“You want him?”

Tony’s gut clenches with disgust, and so does his jaw.

Jed smirks; the lines around his mouth cast into particular relief by the lighting from the bar counter. He’s not bad looking, Tony has to admit that to himself—still has a full head of elegant rusty-blond hair, sharp blue eyes, and he keeps himself in shape. That’s no excuse for him to be a fucking creep, of course, but if he wanted to he could probably attract an age-appropriate version of the escort he brought with him tonight without having to pay.

“If the rumor mill is to be believed that’s not really your thing, but… I’m not stupid. He’s nice to look at and he’s got a brain. If you want him, you’d better get it in before he graduates and gets a real job, and doesn’t need to trick anymore.”

Tony looks down at his empty glass, now actively working on not throwing up. “He’s in college?”

“Just started.”

He has to ask. “How old is he, Jed?”

Jed rolls his eyes and signals the waiter to refill Tony’s scotch. “Relax. He’s eighteen.”

Christ.

“He really is going to run circles around us in the industry one day,” Jed adds. “He just doesn’t know it yet.”

“Hm.”

“What? I’m trying to get a taste while I can. You can’t blame me for that, can you?”

Tony lets out a low breath. He’s done awful things in his life; inherited an empire built on war profiteering, the kind of stuff that running around being Iron Man will never be able to balance out. But that was before, and he wants to think that even the person he used to be, at his lowest point of drunken coked-out stupor, would never have taken advantage of an eighteen-year-old escort who looks like he needs a burger.

“Guess not.” He nods a thanks at the waiter who just topped him off. “Is he with an agency?”

“No. I heard about him from a personal contact who shall remain nameless.” Jed sounds triumphant. The kind of currency this conversation will afford him can’t be quantified. Tony will owe him way more than money. “I can refer him to you. Way he talks about you, he might throw in some bonuses for free. I wouldn’t be surprised.” A hint of bitter jealously tinges his smile. “Must be nice, to be the great Tony Stark.”

“Has its perks.” And then: “He’s… full service?”

“Yes. Costs a pretty penny–he’s smart, like I said. But worth it.”

That’s it. Tony swallows down the bile that’s climbing up his throat, and then pastes on a smirk of his own as he straightens. “Perfect. Where is he?”

“Bathroom around the corner. He had to make a call.”

Tony nods and takes off without another word, making for the nearest men’s. The attendant pockets the hundred-dollar bill he is handed without batting an eye, and moves to stand in front of the door after it shuts, preventing anyone from walking in after Tony.

“…so much fun! I am a beer-pong master.”

The voice is coming from the only stall that’s closed. There’s no one else in here; it’s too perfect.

“Hah, of course responsibly. Responsibly is my middle name!”

Tony leans against the pristine marble sink and crosses his arms over his chest, and knows he’s been noticed because the quality of Peter’s falsely cheery tone is edging towards panic.

“I promise. I do, I promise! Um. Gotta go, okay?” A low chuckle. “Yeah. Love you too.”

The door swings open and Peter walks out gingerly, tucking his phone into his pocket. He seems shocked to discover the identity of the person waiting for him.

“Mr Stark!” he blurts. “It’s you!”

“Sure is.” Tony nods, allowing this, as a splotchy blush blooms on Peter’s cheeks. Red looks purple in the blue light of the bathroom.

“Uh. Wow. Um, can I help you?”

Tony motions at him with his chin. “Who were you lying to just now?”

Peter swallows. “My aunt.” He tries to smile; it’s an endearing attempt, but unsuccessful. “She thinks I’m at a frat party.”

“Cute.”

Peter shrugs. “Can’t really tell her the truth.”

“That some guy who’s old enough to be your dad paid you to attend a DOD gala with him tonight?”

“Uh. I’m not confirming that.” This time, the smile is smaller but genuine. It’s unsettlingly pretty, and Tony blames Jed’s disgusting comments just now for even noticing. “Gotta pay my loans off somehow.”

“Where do you go to school?”

“Columbia.” He hesitates for a second, then adds. “And I’m taking a bunch of MIT’s online modules.”

Tony nods. “Which field?”

“Biotech. Bioengineering.”

“Where do you live?”

“Queens.”

“With your aunt.” Peter nods. “And you commute every day?”

“Yes.”

The more questions he’s asked the more confused Peter starts to look.

“Is your aunt your only source of financial support?”

“…I’m my own source of financial support.”

Tony had suspected, and was afraid of, exactly that answer. “Parents?”

“Dead.”

“No uncle?”

“He died too.”

So he has no one. One person. And it’s made him vulnerable to vultures like Jed, and who knows what else.

“…Why are you asking me all this, Mr Stark?”

When Tony doesn’t respond immediately Peter glances at the door, where the translucent glass reveals the silhouette of the attendant stationed in front of it, guarding it. It’s not fear, however, that makes Peter’s appealing mouth drop open.

He looks back at Tony, eyes widening with realization.

“What do you want from me, Mr Stark?”

But it’s not an accusation.

“I want to help you.”

Peter takes a step towards him. He has a natural guileless air that he must have learned to play into, and no wonder he can charge a ‘pretty penny’.

“Help me how?”

“I want to improve your current setup,” Tony says frankly. “And I’m not trying to ‘save’ you, for the record; you’re free to do whatever you want, including letting other people pay to have sex with you. I’m not asking for control over your life. I’d just like provide a bit of a cushion, that’s all.”

If he’s is going to keep doing this, Tony just wants to make sure it’s out of want, not need. That’s all.

Peter takes another step towards him. “And how would you do that?”

“Simple. I’ll pay you five times whatever Jed is paying you a night, every night, for as long as you let me.”

His pink lips form a shocked little ‘o’.

It’s in this moment that Tony realizes he needs to stop noticing things about Peter’s body.

“Starting as soon as you’ll let me, of course.”

“I.” Peter takes another careful step. Tony has all the power here, all the control—of the situation, socially, financially, even literally, he is taller and broader than this hungry kid—but there’s an instant where he feels cornered. “You’re serious?”

“Dead serious.”

Peter’s final step brings him to a halt right in front of Tony. He looks awed to the point of disbelief.

“Jed pays me five hundred dollars a night,” he says cautiously. “And that’s not counting the, um, extras.”

“I’ll give you ten thousand. Every day.”

There’s a beat of stunned silence.

Then: “That’s twenty times.”

“Hm?”

“You said you’d pay me five times what Jed paid me, before.”

“Then let’s round it to twenty.”

Peter’s expressive eyes search Tony’s face for something.

“I… don’t think I’d know what to do with that much money.”

“Trust me, it’s not hard to find places where money can do good. I have too much of it, and lots of people need it.” People like you, he thinks. And it is for people like Peter that he does this—that he’s become this person.

Since his belated goddamn epiphany after being captured Tony has found a new addiction to replace all of his old ones; the feeling that comes from doing something that is purely righteous. It’s why he puts on that heavy suit every night; he does it for the people who need his help, like this kid. And the feeling that comes with it—it’s uncomplicated, and good. This, now, feels good. To be able to offer Peter this—it’s pure.

Peter sinks to his knees.

“Wh—“

“What do you want first?” Peter asks, breathy and eager, and he leans forward—

“Whoa whoa hey, stop that.”

Tony stumbles backwards, sideways, away, shuffling towards the paper towel dispenser and almost colliding with it. A sickening lick of desire is quickly stifled by the caliber of his revulsion, because fucking hell. Fuck. No. That is not what he meant, and his heart breaks that that’s what Peter assumed.

Peter had started to tip forward but his reflexes are lightning-fast and prevent him from falling flat on his face. Instead, he looks up at Tony with even more confusion. Still on his knees. Still with his jaw hanging open. Still breathing rather heavily.

Tony looks at the floor in order not to notice anything else.

“To be clear, this would be a—uh, platonic arrangement. No actual sexual favors needed in exchange for the expense.”

“…Platonic.”

“Yes.”

When nothing else seems forthcoming, Tony has to look back up.

Peter blinks for several silent, panting seconds, then he finally closes his mouth. He seems upset.

“You don’t want to have sex with me?”

That’s not—“I don’t pay for sex. And no offense, but you’re like twelve.” He’s really not, nor does he look it either, but this will work best for both of them if Tony sticks to that version of the story.

“I’m eighteen.”

“Whatever.”

Peter gets to his feet and squares his well-defined shoulders, and Tony starts to wonder if he’s offended him somehow.

“I don’t understand.”

“I want to help you. I still have a few billions left that I’m trying to get rid of. That’s it.”

But offense seems to have crossed over into suspicion.

“…Why?”

It’s a fair question.


  Why, Tony?


Peter isn’t the first escort he’s ever met. He’s not the first escort he’s ever met who is in college—hell, he’s probably not even the first escort Tony’s ever met who goes to Columbia. And his first thought had been—well, the instinct to feed Peter, immediately followed by the desire to protect him. He’s done it before; helped a few twenty-something aspiring models who tried to reward him in the same way that Peter just did (and were summarily rejected as well). But the others… he got them jobs, or put them in touch with industry.

He’s never offered this type of arrangement to anyone before.

“Is it because of what I said about the arc reactor core?”

Of course.

“Yes.” Tony wipes his palms on his pants leg despite not actually having washed his hands for any reason. “Yes tell me; how did you find out about that?”

“I shouldn’t have mentioned it,” Peter mutters. He makes a face. “I can’t tell you.”

That piques Tony’s interest even more.

“Well, maybe in time you’ll come to trust me.”

“You’re… assuming I’ll say yes?”

Tony smirks a little. “It’s an offer that’s hard to refuse, no? I think you should take it, personally. But I’d also understand if you’d rather call up TMZ tomorrow morning and tell them about this conversation instead.” He pretends to think about it. “Granted, it might make me look even more charitable and magnanimous than I’ve been lately… could make for good PR.” He doesn’t need any more good PR. He’s had all the free good PR he could ever want these past few years: the weapons-manufacturer-mogul turned green-energy-philanthropist angle hasn’t tired out yet. “Kind of a win-win for me, when you think about it.”

“I’d never do that,” Peter says. “I promise I’d never, sir.”

“It’d be your right.” Tony shrugs. “I understand that you have no real reason to trust me other than what’s in the press, but you trusted Jed, so… I suppose I just assumed I’d make it through your vetting process.”

“I vet people who want to pay me to have sex with them. You’re just giving me free stuff. That’s… weird.”

And for all that he gets why this is weird, that right there breaks Tony’s heart some more. Because Peter’s life has led him to the point where he is more suspicious of Tony’s offer than he is of a predatory asshole like Jed. And that’s not okay.

“I won’t deny it’s unusual.” He’s not trying to gaslight anyone, here. “But I trust you’ve been keeping up with the news for the past couple of years? Giving people free stuff has kind of become my thing.”

Time magazine called it ‘Tony Stark’s systematic whittling of the Stark fortune’ in last year’s cover, but ‘giving people free stuff’ is just as accurate.

Peter nods, thoughtful. “Guess that’s true.” He winces. “I don’t mean to sound ungrateful, by the way. And I-I’m sorry that I assumed—“

“Oh no, don’t worry about that.”

“I, right, well. It’s just… it’s… a lot.”

“Of course. I understand.” Maybe he should have started with less money? There’s just something about this kid that makes him want to offer up the world, and a kind world at that. “I want to help you, Peter, not cause you problems.”

Peter bites his lower lip, an unintentionally devastating gesture.

“…Can I think about it?”

 


  Peter


He leaves the gala with Jed and gets through the night with his head full of Tony Stark’s offer. Jed actually stops and asks him if something’s on his mind, at one point, and Peter has to redouble his efforts in order to avoid talking about what happened in the bathroom.

His life could change completely, and it feels unreal. It has to be too good to be true. Tony Stark wants to take him on as some sort of pet project and rescue him; that’s something out of his early teenage fantasies, not his gritty real life. Ten thousand dollars a day is so much money Peter’s brain can barely fathom it; it would cover any expense Peter has, plus any that he could possibly come up with. He could stop sleeping with people for money. It would finally pay off May’s mortgage, and the debt caused by those horrendous hospital bills from Uncle Ben’s final weeks. He could move to the Upper West Side and buy time away from his endless daily commute. It would mean he could buy enough food to eat the number of excess calories he really needs every day. It would mean he could upgrade his spider-suit to be bulletproof, finally—hell, he could have multiple suits. He could help so many more people.

And Stark doesn’t even want to have sex with Peter in order to do it.

And…

And that’s just Peter’s goddamn luck, isn’t it?

*

The next morning, Peter’s day takes on an unreal quality as he struggles to reconcile his memories from the night before with his morning classes, and the two additional papers he’s apparently going to have to find time to write. He sits alone at lunch and checks his bank account to make sure Jed deposited their agreed-upon amount and sees that the nine-hundred-dollar payment was made right on time—and Tony Stark’s voice glibly saying ‘ten thousand’ echoes in the back of his mind like an illicit daydream. He gets less than a third of a paper done after tearing through the meagre cafeteria portions, and knows he comes off as distracted during his afternoon lab, but he can’t help it.


  Giving people free stuff has kind of become my thing.



  I want to help you, Peter, not cause you problems.


May texts him to check in and ask what he wants for dinner, but he lies about meeting up with ‘friends’ in order to patrol. He doesn’t have any real friends around here anymore; Ned is in San Francisco and MJ is in Boston, but he’s lied to May about having fictional college friends before.

He’s lied to May a lot in the past few years.

He rides the J back to Queens still with his brain in a haze, and mindlessly climbs the outside wall of his apartment building, following the shadows of sunset. He opens his well-oiled bedroom window and drops his bag of schoolwork inside, substituting it for his suit and goggles for patrol.

“Peter?”

Peter’s heart jumps, and he scrabbles outside just in time before his door creaks open.

“Peter, are you—oh.” 

There’s a beat of silence, then May sighs and walks to the window.

“Can’t leave that open, kid, someone’s gonna come steal our debt…” she mutters, sliding it shut.

Guilt surges in Peter’s chest as he sticks to the brick wall, listening intently for her retreating footsteps with a thundering heart. When she’s gone, he pulls the red mask over his face and decides to go back to Manhattan, something beyond his spidey-sense drawing him to the city.

He should say yes to Tony Stark’s offer, of course. It’s probably insane that he didn’t do so immediately—but it doesn’t feel real yet.

The truth is that he is deeply embarrassed by his behavior last night. He must have come off as utterly ungrateful, and clueless to boot. Assuming Stark would be interested in him that way was a giant, mortifying mistake, and Peter wishes he could redo the scene more than anything. Stark has hordes of people throwing themselves at his feet, and those hordes have only grown in number since his infamous change of heart. Ugh. The look on his face when Peter dropped to his knees—

“Mom, mom, look! It’s Spider-Man!”

Peter waves at a pre-teen and her family and swings himself around the corner of Broadway and 34th, and in his peripheral vision the thrust of Stark Tower’s silhouette catches his eye.

It’s a staple of the New York skyline. Rumor has it Stark lives in the penthouse, and his well-documented workaholic tendencies permit him to swing down to his offices as he pleases. In fact, an intern wrote an opinion piece in the New York Times about her nighttime encounter with the then-CEO of the company, and about how Stark didn’t hit on her once; instead he was surprisingly gracious, generous, and willing to teach nanoparticle physics well into the morning.

Rumor also has it that Stark helps fund the Iron Man’s nighttime activities from there, though of course no one has been brave enough to openly accuse Tony Stark of that kind of vigilante endorsement.

Distracted by his thoughts, Peter suddenly has to flail to latch his newest web onto the Wicked poster screen and not face-plant on the pavement.

“Okay, that was way too close,” he pants to himself, exhales puffing against the cloth, and a few minutes later he lands on the rooftop of a low brick building to catch his breath.

Which is, of course, when he gets shot.

He feels the stab of pain before he hears the sound, a sharp burst of agony in his left shoulder and then the silencer-spit of the gun, and his spidey-senses haven’t failed him so spectacularly in a very long time.

Turns out, he wasn’t even the intended target— it was a stray bullet and pure chance, as a man on the street down below is clearly fleeing a drive-by. Peter leaps to the ground to stop it, and a few seconds later the unmarked van is driving right into his webbing trap and getting stuck in it.

He webs every door shut for good measure so that the police will find them conveniently ready to be arrested.

“Shit, Spider-Man! Did you get hit?”

Peter turns to the man he just saved. He could have run away during the commotion, but he didn’t.

“I’m fine.” The man’s eyes widen and Peter realizes that his voice came out like a squeak, and totally gave away his age. He clears his throat and stands a bit straighter, ignoring his throbbing shoulder. “I’m good, man,” he growls, nearing the Batman register. “Get out of here.”

To his credit, the man doesn’t need to be told twice; he sprints away without so much as a ‘thank you’—but Peter stopped expecting those ages ago.

Instead, he slings himself a couple of blocks away and hides in someone’s rooftop garden. His shoulder really hurts, but he has to check to see if there’s an exit wound. He’s been shot enough times to know what happens when there isn’t one.

“Please have a hole,” he mutters to himself, wincing as he twists his neck to look. He does not feel like digging around his insides with tweezers, he is too tired, if the universe could just give him this one break, please… “Please have a hole, please have a hole…”

The back of his bloody blue shirt has an exit hole to compliment the entry on his front.

“Thank God.”

He lets out all the air in his lungs in a sob of relief and suddenly his legs give in, knees hitting the floor.

He’ll rest for a moment. He just got shot, he can take a five-minute break.

He pulls the cloth mask away from his mouth, gulping in the night air and making a mental note to experiment with better materials for breathability—when he can afford them. Seconds tick by as the sounds of New York City at night filter in and out of his sensitive hearing… distant sirens call him in northeast and southwest directions simultaneously; someone is shouting in anger four blocks away; a dog barks furiously in one of the apartments of the building across the street…

Unfortunately, as he kneels amidst this stranger’s well-kept plants and fairy lights, he can’t help his thoughts from drifting back to the memory of kneeling for Mr Stark in the bathroom. Stark’s kind eyes had seemed genuine, but nothing in Peter’s life has been that easy. It seems insane that something so good would drop into his lap without a catch.

Because the catch certainly isn’t that Mr Stark wants to sleep with him. The disgust in his eyes when he stumbled away from Peter was real, and humiliating, and that at least is in line with how things usually go for him. Of course, his childhood hero, the one man Peter would have happily had sex with for free, doesn’t want him. And maybe at some point he’ll stop wallowing about that fact, but today is looking like it won’t be that day.

Man, he’s pathetic.

“Get it together, Parker,” he mutters to himself. “You haven’t totally screwed it up yet. Offer still stands.”

Stark gave him a cell number to call when he made his decision, and there’s no doubt in Peter’s mind it’ll be his publicist’s, or one of his interns’ numbers. He wonders what Stark told them about why Peter will call. A tiny part of him is still worried that it was the most elaborate billionaire prank ever, and someone at the other end of the line is going to laugh themselves sick. He wonders if Stark wants to interrogate him about the arc reactor core—

Movement.

There’s a reflective speck heading towards Stark Tower. Something airborne.

Peter frowns and squints, his excellent vision not quite excellent enough to give him a clear sense for what the projectile is. It’s not going fast enough to be a missile—but then again who knows.

His shoulder still hurts but the new flood of adrenalin dispels any exhaustion he might have been feeling. He tugs his mask back on, jumps to his feet and starts to run, and then starts webbing his way over there, fast, faster, watching the flying object get closer and closer to the roof of the Tower, wondering whether he’s about to bear witness to the attempted murder of Tony Stark (wondering whether his moment of respite cost him the precious seconds needed to prevent it).

As he gets closer to the building the figure lands on the roof, and he realizes it’s just that; a landing. Not a projectile, but a visitor.

So it’s true? he thinks to himself, relieved and intrigued all at once. Tony Stark is funding the Iron Man?

He jumps from a nearby rooftop onto the 40th floor and attaches to the paneling of the Tower, this time taking a moment to tune in with his spidey-senses. Tapping into them feels like stretching an overused muscle lately—a limb that is sore, and fatigued. But he pushes himself to deliberately feel out any obvious traps, or signs that he triggered the security system.

Nothing rings any bells, so he starts to climb, careful as the nighttime breeze becomes the nighttime wind, buffeting his frame the further up he goes. His shoulder aches and his left arm feels weak, but he pushes past the pain. The steady trickle of blood has slowed to a drip by the time he’s nearing the top.

The second he crawls over the lip at the edge he realizes just how colossal his mistake was.

“Tony,” a female voice projects over well-hidden speakers. “There is an intruder on the roof.”

Floodlights erupt out of nowhere and bathe Peter’s prone frame in blinding white focus.

“Would you like me to eliminate him?” the female voice asks politely in an Irish accent.

“Whoa, whoa, hey!” Peter yells, rolling to lie on his back and lifting his hands in the air. “Please don’t eliminate me!”

He hears a confusing cacophony of metallic clatters and clacks, and the swish of automated doors. He can barely see past the wattage being aimed at him despite his protective goggles.

“I come in peace, Mr Iron Man, sir!”

“Stand down, FRIDAY,” says a tinny metal voice, and the floodlights dim.

Peter unsquints his eyes and blinks a few times, trying to adjust to the spots. He can tell that the large outline of a man is walking towards him, but that’s about it. The footsteps sound heavy.

“Why are you on my roof?”

“I… uh, was coming to save you?”

Things start to come into focus and Peter’s belly swoops when he realizes the massive frame of the Iron Man is standing over him, in all of its up-close gleaming glory. Mythical. Legendary. Epic. And with the glowing arc reactor in the middle of his chest.

“You… were going to save me.”

This is bad. Peter can’t afford to be on Iron Man’s radar; the main reason he’s managed to keep his identity a secret is that he’s kept things small scale.

“I have… powers.” He has never sounded lamer.

“Yes, I recognize the fashion crime that is that onesie from YouTube and TikTok. I think I saw you lift a car a couple of weeks ago—you’re the-ah, Spider-Guy. Spider-Boy. Right? Spider… something, I can never remember.”

His voice sounds…

“Spider-Man,” Peter says.

“That’s the one.” He clicks his fingers, which makes a slick metallic noise. “Thought you operated mostly in Queens, Spider-Man.”

“I usually do.”

The impassive chrome head tilts slightly sideways, considering. His figure looms truly enormous, and would be terrifying if his intonation wasn’t starting to sound really familiar.

“You sound like a boy to me, kid.”

Peter pitches his own voice at a lower register (if not quite Batman levels this time). “I’m not a kid.”

“By what metric? Because I’d like to know what the state of New York has to say about—hey.”

Abruptly, a plated arm points at Peter’s shoulder, and when he speaks next his tone is completely different and completely serious.

“Is that blood?”

His voice has almost exactly the same timber as—

“Kid—are you shot?”

And with a whirr the helmet opens to reveal Tony Stark’s concerned face.

Peter feels his mouth drop open as the Iron Man armor rattles apart, allowing Mr Stark to quickly walk out of it and drop down to crouch over Peter’s frame.

“Y-you’re… Iron Man…?”

“When did this happen?” Stark snaps at Peter, and he immediately sets to tearing the sleeve of Peter’s shirt open to get a look at his shoulder, palpating Peter’s bare skin with surprisingly rough hands. “How is your breathing? Is there an exit wound?”

“I—“

Stark leans forward and looks for himself, and nods at what he sees. “Okay, good. How is your breathing?”

“I—s’fine, you… you’re, you’re the Iron Man—“

“Yeah, yeah, who saw that coming.” He makes a dismissive hand gesture. “FRIDAY, please call Dr Cho, we have an emergency in the Tower.”

That command finally snaps Peter out of his revelation stupor. 

“N-no, no, I’m fine.” He squirms away from Stark’s strong grip, skin exposed to the chilly air, sleeve hanging. “I have… powers. I-I’ll heal.”

Stark blinks.

“Please. Please don’t call a doctor.”

“You’re worried about your secret identity?”

Peter shrugs, then immediately regrets it. Ow. “Such as it is.”

It makes Stark snort in amusement. “‘Such as it is’…” he echoes, and shuffles closer to Peter again, though he doesn’t touch him. “Okay. Fine, no doctors. FRIDAY, you get that?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Will you let me patch you up, at least?”

Peter thinks about it. The odds of him staying here and not being found out are abysmal, but he could keep his mask and goggles on and Stark might not put two-and-two together. After all, in Stark’s mind Peter is a high-end escort he met at an event across the city, in a context so different from this one as to be laughable.

“I should clarify that I phrased that as a question, and I believe in bodily autonomy and all that, but I am not going to let you bleed out on my roof.” Stark’s eyes are stern, and it is profoundly stupid for Peter’s libido to take any interest in that. He’s been shot, surely that should inactivate it. “Or anywhere else, for that matter. I’ll hold you here if I have to, kid.”

Fuck.

“I… no offense, but you’d need your suit to do that. Healing isn’t my only superpower.”

“Oh I know that. But I hope it doesn’t come to a fight, because I am prepared to pin you down.” He smirks. “And not in the fun, obviously sexual way that came out, for the record.”

Peter deflates. “I won’t fight you, sir.”

“Good.”

He gingerly gets to his feet, Mr Stark hovering in front of him with his arms partially outstretched like he’s afraid Peter’s about to pass out and fall on him.

Iron Man is worried about him. Iron Man. The most famous superhero in the world just offered to stitch up Peter’s little patrol wound. And that makes twice in two days that Peter has responded to a kind, generous and selfless offer from this man with what amounts to guarded rudeness.

“I don’t mean to sound ungrateful, by the way,” Peter tells him, sincerely. “It’s just… it’s… a lot.”

“Don’t worry about—“ But Mr Stark goes silent, and suddenly Peter feels the atmosphere alter completely.

He just gave away something—something he won’t be able to take back.

Stark’s inky black eyes are wide with shock, and there’s no way he… he can’t have recognized him… already?

“Peter?”

 

  



2. The Convenience Fee


    
    
  Tony


It’s the way his movements are practiced, routine—he’s been shot before.

Multiple times.

A bitter taste of dread is starting to coat the back of Tony’s throat. Peter’s body is unblemished, but Tony can tell that this kid has gone through more than his fair share of violence. Whatever the fuck a ‘fair share’ of violence even means… he has been through far too much for any human being to withstand, let alone one his age. He told Tony briefly about being bitten by a radioactive spider during a high school field trip, but they haven’t exactly covered the implications of his secret identity yet. And Tony is starting to suspect that he will not like what they are, even after setting aside the stunts he’s seen Spider-Man pull on YouTube.

“And you’re sure you don’t want my help.”

“I got it. Thanks, Mr Stark.”

Peter agreed to take off his clothes and change into one of Tony’s robes (a midnight-blue one he picked out himself) to get cleaned up, and now he sits at the lip of Tony’s enormous tub with it pooled around his waist. He looks like a marble carving, the way his muscles are outlined under his skin, and not at all like a child. If it weren’t for the actual actions he is performing this whole scene would look illicit in the worst possible way, but as is DUM-E brought him the medical supplies he asked for and Tony is left to watch, helpless from the corner of the bathroom, as Peter cleans out the bullet holes in his shoulder with sterile saline.

“Oh um, where’d my suit end up?” he mumbles after a few quiet moments, head twisted to the side. A strand of hair is falling into his eyes because of the angle; he blew at it a minute ago but it just fell right back into place. “Mr Stark?”

“Hm?”

“My suit? I thought I left it on the floor.”

“That hand-stitched bloodstained disaster? I burned it.”

His head snaps up. “You what?”

“Well, I had FRIDAY burn it.”

“But.” He looks crestfallen. “But I need it.”

A stab of horrible, horrible guilt assaults Tony right in the gut. “I’ll get you something better.”

“But it was working fine.”

“I find that hard to believe.”

A tiny frown appears. “I’ve been Spider-Man for four years now, sir. I know what I’m doing.”

“You literally just got shot, Peter.”

Peter sighs and doesn’t respond, instead grabbing the suture materials. Big whoop, the sigh said.

I need saving! Tony heard.

“I’ll get you something temporary as soon as possible. I’m sorry. I should have asked first.” He is sorry and he does mean it, but he’s also already mentally planning all those upgrades he’s going to gift Peter with as soon as he is allowed. They haven’t mentioned Tony’s first proposal yet—the money he offered Peter when he met him yesterday and only knew him as an escort. Tony hasn’t forgotten, though. “I thought you weren’t supposed to stitch up gunshot wounds,” he adds, mostly for something to say.

“I found it helps them heal faster, and.” A self-conscious pause. “And it helps prevent stains on my clothes. Don’t wanna make my Aunt suspicious.”

God, that’s fucking terrible. The image of this kid sneaking into his apartment through a window, washing those rags in a sink to remove the bloodstains before he throws them in the laundry… Tony might be sick.

“I see.”

When he’s finished, Peter sets the needle driver and spare suture carefully down onto the sterile platter DUM-E is carrying, and then seemingly unconsciously pets him like he’s a good dog.

Something inside Tony’s chest twinges, but he looks down and the arc reactor is glowing, active and fully functional as it should be.

“It’ll heal in a couple of days,” Peter tells him, sticking on a gauze dressing. And then, a bit more shyly. “Sorry.”

“What are you sorry for?”

“Uh, breaking into your penthouse. Using up your suture materials. Taking up so much of your time, when I’m sure you’re tired and—“

“Peter. I’m glad you’re here. I want to help you.” He stands up and walks over to him. “I’m glad you broke into my penthouse and used my suture materials.”

Peter blinks up at him.

From this angle, the dip of his collarbones is a chasm, and his muscled shoulders have an uncomfortable degree of definition; the word ‘hungry’ flits by Tony’s mind again. The waves of dark fabric at his waist also appear more precarious than before; the robe’s silk is such high quality that it’s threatening to unfurl and flutter right off those narrow hips, revealing the places Peter charges dirty old men hundreds of dollars to see.

“In fact, can I convince you to stay for dinner?”

Peter’s eyes widen. He shifts, causing the silk to slide dangerously. “Oh, I couldn’t—“

“Sure you could. Come on, follow me.”

Tony suspects it would come off as terribly entitled to ask him to re-don the robe and tie it properly, so he turns around and leaves the bathroom instead.

He listens for them and is promptly rewarded by the pitter-patter of Peter’s bare feet on the floor as he follows Tony to his open-plan living area.

“Mr Stark, I-I should really be getting home. My aunt—“

“Can wait until you’ve had dinner. Or doesn’t even know you’ve left,” Tony guesses, and is proven right by Peter’s guilty flinch. At least he’s wearing the robe around his shoulders again, though now that his wound is covered the picture his presence creates is undeniable. (Except that a picture is just that, and it would take more than a thousand words to describe the extreme circumstances that landed them here.)

“I was about to eat, c’mon. Join me. I’m dying to hear from the only other local superhero. Thought I was the big man on campus, now I see I should just retire, if you’re shrugging off bullet wounds.”

Peter snorts, smiling. “If you think I’m the only other local superhero, the YouTube algorithm has really skewed your perception of reality.”

Tony laughs and takes out a container of his best leftovers—pasta from Giovanni’s, half a Lucali pizza he’ll reheat in the oven, and he sets some Hulk-A-Hulk-A-Burning Fudge out to thaw.

Peter watches him for a moment, then hops onto one of the bar stools, crossing his legs at the ankles like it’s nothing.

“So… how does it work?” he asks him. “Being Iron Man and Tony Stark all in one?”

Tony shrugs. “I imagine having a secret identity isn’t a foreign concept to you.”

“Well… no.” A sheepish smile. “I have two, kind of.”

“Right. Well… I’m sure you’ve seen the news. Or the fancams, anyway—I can get places quickly, help people. Stop people who need to be stopped. And that’s easier to do as Iron Man than as Tony Stark, the Iron Man. Can you imagine Steve Rogers having a day job?”

Peter shakes his head.

“Right. Well, same principle applies. I’m not the CEO anymore, but I still enjoy my work, and I want to keep doing it.”

He sounds like such a ‘cake and eat it too’ privileged asshole, telling this starving young sex worker all of this. But Peter looks bright-eyed and riveted, and next thing he knows Tony is admitting something he’s never told anyone:

“I did think about just telling people it was me; back when the press still hadn’t decided whether the Iron Man was a force for good or not—during my first big press conference after being kidnapped. Hard not to want the recognition… But then I didn’t.” He has a depressing thought. “You must’ve been a toddler back then, hm?”

“I think I was ten.”

“Fuck, I’m old.”

Peter laughs, and the twinge in Tony’s chest returns—but the arc reactor still looks fine.

“Aren’t you forty-two?”

“Going on forty-three.”

“That’s not old.”

Tony checks the oven and decides the pizza is ready. “Agree to disagree, kid.”

“I’m not a kid.”

He doesn’t sound upset by the moniker but Tony hears what he’s saying. It’s in the gravity in his voice, and in the healing gunshot wound in his shoulder. It was in the possessive look in Jed’s eyes last night, too. Peter is not a kid by any definition of the word, and the legal one is the least of them.

“What about War Machine?” Peter asks after a pause.

“That’s my buddy Rhodey.” Oops. He probably should have asked Rhodes about giving away his identity. What is it about this kid who isn’t a kid at all? “Robin to my Batman, so to speak. Though he likes to think it’s the other way around.”

He sets a plate in front of Peter, who smiles. “His suit is bigger than yours.”

“Size isn’t everything, Mr Parker.”

“Oh trust me, I know.”

The smile scrunches up into a moue of distaste, and if Tony had the addresses of the men who put that look there he would go on a berserk killing spree tonight, so sudden and utterly devastating is the caliber of his fury.

“Thanks for this, Mr Stark. Really.”

Did one of them push in too quickly? Not give him enough prep? Not use enough lubricant?

“Um.”

Who the fuck hurt this kid and where the fuck are they right this second?

“Mr Stark?”

Tony blinks, and finds that his fist was clenched so tightly he has indents of his own nails into his palm.

The red-hot anger abates slightly when faced with Peter’s puzzled brown eyes.

“Sorry. Muscle spasm—told you I’m old. Please start, I’ll be with you in a second.”

He turns back around to grab his own plate and takes a bracing breath. He knew the world was like this. He’s known this his whole life; he just chose to ignore it for the first couple of decades, and now it’s his duty to make penance. If part of his penance is this feeling, then he should focus on all the ways he has to help Peter.

Unfortunately, it turns out the night has one more unpleasant revelation in store for him.

Tony hadn’t expected to be unnerved by watching Peter eat, but he is. Peter is polite but furtive, scarfing down as much as he can the moment he thinks Tony’s attention is elsewhere (as if Tony’s attention has been anywhere but on him since the kid snuck onto his roof). He probably should have expected this; Tony’s first thought on seeing him had been a desire to feed him, after all, but it is awful to observe the pattern in real time. It’s impossible not to associate this attitude with his recollection of Peter’s naked torso. Impossible, also, not note how too-sharp cheekbones arrow down to lips that the blood loss made an even paler shade of pink.

He serves Peter seconds (he finds a lasagna in the fridge) while they chat, and then pushes the food in his plate around until Peter is finished so he can offer him his portion, too.

Peter accepts both with a healthy shine to his eyes, his cheeks flushed by the end of the meal.

“Oh and I’ve always wondered: why do you guys never work in teams?”

“A group of superheroes?” Tony’s had the thought before, but he doesn’t really see that working out. “Sounds like a powder-keg with overcomplicated dynamics if you ask me. Captain America and the Falcon have their own thing going, and so do the Black Widow and Hawkeye, and I can’t really see Thor playing nice with others. Plus he doesn’t seem like a reliable texter.” Peter grins. “It’s a nice idea, just not realistic. Though I’ll tell you who I’d want on mine and Rhodey’s team—Dr Banner.”

He punctuates the statement by plopping down the tub of ice cream in front of Peter’s nose.

“I wish I could meet him,” Peter says, automatically digging in with a tablespoon. “His Gamma radiation papers are so freaking good, I stayed up until 4 a.m. reading the one about the Higgs/Gamma interactions the day it was published.”

“…You were reading Banner’s research at fourteen?”

A blink. “Well… yeah.” Peter’s lips twitch. “Didn’t you have a doctorate by then?”

Tony snorts. “I was nineteen when I got my first doctorate, buddy.”

“Oh well, then.”

Time flies by as they chatter idly about Peter’s YouTube fame (turns out he started uploading the videos to monetize them, of course), crime in New York, crime in, well, the rest of the world, and almost everything other than Peter’s bill-paying job. Before Tony knows it, he’s realizing that it’s two in the morning and if this kid’s aunt does wake up and check on him she’s going to panic.

“Let me drop you off,” he says, hopping off his stool.

“That’s okay, I can web over.”

“Nonsense. You got shot earlier, remember? And then I burned your suit.” He points Peter back towards his bedroom. “Grab some clothes and let’s go.”

“You want me to take your clothes?” Peter looks skeptical.

“What?” He’ll probably swim in them a little, but he’s not that much shorter than Tony, so they should serve their purpose. “There should be some jeans and sweaters in the walk-in closet by the en-suite.”

“I.” He mouths silently for a few moments. “Um, okay I guess. Thank you. Again.”

“Don’t mention it.”

Tony throws his jacket on and grabs the Maserati car keys while Peter shuffles off to get dressed, and then he realizes that they’re going to have to take the private elevator to the garage in order to avoid the doorman. David can’t be expected to understand that this late night encounter is anything other than completely innocent and is, in fact, work-related.

Not with Peter looking the way he does, and clothed in Tony’s expensive wardrobe.

*

Once in the elevator, Peter fidgets with the sleeve of the MIT hoodie he picked out.

“Um, Mr Stark… about, um. Last night.”

Finally. “Yes?”

“You… really don’t need to do that, sir. I’m okay.”

Tony was expecting something like this. “No one’s trying to tell you that you’re doing things wrong, Peter. And I know I don’t need to do it—I want to.”

Peter blinks silently for a few moments. The hoodie looks good on him; his shoulders fill it out nicely, even though he’s small.

“I can’t accept.”

Tony’s stomach sinks.

Peter looks as though he surprised even himself by saying it, but he doesn’t take it back.

“It wouldn’t feel right, to just take your money without, um, doing anything in return.” He blushes a little, and Tony wonders, vaguely, about the things Peter has done for cash somehow not immunizing him to something so simple as embarrassment.

“But I don’t want anything in—“

“I know. You said.”

The elevator dings and spills them into Tony’s parking lot. He used to have an obscene number of cars down here; he donated or sold most of them, but the Maserati holds a somewhat special place in his heart. Plus Peter deserves to experience that degree of luxury without having to ‘do anything in return’ for it.

“I just can’t. I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be sorry,” Tony says automatically, but he is undeniably disappointed. Crushed, even, in a way that’s probably quite disproportionate to this situation. “Don’t be. I didn’t want to impose anything—I didn’t mean to add stress to your life.”

He opens the backseat side door for Peter, who looks confused and doesn’t actually sit until he watches Tony walk around to get in the back as well.

Comprehension dawns. “Self-driving.” He smiles a little and settles in next to Tony. “Nice.” But the smile quickly fades as the Mas starts up. “I really am sorry.”

Maybe he’s sensing how disappointed Tony feels.

“Don’t be. Just know that if you change your mind, the offer stands. In fact, I hope you will call me the moment it does.”

Peter nods thoughtfully, and seems to burrow deeper into the hoodie.

They speed along the streets of Manhattan easily, as there isn’t much traffic at this hour, and a neutral silence envelops the car. Eventually, Peter leans his head against the window on his side.

What a fascinating creature, Tony finds himself thinking. Student by day, crime-fighting superhero by night, and sex-worker for the dusky moments in between. He wonders, as was inevitable, how on earth Peter ended up here at a mere eighteen years old—surely a story much more complex than a spider-bite on a school trip. And what an uncomfortable thought, to try to imagine who the first person was who paid money to do obscene things to this body. What an awful notion, to wonder how that must have come about, and why. This body that is clad in Tony’s clothes, comfortably resting in the back of Tony’s car. This body that can fling him from building to building, and lift a bus, and take a bullet—and make a man shell out hundreds of dollars a night.

“Can I ask you a question, Mr Stark?”

Tony’s chest twinges again, and he resolves to run a full diagnostic on the arc reactor when he gets back tonight.

“Shoot.”

Peter looks at him. “Does Jed think you… hired me?”

Oh he’s smart. Mustn’t forget that that body is host to a whip-smart brain. “Probably.”

He nods to himself. “Okay. Should I… tell him the truth? Next time I see him?”

“I don’t care.” He does, a little. But probably not in the way Peter thinks. “Do you want to tell him the truth? Is he the jealous type?” Because if he is, Tony is going to have him murdered by one of his drones. “If it’ll make your life easier to reassure him he’s the only tech mogul who you see—“

“No. I think…” Peter swallows. “I don’t mind letting him think that you are also… hiring me. If… if that’s okay.”

“Oh. So you do want him to think that.”

“Yeah.”

Interesting.

“That’s fine by me, Peter. Let me know if there’s anything I can do—like I said, I’m here to help.”

“Thanks, sir.”

Will it drive up his rates, to imply that his services are in demand by the one and only Tony Stark? Is that why Peter wants to keep the ruse going?

“No problem.” They are almost at the address in Queens Peter gave to FRIDAY. “How is your shoulder feeling?”

“Hm? Oh it’s fine.” He rolls it to show off and determinedly doesn’t flinch, which isn’t fooling Tony anytime soon. “See?”

The car slows to a stop, and there’s a beat of silence.

“I really hate to drop you off at home instead of a hospital, kid, I’m not gonna lie.” The street is deserted but the large apartment building is clearly still alive despite the hour; muted music streaming from the one window, a loud argument coming from another… “If I had hired you, I’d at least be tipping generously for the inconvenience.”

Peter makes a little noise that’s a cross between a snort and a giggle. “If you had hired me, I don’t think it’d be my shoulder that was sore.”

And with that line, he smiles sweetly and gets out of the car.

“Thanks for everything, Mr Stark. Really.” The smile turns sincere, more sheepish. “I-I’m sure I’ll see you around.” He shuts the door and starts to walk away, and Tony finds himself sliding across the seats to the cushion he just vacated, to be closer to the window that FRIDAY conveniently rolls down.

“Come to the Tower next week,” he calls after him, and Peter turns in the middle of the sidewalk. Tony racks his brain and comes up with: “I’ll make you a new suit. It’s only fair, since I destroyed your last one.”

Peter hesitates for a second, but then he grins. “Okay. Deal.”

“And you’ll tell me how you found out about the arc reactor?”

“Nope.”

“So that’s a maybe.”

“’Night, Mr Stark.”

Tony grins down at his lap as the car starts to pull away, tight appreciation in his chest. What a brilliant, special kid. And how goddamn righteous, too, refusing Tony’s offer to the bitter end despite the ease it would afford him, just on the basis of principle.

But the elation is short-lived, as he is reminded of the polite request Peter made right before his parting quip. To keep letting Jed believe that Tony hired Peter.

If Jed believes it then by extension so will the select others he chooses to tell—and probably the tech industry rumor mill will latch on to the story soon enough. Hopefully the association with Tony’s name will afford Peter some sort of protection; maybe that’s what it’s about, and not about money or rates at all. Maybe Tony should help fuel the rumor, too—after all, he doesn’t give a shit about his reputation taking a nosedive for the first time in eight years, and if it might help Peter…

“Sir, you asked me to remind you that we’re trying to not stay up until 3am anymore,” FRIDAY says into the silence.

“Today was an exception.” And completely worth it.


  “Very well, sir. Do you want me to classify Peter Parker as an exception in the system?”


Without a moment’s hesitation, Tony says: “Yes.”

Peter is an exception all right. It’s been a long time since Tony has felt this way—unsettled, and outsmarted, and more than a little bit out of his depth.


  Does Jed think you… hired me?


‘Hired’. What a neat little euphemism for ‘fucked’.

 


  Peter


Tony Stark is Iron Man.

Tony freaking Stark is goddamn Iron Man, and even before he found that out Peter wanted to sleep with him—now that he knows Stark is an action hero in addition to a charitable one, the whole thing seems even more unfair. Christ. And his MIT hoodie is draped over Peter’s desk chair, smelling of him still.

Peter’s life is pretty surreal at baseline, but the past couple of days have taken it to new extremes.

He can’t fall asleep despite the late hour, so he’s still awake around four in the morning when his phone beeps with a notification; the specific bell tone he’s set for his clients.

It’s Dr Banks’ burner account. He had booked Peter’s company for Friday night in advance but had only mentioned an event and not gotten into specifics—well, the specifics have arrived, as per Peter’s stipulations.


  Stark Industries’ 8th annual charity concert



  Hall C



  The Ritz-Carlton Hotel



  50 Central Park S



  New York, NY 10019


“…Oh crap.”

When he told Mr Stark he’d see him around, he’d suspected something like this might come up sooner or later.

He just didn’t think it would be this soon.

*

Dr Banks is the reason Peter found out about the arc reactor technology, and that reason is that Phillip Banks is Stark Industries’ CIO.

Phil likes to brag—not openly, not the way Jed does, but in his own way he is the worst kind of show-off. He’ll leave criminally expensive watches on the floor of his bedroom for Peter to find, or name-drop Jay-Z and then make it sound like a genuine accident. He also likes that Peter can appreciate how important his work is, and so he’ll leave his computers running throughout the night; the latest, most cutting-edge SI projects displayed for Peter to salivate over. He’s young, for a CIO—only in his late thirties, and he likes to bring that up too.

All that being said, he’s never shown off Peter at an event before.


  I want you in the midnight-blue suit



  We’ll tell people you’re my mentee through Columbia


Peter ignores the texts during class, stomach rumbling. He has three days to figure out how he’s going to handle showing up at this event now that him and Tony Stark know each other’s secret identities. Mr Stark will probably make the arc reactor connection immediately when he realizes who has hired Peter’s services within his company, so he’ll have to talk to him beforehand or risk getting Phil fired.


  Kate will be there but we might just have to sneak away for a few minutes


Oh yeah—Phil is married. To a woman.

He’s into the secrecy of it; the fact that it’s wrong and dirty. Peter’s stomach still turns at the thought of meeting his wife—it’s always easier when he can’t put a face to the name. He knows most of his clients are married, but it’s usually an unspoken agreement that the spouses won’t really come up during their time with Peter.

Ugh. He wishes he could get Phil fired. Phil sucks.

“…wants to take a shot at it. Anyone?”

The professor looks around the class hopefully. Silent, politely confused faces look back.

“Fine.” Dr Olusanya rolls her eyes with resignation and turns to him. “Mr Parker?”

“It’s an applied Bernoulli’s.”

“Care to explain it to the class?”

“Um. Sure.” He launches into the explanation while Dr Olusanya watches on, smiling helplessly and nodding along when he gets it right.

Two weeks into the semester, she had made him promise not to answer questions in class until literally nobody else could figure them out.

*

He’s walking away from campus when his phone buzzes again, this time from his regular ringtone.

“Hello?”

“Pete! It’s your best friend!”

Peter breaks into a smile, and affects a confused voice. “MJ? Man, your voice changed recently.”

“How dare you!”

He laughs. “How are you, man?”

“Good, good. How are you? How’s the hustle?” Ned worries about Peter’s side-job a lot. It’s probably a good thing he doesn’t know about the one where Peter jumps in front of moving cars and fights crime. “You staying safe?”

“Subtle.”

“Really? I wasn’t trying to be.”

Peter sighs. “I’m fine. I told you I’ve got it under control. And I’m gonna quit when I graduate.”

“That’s still four years—ugh. Fine.” They’ve had this argument too many times. “Still haven’t told May?”

“Of course not, she’d flip.”

It’s Ned’s turn to sigh. “Yeah, I know. It’s okay, you can keep talking to me about it. I’m here for you.” Sometimes it kills Peter, how blindly supportive Ned is, even about this. He misses him so much—him and MJ have been gone for six months now.

He’s so damn lonely.

“So… any fun events recently? Or more useless bling? Gossip?”

Well. Technically, it happened before his secret identity as Spider-Man entered the picture. “I met Tony Stark.”

“No freaking way!”

He retells a heavily edited version of his meeting with Mr Stark while walking to the subway, and fanboying with Ned does make him feel a bit better, a little less alone for a moment.

But then he sees something that stops him in his tracks, as well as mid-sentence.

There’s a man in a suit standing at the subway entrance, with a sign that says ‘Peter Parker’. Like at an airport pickup, except this is anything but that.

“I, uh—Ned, I’m gonna have to call you back.”

“Are you oka—“

He hangs up, staring.

“Hello Mr Parker,” the man says. He seems certain to be speaking to the right person.

If he’s some sort of crazy stalker… or if he figured out Peter’s ultimate secret…

“I work for Tony Stark.”

The homeless man sitting on the subway steps raises his eyebrows.

“I’m here to drive you to your check-up.”

“My… check-up.”

“Yes. With the doctor.”

Peter silently weighs his options. There are people all around them on the street, and if he wanted to run he is certain he’d get away; his web shooters are concealed under his hoodie sleeves, after all. But if this man really does work for Mr Stark then Peter probably wants to find out what’s going on here.

“The car is right around the corner, if you’ll just follow me.”

Still, Peter hesitates. It’s like every cautionary tale ever, and he’s not stupid.

As the silence stretches on, the homeless man stands up. “Hey man, this kid doesn’t seem to know what you’re talking about.”

Peter’s heart clenches with gratitude. “It’s—thank you. It’s okay, I had just… forgotten.” He looks at the stranger and his funny little sign, and an idea forms. “If you do work for Mr Stark, you must know what Mr Stark offered to do for me the first time we met,” he says.

It’s a gamble, since the odds of Mr Stark divulging such an offer to a random henchman aren’t exactly a hundred percent, but the man nods.

“Okay. Then you should be able to inform him of the fact that I will agree to it for one day. Today, actually. And that I want the amount in full, in cash, now.”

The henchman gapes at him.

“And I want you to give it to him before I agree to go with you.” He points at the man on the steps, who seems to be growing more confused by the second.

“Are… are you serious.”

“Yup. I’ll wait here.” He crosses his arms over his chest and squares his shoulders. “I’ll go with you once he gets the money.”

Mr Stark’s henchman stares at him for a long moment, and then he tosses the ‘Peter Parker’ sign in the garbage and takes out his phone. “I gotta make a few phone calls.”

“I’ll wait,” Peter repeats cheerfully, and watches him walk away. He turns to the man on the steps. “What’s your name, sir?”

“Robert. Bob.”

“Nice to meet you, Bob. You want a kebab while we wait? I’m pretty hungry.” He always is, and he’d been counting on the extra five dollars for his fare, but this’ll be worth it. And he might be about to get a ride, anyway.

Bob’s eyes go filmy, and he nods. “Thanks, kid.”

Peter nods back.

*

Mr Stark’s man is called Happy Hogan, and he comes back around forty minutes later to find Peter and Bob eating kebabs by the subway entrance and having a grave conversation about PTSD and the war.

“Your demands,” Mr Hogan says to Peter, handing Bob a heavy rucksack.

“Thanks. I’ll see you around, Bob. Good luck.”

Bob is speechless, and Peter leaves with Mr Hogan before he can manage a single word. Hogan leads him to the Maserati Peter rode in last time, and instructs him to get into the back seat while he himself settles in to drive.

“Where are you taking me?” Peter asks him, mentally making schedule adjustments to account for this trip. He still has schoolwork to finish, and patrol to do. Not to mention a decision to make about how to tell Mr Stark about Phil Banks and the Stark Industries event.

“I’m taking you to see a doctor, I told you.” Hogan sighs. “Tony does shit like this—gestures, without thinking it through. Should’ve figured me showing up to whisk you away would make you suspicious. He didn’t tell you he’d arranged this?”

“He couldn’t. He doesn’t have my number.”

There’s a pause, and then Hogan chuckles. “That’s cute. I thought you were supposed to be some sort of escort-slash-tech genius?”

Peter feels instantly embarrassed at his naiveté.

“If Tony Stark wanted to call you, we would have called.” Hogan tilts his head and amends: “He probably did want to call, but I think he was afraid you’d refuse the check-up and so decided not to. I can already tell you’re stubborn. You two have that in common, which makes my life really easy. Thanks for that, by the way.”

“I almost did refuse,” Peter admits.

“I’m glad you didn’t. He said you got shot last night.” A tinge of concern has crept into Hogan’s voice, and Peter espies him looking at him from the rearview mirror. “How old are you, again?”

“What did he tell you about me, exactly?”

How many henchmen know about Peter being Spider-Man? And why did it take less than twenty-four hours for Mr Stark to start divulging his secret identity?

“That he met you at the gala and tried to offer you a ridiculous amount of money in exchange for nothing.” He makes it sound like Mr Stark does that every other week—he probably does, for all Peter knows. “And you said no, like some sort of saint. But then you turned out to be that Spider-Kid from TikTok my niece is obsessed with. And you refused to go to the hospital last night even though you’d been shot.”

Yeah, that’s everything.

“Seriously… are you safe, kid?”

They don’t understand that he has to do it. All of it.

“I’m not a kid,” Peter responds tiredly, and resigns himself to a doctor’s visit where he has to lie a bunch more. He lies so much these days that he’s really starting to pull them off.

*

The doctor is not what Peter was expecting. His name is Dr Strange, he’s clearly magic, and he sees Peter in his ‘sanctum’, whatever that means, instead of a clinic. The fact that the man is obviously not fazed by Peter’s impossible supernatural abilities does make the visit pretty painless, however, and then Mr Hogan offers to drive him home after, so all in all it could have been worse.

It’s still later than Peter had hoped, and he is stressed and on edge by the time he says goodbye to Mr Hogan, who annoyingly does not drive away immediately and instead watches Peter walk into the building.

Worst of all, though, is that he runs into Porter on his way up to the apartment.

“Peter. You look tired.”

“M’fine.” He’s exhausted, and he really didn’t feel like seeing his landlord today of all days.

Porter frowns, his bushy brows drawing in in concern. “You gotta take better care of yourself, kiddo.”

Peter keeps walking down the hall, and doesn’t answer.

In truth, it was Mr Porter who gave him the idea—he’s how it all started; the sex work. Peter was fifteen at the time, and Uncle Ben had died six months before. May lived in a fog of depression those first few months… she’d only eat if Peter fed her, had to take leave from work, and, apparently, forgot to pay the rent. Twice.

Porter had suggested Peter make up the money in other ways.

He only did it the one time, and it would be another two years before he found himself having to resort to sex work on a regular basis. But the feeling of having no other choice… of being fifteen and feeling trapped in that decision despite his super strength, his ability to jump between buildings… well. Seeing Mr Porter never puts him in a good mood.

“Peter? Is that you?”

“Who else would it… be.”

Oh.

The night has one more surprise in store for him.

Tony Stark is on his couch, with his aunt.

 

  



3. When the Levy Breaks


    
    
  Peter


“What the—“

“Peter, so good to see you again,” Stark says immediately. “I was catching up your lovely aunt on your internship, and I figured I’d drop by those materials we talked about.”

“Those… materials…?”

Mr Stark lifts a sports bag from the floor for him to see. “The project you’ll be working on about the arc reactor core. I figured, in case you wanted to get started tonight, I was in the neighborhood and could just drop it off.”

It occurs to Peter immediately that Mr Hogan wasn’t just lingering for him to enter the building—he straight up didn’t drive away, he must still be parked down there, waiting for Mr Stark.

May looks stunned and delighted and more than a little incredulous, but she seems willing to ride out this turn of events.

“Peter I can’t believe you kept this a secret from me,” she says, eyes wide. Peter knows she has felt the distance between them grow over time as his secrets piled up, but she’s never directly accused him of lying to her. Ultimately, she doesn’t know enough about either of his double-lives to be in danger, and that’s what matters. “You know Tony Stark?”

“We… met recently,” Peter manages. Then: “This internship is totally new. Mr Stark, you really didn’t have to come in person—“

“I know I didn’t have to; I wanted to.” Stark stands from the couch and shrugs. “I was in the area, like I said.”

Your driver was in the area, Peter thinks.

“Can we talk for a second?”

Stark is asking May, not Peter.

“Of course.” She motions towards Peter’s bedroom, which is his usual beeline when he gets home if they don’t have an unexpected guest billionaire in the living room. When Mr Stark glances in that direction she mouths ‘Oh my God!’ at Peter before quickly schooling her features back to normal. “Dinner will be ready in twenty, okay Peter?”

“Yeah. Thanks, May.”

He walks Mr Stark to his room, mentally cataloguing the expensive tread of his loafers, the swish of the fabric of his blazer against his Guns N’ Roses T-shirt, and the low hum of static coming from the duffel bag.

He shuts the door behind them and this moment, this surreal moment he’s dreamed of for ever is here, it’s happening right now: Tony Stark is in his bedroom.

And instead of turned on or awed or ecstatic, Peter is dismayed.

“Mr Stark!” he hisses. “My aunt doesn’t know anything about—anything that I do! The powers, the, the—my job… she doesn’t know!” He runs a hand through his hair, grabbing it as the stress of the past few seconds builds up in him. “All of this, a lot of this, I do it for her, and if she knew… she would freak. She’d never forgive me. Worse, she’d never forgive herself.” Tony does shit like this—gestures, without thinking it through. “She doesn’t know that I’m Spider-Man and she definitely doesn’t know what I do for money, or who I do it with. And now I’m going to have to lie to her about this fake internship, too.” He does it so much, but he hates lying to her. He can hear his voice getting frayed. “You could have warned me you were coming. I could have prepared. I could have told you not to—“

“Happy told me what you did. For that homeless man today.”

Peter’s momentum stalls. Is he about to get yelled at for accepting and then immediately giving away ten thousand dollars? “I. Uh. Didn’t think you’d—“

“Oh I’m not mad. I’m not even miffed, I’m glad you did that. It’s why—I hadn’t planned on coming here tonight, but I just—“ Stark sighs, concern etched all across his features. “I’m sorry, but I had hoped that meant you changed your mind.”

No. “No.”

“Oh.”

“It was just a one-time thing. I haven’t—I still can’t accept your money like that. Not unless you—“

“I don’t.”

Immediate, and okay, ouch that still stings.

There’s a few beats of tense silence during which Mr Stark looks around the tiny little room, and Peter looks at him. He notes the way Mr Stark’s mouth lifts briefly at the corner when he spots the trapdoor in the ceiling Peter had thought himself so clever for hiding, and notes the way Mr Stark takes in the bunk bed, the clutter, the scavenged electronics Peter has scattered about, and the chair piled high with clothes that are too dirty for the closet but too clean to be washed. It sure doesn’t hold a candle to the Stark Tower penthouse suite, with its miles of plush carpet and quietly expensive furniture. No silk bathrobes here, either.

Stark’s hair is artfully tousled and his beard neatly trimmed, all of it devastatingly appealing and entirely out of place, for all the times Peter has imagined him in this space. His ‘I don’t’ was super fast, but he’s always eschewed sexual labels so Peter’s pretty sure it’s not his gender that doesn’t appeal to him—just Peter himself. Ugh.

“I did have another reason for coming here in person,” Stark says, gaze returning to meet Peter’s, and Peter’s heart stops.

“…Oh?”

“I wanted to drop off the suit in person in case you tried to patrol without it tonight.” The duffel is conspicuously dropped to the floor, and as it falls so do Peter’s desperate hopes. “Because it occurred to me that that might be a thing you might try, and that I shouldn’t wait a week to get it to you as I originally planned.”

“Oh. Thank you.” In truth, he was going to use his tattered backup onesie. He wants to ask Mr Stark how he managed to design and produce a suit for him in less than a day, but chickens out. “You… really didn’t have to.”

“I really did. How’s your shoulder?”

“Good. S’fine. All healed up.”

“Good, good. Glad to hear it.”

There’s another pause, but this time Mr Stark is looking straight at him.

“I’m sorry I didn’t call in advance, Peter.”

“It’s okay, I. I just. My aunt—“

“Is clearly very important to you. I didn’t mean to add another lie to your plate. I am very sorry if I made your life even more complicated. That’s the last thing I want.”

Peter lets out a small sigh. “I would have just liked a heads up. That’s it.” He feels himself blush. “M’sorry. I am grateful, for the suit and everything.”

“That’s quite all right.” He nods. “Let me know if this works out for you. We can discuss modifications if you need them. Anytime.”

He turns as if to leave, and Peter steps forward. “Wait, there’s actually—I was hoping to talk to you about something.”

Mr Stark turns back around and gestures magnanimously. “Sure. What is it?”

“I, uh…” How to frame this. “I know there’s a charity concert coming up on Friday, hosted by Stark Industries.”

Stark starts to frown, then sighs. “Jed’s taking you again? I didn’t think we’d invited his people.”

“No, not… not Jed.”

“Oh.”

For a moment, Peter thinks they’ll just sit in the discomfort and that Mr Stark isn’t going to ask him—

“Who, then?”

“Uh… Dr Banks. Phillip Banks.”

Mr Stark’s features slacken in surprise and he abruptly straightens. “My CIO? That Phil Banks?”

Peter nods.

“Phil Banks who is married to Kathy—“

“Kate—“

“Whatever. That Phil Banks?”

“Um—“

“How did that happen?” It’s not a rhetorical exclamation, it’s a pointed question; almost a demand, actually.

In truth, Peter met Dr Banks during a guest lecture at Columbia. It was how he suddenly entered the big leagues—a complex equation and Dr Banks’ pointed interest in the only person who solved it correctly.

Porter the landlord was technically his first, but Phillip Banks is the person that got Peter contracts with the most powerful men in the tech industry; these moguls who secretly and not-so-secretly enjoy a night with a young escort who will understand the depth of their genius enough to admire them just the way they want. He was the one who referred Peter to Jed.

“…Does it matter?”

 


  Tony


Of course it fucking matters.

Of course it… God, fucking Phil, of all people…? Laying hands on this kid, taking him to expensive hotels, probably, since he can’t take him home where his wife lives… Or maybe he has an apartment in the city that he keeps just to see Peter in. He’s such a goddamn a show-off, his version of pillow-talk probably involves him reciting his own accomplishments—

And then it hits him.

“The arc reactor core. He told you about it?”

Peter looks like he was bracing for this realization.

“Um. Not exactly.”

“But he’s how you found out.”

It’s actually perfect, because now Tony can fire him. And sue him. And destroy his life.

“He’s a dead man walking.”

“Mr Stark, wait—“

“I’m going to bury him and I am going to make sure no one in the industry is going to hire him ever again, and then I’m going to anonymously tell his wife about what he’s been doing so that—“

“Wait, wait, you can’t do that! He’ll know it was me.”

Peter sounds afraid, on top of exhausted (Tony has been itching to ask him to lie down ever since he saw him walk in). His messy hair probably needs a wash and his lips are pale and chapped, but he’s stretched out his hands like he’s trying to physically stop Tony from making good on his threats.

“I need you to—I was hoping you could just act like you don’t know. About my job.”

No. “I can’t do that, Peter.” The fury coursing through him feels similar to the level of anger he felt at Peter’s glib little comment about size, and the thought of someone hurting him during sex. Unstoppable.

“I—please. Please, sir, I—he could ruin my life, if he wanted.”

“I’d protect—“

“You can’t keep him from five minutes on the internet, and that’s all it would take. If he has nothing to lose he’ll do it for sure, please. My academic future. My… entire future.”

My academic future.

Phil guest lectures at Columbia.

Tony’s fury ratchets up even higher, even though he thought he was past the boiling point. He has an inkling of how Peter might have crossed Phil’s path after all.

“Okay.” He’s thinking. He doesn’t want to upset Peter but he also very much wants to kill Phil, so he has to find a middle ground here. “Okay, I won’t… fire him. Or tell him I know.” But then a neat solution occurs to him. “We’ll just let him think what Jed thinks. That you’re mine now.”

Peter blushes violently. “I… huh?”

“You can’t see him anymore, obviously, and I can’t have him spouting company secrets to his nightly companions.” It’s perfect. “I want him nervous and scared but not enough that he blabs about you. So. You should come to the concert anyway, but as my guest, not his.”

After a moment’s processing, Peter drops down to sit on his bed.

“You…”

He’s staring at the floor, unseeing.

“Mr Stark, that’s… really generous, but won’t other people…?”

“You said you’re enrolled at MIT too, right? You do some of our online modules?”

“Yes, but I—“

“I bring students to these events all the time.” It’s not untrue, in that he has invited groups of students and more than a few TAs to join along with his favorite professors, but he’s never singled out a particular student before, precisely because of the problematic implications attached to such behavior. And, of course, so as not to give said student the wrong impression. “I don’t think it’ll cause a scandal.”

“Okay, but Phil—“

“Phil, Jed… I couldn’t care less what they think. And their necks are on the line, too. Legally, even.” A painful question he had been working very, very hard not to ask the past few days climbs from the knot in his chest up out of his mouth. “How long have you—“

“Last year, for both of them.” Peter sighs quietly. “I was seventeen. It was legal in the state of New York. Not the, uh, ‘for money’ part, but you know what I mean.”

That information affords Tony no relief. “I do.”

The urge to offer him a million dollars—two million, ten million, to ease the look on Peter’s face, is hard to fight.

“What should I tell Phil, then?”

“Tell him I already invited you. So you’re going to have to politely decline, but you’ll see him there.”

Peter nods. He hunches his shoulders, and Tony wonders if he is cold. He shrugs off his blazer and Peter looks up at him, confused until Tony drapes it over him. He was already wearing a hoodie so the effect is a bit silly and excessive.

“I. Thank you.” His voice sounds thin, like one more unwanted gesture from Tony is going to send him over the edge, and Tony gets that he’s overstayed his already tenuous welcome.

“I’ll see you on Friday, Pete.”

“Okay. Yes.”

Tony leaves, stopping for just a minute of small-talk with Peter’s gorgeous Aunt, who is stirring a pot of instant noodles. She says: “It was very nice of you to drop by.” And then whispers: “He worships you. Just don’t tell him I said that.” And winks.

Tony winks back and walks out, and tries not to remember…


  “What do you want first?” Breathy and eager, and he’d leaned forward—


Happy complains that he’s distracted on the drive back.

*

“Oh, come on.” Rhodey looks to be at the end of his rope, and here Tony thought he gave an excellent retelling to summarize the past few days’ events. “You’re telling me your newest pet project is this… this charity case you’re going to ‘save’ in order to lighten your guilty conscience?”

“He’s not my first charity case, Rhodes.”

“I know that, and I’m sure he ain’t gonna be your last. But man, this seems… I don’t know. Different. Dangerous.” He sets his coffee cup on Tony’s kitchen counter with conclusive force. “I don’t like it.”

“Dangerous?” Tony echoes, though a part of him finds Rhodey’s use of the word strangely apt. “How?”

“You’re over-invested. I can tell.” Rhodey taps his temple like he’s implying telepathy, which as far as Tony is aware remains exclusively within Wanda Maximoff’s purview. “That always lands us in trouble. And please notice I said ‘us’, because I inevitably get dragged into your shit.”

“I’m just trying to help him; I’m not trying to ‘save’ him.”

“Oh yes you are. You tried to give him money and when that didn’t work you had Happy kidnap him and take him to Strange. And then you showed up at his house?”

Tony finds that he has to stand up and start washing dishes, or risk not knowing what to do with his hands.

“He knew about the arc reactor core.” He scrubs a whiskey glass that’s been in his sink since last night. The urge to have another one now (at nine freaking a.m.) is there, but he ignores it. He’s got a headache from the too-bright morning sunlight as it is. “I couldn’t just let that slide.”

“So you had to bring a super-suit to his house? Those two things don’t seem related.”

“No, that’s just… what started all this. Turns out my goddamn CIO had hired him. But you didn’t see…” The sallow, drained complexion. The obvious exhaustion. The bullet wound, the trite importance it seemed to have to Peter, what that meant. And before all that; the vulnerable air with which he had carried himself on Jed’s arm, his purple blush in the bathroom lighting, the practiced way with which he sank to his knees. Happy relaying the story about the homeless man was simply the drop that spilled the glass. “He’s in a bad place, that kid. He needs help.”

“The eighteen-year-old hooker is in a bad place? You don’t say.” Rhodey sighs, voice gone quiet. “I’m not saying he doesn’t need help, or that you’re wrong to try to provide it. I just… you only do this crazy shit when you’re obsessed with something or in love with someone, and I worry about you becoming obsessed with someone. Haven’t seen that combination happen before.”

A plate clangs onto the drying rack, almost chipping the ceramic.

“And what’s the deal with him and the CIO guy anyway? What are you going to do about that?”

Right, he neglected to mention. “Oh I stopped that. He won’t be seeing Phil anymore.”

“…So you just cost the kid hundreds of dollars?”

“I…”

Shit.

Shit.

He didn’t even realize that.

“I. Can’t believe I didn’t think of that.”

“For fuck’s sake, Tony. He won’t take your money if you’re not… using his services, right?” Rhodey adds, looking like the words tasted bad in his mouth.

“No, he’s got a strict code, that one.”

“Or he really wants you to use his services,” Rhodey mutters, and Tony glares at him over his shoulder.

“He’s an eighteen-year-old engineer, I’m featured in every textbook he owns.”

“I’m sorry, was that supposed to be a comeback? Because that’s an incentive, for a kid like that. Your sex tape was probably his first porn.”

“My sex tape came out when he was an infant.”

“Doesn’t mean he didn’t watch it at the right time. The internet is forever, remember?”


  He worships you.


But Peter’s dismay and continued refusal to take Tony’s money tell him all he needs to know.

“Whatever. I’ll find a way to get him the money on Friday—he’s coming to the concert as my guest, not Phil’s. Give that asshole a bit of a scare.”

Rhodey doesn’t say anything in response to that, and enough time passes that Tony feels compelled to look over his shoulder again.

“…What?”

‘Pity’ is what comes to mind when Tony attempts to label what’s in Rhodey’s eyes.

“What?”

“You’re bringing him to the concert as your guest.”

“Yeah, so?”

“Tony, you’re not… into this kid, are you?”

“You’re kidding me, right?”

Rhodey’s eyebrows shoot up. “What? It’s not technically illegal, and he’s a superhero tech genius who needs saving. With a heart of gold.” As he listens to himself say the words, Rhodey’s voice grows in conviction. “He’s a vulnerable, broken problem for you to fix and he comes in a pretty package to boot. I can’t believe I didn’t realize it earlier, of course you’re acting weird—“

“Rhodes, come on—“

“So you’re saying ‘no’?”

Tony’s head really hurts at this point. “Do you really think so little of me? He’s a child.”

He’s not.

“He’s really not, Tony.”

That doesn’t mean… that still doesn’t…

“What. You’re telling me you haven’t even thought about it?”

The plate slips from his grasp and this time it does smash to the floor, saving him from answering.

 


  Peter


“Tony Stark. Tony freaking Stark!”

Peter has to chuckle at May’s enthusiasm. It’s been two days since Mr Stark stopped by their apartment and she’s still talking about it. “I was gonna tell you.”

“Were you?” she sets her folded work uniform down and grabs a pair of Peter’s pajama bottoms from the pile. “Geez, Peter. This internship must be intense if you’ve got the CEO of Stark Industries showing up at our apartment!”

Peter smiles weakly. “He’s not the CEO anymore.”

“Right, that’s the part that’s crazy out of what I just said,” May shakes her head. “My goodness. I’ve always know you were my little genius, but this… this is amazing.” She smiles proudly at him, and Peter’s heart aches. “Well done, honey.”

“Thanks, May.”

She nods, and her eyes gleam but she doesn’t cry, just keeps folding clothes and acting casual. Peter pretends he didn’t notice and helps her in silence for a bit, tucking his socks into pairs the way Ben showed him. He’s had two good patrols in the supple fabric suit Mr Stark gave him and the internet is loving his new look already—the ad revenue from the videos he uploaded alone is going to fully fund his anonymous donation to Mr Delmar’s store restoration Kickstarter. All in all, it’s been a good couple of days.

“Where’d you get these?”

Peter looks up, and his heart stutters.

He forgot to hand-wash Mr Stark’s jeans, and they ended up mixed in with their other laundry. May is holding them with a confused look on her face.

“These are… fancy.” May deftly flips the label and her eyes widen. “Pete, these are designer. We can’t afford these.”

“N-no, I…” He what. He what. “I got them as a present.”

“A present?”

Please don’t ask, please don’t ask—

“A present from who?”

“I.” Fuck. “The internship has… perks.”

May’s eyebrows shoot up. “You have a clothing budget?” She looks unnerved, and there’s a moment where Peter looks into her eyes and is convinced she’s about to accuse him of every single lie he’s told for the past four years. But then something in her seems to relent. “That doesn’t seem… typical of a tech internship.”

“Y-yeah I thought so, too.” He has to look away, or he’ll be the one crying at the disappointment on her face. “But Mr Stark said we represent the company, so we have to look good doing it.” He shrugs. “I wasn’t about to question free clothes. He gave me an MIT hoodie, too, when he found out I’m taking some of their classes,” he adds, because he might as well go for it.

“…Right. Well, that’s… very nice of him.”

He grabs the full basket and starts walking to his room—he has to make more web fluid before patrol tonight, and he suddenly can’t stand to be in the same room as May and feel her quiet worry.

“Peter?”

He turns to look at her. The laundry basket barely registers as a weight to his super-powered muscles, but something feels heavy.

“You know you can talk to me, right? If there’s… anything you want to talk about.”

He knows she feels guilty because she couldn’t talk about Ben for so long and still can’t. He knows she thinks she started this, the secrets thing, because she couldn’t open up to him about her grief and it still goes unsaid between them, undiscussed to this day.

It kills him, but he pastes on a smile and nods. “’Course, May. Always.”

*

The Stark Industries charity concert invites musicians from underrepresented backgrounds who don’t have formal musical training to play for an elite audience. Ever since the first one Stark hosted after coming back from his kidnapping, it’s become a tradition that every single musician leaves the night with a paid-for education if they so choose (or a hefty check if they don’t), and Peter remembers poring over their bios and even following the careers of one or two on Instagram after they made it big.

It’s such a great cause, and the ticket revenue is invested intelligently, and if these were different circumstances Peter would be so excited to be here.

Instead, he’s nervous.

He’s nervous to see Mr Stark again in this context, nervous to run into Phillip or Jed or another of his clients, and nervous to have nobody to talk to. Phillip didn’t respond to Peter’s carefully worded polite decline of his invitation, and that can’t be good. Jed messaged him to request another date with extras and now he wonders whether Mr Stark will be at that event, too, and whether it says something really tragic about Peter that he feels self-conscious about Mr Stark seeing him with Jed again, even though Mr Stark already knows what he does for money.

He’s so anxious that he thought about texting Ned a half-baked truth about attending the concert and hoping to see Mr Stark there (as though he doesn’t know for sure that he will) but ended up keeping tonight’s events to himself. Talking to Ned about Mr Stark without getting into their superhero connection seems like a complicated minefield, and will involve more lies than Peter has the energy to fabricate right now.

“Parker? Great, come with me.”

He is stopped at the door by the usher and taken aside immediately, while the glamorous guests continue to file in after their electronic invite has been carefully checked.

“It’s nice to meet you, man. Mr Stark’s guy Hogan came down personally to make sure we all kept an eye out for you.” He sounds proud of having been the one to recognize Peter’s name. He’s also probably around Peter’s age. “You got friends in high places, huh?”

Peter follows him to a service door to the right of the hotel lobby and they walk down a corridor where other hotel staff are clearly working hard on the preparations. “Something like that, I guess.” ‘Friends’. Is that what him and Mr Stark are going to become? Do their shared superhero secrets and passion for science make them friends, despite their different backgrounds? “Where are you taking me?” he asks eventually.

“There’s a VIP area some people hang out in before the concert starts.”

Peter’s heart-rate speeds up to a frantic hum. “Oh.”

It’s a glam version of a waiting room that must be close enough to the main area that Peter can hear the musicians tuning their instruments, and there are only a couple dozen people milling about.

Mr Stark is one of them.

“Good, you’re here.”

He rudely interrupts whoever he was speaking with to walk over to Peter the moment Peter steps inside. Peter doesn’t even feel like he’s been able to take a proper gander of the room before his recently befriended billionaire is standing right in front of him.

“How are you? How’s the shoulder?”

It’s possible Mr Stark doesn’t notice the way every single head turns their way, either briefly or permanently. Maybe he’s so used to commanding people’s attention that it doesn’t register. Peter, however, can definitely not claim to be built the same, and his spidey-senses prickle and buzz, as the not-entirely-positive reactions from the crowd wash over him.

“Pete?”

“Hm? Oh I’m good. Shoulder healed a couple of days ago, it’s fine.” The theme underlying everyone’s stares seems to be ‘curiosity’. “I do feel a bit underdressed, to be honest.”

He wore the black suit specifically because Phil had instructed him to wear the blue one, but it’s definitely not quite up to par with what most people here seem to be wearing; namely, dresses and tuxes.

“Nonsense. Also that doesn’t matter.” Mr Stark is wearing a wine-colored tux with black lapel and he looks so good it makes Peter’s mouth literally water. “Anyway I’m glad you’re here in time, I wanted you to meet some people before we go in for the concert.”

“Meet…?” But before he can finish his question, Mr Stark has flagged two men over, both of whom Peter recognizes with a jolt.

Commander Rhodes (who Peter recently found out is freaking War Machine) and Dr Bruce Banner are also wearing tuxes, in silver-and-black and deep dark purple, respectively.

“Oh my God,” Peter whispers faintly.

“This is him?” the Commander asks Stark, who nods. “Hey, kid. I’m Rhodey.”

“Hi.” Peter shakes his hand. “I’m Peter.”

“And I’m Bruce.”

“I know.” Oh my God. “Dr Banner, I am such a fan.” He needs to shut up. “I’ve read every paper you’ve ever published.” Shut up, Peter. “Even got my friend Ned to hack the ones behind a paywall.” The last time he let himself ramble he gave away the fact that he knew about Stark Industries’ arc reactor core program, he needs to stop talking. “I mean, I-I’m sorry—“

“Oh no, please don’t apologize. It’s always nice to meet a, uh, fan. That doesn’t happen to me a lot.” Banner seems sheepish but genuinely unbothered by Peter’s enthusiasm. “I’m glad you made me come to this, Tony,” he adds, giving Mr Stark a small smile. “No matter how last minute.”

Peter picks up on that. “Last minute?”

I wish I could meet him, he had said the other night, unthinkingly. Is that why…?

“I’m not a fan of public events,” Banner says, adjusting his glasses with a little shrug. “And the public isn’t necessarily a fan of me.”

He’s certainly one of the more ‘controversial’ superheroes out there… nothing like the patriotic Captain and Falcon duo, or the beloved Iron Man, of course.

“But I owe Tony a few favors.”

Peter opens his mouth to ask Mr Stark if he did this for him.

“Nonsense, you’re doing me the favor here. And Peter, next time just shoot him or me an email and we’ll get you access to whatever paper you want to read,” Mr Stark adds. “Academia is elitist.”

“Yeah, kid, just let us know if you want to read a paper, own a car, pilot an aircraft… be let in on a secret that only twelve people in the world are privy to…” Commander Rhodes says, looking at Mr Stark, and suddenly Peter is desperately curious to know who else is privy to Mr Stark’s secret identity.

“He makes thirteen,” Stark remarks.

“Lucky,” Rhodes mutters. He doesn’t seem upset, exactly, and he’s not looking at Peter as though he’s to blame, but there’s a definite weariness to him. Peter supposes he can understand how, from Rhodey’s perspective, a young sex-worker showed up out of nowhere and wormed his way into his best friend’s inner circle in a matter of days. Maybe he’s not thrilled about that.

“So tell me about your research, Peter,” Banner asks him. “Tony says you’re pretty brilliant, and for Tony to say that—“

But Peter’s spidey-sense just alerted him that something’s wrong, and he looks over his shoulder to identify the cause.

His stomach turns when he spots Phillip walking into the room with a woman on his arm. Shit.

“Do I have time to use the bathroom?” he blurts, interrupting his scientific idol.

“Definitely. It’s through there,” Mr Stark points, and Peter immediately takes off, hoping he left quickly enough that Phillip didn’t see him.

A narrow carpeted corridor leads to the restroom and Peter shuts the door behind him feeling like he’s barricading himself in. But it would probably be a touch excessive to lever the chair in the corner under the knob, even though that’s what his instincts are telling him to do.

He glances at himself in the mirror while he stands there, and suddenly feels sick. Sick with himself and with the situation and with the memories of what Phil has paid him to do, sick at the thought of his poor wife, all the wives whose husbands have touched him. A wave of nausea washes over him, not for the first time because he has these moments at least once every couple of months, but his usual fix is to fling himself into the air and try to help people on patrol.

That’s not an option right now, and he can’t avoid Phillip the entire event, he knows that. He knew that coming here.

The door is flung open.

“I knew it,” Phillip rasps, eyes wide. “I knew it was you.”

 


  Tony


He notices Phillip walking to the bathroom after Peter out of the corner of his eye and it’s the easiest decision in the world to follow him out, cutting off the Prime Minister of Canada mid-sentence.
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4. There Will Be Hell to Pay


    
    
  Tony


“…tell him? Did you?”

“He’s paying for it too, I don’t see how—“

“Just tell me if he knows. Because if you told him—“

Tony doesn’t hover outside to listen in because he can’t wait. He opens the bathroom door and finds the exact scene he’d been dreading, laid out as though Peter and Phillip were taking staging directions right from Tony’s imagination.

Peter is backed against the sinks and leaning slightly backwards, arms up in a defensive warding gesture, while the much taller Phillip crowds him in, accusatory and intense.

“Stark.”

Phillip backs away from Peter as though he’s suddenly radioactive.

“Am I interrupting something?”

“No.” Phillip swallows. “Of course not, we were just…” But Peter doesn’t help him out. “I just… wanted to ask Peter something.”

“Ah. And would that question have anything to do with me?”

“Uh—“

“Me and what I know about yours and Peter’s prior arrangement, perhaps?”

Phillip’s mouth is a fearful line.

“Prior as in it’s over, by the way. But you’re a smart guy, you got the hint, right?” The anger is building, not dissipating, but a curl of satisfaction does thread through it as Tony asserts his control over the scene. “Or was your question about something else? Maybe you wanted to know if Peter’s made a new arrangement? Got himself an upgrade?”

He knows he sounds like a conceited, power-drunk asshole, and he doesn’t give a shit. The care with which him and Peter had orchestrated this encounter flew out the window the moment Phillip decided he could lean into Peter’s personal space, uninvited.

“Because I can answer that, no problem. Peter’s here as my guest. I figured since he wouldn’t be seeing you anymore his schedule was up for grabs. So I grabbed it.” He shrugs, letting the ugly implication fester in the air.

“He didn’t give you away, for the record. I found out all on my own. And I didn’t fire you, so you can go ahead and be grateful for that.”

“I. I am.” Phillip fingers his wedding ring nervously. “So grateful. Tony, it’s not—“

“Oh I don’t want your explanations. Did any of what I just said make you think I did? I’m so sorry.”

“I’m—“

“You can go now. Back out there, to Karen.”

“Kate,” Peter says, voice small. The first thing he’s said since Tony burst in.

“Sorry. Kate.”

Phillip hesitates a moment longer, gaze sliding back to Peter with nothing short of regret, maybe even longing, and the unbidden thought that hits Tony next is ‘Christ, what does he do to these men? What is it exactly?’.

“Out, Phil,” he bites, and it hasn’t occurred to Tony even once that Phillip is taller than him, too.

Peter is staring at him now, never returned Phillip’s gaze, hasn’t much looked at Phil this entire time, in truth.

Phil leaves, and they are alone.

Every stall door is open.

“I had it handled,” Peter says, right on cue.

“I know very well that you could’ve tossed him across the room, kid.” He had no doubt about Peter being in danger, physically. It would take a lot more than a human to cause him harm.

There’s plenty of ways to hurt a person that aren’t physical. Financially, Tony just indirectly dealt Peter a hit.

“Peter, I don’t want to cost you clients, and I do realize that Phil’s…” Payments? Stipend? “Checks probably contributed to a significant part of your salary, so will you at least let me—“

But Peter’s already shaking his head. “We already talked about this. Not without—“

“I told you I won’t use you like that.”

Peter’s brown eyes widen for a fraction of a second, then roll. “You won’t ‘use me’? Is that what you think Phillip was doing? Using me?”

“No. No, I realize it’s an exchange, and that you decide—“

“You said you weren’t trying to save me. At the start, you said—“

“I know. I… meant it, I—“

“I don’t want your pity, Mr Stark. I’m not rich like you and my name’s not famous, but I’ve been secretly saving lives sine I was fourteen.” He crosses his arms over his chest and his stance subtly widens, a move that for a moment has Tony picturing him as he appeared in his latest TikTok, with the new Spider-Man uniform. “You might think of what I do as sad and abusive but it’s not, and I’d feel more respected if you asked me to suck your cock for money than if you imply that me choosing to get paid for that service is some horrible ‘use’ of my body.”

Tony exhales, and when that doesn’t work he loosens his shirt collar, not breaking eye contact with Peter.

“I’m sorry. That’s not what I was trying to imply, and I’m so sorry it came across that way. The decisions are all yours to make. But you didn’t end up in this life out of an overabundance of choices, Peter.”

“So? It’s my life.”

Tony has no counter-argument to that. “That it is.” He sighs. “Peter, please, if you’d just let me—“

“No.”

Peter’s arms drop, and there’s a beat of silence. In the distance, the sound of footsteps and chatter is dying down, and Tony is about to suggest they go back outside because the concert is about to start, when an idea occurs to him.

“The sex is extra, right?”

“…Huh?”

‘Bonuses’, Jed had called them.

“Let me rephrase: you have clients who don’t pay you for sex?”

Peter seems taken aback by the question. “…Yeah. There’s nights where Jed just wants to talk to me.”

Tony nods. “Anyone else?”

“Um. I’m not supposed to…” but he changes his mind mid-sentence. “Dr Octavius likes to talk to me about his inventions, and that’s pretty much all we do. He calls me his ‘late night lab companion’. Sometimes…” a sheepish blush. “Sometimes he touches me with his, um. Mechanical arms. But not in a—not sexually. Like he’ll lift me up to look at something, or to move me from one side of the room to the other. I think he likes the visual of that, for some reason.”

There’s something he’s not saying, so Tony waits him out.

“He likes it when I fall asleep in his arms—the mechanical ones. I think he thinks he’s taking care of me. I pretend to snuggle into the arms and he. He’s into that.”

Dr Octavius was, until a few seconds ago, someone Tony hugely respected within the industry.

He doesn’t ask Peter ‘so is every single tech CEO in America a creep on your payroll?’ and instead walks up to him and asks:

“Would you let me pay you to come to my lab and work with me?”

That catches him off guard, just as Tony had intended.

“…I.”

And now there’s blood in the water.

“It’d be just like your arrangement with Dr Octavius. Minus the mechanical fondling—you could be my late night lab companion, too. What do you say? I can’t bear to take away Phil’s payments and not find a way to make it up to you. And before you try to argue with me, there’s no disputing the fact that it’s my fault you lost that… uh, revenue stream.”

Up close, Peter’s agitation is easier to read; he’s breathing shallowly, and his mouth kind of hangs open. He looks conflicted, gaze flickering between Tony’s eyes as he wavers.

“Is it that you’d like it?” Tony asks him quietly, kindly, and puts a hand on his upper arm. Peter’s breath arrests. “Is that why it feels so wrong to get paid to do it? That it’s something you’d want for yourself anyway, regardless of the money?”

A blush creeps up Peter’s cheeks.

“Um. Maybe that’s… part of it.”

Tony nods, understanding. “You see how that’s silly, right?”

Peter watches him a moment longer, then starts to nod along with him. “…Yeah.”

“Yeah. Exactly. I don’t want to have to grow creepy claw arms to pay for your time.” Peter is still nodding, eyes glassy. Tony knows the look—it happens when the shark gets his way, sinks his teeth into his prey completely. “I would, for the record, I just don’t want to.” Peter’s mouth twitches with the ghost of a smile, but it’s still hanging open. Tony puts his other hand on Peter’s other arm, and leans his face in even closer. “I respect what you do, Peter. And I respect you. I do.”

Peter nods along slowly, mechanical at this point. “Uh-huh.”

“I just want you to be comfortable. Just wanna help.”

Peter blinks slowly. “Uh-huh.”

“So you’ll let me?”

He sways forward. “…I’ll… let you. I mean… I’ll think about it. Yeah.”

“Good boy.” He reaches up to ruffle Peter’s hair, punctuate the casual nature of the exchange, or—or just touch it like he’s been wanting to do since they met, a curious urge, and it’s so much softer than he imagined, and Peter stops nodding and closes his mouth, lips pressing together. “Good.” His hand falls away; they both do, and he steps back. “That’s all I’m asking. Now let’s head over there, don’t wanna miss it. Come on.”

Tony turns to go, and makes it all the way to the door before Peter speaks.

“And you’re sure.”

Tony stills, hand on the doorknob. He suddenly wants to loosen his collar again, for fear of what Peter’s going to say next.

“Am I sure about what?” he turns back around.

“About not using me.”

Peter looks like he broke out of the snare already—and that’s never happened before. He’s still flushed, but his gaze is direct.

“I wouldn’t have to think about it if you were just using me. If you just did what Phil made me do. It wouldn’t be this hard.”

A wave of dizziness assaults Tony’s senses, and his grip on the door becomes steadying.

“I let Doc Oc pay me to hang out in his lab because it is creepy, that he likes to watch me fall asleep; that he likes infantilizing me a little. And I made Phillip pay me because he wanted to fuck me, usually at least once every couple of weeks. But with you… it’d be like you said to Phil. An upgrade.” Fuck. “Because I do want it—working with you in the lab. I want that. I’d do that for free. But if you let me make you feel good, if you used me… I’d let you pay me more than Phil did. More than Jed does, or Doc Oc.” He seems to take Tony’s paralyzed, vertiginous silence as encouragement to continue, even though it’s not. “I’d let you pay me a hundred dollars just to kiss me.”

“A thousand.”

“Yes. A thousand dollars to kiss me at the end of a lab session.”

The room is spinning.

“I’d prefer it that way,” Peter ads, quiet. “It’d be simpler. Are… are you sure you don’t want to use me?”

It’s the way he keeps saying ‘use’.

And finally, the words come.

“I won’t have sex with you, Peter.”

And he leaves, feeling like he’s suffocating.

It wasn’t a lie, but given how Peter phrased his question Tony can’t claim to speak the truth, the whole truth and nothing but the truth.

So help him God.

 


  Peter


He sits through the concert somehow; shame and embarrassment probably radiating off of him in waves so obvious Dr Banner’s open-access scanners could pick them up.

He claims work in the morning and leaves without mingling at the end, though both Dr Banner and Rhodey refuse to let him leave without giving him their cellphone numbers and promising to stay in touch (the most terrifying part of the exchange is that the seem to genuinely mean it, too). It occurs to him that he still doesn’t technically have Mr Stark’s cell, but he is way too mortified about his little moment in the bathroom to ask for it before taking off.

And anyway, as has been established, if Mr Stark really wanted to reach him, he can. He’s Tony Stark, after all.

Happy Hogan tries to take him back to Queens, but Peter is adamant about using his web shooters to sling home, and he can’t be stopped if he really wants to get away—and oh, how badly does he want to get away this time.

Several delays come up on his way home, as they always do; a homeless man being harassed by some drunk assholes needs to be helped to a shelter (and said assholes need a bit of a scare), a group of lost tourists on a late flight need to be helped to their hotel, an injured dog needs to be returned to her owner… and on and on.

By the time he makes it home May is showing signs of worry from the living room sofa in the form of multiple mugs of tea gone cold decorating their coffee table.

“Honey, I didn’t think this concert thing would go so late!” she exclaims when he walks in, having put his suit back on quickly (and badly). “Oh dear, did you get into a fight?” She’s eyeing his clothes, but also the tiny healing scrape on his right cheek that was delivered by the scared dog.

“With a lamppost,” Peter quips apologetically. “I’m sorry. I should have called to say I’d be late—we went out with some of the other scholarship students, after.”

That mollifies her, as do most of his mentions of imaginary new friends. “Oh that’s good. You should bring them over sometime, so I can meet them.” She smiles brightly, and maybe not so mollified after all. Maybe Peter needs better excuses, and less made up people. “How was the concert?”

He can launch into a sincere effusive description of the amazing performers he saw, and then goes into a rambling tangent about meeting Dr Banner, and enough real excitement must come across that May seems genuinely appeased by the end of it.

“…Commander Rhodes was there too, from when Iron Man first appeared, remember…?” He breaks to yawn, and she notices.

“Okay, off to bed now. And please sleep in tomorrow.”

“I have a project for school—“

“You could probably teach half the classes you take, Pete, you can sleep in once. Be refreshed for your next internship shift with Tony Stark.”

Peter makes himself grin and nods. “Fine. Maybe.”

He shuts his bedroom door and deflates like a balloon.

Alone, finally, the scene in the bathroom fills his head after waiting patiently to remind him how pathetic he is all freaking night.

He’s glad to be rid of Phillip, and he can’t deny being excited by the idea of working in Tony Stark’s exclusive laboratory instead of having to bottom without enough lube, but…


  I wouldn’t have to think about it if you were just using me.


Why. Why did he have to insist on that?

They’ve discussed it before. Multiple times. It’s a permanent impasse—Stark wants to give him money, Peter won’t take the money without giving something in return, Stark wants nothing to do with what Peter can offer.

Except, Stark found a solution. He totally got around the not-so-permanent impasse by implying he wants something else from Peter, definitely nothing sexual; just his time in the lab. But nothing sexual. Just Peter’s mathematical brain. Definitely nothing sexual, though.


  I won’t have sex with you, Peter.


Why couldn’t Peter keep his stupid mouth shut and just leave it at the ‘late night lab companion’ thing–well, it does nag at him still, that Stark could just be lying about wanting to entertain a barely-college-aged fanboy in his lab. But he needs to stop propositioning the man who has made it very clear he will turn him down every single time.

And yeah, that moment when Stark’s face was so close to his he could taste his breath was the hottest thing that’s happened to him maybe ever. But.

But he needs to stop bringing that shit up only to get conclusively turned down again and again. It is way too painful and not good for his ego.

Just… he needs to freaking stop it.

*

The next morning, he has a text from an unknown number on his phone that reads:


  Are you really working today?


And he knows, without a doubt somehow, that it’s Mr Stark.


  no



  but have lots of schoolwork to do



  who is this?


Just seconds later, he responds: Your new late night lab companion

“Knew it,” Peter mutters, and sits up in bed. He had a night of shallow and fitful sleep caused by his perma-hunger and anxiety over the night before, but just hearing from Mr Stark is helping ease the latter by a bit.


  oh



  in that case



  the opioid overdoses in my neighbourhood are worsening and I think the new fentanyl shipment must be rly pure



  worried I’ll run out of narcan


He’s been buying it in bulk on the black market, but he’s going to have to wait for the next payment from Jed, or… or the first real payment from Mr Stark, if this lab companion thing is going to happen, to buy more of the life-saving antidote.


  So your Saturday plans are to investigate the Queens fentanyl supply?



  yea


This time, the response takes a little longer.

Then: Want some help?

*

He doesn’t accept Mr Stark’s offer, but it has nothing to do with his pride, for once. Gleaming, red-and-gold chrome Iron Man hanging out in Queens trying to track down a bunch of drug dealers would stand out like a sore thumb and not be particularly helpful. So Peter asks to meet him in his lab later.

He wants to teach himself how to make the naloxone, narcan’s generic drug name.

Stolen moments in Columbia’s labs are fine for quick slap-dash web-fluid, but this would be a more complex operation, and require more time. Plus, he can’t count on using Phillip’s name to cover his lab room requests anymore, so this seems like the perfect project to bring to Mr Stark.

“So you’re Tony Stark’s new secret sidekick? And he knows about your side job and that you’re brilliant enough to invite to his lab?”

He’s catching Ned up on recent events. Another edited version of them.


  “And you guys are getting married when?”


Peter laughs and almost misses his next web, yelping slightly at the tug on his right arm.

“Pete? You okay?”

“Fine! Fine, I’m… jogging again. Told you. Almost tripped.”

A sigh. “Dude. This is crazy. Can you imagine telling senior year Peter that, in his first year of college, he’d meet Mr Stark at an event he attended as an escort, then somehow convince him of his badass brain, then get invited to work with him?”

“He wants to pay me to work there, but the… uh, details are still murky.” He’s almost at Stark Tower. The Chrysler building seems like an excellent launch point for the final stretch. “I told May it’s an internship, but nothing’s actually official yet.”

“I’m sure it will be. As soon as he sees how awesome you are.” Ned pauses, then adds. “Um, he hasn’t… asked to hire you for other reasons, right?”

More heartily than he was ready to admit, Peter groans: “I wish.”

Ned laughs, and they hang up soon after. Which is good timing, because Peter probably couldn’t talk through the final Stark Tower climb. He’s too exhausted.

Panting, he makes it to the top in a muddle, and has to lie there for several minutes while Mr Stark’s AI asks him if his heart rate runs abnormally fast due to his enhanced metabolism (it does) or if she should call 911.

“Peter. You made it.”

Peter takes off his fancy new mask and tries to sit up and appear slightly less tachycardic. Mr Stark is wearing glasses today. They are… very attractive. And not helpful for the tachycardia.

“You know, you could have used the elevator,” Stark says, head cocked to the side.

Peter glances up at the night sky and then back at Mr Stark. “I thought your doorman might have… questions.”

“Oh. That’s… not unreasonable to consider. But it’s my job to worry about what my doorman will think, not yours.”

He extends his hand for Peter to take, and at this point Peter is so fatigued that he takes it.

They walk to the lab in silence, Peter still in his new suit sans mask, Mr Stark in black sporting gear and sneakers, and the glasses. The private lab occupies an entire floor below Mr Stark’s penthouse apartment.

“Ta-da,” Mr Stark says, deadpan.

Peter would’ve snickered if he weren’t dumbstruck with awe.

It really has everything he could need—and a bunch of things he can’t wait to read up about. The equipment is all there, the materials… the mechs to help with procedures. Half the stuff is automated where they are still making him do it manually at school. It is truly remarkable, and he spends the first half hour just walking around aimlessly and admiring various areas. All the workstations are gleaming a polished white, but because the glass windows are blackout it feels a bit darker and more secluded than the light-flooded penthouse does.

Mr Stark settles into a corner and appears to be arguing with the mech that brought Peter his suture materials the other week, DUM-E.

If he could make his web fluid here too, he would be able to experiment with the formula in peace.

The enormity of possibility is almost too much, and then he remembers that Mr Stark wants to pay him to be here.

And it feels all wrong again, to be gifted something like this and have money added to the exchange—an exchange that is no exchange at all, because what can he possibly help Mr Stark with? This man who has everything?

“What do you need?” Mr Stark’s voice comes to him as though from afar. “You look displeased.”

“I’m not. I…” he clears his throat, and gestures weakly around him. “This is amazing.”

And then his eye catches on something—the one workstation he didn’t check out, because it’s where Mr Stark is sitting.

“Is that… an arc reactor core?”

He walks over to him, eyes glued to the real-life device he’d seen in lines of code and 2D plans on Phillip Banks’ computer screen.

“Why does it have a case as though…?” It’s not exactly the device he saw in Phil’s plans, though. That was a generator, a core of pure power. This one is similar, but repurposed—it looks exactly like the one the Iron Man wears on his chest, which presumably powers his suit, but… but there are components that…

“My change of heart… it was quite literal.”

Peter looks up at Mr Stark, and knows the shock is fully displayed on his face.

Mr Stark’s black gaze is steady behind his glasses. Steady and expectant, like he’s not entirely sure how Peter will react to such a revelation, but he has the time to wait out the response.

“Is that… inside you?” Peter whispers, unwittingly looking at the center of Mr Stark’s chest, where his black sweater gives away nothing. “All the time?”

“Yes.”

“Is it… do you need it to live?”

“Yes.”

“It’s interacting with your heart.” Peter glances at the device on the desk, then back at Mr Stark’s chest. “It’s keeping your heart beating.”

“Yes.”

It feels momentous, to be let in on this secret—somehow more than finding out Mr Stark was Iron Man in the first place.

“Is…”

“You wanna see it?”

Peter looks up at his face, guilty. “I—sorry. You don’t have to—“

“It’s okay.” Mr Stark shrugs off the sweater, then tugs his black undershirt up over his head, so that he’s sitting there shirtless.

A glowing twin of the device on the desk sits in the center of his chest, embedded into the skin there.

Peter stares at it for a long, long moment. He leans forward, and now that he’s this close to it, in this soundproof, bulletproof lab, he can distinguish Mr Stark’s heart sounds and a soft, clicking whirring noise that must be coming from the core. The ‘thwump’ of blood hitting Mr Stark’s heart valves speeds up ever so slightly, and Peter looks up at him from under his lashes.

“…Does it hurt?”

 


  Tony


Tony is reminded that he ran full diagnostics on the arc reactor just last week and it came up normal.

Just… no one’s ever asked him that first.

“Sometimes. But mostly not.”

“Oh.” A hand was reaching towards Tony’s chest seemingly of its own volition, if Peter’s look of slight surprise and immediate withdrawal of the limb are anything to go by. “Sorry.”

“You can touch it. You’re not going to damage it.”

“I might,” Peter mutters, but doesn’t need to be told twice.

He reaches forward again and traces a finger around the edge, circling the entire device and touching the scarred skin of Tony’s chest as he does.

“Wow.”

He makes a face as something seems to occur to him.

“So the people who know about this are the thirteen super secret group… plus anyone you’ve ever slept with?”

Tony bursts out laughing, and Peter grins too, finally leaning back.

“First off, this happened eight years ago, so it definitely wouldn’t be anyone I’ve ever slept with.”

Peter is still smiling, his eyes lit up with humor, only occasionally flickering down to the reactor.

“And second, haven’t you been keeping up with the tabloids? I’m not a playboy anymore; I almost settled down with Pepper, then I didn’t, and now I’m basically the monk with the best sex tape repository in history.”

Peter laughs, a welcome sound. “I don’t believe you.”

“Believe me!”

“You’re Tony Stark! An actual monk would probably sleep with you!”

Tony snorts. “Thanks, but I don’t really need the confidence boost. And I have a lot of make up for—for the piece of shit I was during all those years before.”

“I don’t see how that relates to your sex life.”

“Well, it does. I’m really… trying to be a better person. To undo some of the evils I perpetuate just by existing. Having amassed this much wealth, this… obscene empire my father built.”

Peter shrugs. “I think you’re doing a good job, for what it’s worth.”

And, dead seriously, Tony says: “It’s worth a lot, Peter. A lot. Coming from you.” Because every new thing he learns about this kid convinces him that he’s basically a saint.

He is rewarded with a little blush, which becomes a slightly more prominent blush when Peter’s eyes drift back down to his chest—only this time Tony isn’t entirely sure it’s the reactor that’s being looked at.

And that’s…

“We should order dinner. We’re in for a good work session—do you want to prep intranasal or intramuscular formulations of the naloxone?”

Peter’s eyes snap back up to meet Tony’s. “Both, ideally.”

“Great, then let’s get to work.”

*

He over-orders by a ridiculous magnitude, which might just be enough to make Peter properly full.

Sam Wilson told him about this hole-in-the-wall place once—said it was his only southern-approved New York barbecue spot, and the owners turned out to be from Louisiana, so no wonder. Tony has been secretly donating money to the restaurant without ordering much recently, but tonight felt like a good occasion to get the works.

Peter looks pleased as all get-out, and that makes it completely worth it.

They churn through a large part of the production to fabricate the actual drug, as well as the different packaging options to actually administer it.

Peter is a genius. As in an actual, grade A, legitimate genius, and Tony would know.

He had intuited this from day one, what with Peter’s web fluid creation, and the things he’s seen since then, but over the course of the evening it just keeps hitting him over the head again and again that Peter’s intellect is one in a million. If Tony lets Bruce work with him they’ll have to fight each other over who gets to mentor his career—though Bruce’s interests and research align much more with Peter’s. If the kid had published even a tenth of the technology he’s developed, he’d be internationally renowned—although, one could argue his YouTube and TikTok videos have enough hits to make the fruits of said technology visible to an international audience already.

It’s mildly disorienting to work with someone so on Tony’s level who is also so young, but it’s also as thrilling as it was to work with Bruce for the first time. Not having to explain much extra fluff, sometimes not having to say much at all before Peter not only understands where he’s going, but takes it a step further. Being surprised. Something that doesn’t happen to Tony very often at all.

They get a lot done, and the hours pass. Peter finishes four servings, then shyly asks about dessert and Tony has FRIDAY send ice cream down the chute. He finishes that too, with a blissed-out look Tony feels strongly should be on his face every day of his life.

The intranasal devices are annoyingly slow to 3D print, so Tony rigs a couple of power sources together with three of his printers and accidentally creates something he could probably patent but is going to release online for free instead, that acts as a 3D printer on steroids.

“We can leave this running overnight, if you don’t mind my sending a drone to your apartment with the supply tomorrow. Sound like a plan?”

Silence.

“Pete?”

He looks up, and sees that Peter has fallen asleep at the desk.

His smart-stool adapted so his loose limbs wouldn’t slide to the floor, but he’s completely zonked out with his head pillowed in his left arm. His right arm is holding an electronic pencil in its slack grip. Still in his comfortable, skin-tight spider-suit.

Tony finds, repugnantly, that he now understands why Dr Octavius pays money just to be near Peter Parker when he falls asleep.

He can’t help noticing that Peter’s open mouth reveals a poke of inviting pink tongue within. That, soft with sleep, his features are ethereal, and his mussed hair begs to have fingers carded through it. He looks peaceful, content, and it’s a good look on him. It’s how it should be all the time.

Tony walks over to him, and his chest whirrs.

“Pete,” he whispers.

Peter doesn’t even stir. Tony questions his so-called spidey-senses a bit at that, but perseveres.

“Peter.”

He leans into his space, and he mentally amends his prior thought—because Peter looks vulnerable, and that’s not how he should be all the time, not unless he has someone looking out for him. And Tony has yet to meet someone half as stubborn as this kid when it comes to accepting help.

“Peter.”

His chest is actively aching, painful jabs that seriously make him question the need to run one more diagnostic, just for completeness sake, just in case the terrifying thing he doesn’t want to be happening isn’t actually happening, and he’s hours away from a cardiac arrest instead.

If only.

He puts a hand on Peter’s shoulder and gently squeezes, standing close to him so he doesn’t jolt awake and tumble to the floor—which Tony knows from experience isn’t a particularly pleasant awakening, especially from a tall work stool like the one he’s sitting on.

Peter’s eyes flutter open, and his mouth closes.

“Oh. M-Mr Stark.”

He lifts up, blinking blearily, and looks around, disoriented.

“What…?”

He leans to the side, and lifts a leg to—step on a foothold that doesn’t exist, promptly propelling himself into Tony’s arms.

“Oh!”

Tony catches him, their chests colliding as he takes Peter’s full weight.

“Oh n-no, m’sorry, m’s-so sorry…” he slurs from within Tony’s embrace, leaning heavily against him but already trying to pick up his own feet from under him. “M’fuck. M’sorry.” His face is smushed into Tony’s sternum, his fingers clutch Tony’s re-donned shirt, and he’s sleep-warm and heavy. Tony is holding him around the waist.

Quickly, he steadies himself, still mumbling apologies into Tony’s shirt. He pushes against Tony’s chest in what, for him, must be feeble strength, but to Tony feels like an iron bar is pushing him away.

They separate, and the warmth of his body is gone, and Tony—needs to stop.

Presented like this, though, the beauty of Peter’s face is marred by the deep, dark bags under his eyes, which the fluorescents are bringing out in the worst way.

“…You look tired,” Tony says, before he can help himself.

“Gee, thanks.”

Tony laughs. “No, I… I mean it’s late. And you have a million jobs, only one of which pays you any money, all of which are physically demanding.” He flinches at his own implication. “Christ, I mean—“

“No, you’re right. I am… a bit tired. Obviously.” Peter blinks, and looks embarrassed. “I’m sorry. I do need to get home. M’seeing Jed tomorrow, and have to get my coursework done before then. And distribute some of the naloxone, of course.”

“Okay, but before you go—wait. Y-you what.”

“Hm?”

“You’re seeing Jed tomorrow?”

“Oh. Yeah.” He shrugs, like it’s nothing, like he does it all the time—which he does. He must. Tony knew this, he… literally it’s how he met Peter. Why did it sucker-punch him with surprise? To hear him say that?


  Stop seeing him.


The words are there, at the tip of Tony’s tongue suddenly. Which is insane. He can’t say that. He wants Peter to stop seeing older men for money for his own good, he’s wanted that from day one, but this—this feeling isn’t borne from that desire.

“Can’t we just expand your lab hours? Have you work here full time, so you don’t have to do that unless you really want to?”

Peter looks at him for a long moment.

“I never actually agreed to get paid for this,” he points out. “I only agreed to show up.”

But before Tony’s exasperation can get the better of him, he smiles.

“But… yeah. You wore me down. I will accept a modest, reasonable salary for the work I do here.”


  A thousand dollars to kiss me at the end of a lab session.


“I pay all my interns one million dollars a month,” Tony says immediately.

Peter laughs. “Funny! You’re so funny.”

“Fine. I pay them a quarter mil.”

“You realize I can just Google what the starting salary at SI is, right? And that I did that before coming over today?”

Tony had feared something like this, but Peter’s somehow got him smiling through his disappointment. “You’re such a smartass.”

Peter shrugs.

“The website doesn’t mention the ten-thousand-dollar ‘showing up on-time’ bonus.”

“Nice try.” He starts to pack his backpack. “I can’t do this lab stuff full time yet, but soon I will. This situation isn’t permanent.”

“I know that. And that’s great, that you have a plan. But you absolutely could do this full time if you’d just agree to—“

“We need to stop having the same argument, don’t you think?”

Tony huffs. “How about this. There’s a ‘your name starts with a P’ 50K reward. Pallavi Patel collected double last month, you’ll never guess why—“

“Hilarious!” But he’s laughing as he slings his backpack over his shoulders and starts to walk out, taking something of Tony’s with him.


  A thousand dollars to kiss me at the end of a lab session.


“If you let me buy you dinner it actually activates the million-dollar clause—“

“I’m leaving now!”

“Come on! What would it take?”

Peter’s almost at the door, and the laughter fades from his face, to be replaced by calm resignation.

“I told you,” he says, simply.


  A thousand dollars to kiss me at the end of a lab session.


And Tony had never, not up until this moment, been wholly tempted to give in.

  
Notes for the Chapter:
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5. At What Cost?


    
    
  Peter


Dr Olusanya asks him to stay after her lecture to discuss him no longer being in her class.

“Peter, you should be taking more advanced courses… I feel like you’ll be bored here. We’re more than halfway through the academic year and I have seen you excel, but I have not seen you progress. Do you understand?”

“I… yes. But.” He really likes her, and the class does help cement some of his pre-existing research concepts. “I like it here. Do I come off like I’m bored? Because I-I’m not, I promise!”

“No, no, you’re always a pleasure to work with. But I think you’d find Dr Devlin’s class more stimulating, and he can tide you over until PhD, which you’re going to have to do with me, of course.” She tucks a braid behind her ear, regarding him seriously. “I’ve spoken to admin about this and everyone is willing to make an exception for you, even this late in the year.”

“Oh. That’s… very nice of you. I just—“

“You know, you remind me of a prominent figure in my country.” She smiles. “Very young, very gifted, and a very unique role in the classroom: teaching others.”

Peter finds himself smiling, too. “What country is that? Sorry, I’m not familiar—“

“It’s in Africa.”

“Uh. Right.”

She doesn’t elaborate, and it seems incredibly rude to push the issue, so he doesn’t. But she’s adamant about her stance and he finally has to agree to switch courses.

He leaves campus deflated, even though Dr Olusanya was paying him a compliment. Thing is, Dr Devlin’s class is assignment-heavy and adding work to his schedule was the last thing he needed. He thinks about calling MJ to vent and catch her up on a selective reel of his recent life events, but ends up sending her a ‘respect women juice’ meme instead because he’s too tired to watch his words with her (and she’s better at picking out inconsistencies in his stories than Ned).

He’s in a shitty mood by the time he gets back to Queens.

Seeing Jed yesterday left him… worse off than it usually does. It’s never fun, but Jed is hot, for an older man, and while he thinks he’s smarter than he actually is, he’s still pretty smart, so it’s at least interesting to be around him. Usually.

Except, Peter couldn’t stop thinking about Mr Stark.

The entire time they talked through dinner, and for the sex after—he couldn’t stop thinking about Mr Stark; in those glasses, Mr Stark shirtless looking ridiculously cut, Mr Stark with his arms around him, holding him up while Peter was still in his sleep-induced disorientation… Jed noticed his distraction, again, and he was more accusatory this time. Peter had to throw in a bonus for free to appease him, and he doesn’t like to do that.

Worst of all, though, is the fact that he feels guilty. Which he shouldn’t, because that is insane. He has nothing to feel guilty about. But the voice in his head that has been screaming ‘TAKE THE FREE MONEY YOU IDIOT’ ever since Mr Stark’s very first offer has gotten louder, and got especially loud when he thought about how he could be spending time in the lab with Mr Stark instead of getting fingered by a guy he doesn’t have a single feeling for.

And there’s another voice now, one that’s not focused on the money or the bulge of Mr Stark’s biceps, but instead focused on the vulnerable confession he made to Peter the other day, and the thought of shrapnel trying to kill him at every moment while a device of his own creation keeps him alive, and how he’s trying to make the world a better place.

He seriously needs to cut it out.

He hears Porter’s distinctive tread as he’s walking up the final set of steps to the apartment, which makes him freeze at first, but then he finds that he has enough energy to leap up to the stairwell ceiling corner and plaster himself against it.

Porter passes below him without looking up, as expected. He has ‘cervicalgia’ and always complains about it.

Peter lowers himself back down, and longs for the day when he can afford his own place. Far away from here.

(‘YOU COULD BE LIVING IN MANHATTAN RIGHT NOW!’ the voice wails.)

“May, I’m back!”

“Peter? Can you… come to the living room please?”

The tone of May’s voice makes Peter drop his backpack and run into the living room, heart leaping once again to his throat—

Only to find that there’s a sizable, metallic red-and-gold drone hovering next to the couch.

May is standing in front of it, looking alarmed. She’s not moving very much, as if they are in Jurassic Park and it’s a T-Rex.

“Hey, hon? What the fuck is this?”

Peter’s heartbeat starts to settle, and the urge to hysterically laugh assaults him instead. “It’s more Stark Internship stuff. Supplies for my project—we can’t really expect Mr Stark to keep doing personal deliveries, right?”

“Right.”

“So he told me he’d send a drone over. With the supplies.”

“…Okay.” She still hasn’t moved. Neither has the drone. “So it’s… safe.”

“Yeah. Yeah, definitely.”

Peter walks up to the mech; it’s spherical in shape, with an unblinking fish-eye and complex-looking metal plating. It’s about twice the diameter of a basketball. The round light-focus shifts up as though to follow his movements with a soft whirr—like an actual eye.

“Are you a camera?” Peter asks it, sensing May finally move to take a couple of steps back.

Whirr, goes the drone.

“You have Iron Man’s colors,” he mutters, moving even closer to it. He trusts, implicitly, that he told May the truth and this is something safe that Mr Stark sent, probably with the naloxone supply. But even if he didn’t have that prior knowledge about Mr Stark’s plan, the drone isn’t pinging his spidey senses at all. “Kind of a giveaway, no?” he whispers to it, crouching down so they are at ‘eye level’.

Whirr, goes the drone.

Then: rattle.

The plating rattles apart and folds in on itself so that the top of it is open, like a dome.

“What’s it doing!” May says.

“Just… must have recognized me.” Peter peers at the bounty revealed by the drone’s open top, and lets out a relieved breath when he realizes that Mr Stark was thoughtful enough to provide a cover for him.

Instead of the incriminating intranasal naloxone devices, or pre-loaded syringes for intramuscular injection, there’s a neat display of Stark Industries products and, nestled amidst a baseball cap, a thermos, and a T-shirt… sits a laptop.

“Is that a computer?” May asks, suddenly standing right over Peter’s shoulder.

Peter blinks.

“Uh. Yeah.” He makes himself smile over his shoulder. “Told you this internship is super fancy.”

May nods, eyes wide. “You sure did. And I see what you meant about the clothing budget.” She reaches around him and pulls out the T-shirt; it’s a size too big, but well-made, and Mr Stark even went to the trouble of making sure it says ‘Stark Industries 2018 Intern Class’. “I know you work so hard baby, but I hope you’re not over-extending yourself here. It’s only your first year of college.”

“I love the work I do with him.” Oops. “Them. I mean the team.”

May nods. “Yeah, I can tell.” She grins. “Plus he’s dreamy, isn’t he?”

Peter snorts, and wonders if the drone’s camera is recording them right now. “I mean…” But he can’t deny the full-throated teenage declarations of infatuation he made to May multiple times. Mr Stark really is like something out of his dreams.

“Can’t believe I met Tony Stark,” she goes on, staring at the drone. “And now he’s sending my kid laptops. As if I needed more reason to crush on the richest man in New York!”

Peter laughs, and shortly after figures out that if he just starts to walk towards his room the drone will float along behind him and follow.

Once they are alone, he easily finds the secret compartment that opens the lower half of the sphere, which contains the naloxone supply him and Mr Stark had discussed. The drone leaves as soon as he’s taken everything, hovering politely in wait for Peter to open his bedroom window for it to fly out into the night.

He’s sorting the packaging so it’s easy to carry in his spider-suit when he gets a text.


  Did BB-GR8 make it to you safely?


Peter grins at his screen.


  thats its name?!?!?



  Not officially



  Why, you like Star Wars? I can make it official



  I. love. star wars


He’s totally telling Ned that Mr Stark named one of his drones after a Star Wars droid.


  That’s settled then



  How is your day going?


His temporary cheer dampens a little as Peter thinks about Dr Olusanya, and about how tired he is, and about everything on his plate—and that’s when he realizes that, out of everybody in his life, Tony Stark is the only one who knows every aspect of it. The sex work, the Spider-Man stuff, his school… even his research. And he doesn’t have to lie, for once.


  a bit stressful tbh


And, almost instantly: Tell me

So he does. Not about all of it—not how he’s been feeling since seeing Jed (in fact he totally omits those feelings from the convo), but about the additional coursework coming his way, and about how his investigation into the fentanyl distribution is progressing, which isn’t much. They text back and forth until it’s time for him to leave for patrol again, and he tells Mr Stark so.


  Be careful out there



  ya



  always am


He opens his bedroom window carefully and steps on the ledge, gaze catching a piece of paper on the floor that looks familiar. He picks it up.

It’s a phone number scribbled on a ripped off corner of his notebook. He frowns down at it in temporary confusion, then remembers what it’s from—the very first cell number Mr Stark gave him, after their talk in the bathroom. Peter had saved it on his phone initially, then written it down on paper a couple of times while distracted in Dr Olusanya’s class, to try to memorize it in case… just in case.

But he recognizes the number now, having texted it back-and-forth all evening.

Mr Stark gave him his real, personal cell number. Right from the start.

*

He’s invited to another late lab session that following night that he has to turn down because of a pre-existing appointment with Doc Oc. He doesn’t tell Mr Stark the specific reason for his rejection over text, but the ‘Gotcha’ he receives in reply is a bit curt, or maybe Peter is projecting.

The voice in his head stops yelling words and transitions to simply rage-screaming constantly.

*

The week gets busy. He’s patrolling for four, five, six hours a night at a time, manages to track one of the drug-dealers across state lines but eventually has to double-back home to Queens or miss his morning classes, and risk May calling the police in a panic that he’s gone.

He’s barely sleeping. Jed asks to see him again already, and Dr Lehman, one of his less frequent clients, messages him as well. His new classes with Dr Devlin are predictably awesome but intense, and he’s running out of hours in the day.

Plus, his stomach constantly rumbles, and by Friday the wordless scream in his head has subsided to pitiful, weak whimpers, asking simply: ‘why?’


  Why, Peter. Why are you fighting the solution to most of your problems?


Okay not most, but certainly many. If his stubborn principles weren’t getting in the way he’d be hanging out the Stark Tower lab most afternoons, getting paid an exorbitant amount of money to have fun, and getting to bask in Mr Stark’s presence.

He is contemplating all of this while on the train home when his phone beeps with an email notification.

He had to change his text notifications to assign a specific tone to Mr Stark or his heart was stopping every time Ned or MJ said anything, so he already knows this won’t be him. Still, he checks it because he has nothing better to do other than monitor how his YouTube revenue is dipping because he hasn’t filmed himself doing anything particularly extraordinary recently (what with all the stealthy drug-trafficking stuff he’s been dealing with).

The email is from Dr Devlin. He forgot to tell the class about an exciting announcement; a guest lecturer who will be joining them next week.

For a second Peter’s breath stutters, because what if—but it’s not Mr Stark.

Phillip Banks is going to join them for a mandatory hour-long lecture next week.

Shit.

If Peter could catch a freaking break—

 


  Tony


Steve Rogers and Sam Wilson ask to meet him.

Tony’s first instinct is to respond: “I’m actually waiting to hear from an overworked, overstressed teenager I’m trying to help out in order to structure my calendar around his,” but figures that might come off as a tad obsessive. And demented.

So he tells them ‘sure’, and wonders what the meeting will be about.

He’s been trying not to overwhelm Peter and, even though he got as far as calling Happy once, has not driven one of his cars to Queens at any point during the week. He sent a modest (meager, he’s going to start paying his interns more) bank transfer to Peter in accordance with Peter’s strict stipulations and he’s been texting him to get a gage for how he’s doing, but that’s it. Peter is too busy to come hang out in the Stark Tower lab and that’s… fine.


  sorry mr s, today’s no good



  i wanna but it’s may’s night


An eighteen-year-old college student choosing to spend his Friday night with his aunt should be adorable, and not sad. But Tony knows it must be his only free night, and he knows what Peter’s been up to the rest of the week.


  No worries



  I’m going to text you the codes so that you can show up whenever



  Consider it a standing invitation


He does, and then he talks FRIDAY through additional protocol changes to make Peter essentially the most powerful person in the Tower after Tony—creating an ‘Exceptional X’ subroutine that would allow Peter to cause World War III from the Tower if he wanted.

It still doesn’t feel like enough.

Rhodey and Bruce both arrive that evening because they are good, supportive friends and they seem as confused as Tony is about the upcoming meeting.

“How often do you even see those guys?” Bruce asks, pouring himself some tea.

“Not often.” He tries to remember. “I think the last time I saw Sam Wilson was during an awkward run-in with the Croatian government because we both followed the same lead.”

It had been almost a year.

Rhodey raises his hand like they are in class. “I saw Sam at a DOD thing two months ago. And one of my old buddies still sees him for counseling, has great things to say about him.” He tilts his head. “Steve Rogers gave a nice speech to my guys in the air force last week, and led some sort of training session that focused on fighting superpowered beings. He made a point to say hi, but we didn’t have a lot of time for chit-chat.”

“I guess we’ll find out what they want soon enough.” Bruce shrugs. “Aren’t they supposed to arrive any—“

“Tony, the Falcon and Captain America are in the lobby,” FRIDAY’s voice interrupts. “They are causing quite a stir.”

Tony can imagine exactly the kind of stir two of the most famous men in the country would cause in the middle of New York on a Friday night, when people are roaming the streets. “Send them up.”

He ordered hors d’ouvres and expensive wine for them and laid it all out on the living room table, so he walks over there and motions Rhodey and Bruce to follow.

Less than a minute of expectant silence later, Steve Rodgers and Sam Wilson walk out of the main elevator right into the wide open space. Tony waves at David, who gives him a wide-eyed wave back before the elevator doors close again.

“Welcome to my not-so-humble abode, gentlemen,” Tony calls.

Neither of them have been here before. Tony watches them take in the penthouse, but it’s a systematic, military overview, not the awe people usually display.

“Good to see you, Stark,” Steve says, though his tone isn’t fully behind the words. A touch too much caution. He walks over to where Tony is sitting, and Tony stands to shake his hand.

“Hey, man. Thanks for seeing us on such short notice.” Sam shakes his hand, too, and then greets Rhodey with a touch more familiarity.

They both introduce themselves to Bruce with a careful wariness that doesn’t go unnoticed by the tired Dr Banner, who is well used to this by now.

“Please, sit,” Tony says, motioning to the spread. “And help yourselves.”

They both sit, but neither eats anything.

After a beat of silence, Steve leans forward in his seat. “Guess there’s no point in small talk; we need your help.”

Out of everything Tony had considered, a request for help was a possibility, but it was very, very low on the list.

“…My help.”

Steve nods. “There’s… someone I thought I’d lost. Who I’m trying to find.” Him and Sam exchange a look. “We’ve been trying to find him for some time now. And we’re running into walls—to the point where I don’t think the two of us alone can handle it.”

Tony’s mind is already racing; questions about who on Earth Steve Rogers could be trying to find, when the man is notoriously unattached, romantically or even familiarly, to anyone who isn’t Sam Wilson and, rarely, Natasha Romanoff. There was a woman, he thinks his dad mentioned, but that was back in the forties.

He also has questions about why; why come to him for something like this, instead of the considerable resources at Captain America’s disposal?

“I thought you were SHIELD’s poster boy,” he says. “Plenty of personnel there to help with a manhunt, no? I should think Nick Fury would love to help his prime PR powerhouse?”

Steve’s mouth flattens in a thin line, and it’s Sam who sits forward and says: “We have reason to be weary of SHIELD these days.”

Tony raises his eyebrows. “No way. You’re telling me a government agency isn’t entirely trustworthy?”

“All right, sit down Tony,” Rhodey cuts in. Tony is already sitting, but he takes the comment’s meaning and shuts up. “Who are y’all trying to find?”

“We tell you that when you agree to help us, not before,” Sam responds.

“So it makes a difference? Us knowing who it is?” Bruce asks them.

“…We came here to ask for Stark’s help,” Steve says pointedly. “No offense.”

Bruce’s expression reveals a flash of hurt that he quickly covers with a polite smile and raised hands in the universal gesture of surrender. Rhodey looks fully offended, and Sam crosses his arms over his chest, defensive. Tony looks around the table at all five of them, mere minutes into an exchange and the tension is palpable; mistrust and unease quickly weaving their way between them.


  I’ve always wondered: why do you guys never work in teams?


He opens his mouth to tell Steve that any request for his help comes with the Rhodey and Banner attachments when FRIDAY’s voice rings out:

“Tony, Peter just activated the private elevator.”

Tony’s chair scrapes loudly as, next thing he knows, he’s standing up.

“He’s here?” he asks her, even though that’s what she just said. “In the building?”

“…Yes, he’s in the private elevator. Is my speaker malfunct—“

“No, it’s fine. Where exactly is he?”

He can feel everyone staring at him.

“He’s coming up. He asked me where you were, do you want me to send him to the lab or bring him here?”

“Bring him here,” he says instantly.

“Now?” Bruce asks. “Is that a good idea?”

“Why does Peter have the private elevator codes, Tony?” Rhodey says warningly.

Sam is smiling in confusion. “Who’s Peter?”

“What’s his clearance level?” Steve asks. “Or is he… not a work-related companion?”

“He’s not work-related,” Rhodey says.

“He’s definitely work-related,” Tony snaps, and then the private elevator dings, signaling Peter’s arrival.

He walks over to greet Peter with impatient strides, knowing he’s about to subject the kid to a rather overwhelming situation and two new world-famous acquaintances without a warning.

The doors swish open and out he walks; clad in a ratty hoodie and jeans, with his backpack slung over one shoulder. Tony is distantly horrified to note that he has missed him every fucking day since he was last here.

“Hey.” Peter smiles, and the arc reactor feels like it starts buzzing. “Sorry I didn’t call; May ended up taking an extra shift and I just figured…”

He’s noticed that they aren’t alone.

“Oh.” He looks mortified, and swings his gaze back to meet Tony’s again so quickly that he didn’t linger long enough to recognize anyone. “M-Mr Stark, I’m so sorry. I didn’t realize you had people over. I-I… I can go, I’m gonna—“

“You’re not going anywhere.”

“N-no please, I’m so sorry, you have company and…”

He glanced at the table again, and this time his eyes stay there.

“And…”

He blinks.

“Oh my God.”

“Hey, Peter,” Steve Rogers says.

*

Once the shock has worn off a touch, Peter is as excitable and chatty as Tony has ever seen him, and he introduces himself as Peter Parker, a fan, and the one thing he doesn’t seem to notice is that as the minutes pass and his presence in the penthouse remains unexplained, Steve and Sam are growing increasingly bemused.

There’s no doubt in Tony’s mind that they think he’s some sort of boy-toy, here for Tony’s entertainment, but they are both being exceedingly polite about it. Plus Rhodey hasn’t stopped with the accusing stares since Tony failed to answer his question about the elevator codes, and that is definitely compounding the issue.

“…when you guys went up against that Russian guy? I forget his name?” Peter eats his seventh canapé and reaches for an empanada. “Um, anyway, that was awesome.” He smiles, and passes the empanada dish to Sam in offering. Since he started eating, both Steve and Bruce followed suit. Now, Sam does too.

“I don’t think I knew that much security cam footage of us was online,” Sam says, thanking Peter with a nod. “That’s pretty cool, huh Steve?”

“It’s interesting.” He seems pensive. “Makes you think about who else might have been caught on security footage.”

Peter picks up on that. “You looking for someone?”

Steve looks at Tony. The question seems to have finally put an end to their lighthearted interlude.

“Peter’s in the industry,” Tony offers, as explanation.

There’s a beat of confusion, and then Peter nods. “Y-yeah. But. Um, different scale.” He pulls out his phone. “I’m called Spider-Man. I… have some powers. Here.”

But before he can show them one of his videos, Sam drops half of his empanada on his lap. “No way. You’re Spider-Man?”

Peter’s smile freezes. “Oh. You know who I am?”

“My nephews are obsessed with you, man! The oldest wore a bunch of red and blue pajamas to be you last Halloween, and now my sister is trying to make him another outfit that looks more like your new suit.” He shakes his head. “Holy shit. ‘Some powers’… I thought you’d taken super-serum! Didn’t I see you lift a bus last year?”

Peter is blushing now. “Um. Yeah. It was a radioactive spider though, not… not super-serum.”

“Wow. That’s crazy. All this time I thought you’d be a whole-ass adult.”

“I am a whole-ass adult.” The smile returns tentatively. “And… I’d appreciate it if you guys would keep my secret identity for now. Please.”

“Of course, Peter,” Steve says gravely. He looks relieved, now that he realizes Peter’s presence in Tony’s apartment means something else entirely. “And to answer your earlier question, we are looking for someone. Could use Stark’s help. And… anyone else’s, who is willing to pitch in.” He makes sure to meet Bruce’s gaze after he says it. “We’d be grateful for anyone’s assistance.”

Bruce nods back.

What follows is a bizarrely cordial group conversation in which Peter, of all people, ends up contributing the bulk of the cybersecurity ideas, and while none of it is anything Tony didn’t know or think of, it ends up becoming a source of delight for him to keep quiet an extra couple of seconds to see if the thought will occur to Peter. This Winter Soldier character seems shady to say the least, but Tony is happy to help Steve and Sam look for him if that means this uneasy alliance could turn into something more.


  I’ve always wondered: why do you guys never work in teams?


A team of superheroes.

What an idea.

*

“That kid’s dangerous, Tony.”

He scoffs, but he knows exactly what Rhodey is saying now. He knows, and he agrees. “Come on. We’ve been over this.”

They are drinking on the couch after everyone left. Peter rejected Tony’s offer to stay in the lab, and Tony let him because it did get pretty late by the time Steve and Sam headed out. Bruce said his sleep schedule is very important to him, and took off a half hour ago as well.

“The way he looks at you?” Rhodey’s eyebrows are all the way up. “That’s trouble. That spells trouble, with a capital ‘T’ and a whole lotta complications after it.”

“You were never gonna win any spelling bees, huh? Because that’s a pretty uncomplicated word to—“

“Hey. You realize what people are gonna think when they find out you let him walk into your lab whenever he wants, right? What am I saying—not just your lab, your apartment.” He aims a finger-gun at him. “And they will find out, Tony.”

“Have we met? I don’t care what people think.”

Rhodey laughs without humor. “Right. My bad. Of course Tony Stark doesn’t care what people think.”

Not when it comes to him, Tony thinks. Not when it comes to Peter.

“Tony, he’s got a crush on you the size of a planet, and that’s not the part that worries me.”

“He doesn’t.”

Does he? Does Peter have a crush on him?

He worships you, May Parker had said to him. But that was… a teenage dream is one thing, Peter knows him now, in a few short weeks they’ve gotten to know each other surprisingly well. And attraction is one thing, but Peter is a rare creature with a unique mind, and he has no reason to crush after a repentant forty-something who keeps trying to push capital his way. Not to mention, if Peter really had a crush on him maybe he wouldn’t be fighting Tony so damn hard on spending time with him.

Would he?

“…What.”

Rhodey was just staring at him.

“That. That right there is what worries me.”

He’s pointing at Tony’s face.

“What? Spit it out, Rhodes.”

But Rhodey doesn’t answer him; not in specifics anyway. “I’m your oldest friend, Tony. Your best friend. So I say this with love, but…” He sighs. “You’re fucked, man.”

And Tony can’t exactly argue with that.

 


  Peter


He sees Jed again on Thursday. No extras scheduled, so at least there’s that, but it’s a dinner at Jed’s place, which sometimes leads to last-minute extras negotiations. Peter prefers to mentally brace himself for those nights, so he’s more on edge than he would be if they were at a public location.

“You’ve been a busy little bee lately, haven’t you?” Jed asks, sipping wine.

“Hm?”

“I heard you dumped Phil and started seeing Tony Stark.”

Peter pauses with the fork halfway to his mouth. He reminds himself that this is what he wanted; for Jed to believe that he has the protection—the favor of someone like Mr Stark. “I. Yeah I. I’ve been seeing Mr Stark.”

Jed’s eyebrows rise. “Do you call him that in bed, too? ‘Mr Stark’?” he’s trying to sound mocking, but the thought of calling Mr Stark that in bed is way hotter than any of the sex Jed has paid Peter for, so…

“M’not allowed to talk about my other clients.”

“No, I should hope not.” Jed regards him steadily. “So is it because you snagged yourself the biggest fish in the pond, that Phil got shown the door?”

“I think you heard what I just said.”

“But I’m so curious.” He leans his elbows on the table, and sits forward in his seat so his knee brushes Peter’s. Peter tamps down the instinct to pull away. “I’m sure Phil was upset, but no one can fault you for moving up in the world.”

Peter stays silent, waiting for Jed to get to the point. He’s ambling his way there.

“Must be nice, to do Tony Stark’s bidding, but to also hold that kind of power over him—you realize you could obliterate all his good PR with a single picture, don’t you? Or an article where you don’t mention your age?”

Peter feels a wave of nausea. “I’d never do that.”

“Oh I know. But in our field, Stark is the most photographed man you could have found yourself. Yes, the most famous, definitely the most powerful, but also the one who attracts the most attention, for those exact reasons.”

“What are you saying?”

“I’m saying that maybe he’s a bit more than you can… afford to chew.”

Peter blinks.

“I’m saying maybe you’d be better off not seeing him, Peter. And now that you’ve cancelled Phil’s contract, maybe it’d be easier to just… dismiss the handful of others on your payroll, and see me exclusively.”

And that.

That is a surprise.

Peter sits there for a long moment, knee still touching Jed’s under the table, stunned.

He never got the impression that Jed was particularly possessive of him or attached to the idea of Peter being his alone. He’s had that feeling a couple of times the past couple of years and almost immediately ended things with the client because he’s not an idiot and he understands that these powerful men have powerful egos and a proprietary streak could spell his doom—literally, it was why he stopped seeing Dr Von Doom.

So Jed surprised him just now.

“Exclusively,” he echoes, more to buy himself time to think than anything.

“Yes. We could renegotiate rates so that I keep up with your needs, of course.”

“I…” Obviously the answer is ‘no’, but this is the definition of a situation where the person needs to be let down easy. There’s a scenario where this ends very, very badly for Peter. “Is there a reason you don’t want me to see Mr Stark in particular?”

Jed smirks without humor. “Not exactly.” He presses forward, with his knee. Making it pointed. “His interest in you just… highlights your appeal.”

And Peter gets it, then.

He’s just a pawn in a game, to this man—a prize to steal away from Mr Stark, maybe even a potential bargaining chip. One Jed enjoys sex with, sure, but a strategic move more than anything.

“Oh. Well… right now I’d be breaking the terms of Mr Stark’s arrangement if I cancelled so quickly, so I can’t. And I’m comfortable with my current situation.”

Jed nods. “That’s understandable.”

Peter moves his leg away. “Thank you.”

The dinner continues on, and Jed doesn’t bring up exclusivity or Mr Stark again. He does, however, talk about an attempt at an AI that his company is working on that pales in comparison to Mr Stark’s programming. Peter tries not to feel to smug and fakes awe the rest of the night.

*

The rest of his week is about as bad as the one before, with the small caveat that he met the freaking Falcon and Captain America, and not telling Ned about it is killing him. It’s the juiciest gossip ever, and the coolest thing to happen to him since, well, he met Iron Man and was subsequently introduced to War Machine and the Hulk. But he can’t quite figure out a version of the story that would make sense without including his secret identity. So he doesn’t tell Ned, or MJ or May.


  How’s your week going?


He can be honest with Mr Stark, at least.


  got one more thing to deal w tmw



  then hopefully better


The response is almost instantaneous, as it usually is from Mr Stark when they are texting. What is it? Can I help?

It’s Dr Banks’ lecture tomorrow, and not really.


  s’okay, just gotta get through it



  ill see you at the lab tmw night


*

He throws up in the campus bathroom after the lecture.

It was worse than he thought. Seeing Phillip again after their last encounter—Dr Devlin’s class isn’t that big and he could feel Phillip’s eyes on him the whole goddamn time; resentful and lustful still, reminding him of all the times Peter let him do whatever he wanted in bed, reminding him of seeing his wife across the room at the concert hall, reminding him of Porter. The taste of bile still isn’t as bad as the memory of the taste of latex down his throat the last time Phil asked for oral, and he doesn’t know why that hour affected him so much—but it did.

He feels sick.

He almost doesn’t go to the lab. He feels physically unwell and like he won’t be of any use tonight, what with his brain like a fog and his nerves frayed. The amount of money Mr Stark paid him after their first session is going to feel even more disproportionately generous, given the state he’s in.

But in the end, the draw of being around Mr Stark is too strong. If anything, feeling this weak, this fragile… it makes him want to be near Mr Stark even more. So he walks into the Stark Tower lobby and through the double doors that lead to the covert entrance to the private elevator, which at that point are only monitored by the SI security feed and not a live guard.

“Hello Peter,” FRIDAY’s voice says. “Your heart rate is slightly elevated.”

“Hello to you too,” Peter mumbles.

“Are you unwell?”

“I’ve been better.”

The elevator shoots up with barely a shift in the air, perfectly sealed, perfectly steady. He’s at the lab floor mere seconds later, and stumbles out.

“Peter! You made it.”

“Hey Mr Stark.” He drops his backpack on one of the few workstations with a clear surface. “How’s it going?”

“It’s fine. I have some left-overs from dinner I was hoping you could help me… hey.”

Mr Stark’s initial welcoming expression immediately fades. Concern takes over his features the second his gaze takes Peter in, and he slides out of the stool at his workstation to stride over to him.

“Hey. Are you okay? What’s wrong?”

Peter didn’t think he looked that bad. He kind of wants to cry.

“Peter. Tell me.”

Peter blinks, and finds that a tear rolls down his cheek. Oh God.

“Peter.” Mr Stark’s voice is shaking, and he puts his hands on Peter’s shoulders, leaning in. “Peter, what…?”

Peter shakes his head. “Sorry. It’s really… I’m fine. Just tired.”

Mr Stark guides him to the nearest stool, and sits him down, hands sliding to his upper arms and gripping.

“Did… are you hurt?” he asks. “Did anyone hurt you?”

Not really. Not technically. “No.”

Porter hurt him. Not physically, Peter had the powers by then, but… in other ways. He’s not sure why seeing Phillip today filled his head with that despicable memory, but it did.

“Peter.” The grip on his arms intensifies. “Please tell me. Please.”

“No one hurt me.” He swallows. “I. A long time ago, I.” Maybe it’s because Mr Stark has quickly become the only person in his life he can tell everything to. But suddenly the desire is there—to confess to someone, what he did, what Porter made him do. No one else knows, not even Ned or MJ, who know about his current gigs.

So he tells him.

In as few words as he can muster, with a tight voice and short sentences, but he tells him the truth. It feels horrible, and revealing, but also… relieving in a way nothing else has, lately. It takes maybe two or three minutes to voice the facts, bare-boned, but it feels like a century goes by.

By the time he’s done, Mr Stark’s grip on his shoulders has loosened to a gentle hold, and his thumbs are brushing thoughtless patterns into Peter’s hoodie sleeves. He doesn’t look angry, or disgusted or like he regrets spending time with Peter.

“And his name?” he asks, casually.

Peter only hesitates for a moment, even though he knows Mr Stark isn’t just asking out of curiosity. Peter isn’t stupid—that’s been established, he thinks. He knows that there is an unspoken threat in the offhand question; the enormous power that Mr Stark wields a slumbering monster in the background that is going to wake and strike when the time comes. And Peter knows what it means, that he’s giving him permission. Giving the monster a whiff of the scent.

“Jeremy Porter.”

*

Mr Stark declares it an evening off.

He picks up Peter’s backpack and takes him up to the penthouse, and shows off his television and surround system while Peter eats enough takeout to feed a family of ten and then some.

They lie on Mr Stark’s ridiculously huge couch and yell out inaccuracies in The Martian, and the sunset becomes dusk becomes the night sky, and it’s perfect. Peter feels perfectly content, which he wouldn’t have thought possible earlier in this same stupid day, and he also feels so enamored with Mr Stark that he knows he’s way bypassed the ‘danger’ stage. The thought of sliding over to his side and into his lap takes hold of his brain around the time the NASA scientists start celebrating their win, and won’t let him go until the credits are rolling. It’s not even that he wants sex—which he very, very, very much does, but he’d also take just being held by him, the way this whole evening has felt like a balm, like being held. In every way other than the literal one.

He lets the silence drag on as the movie credits keep scrolling, aware that he should go back to May, that tomorrow is going to be another busy day in his endless string of busy days, and that he should patrol before bed.

The couch is plush and comfortable, and he can’t bring himself to stand up. He can barely keep his eyes open.

“You could crash here,” Mr Stark says. “I could call your aunt to tell her.”

Peter sighs. It’s so tempting. “I gotta patrol. And May would have… questions.”

“I’ll take the blame. Tell her I worked you too hard.”

There’s a beat, and Peter’s mind went straight to all the ways he wants Mr Stark to work him, and he can feel by the tension in the air that Mr Stark heard it, too.

“Uh.” Stark clears his throat. “I meant.”

“I-I know.”

Another silence, a different one, this time.

“How—“ Stark clears his throat again. “I meant to ask, earlier, how has work been? This week?”


  How has it been, to spend time with and occasionally sleep with people for money, Peter?


“Um. Fine.” In searching for anything kosher and not horrible to say, his brain latches on to: “Jed asked me about drawing up an exclusive contract the other day. I wasn’t expecting that.”

Mr Stark stills, and it comes back; Peter’s guilt, hot and molten in his gut like shame.

“Oh. And what did you tell him?”

 


  Tony


“…I told him no.”

Oh thank God. Thank fucking God.

“You shouldn’t see him anymore, Peter.” He hears himself speak and barely knows what the words mean. His ears are still ringing. “That guy’s bad news.”


  Get away from him. 



  Stop it. 



  Stop letting him touch you.


Peter lets out a shaky breath, hands fidgeting. “I can’t really… do that.”

He knows the argument that will ensue if he says ‘you can, if you’d just let me pay you instead of him’.

So instead, he says: “Not unless I agree to kiss you, right?”

Peter’s gaze snaps up to meet his. They are sitting at an angle; each of them on a section of the couch that form the ninety-degree corner.

“…What?” Peter says, faintly.

“If you let me pay you for a kiss, that would cover Jed’s weekly visits, right? You’d be able to stop seeing him then.”

“I… yes, but… what?”

“A thousand dollars. You agreed. And you’ll stop seeing him.” Stop letting him near you. Stop letting him touch you.

“I.” Peter swallows. He takes a long moment to carefully consider his next words. “I thought… you said I was free to do whatever. At the beginning, you said I was free to see… you said this was about me not ‘needing’ to do it, but I could do whatever I wanted.”

“I.” He did say that. “Yes, I. I said.”

“I don’t think you should be asking me not to see anyone.”

“I’m not.”

Peter’s chocolate eyes say what his mouth is unwilling to.

“I. Okay. I am, but—“ But what? “But I…”

But what? But he’s turning into one of them—these men who obsess over Peter, who cheat on their wives for him, pay hundreds of dollars for his time, for his attention, for his company, and want him all to themselves? Is that what he is? After all this, after eight years of trying to be a better person, is he just some monstrous old man who’s fallen prey to the charms of the young genius who has ensnared half the titans in the industry?

Peter stares at him.


  A thousand dollars to kiss me at the end of a lab session.


“I want you safe. Jed is the opposite of that, and now he’s trying to monopolize your time, which is… a bad sign.” The mere idea of it makes him shudder. “There are rumors about his preferences, shit I don’t want you mixed up in. Shit I wouldn’t want anyone mixed up in, which is why I want you to get away from it.”

Away from him.

“And a kiss is harmless enough,” he goes on, even thought it’s not. He already knows—before having done it, he knows it will hurt, and it will do harm. It will damage him, to kiss Peter. “If it’ll meet your criteria, make it okay for your moral code to accept more… generous payments from me that way, or whatever. I’d trade a kiss for your safety any day.”

There is very little he wouldn’t trade for Peter’s safety.

Peter’s face is pensive.

“You want me to stop seeing Jed.”

“Yes.”

He blinks slowly, like a cat. “And you wanna kiss me.” Before Tony can agree, he amends. “You wanna pay me, so you’ll kiss me to do it. So that I stop seeing Jed.”

“Yes.”

The long, long moment Peter takes to think about this is brutal.

And then:

“Okay. Yeah.”

“…Yeah?”

Peter sits up, neck of his hoodie askew, hair messy in the back from when he was lying down on the couch. Chocolate eyes and pink lips and so attractive that Tony feels like a dirty fucking liar, because it’s true but it’s also not true, what Peter just said. Because he doesn’t want to kiss Peter as an excuse to pay him to keep him safe; it is and it isn’t a convoluted way for him to keep Peter away from Jed.

Because he just wants it; wants to kiss him so fucking badly, and is it going to happen right now, is it…?

“Yeah,” Peter says, and gets up.
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6. The Toll Taken


    
    
  Peter


Mr Stark is looking up at him from the casual sprawl he was sitting in earlier, but ‘casual’ isn’t how Peter would describe him anymore. His position hasn’t changed, but there’s something in the eyes. The thing that made Peter finally agree to this transaction.

He stops when his shins hit the stretch of couch between Mr Stark’s legs.

“Now,” Mr Stark says, voice quiet. Not quite a question, more of an observation or a comment.

“Yeah,” Peter responds, like he’s forgotten that other words exist. His eagerness makes him sound hoarse and breathless but he doesn’t care.

He doesn’t care because something in Mr Stark’s eyes says that he wants Peter to kiss him.

And so leans down and Mr Stark sits up…

And their lips meet in the middle.

At work, Peter has to focus on the person he’s with, because none of what’s happening is about him. Even the clients who put on a show, pretend they care about his enjoyment of the situation, don’t really. Not deep down, not if they truly understand that without money exchanging hands Peter wouldn’t be doing this at all, not by choice, ergo—well.

As soon as his lips touch Mr Stark’s, all thoughts of making this good for the man who is paying a thousand dollars for it fly out of Peter’s head.

All thoughts fly out of his head, really.

It feels like a selfish act, because it’s so good. He hears Mr Stark inhale sharply through his nose and then big warm palms are cradling his face, a thumb is teasing his jaw open and Peter’s balance is off; he puts a hand on Mr Stark’s shoulder to steady himself and clutches. Then Mr Stark’s tongue does something that makes him sway and his right knee buckles. The knee lands on Mr Stark’s left thigh, and instead of grunting at the weight one of Mr Stark’s hands moves to the back of Peter’s other knee and tugs, causing him to end up on Mr Stark’s lap, shins to thighs and God it’s perfect.

Their mouths never break away and at some point Peter realizes that he’s softly moaning through it, his skin flushed, a hot throb of want clenching his lower abdomen. He fists the fabric of Mr Stark’s shirt at the shoulders and holds on, kissing and being kissed and never wanting it to stop. If they never break away it still counts as just one kiss, right? If they never stop, it just—

Mr Stark pushes him back.

Peter whimpers, reactionary, once.

“Okay,” Mr Stark rasps, hand still on Peter’s chest from where he pushed. “Okay, that was—that’s it. That was it.”

Peter is panting, and halfway to hard.

“I.”

He wants more. He wants so much more that he’d pay to keep going.

He’s not sure how Mr Stark will respond to that idea, though. He sees it now—yes, Mr Stark does want to kiss him, maybe he even wants to fuck him, but he wouldn’t. Won’t. The reason he did so just now is so he can give Peter money, so he can help him.

Stupid righteous morality. Stupidly good, gentle Mr Stark who wants what’s best for Peter.

“Rent is due in three days.”

He hears himself whisper it; only conscious that he’s said it after the words make it out.

Mr Stark’s eyes flash.

“…Oh?”

It’s a manipulative ploy, no doubt about it. The problem is that the hunger in the pit of his stomach is far too powerful for him to take it back. It’s even true—though there’s already enough in his bank account for him to make the payment.

“Are you.” But Mr Stark doesn’t ask the full question.

Peter is still in his lap. Mr Stark’s hand is still on his chest. “If.” He swallows. “If you don’t mind.”

He knows he’s pushing. He knows Mr Stark did it for a reason, and won’t do it again without one.

So you gave him a reason, says a wicked little voice in the back of his head.

“If I don’t mind,” Mr Stark echoes.

That thing in his eyes is still there—the reason Peter agreed to do this in the first place. Their faces are so close, and getting closer. Mostly because Peter is swaying forward, since Mr Stark is resting the back of his head against the couch, as far back as it can go in their current position. But kissing Peter clearly wasn’t a chore. And the possibility of more doesn’t seem to displease him either.

“…Please?” Peter murmurs.

The hand on his chest slides up to the back of his neck.

“Another thousand. You’ll let me pay you.”

“Yeah.”

Their mouths meet again, yes.

Peter slides up to press his groin against Mr Stark’s, knees splayed to seat himself on Tony as closely as he can. The pressure is a fleeting relief that only exacerbates the ache, and he immediately starts moaning again, even though it’s embarrassing and it never happens to him with his clients; a quiet but high-pitched sound in the back of his throat. His hips churn of their own volition and he feels himself growing fully hard. He slides his fingers into Mr Stark’s hair, tugging, and Mr Stark’s arm wraps around his waist, and they won’t stop kissing, can’t, and Peter doesn’t want it to end, please, God, please…

His moaning gets louder as he goes from a slow grind to something more desperate, feels so good to thrust his hips forward, he doesn’t think anything has ever felt this good his whole life. Masturbating is not as good as this, his weekly appointments for performative sex are nothing compared to this, he’s never felt so out of control, at someone else’s mercy—

Mr Stark breaks them apart again.

“Peter, wait—“

“Please,” he gasps, too gone to care. Their noses are still touching; they are panting into each other’s mouths. “Please, I—“

“We shouldn’t. We should stop.”

Peter whimpers, and he can feel Mr Stark’s interest pressed up against his ass.

“Come on, Pete, you. You’ve had a bad day.”

This was turning it into a good day, he doesn’t say.

“How much?” Peter mumbles, pressing their foreheads together. “How much for… for me to…” Stupid, to feel shy about saying it while he’s doing it, but he does. Even as he’s nudging his hips down still, helpless to stop it, and he’s asking for something for himself. Humiliating himself, again, for the man he wants more than anything.

“Peter.” Mr Stark’s arm is still around his waist. Their faces still so close.

Peter feels pathetic and wanton and like an inexperienced teenager who can’t control himself.

Are… are you sure you don’t want to use me? he’d said to Tony not that long ago. But ‘use’ was the wrong choice of word, he gets that now. ‘Use’ has no place here, in what’s happening between them.

“If you want to come it has to be like this, and you have to let me give you a million dollars.”

Peter freezes.

“You choose.”

He rears back to gape at him, and sees a disarming amount of both lust and sincerity in Mr Stark’s dark, dark eyes.

“You’re serious,” he breathes.

“Yes,” Mr Stark replies.

Well, he did ask for how much.


  Is it that you’d like it? Is that why it feels so wrong to get paid to do it? That it’s something you’d want for yourself anyway, regardless of the money?


He climbs off Mr Stark and stumbles, coltish and unsteady, back to his seat on the other side of the couch.

He feels dizzy.

“I’m sorry, Peter.”

“N-no,” he manages. “No I. I’m. Sorry.”

There’s a long, tense silence.

Then: “You’re still going to stop seeing Jed, right?” Tony asks.

Peter exhales, and nods. “I did say. Yeah.”

“Good. Thank—that’s good.”

Another silence, this one shorter.

They look at each other, and Tony smiles faintly, though it doesn’t quite reach his eyes. “You really are… quite something, aren’t you.”

Peter isn’t sure what that statement is in reference to, but surely it can’t be about his sloppy, over-eager display of desperation just now.

“Will you do me a favor?”

Peter might break apart if asked for anything else. “I… depends.”

“Will you sleep here tonight? Let me sort it out with your aunt and stay. Please, Peter.”

Defeated, Peter nods. “Okay. Yeah.” He’s still buzzing with what just happened, but lying down does appeal to him hugely. He lets himself fall sideways on the couch, curling onto his left side.

Tony snorts. “I was hoping you’d sleep in a bed—“

“M’good. This is good.”

Exhaustion and delirium and the intense current of want thrumming through him make him close his eyes. Also, embarrassment is easier to bear with one’s eyes closed, it turns out.

The couch really is extremely comfortable, and so huge that he’s nowhere near in danger of falling.

“Peter—“

“Please. I wanna. Just like this.”

He hears Mr Stark get up. “You sure?”

“This’s good,” he murmurs, shifting to press his erection down against the cushion. “M’good right here.”

“…Okay. All right.”

He hears steps in his direction getting slowly closer, and for a moment, when Mr Stark’s feet stop right next to him, he thinks he’s going to feel a touch—a caress, a pat, something.

But it never comes, and Mr Stark walks away.

“Goodnight, then.”

“Goodnight, Mr Stark.”

Surprisingly, he falls asleep quickly, and dreams up a deliriously more pleasurable end to the night.

*

Tony is gone to a meeting (a Saturday morning meeting?) by the time Peter wakes up, but FRIDAY informs him that Happy is waiting to drive him home as soon as he’s done with coffee and breakfast.

Not wanting to be rude, Peter grabs food for the road and chugs the coffee in two gulps, rushing down to meet Happy while texting May to say he’s on his way. He knows he comes off as quiet during the drive, maybe even rude, but Happy is polite about it. He is also polite about Peter’s rumpled, morning-after look and the fact that he’s obviously in the night before’s clothing. All he says is: “Here for ya if you need me, kid,” right before Peter gets out of the car.

There’s a piece of paper stuck to the right-sided panel of the front door of his building.

Peter only notices it because something about it pings his spidey senses, and so he stops to read it for a moment.


  “NOTICE TO ALL TENANTS: this building has been sold to Potts Real Estate Inc. effective today, Saturday March 29th. Please take time to read the information packet in your mailbox for details regarding minor changes in your monthly rent charges…”


He feels his jaw drop.

Tony did that overnight.

How did Tony do that overnight?

He rushes to his and May’s mailbox to find a prettily packaged triptych with a blurb about the new company (which Peter does not intend to waste time Googling as he is very sure it’s a subsidiary of Stark Industries) and a corporate-sounding jab at the set rents by the prior owner. Their new rent is going to be much lower, and next month is waived for all tenants given the historical mismanagement that the prior landlord incurred.

He texts Mr Stark as he leaps up the stairs to May. where is he? And after a moment’s pause, but because he needs to know: dead?

In prison where he belongs, is the immediate reply.

Peter feels like he can’t breathe as he bursts in through his apartment door, finding May at the kitchen cooking breakfast.

“Hi honey, how was the overnight experiment? Did you get the results you wanted?” She shoots him a quick smile, then does a double-take. “Peter?” She puts down the pancake batter she was mixing and quickly walks over to him. “Sweetheart. You look…”

But no words seem forthcoming.

Peter feels the sting of unshed tears in his eyes and can only smile wetly and hug her, triptych crumpling in his hand.

*

He patrols for most of the weekend; dislocates and relocates his right shoulder, writes a paper, goes out to a celebratory rent reduction dinner with May, calls Ned and tells him a lot of nothing, leaves Jed on read regarding some event he wants Peter to attend next week, avoids booking any new appointments, breaks his fifth left toe, doesn’t text Tony, and sleeps in the MIT hoodie.

He doesn’t let himself think very much, and so he doesn’t cry again.

*

Monday arrives, and with it an unexpected pleasure. Peter is walking out of class and checking his app revenues, distracted, when a familiar voice calls his name.

“Hey, Parker!”

His head snaps up and he gasps, out loud, when he identifies the person who called his name.

“MJ!?”

He sprints the length of the corridor to her, almost too fast, forgetting himself and forgetting to appear entirely human in his rush to grab her in his arms.

She yelps and pretends to try to get away before reluctantly melting into the embrace, as other students pass them with bemused stares.

“Did you stalk my schedule? Stalker!”

“I wanted it to be a surprise!” She grins. “Ned was totally in on it.”

He can’t get enough of her; her gorgeous face, her hair, her smile. “I… You’re here!” he yelps, and she snorts.

“Yeah, for a couple of days. I’m visiting my folks; it just worked out.”

They go get coffee at the Starbucks on campus, and Peter is so happy to see her that it’s easy to talk to her about college life, and to hear about MIT, and try to get her to talk to him about relationships (nothing romantic yet, but she tells him about a couple of her cool new friends) without watching his words extra-carefully. The first hour flies by, and then a second one does too.

But inevitably, the question comes: “And how’s the extra-curriculars?” MJ asks.

“Fine.” He shrugs. “Got some money in the bank, you know. Paying down the debt.”

She nods thoughtfully. “I guess. Are the creepy old dudes paying on time?”

“Yeah.” He shrugs again. “M’being safe, promise.”

“Oh I know you are. I know May didn’t raise no fool.” She grins and it makes him smile and roll his eyes. “So what’s this I hear about you meeting Tony Stark and not telling me?”

Peter’s stomach lurches.

“Uh…” He’s been sticking to texting her since he met Tony because he didn’t want to confront the exact thing that the goddamn NOTICE TO ALL TENANTS made him confront the other day.

MJ blinks at him.

“What just happened to your face?”

“…What?”

“That little flinch. Is…” her eyes narrow. “Has he become one of your clients?” But before he can verbally answer, his face must have given him away again. “No, that’s not it. But you have been working with him, right? He set up a whole fake internship for you, Ned said.”

She’s so freaking smart and it’s so annoying.

“I’m sorry, do you want me to answer or are you gonna have an entire conversation by yourself with my involuntary facial expressions?”

MJ kicks him in the shin. “Answer the question, Parker.”

“Fine. Yes, he and I have been working together.”

“And you enjoy it?”

Peter gulps. “Mhmm.”

“He’s being nice to you? Generous? Paying you, at the very least, for all this work, I assume.”


  If you want to come it has to be like this, and you have to let me give you a million dollars.


But also: Did anyone hurt you? And: Why, you like Star Wars? I can make it official, and: I’m glad you’re here. I want to help you. And: I’m glad you broke into my penthouse and used my suture materials. And: I want to help you, over and over and so sincerely: I want to help you, Peter. I want to help you. And—

“Yeah. Yes, he’s… amazing. Better than I could have—he’s incredible. So nice to me. So… good.”

There’s a pause, and that was it, wasn’t it. That was him giving himself away, it just happened.

Peter can’t look at her so he takes a shaky sip of his long-empty coffee cup instead, and he feels tremulous, surprisingly, even though this has been a long time coming. Maybe coming since that first day in the bathroom, or since the night he trespassed on Mr Stark’s roof. Definitely there by the time Mr Stark laid bare the secret about the machine that keeps his heart beating. If only that stupid NOTICE hadn’t made the truth of his feelings sound so unavoidably loud.

MJ’s hand slowly enters his field of vision on the table, and then reaches until she can rest it on the back of his.

“You did something really stupid, didn’t you babe,” she says softly, and Peter still doesn’t look up, but his shoulders slump in defeated misery and he nods.

Falling in love with Tony Stark is the stupidest thing he’s ever done, by far.

And in Peter’s life that is saying a lot.

 


  Tony


SPIDER-MAN SURVIVES 50FT FALL is a video that came out two years ago and has been haunting Tony ever since he found out Spider-Man is an eighteen-year-old escort with a heart of gold.

An escort who is also a mathematical and physics genius.

Who kisses like the world’s about to end.

Who also knows applied bioengineering like Mozart knew the piano.

Who so far hasn’t objected to the two-thousand-dollar transfer Tony made to his bank account because he hasn’t made any contact with Tony at all, since he texted Tony to ask if he had murdered a man for him (which Tony would have done. Almost did. But didn’t).

With whom Tony is obsessed.

Who Tony is—

“Stark. What do you think?”

Tony looks up at the board room full of people, one of which is Phillip Banks whom he is going to fire in ten minutes. Another of which is Pepper, thank god.

Pepper is nodding.

“Sounds good.”

A relieved smile from the presenter lets Tony know he made the right choice, and the meeting wraps up. At least three different people start to make their way towards him but then so does Pepper, and as soon as the others notice that they turn to leave with the throng. Tony works with some very smart people these days—and with that thought, he hits send on the email that will seal Phil’s fate.

“Hey, Pep.”

“Hey.”

She waits for everyone to leave, including her assistant, before leaning into his space in that practiced way that she has.

“What’s going on with you?” she asks him, briefly touching her hand to his arm in concern. “Are you okay?”

“I’m distracted. I’m sorry, I’ll try not to let it happen again.”

Pepper’s blue eyes are full of worry. “What is it, Tony? Is it…” she lowers her voice. “Is it Iron Man business? Because I happen to know that Captain America and the Falcon visited the Tower last week…”

“It’s… not that.” He probably should have said it was that, but he’s a bad liar when it comes to Pepper. She knows him too well.

“Then…” her gaze sharpens, and suddenly Tony knows what she’s about to say before she says it: “You wanna tell me what I need to know about this kid genius sex worker situation?”

“…I’m going to kill Rhodey.”

“Rhodey is worried about you.”

“Rhodey is a gossip, and Peter is not a kid.”

Pepper sighs. “He’s not a minor, but eighteen is a kid, Tony. You know better than that.”

Tony hates himself, hates himself, hates himself. “Yes. I know. I…” Fuck. “He’s not like any eighteen-year-old you’ve ever met.”

Pepper sighs again, and sits sideways on the conference room table.

“I’m trying not to pass judgment here. But I need you to explain this to me.”

So. Tony does. With very few omissions, he tells her everything that’s happened between him and Peter—how they met, how many powerful CEOs and industry titans are (or were) on his roster, his suspicions about what happened during Phil’s lecture series at Columbia, the superpowers, the lack of regard Peter has for his own safety or wellbeing, his stubborn refusal to take Tony’s money. He even tells her about buying out the apartment building and landing that vermin Porter in prison.

“Wow.”

She stares at him for a long moment.

“It’s like he was designed for you in a lab.” A horrified look takes over her features. “Wait, you don’t think he was, do you? Because if this is a supervillain’s grand plan to plot your downfall—“

“Peter’s real,” Tony cuts in, somewhat hysterically. “I’ve had that thought myself, but… he’s real. I’ve met is Aunt.”

Pepper snorts delicately. “Okay. Well… I hear what you’re saying, about him not being like any teenager I ever heard of. But.” She meets his gaze. “You sound… enamored.”

“Rhodey said ‘obsessed’,” Tony says lightly.

“Yes, well that too.”

Rhodey also said ‘fucked’, and he was right.

“I’ve got it under control.” He doesn’t. “It’s not… a problem.” It is. It is. He let it get way too far the other night, and the fact that he’d give anything to go back there again, have Peter seated on his lap again—fuck.

“Tony. You can’t save everyone.”

“I can save him.” He won’t pretend otherwise. “I can. Him in particular, I can help.”

“But it’s not just about that—this thing with him in particular.” Pepper tucks a strand of hair behind her ear. She wears looser hairstyles these days. Her gaze is intent and not entirely accusatory. “Right?”

He really can’t lie to her.

Tony unclenches his jaw. “…Right.”

And he has no goddamn idea what to do about that, and the gorgeous view from their Industries offices doesn’t offer any answers.

*

He actually ended up inviting Steve and Sam to stay at one of the guest floors of the Tower, and they agreed, so it feels impolite not to invite them up for dinner when he asks Rhodey and Bruce over.

Halfway through the week and he still hasn’t heard from Peter, and a part of him is panicking at any and all times but he can understand a need for space after what happened between them (and what almost happened) the last time Peter came over to work at the lab. So he doesn’t message him, or send another drone with gifts. He doesn’t want to push.

It’s certainly a strange grouping of people; the five of them shifting between discussing the personal and the professional, and awkward still. But maybe… also good.

“No, no, just pass the potatoes, please.”

Tony leans over to hand Sam the requested dish and feels his phone vibrate in his pocket—two short buzzes then a longer one. Peter’s settings.

He almost drops the dish in his rush to check and see what Peter has texted him.

“Whoa, what’s the—“

“That was close—”

The words on the screen don’t make sense for a moment, because out of everything he’d imagined Peter might say or want to tell him about, this is the last thing he expected. Or wanted.


  i forgot id promised Jed id go to his expo



  so im gonna see him one last time 



  its this saturday


“Tony, you good?” Rhodey asks.

“I…” No. Fuck.

The typing text bubble appears and disappears several times while Tony’s heart rate rattles so aggressively in his chest that he has a sort of real pain in there, right under the reactor core in the place Peter made his own.

Then the bubble goes away, seemingly for good.

“Everything okay?” Steve asks with a light frown. The potato dish he caught before it plopped onto Sam’s lap is still in his hand. “You seem upset.”

“I’m fine.”

Jed had wanted them to be exclusive. Tony isn’t proud of his feelings on the matter but he vividly remembers how strongly and immediately they surged when Peter told him that. And he is man enough to admit (maybe only to himself) that he took a near-violent delight in Peter’s agreement to stop seeing him. Because the idea of Peter and Jed… and of Peter and only Jed… It’s sickening, he can’t stomach it. And also it would be unsafe, not good for Peter.

His phone buzzes again and his head snaps down to check—maybe Peter will take it back, maybe—

But it’s just one more word.


  sorry


*

He suits up and flies to Senegal on Thursday, and to Tokyo and the Middle East on Friday, and no matter how far he travels that week nothing feels further away than an apartment building he now legally owns in Queens, New York.

*

The Onyx Corp. Expo hardly holds a candle to Stark Industries’, and Tony has only attended two in the last decade because he didn’t make it a priority to show up even before his reinvigorated conscience made these things feel overly extravagant and expensive.

But Peter’s going, so he makes sure to let Pepper know that he’s gotten them tickets and to please free up her Saturday night. Which, bless her, she does.

Therefore, it’s with Pepper on his arm that he walks into the repurposed convention center.

He can’t say he’s impressed with the set-up—it’s grand and over-the-top, to be sure, and trade shows tend to be chaotic at baseline, but this feels purposeless and crowded in a way that’s poorly planned. Tony is glad to have Pepper to roll his eyes with as they pass lavish booths and flashy prototypes, too many holograms and a background pounding baseline that sounds like a sci-fi movie soundtrack ripoff.

“Will won’t mind?” he asks her, while trying to balance scanning the crowd with studiously avoiding other people’s attempts at eye contact. “That you’re at an event with your ex on a Saturday night?”

“Of course not.” She makes a point of drawing closer to him as they make their way towards the central area. “He’s very secure in our relationship, and so am I.”

Tony cranes his neck to the left, searching, but still means it when he tells her: “I’m happy for you, Pep. You really like this one, don’t you?”

“Yeah. He’s good for me.”

Tony wasn’t, and he knows that. Pepper wanted him to stop being Iron Man, and he couldn’t do that; not even for her.

He opens his mouth to respond, but it’s in that moment that he catches sight of the face he’s been waiting to see all week.

Peter is looking straight at them from a group on the other side of the stage, but he looks away as soon as his and Tony’s gazes meet.

“What?”

Pepper follows his gaze, standing on tiptoe (even though she’s in heels) to see what he’s looking at.

“Is that him? The guy next to Jed?”

Because they are on the other side of the circular stage, that means they are partly hidden behind the central platform where the Lynx 29 (a fuel-chugging beast of a car, and Onyx Expo’s crown jewel) is constantly rotating at 360 degrees. 

Peter is indeed standing next to Jed, but he’s not the only one. A half a car rotation reveals that there are plenty of other people around them—this is Jed’s company after all, and the Onyx Corp. top brass are enjoying the hell out of their celebration. Two servers are passing around scotch and champagne to the group, among which are a couple of beautiful women who seem to be accompanying the executives on a less-than-long-term basis. Much like Peter is.

Tony has to wonder what excuse Jed gave to explain away Peter’s presence, or if there’s some sort of lie about him being a distant relative, given his expected proximity to the man for most of the night. Then again, the whispers about Jed’s reputation can’t have escaped his own executives’ ears. Maybe there is no lie, no excuse. Maybe Jed’s that powerful to these people.

“Tony, you can’t go over there.”

Oh, he had started walking towards them. He hadn’t even realized.

“Tony,” Pepper hisses, half dragged along, half striding to keep up with him. “Take a moment to think. You can’t make a scene here.”

“Who says I’m going to make a scene?”

It’s a large venue, and there’s a lot of ground to cover to get him there. Plus he has to circumvent the monstrous rotating platform.

“Your face says it.” Pepper tugs at his arm, hard, and manages to get him to slow down, though not to stop. “Tony, think.”

He’s not thinking. Not really, other than to think about the fact that he’s not thinking. He simply has to get to Peter, that’s all. That’s the only thing that matters.

“Peter is working,” Pepper snaps.

Tony stops.

Jed is showing off some clunky toy that attaches to your forearm and projects a holo into the air—very mid 2010s Star Trek-inspired stuff, unaffordable for most people and with little functionality. Peter is in a midnight blue suit with a red tie, and he’s ‘ooh’-ing and ‘aah’-ing along with everyone else, even though he could design something smarter and cheaper in his sleep. Of course he’s acting—working. It’s what Jed is paying him to do tonight; to fawn over him, stand near him and look pretty while he does it (and God help Tony, Peter looks fucking amazing).

He’s working.

“Take a breath.” Pepper moves to stand right in front of him, blocking Tony’s way. And his view.

He looks at her.

“Tony. It’s clear that you have… feelings for this kid.”

She’s not reproachful, though she sounds a bit judgmental. Tony can’t blame her; he judges (and sentences) himself for it, too.

“But if you want to help him, which I’m sure you do, then you’re not going to make things harder for him. This, now… causing a scene in front of all these people, will make things very hard for Peter.”

She’s right.

“He’s why we’re here, right?”

Tony nods.

“Right. That’s what I thought.” She sighs. “Now, I know you didn’t forget who you are. You’re Tony Stark, and I’m your CEO, and our company is number one.” She squares her shoulders and puts a hand on her hip. “If you want to talk to anybody in this room, all you have to do is wait.”

*

Pepper is right. No surprise there.

Once Tony has ordered a drink and let a couple of people express their admiration for his and Pepper’s work, he finds it a bit easier to nurse his scotch and track Jed’s progress (and consequently Peter’s) within the room. He critiques some of the devices on display and even lets himself enjoy the obvious desire some of the presenters have to come work for him, based on their attitudes. He also signs a fair number of autographs and takes innumerable selfies with the expo attendees, including one where both he and the fan give the Onyx Corp AI interface a thumbs down.

Eventually, Jed comes to him. Just as Pepper predicted.

Well, Jed and his dozen-or-so companions, one of which wrote a disgustingly sexist column in the New York Times: Opinion when Pepper took her job, if Tony recalls correctly.

“We have royalty with us tonight, gentlemen!” someone exclaims, ignoring the women in the group. There are scattered chuckles and then Jed wisely doesn’t try to shake Tony’s hand, instead coming to a halt in front of him and raising his glass in a sort of toast.

“The only monarchy I acknowledge is Wakandan,” Tony responds lightly, raising his glass in return. “But thanks.” Behind Jed, Peter smirks at the floor.

His hair is a bit messy today, and he looks good but the bags under his eyes seem even more pronounced than usual. Tony can’t see anyone handing out snacks or indeed food of any kind, which is abominable, so maybe he can figure out a way to order food to the convention center for Peter to eat…?

“Not every day we score the Stark Industries founder and the CEO at one of our venues. Scoping us out?”

Tony scoffs, and notes Peter’s corresponding eye-roll with not insignificant delight. “If I wanted to bring back climate change, maybe.”

Jed’s jaw ticks. “Look at Mr Save-The-Planet. Didn’t think they made horses that high.”

“Oh, they do. People do all sorts of crazy shit now with biogenetics and bioengineering.” Tony shrugs and takes a sip of his drink. Every single person around them is hanging onto his every word and gesture, and the fans at the periphery are beginning to congregate as well. He’s used to this—the level of attention, and the scale of it. And right now he doesn’t mind it. “That’s the stuff that helped us save the bees and all that, back in 2015.”

A few chuckles break out, and Tony knows he’s making Jed angry. But he also knows Jed isn’t going to lose his cool—he’s just not that kind of guy.

“Isn’t that what you study at Columbia, Peter? Bioengineering?”

Peter blinks, clearly not having expected Jed to address him in front of all these people.

Pepper’s fingers spasm against Tony’s arm, and Tony goes very still. He wasn’t expecting Jed to do that either, and if Jed is trying to make him angry then he’d better not bring Peter any further into this, or he’s going to succeed. And quickly.

“Uh, yeah.”

Tony can feel the curiosity veer to him as the crowd shifts their focus. “Who is that kid?” someone mutters to someone else.

“Peter’s a student at Columbia and MIT,” Jed explains to Tony. His eyes are dancing with the knowledge that this is rattling Tony to the core. “Have you met? He might have sat in on one of your lectures.” He turns back to Peter, who is breathing shallowly and whose eyes are darting from Tony to Jed and back again. “Though I suppose that would have been virtual attendance?”

“Y-yeah. Virtual.”

“Shame. I don’t know if you heard, but Stark has a habit of giving people in the audience gifts.”

Tony’s hand curls into a fist and clenches, tight. He doesn’t know what Jed knows or to what extent he knows it, but he does know that Bruce would tell him to practice his mindfulness right about now.

“Maybe next time,” Peter says. “I’ll go in person.”

“Maybe your gift can be a teleporter,” Tony says to him evenly. “Your life sounds pretty busy.”

Peter’s expression is very hard to discern. “It’s not… too bad.”

There’s a pause during which they might stare at each other a beat too long, and then Jed gestures to the crowd. 

“In any case, I should go make sure everything is ready for the demo later.” He waves at Tony with a smile that doesn’t reach his eyes. “Glad to have you here, Stark.”

“The pleasure is yours, I’m sure.”

Jed huffs at the childish remark but he leaves without further comment, though he does put a hand on the small of Peter’s back for a moment during which Tony sees nothing but red.

“Hey. Stark.”

Tony tries, very hard, not to deploy the nanotech gauntlet hidden in his watch and blast a hole through Jed’s chest.

“Stark.”

One of the women in the group lingered to talk to him, and she impatiently crosses her arms over her generous chest. Tony does make it a point to be polite these days, so when looking around reveals that Pepper’s attention was snatched up by the Onyx Corp. CIO, he has no choice but to oblige her.

“Can I help you?”

“Are you back together with her?”

As far as opening remarks go, that falls into the category of ‘bold’.

Tony raises his eyebrows, but the woman clearly doesn’t care. She’s younger than he’d first thought, from up close—probably around Peter’s age, actually. Maybe she’s a student too, in addition to this. Or maybe she’s a single mom, or a bartender, or a model, or an off-Broadway understudy or none of those things.

“She’s engaged to a great guy. We’re friends.”

The woman smiles. “Are you not a great guy?”

One of the men in Jed’s group (likely the one she’s being paid to spend time with) is waiting for her while eyeing them with a displeased frown, but clearly isn’t feeling brave enough to come interrupt.

“Nah, the jury was unanimous on that one.”

She snorts, and Tony glances away to try to find—Peter is still walking by Jed’s side, but they aren’t touching anymore.

“I was gonna…” Tony looks back at her, and notices her school her features from faint surprise into a complicit smile. “I was hoping you’d make me an offer, but now I see maybe I’m not your type.”

She is. She’s drop-dead gorgeous; long black hair and golden-brown skin, Peruvian features with a hint of an accent—a person would probably have to be dead for her not to be their type.

“I think he’s for hire too, if you want me to get you his info,” she adds.

Tony’s shoulders sag. “No thanks. I don’t pay for it.”

The words come out hollow.

*

Jed’s demo is hard to sniff at. Tony manages, but he has to admit that the holographic fireworks and strategic speakers actually work really well. The car is still atrocious for the environment, but Tony gets why it’s going to appeal to certain people, and the crowd is loving it.

While being both handsome and popular, Jed isn’t a showman, and wisely chose not to personally conduct the show. Instead, he watches from the audience with Peter by his side, several feet away from where Tony and Pepper are standing with their own little entourage that they accumulated.

The car engine revs and the audience cheers, and Tony watches Peter smile up at Jed and mutter something to him, leaning into his space in a way that’s close and personal.

Weeks ago, when he first met Peter, he’d made a resolution to stop noticing things about him.

And now it’s all he can do.

Lit up by the holo lights, Peter looks magnificent. The suit is tailored to him like a second skin; probably a gift from Jed purchased with tonight in mind, and it simultaneously makes Tony’s skin crawl to think of how accurately Peter’s measurements were taken while it makes him admire how well his shoulders ratio his waist. Even tired, even still with that vaguely hungry air, Peter is a sight to see, and Tony can’t stop staring. He’s covert enough that no one around him is going to notice…

But then Peter does.

His gaze flickers to Tony as another round of applause goes out, and Tony can’t look away. This time, Peter holds the stare when their eyes meet, even as Tony sees one of Jed’s arms wrap around Peter’s waist to pull him close.

No one is paying attention to anything that isn’t the stage, so Tony’s eyes keep burning a hole into the scene, and Peter keeps looking back. He’s tucked into Jed’s side, and Tony watches while Jed ducks his head to say something in Peter’s ear, moving a little sloppily, drunk on his success or his power or just drunk. The hand not on Peter’s waist goes to his chest; a light grope that could be passed off as a pat if anyone questioned it.

Then Jed takes Peter’s hand and puts it on his belt.

Jed hasn’t looked away from the demo and Peter hasn’t looked away from Tony yet.

The fury feels like it’s rolling off of Tony in waves, like a fever. A change in the light highlights the sharp angle of Peter’s cheekbone, and the shadows cast by his eyelashes. He looks scared—no, turned on? His jaw is slack and his expression remains hard to read, but with his mouth half open like that and Jed’s hands all over him Tony wants to get him away regardless. 

Peter’s fingers trail Jed’s belt-line, and his blinks are languid. He’s never looked more like he belongs at his side job than he does in this moment, and Tony feels sick with it.

Shakily, he takes his phone out of his pocket and sends Peter a text.

It might be one of his lowest moments, he acknowledges distantly, but he still does it.

Peter stills, having seen Tony’s actions and obviously felt the text arrive. Then he leans up slightly to mutter something in Jed’s ear, and finally looks away from Tony for the first time in what feels like a century. He steps away from Jed, who doesn’t seem to mind too much, still enthralled in his own victorious display.

By the time Peter has fished the phone out of his pocket Tony regrets it.

Because the text said: Please stop

Peter flinches; Tony can’t miss it, he’s watching him too closely. Hasn’t stopped watching him the entire time.

For a long moment, Peter just stands there looking down at the screen in his hand and breathes (Tony doesn’t).

Then, Peter turns to say something else to Jed, who nods dismissively, and breaks away from him, and doesn’t look at Tony again before walking away altogether.

Next to him, Pepper sighs. “Tony, the optics—”

“I’ll be right back.”

He waits the bare minimum amount of seconds before following; not long enough that he loses Peter in the crowd as he is able to spot the mop of brown hair instantly and track the direction he is walking towards.

He is walking to the bathroom.

Tony follows and ends up giving the attendant something between three and seven-hundred dollars in a handful of bills, and he doesn’t give a shit if someone sees him do it. There are still two corridors and a left-hand turn to navigate before the actual restrooms appear, across from the emergency exit.

He flings the door open. “Peter.”

They are alone; everyone is still at the demo and Peter is leaning against the sinks. The mirrors have faint orange and blue neon lighting around them in an ill-conceived attempt to recreate the Tron aesthetic that makes it one shade too dark inside. Peter’s red tie clashes with the decor, as must Tony’s grey suit.

“You.” Peter is breathing hard. “Y-you can’t do that.”

“I’m sorry.”

“That wasn’t fair.”

“I’m sorry, I—I couldn’t help—“

But then Peter strides up to him and kisses him, cutting off the rushed excuse with his tongue.

 


  Peter


He feels like he’s going to come out of his skin, heart thundering, blood rushing in his ears, loud.

Tony kisses him back and wraps his arms around his waist, bringing them flush together. It’s urgent, emergent, frantic and sloppy as Peter whimpers into his mouth and their tongues entwine. He tugs at the lapels of Tony’s suit and loves him, wants him all the time, wants to kiss him until his lips are sore and tender—and more than anything, wants him to admit that he wants Peter too.

But Tony leans away for a moment. “Wait. Peter—“

“Please,” Peter gasps, kissing his jaw, his cheek. “Please.”

“Fuck.”

Tony meets his lips again, tongue thrusting into Peter’s mouth again, their hips pushing together again. Peter is almost fully hard already, and he moans in shock at the sensation. He managed to forget how good it felt—all week he thought back to their encounter but couldn’t recreate it alone; the way the heat had ramped up so quickly, how the knot of tension at the base of his spine had clenched so tight, how the ache wound up in his groin and promised to take him to a higher place…

“God, you feel so good,” Tony mutters. His hands slide down to grab Peter’s ass and encourage the thrusting Peter had barely registered he’d started doing. “Fuck.”

“I need—I n-nh—“

He’s interrupted with another kiss, open-mouthed and filthy and clumsy because he’s panting into it. He can barely stand, he’s so turned on, so lightheaded.

“Fuck, Peter—“

Peter’s dick digs into the cut of Mr Stark’s hip through their dress pants, and soon he’s breathing too heavily to keep up with the kiss so he buries his face into Tony’s shoulder.

“Yeah, that’s it…” Tony grunts. “That’s it, God… You’re close, huh? Already?”

Peter’s cheeks feel like they are on fire, sweat is building up in his armpits, his forehead, the small of his back. He pants hotly into Mr Stark’s neck, feeling like a live wire, or something that’s about to dissolve, leaking precome in an uncontrolled drip.

“You like this? Hm?”

Peter moans, slack-jawed, as his hips ride the sensation that’s going to finally make him explode.

“Answer me.”

“Y-yeah, oh m’god…” he sounds mumbly and slurred, might not even make sense. “Yeah…”

“Gonna come just like this?”

“Yeah…”

One of Mr Stark’s hands slides under Peter’s asscheek, fingertips digging right into the junction of his inner thigh and his perineum. Peter stifles a shout into the fabric of Mr Stark’s collar and his toes curl, dick throbbing, so close…

“Oh my god…”

“That’s right, come on.”

“Oh…”

“Come on, Peter…”

He shoves his hips forward twice more and comes with a strangled shout, sobbing as the release racks through him, body seizing with pent-up pleasure.

“Fucking Christ,” Tony grunts. “Yeah, come on.”

Peter melts against him, dick pulsing, getting his underwear warm and sticky and churning his hips to ride the shocks still.

“Oh my god…”

“Good boy, that was so good.” Tony’s dick is rock-hard and Peter’s thigh keeps nudging at it when he moves. “That was so good. You feel good, hm?”

Peter sags where he stands, knees weak as all the pent-up tension in his body oozes out.

“Oh m’god…” he breathes.

“Good, yeah?”

“Mhm, yeah.” Peter slides his thigh against the press of Tony’s dick again. “So good.”

“God, bet you do.” Tony’s voice is like gravel. “You really needed that, huh?”

“Yeah.” He feels weak. “Yeah. Needed it.”

Mr Stark’s hand starts helping Peter’s thigh move against him when Peter’s feeble muscles lose steam, and Peter shivers a bit at the feeling of being malleable, pliant. Of being pretty much only upright because of all the ways Tony is holding him in place.

“How badly?” Tony’s breathing is getting choppier, louder.

“Mmm…”

“You wanted it pretty bad, huh?”

“So bad,” he whispers.

“Fuck.”

“Want you…” he breathes. “Want you all the time…”

“Jesus, fuck.”

But words are too hard and it’s easier to suck a sloppy kiss on Tony’s neck instead, and so Peter does, contentedly, while Tony rubs into his thigh until he grunts in surprise and comes. There’s a sudden spread of warmth against Peter’s leg and Tony makes these startled noises, something akin to growling.

“Fuck.”

They stay locked together like that for several long moments, panting.

Then Tony’s grip on his ass shifts lower and Peter gives a startled little yelp when he gets picked him up and gently deposited on the marble counter.

Tony finally steps back, carding a hand through his hair.

“…Fuck.”

Peter blinks up at him, his mind a haze… and then he sways forward dangerously.

“Whoa.”

Tony rushes to catch him before he faceplants to the ground and puts his arms around Peter’s waist again, and Peter’s head happily rests against his chest instead. This. This is what he wants.

The click-whirr of the arc reactor core pumps away by Peter’s ear, and Peter wishes he was in a position to hear it all the time. Check on it every day, and sleep with it in the background every night.

“You okay?” Tony mutters. His heart-rate is fast, and so is his breath.

“Mhmm.” Peter slides his legs around Tony’s waist and traps him against him, ankles locking against the small of Tony’s back. “Yup.”

“…Good.”

They fit together.

Not just their bodies, Peter thinks, but also that. Like a lock and a key, like there should be an audible ‘click’ when they slot into each other’s space.

Time passes as they catch their breath, and eventually Peter’s heart-rate starts to even out, and he hears Tony’s do the same. Relentless reality starts creeping in and with it the thought that Jed will be wondering where he is.

“I should… go back.”

He signed a contract, and he doesn’t want to make that man his enemy.

“I’ll give you a billion dollars to quit.”

Peter freezes, a chill going down his spine.

The truth in that statement rings in the silence between them.

He unhooks his ankles and leans back, allowing Tony to step away so they can face each other.

“You what?” he breathes.

“I mean it.” Tony’s jaw is clenched so tight, the shadows of the bathroom accentuating it. “I used to have dozens of them, down to five now. I’ll give you a fifth of my fortune. I promise. Just… the thought of you leaving with him tonight. I.”

Peter slides to a stand as the thing Tony had assured him he’d never do unfolds right in front of him.

“I… I know I said I wouldn’t.”


  And I’m not trying to ‘save’ you, for the record; you’re free to do whatever you want, including letting other people pay to have sex with you. I’m not asking for control over your life. I’d just like provide a bit of a cushion, that’s all.


“But I can’t help… It’s not just Jed—I don’t want any of them near you. And you wouldn’t owe me anything, if you said yes, I’d agree never to see you again if you wanted. Just.”

Peter’s ears are ringing.

“If I thought you enjoyed it, if I… if I thought you liked spending time with them, I’d never have brought it up. I just want you to be happy, Peter.”

Not fair, Peter thinks.

He also doesn’t say: I’d be happy with you.

“I can’t… think about this right now.”

“You don’t have to. You can also pretend I never said it, I just—I can’t help…”

Can’t help what? He started that sentence twice and never finished it.

“I have to go.”

“I know. I’m sorry—”

“I… I have to go.”

“Peter—”

Peter stumbles away, barely having the wherewithal to glance down at his crotch and confirm that even though his underwear is a mess you can’t really tell by looking at his pants, and shuts the door behind him. The childish desire to call MJ and sob at her and ask her to fix everything rises in him unexpectedly, and he wishes he could just tell her and Ned the whole truth, the superhero bits of it too, so that he could properly explain how he’s feeling right now.

Because he has no idea how he’s feeling.

Unfortunately he takes very few steps down the corridor before his spidey-senses suddenly go haywire out of nowhere.

“Wh—“

And then he feels a sharp stabbing pain on his upper arm, and the world goes black.
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  Tony


He doesn’t realize it until several crucial minutes have passed.

Peter is gone.

Tony stayed behind to clean himself up, try to breathe, try to collect his shattered thoughts into at least a haphazard pile before he was ready to face being in public again. Eventually he comes out of the bathroom and walks around the corner to the gathered crowd, instinctively trying to localize a beloved cheap haircut among the people milling about. He can’t find him, but initially assumes it’s just that—an inability to find him.

The demo has finished and Jed is acting smug and surrounded by onlookers; Peter isn’t among them, and even though he said he had to get back to him, it’s possible he stopped by a booth to take a moment to himself, the way Tony needed the moment alone in the bathroom just now.

So Tony finds Pepper and doesn’t answer any of her questions and waits.

He waits for ten, fifteen, twenty minutes. And then he starts to worry something is really wrong.

“He’s probably just talking to someone else.”

“He’s getting paid to hang around Jed; he’s not supposed to talk to anyone else.” Tony checks again, but sure enough none of Jed’s entourage include Peter.

“Jed doesn’t seem to have noticed. Maybe he sent him home?”

She’s right, that Jed seems to be in his element and certainly isn’t looking around frantically the way Tony would be (the way Tony is).

“No, Tony I didn’t mean—“

But Tony is walking up to Jed before Pepper can stop him, and with a confidence that his many privileges in life have afforded him, interrupts the man in the middle of the biggest moment of his year to commandeer his attention.

“Jed, can I talk to you a second?”

Jed allows this after a moment’s pause in which he seems to consider answering in the negative, but for his own good discards the notion.

They don’t move from their spot near the stage, actually; everyone around them leaves instead, so that Tony and Jed are bathed in the indirect light from the spotlights still trained on that hideous car, which continues to rotate endlessly.

“What is it, Tony?”

He’s a handsome bastard, Tony thinks distantly, not for the first time. Just enough hair mousse, his expensive suit fits him nicely, and the lines that give away his age sit well on his face. Why the fuck is he paying to spend time with eighteen-year-old sex-workers?

Tony should have stopped Peter from seeing him sooner.

“Where’s Peter?”

Surprise makes Jed’s eyebrows shoot up.

“You interrupted me to ask about a hooker?”

But something about his tone is off. Maybe he did notice Peter’s absence.

“Where is he?”

And something shifts in Jed’s eyes that tells Tony yes. Yes, he noticed. No, he didn’t send Peter home.

“I’m not sure.”

It’s all Tony needs; he turns on his heel and leaves, walking back to Pepper who is waiting for him with a worried expression, which only gets worse when she sees whatever Tony’s face is telegraphing to her now.

“What?”

“He’s gone. I—Peter’s gone.”

Pepper’s tone is stern when she asks him, again: “What happened between you two?”

Earlier, she was concerned. Now, it’s sharper, almost an accusation. Not answering doesn’t feel like an option anymore.

“We—I let—it got out of hand.” Anxiety is building, and Tony can’t meet her gaze. He’s still looking around, but not hopeful that he’ll find him. He feels it, that Peter’s gone, that he’s not here anymore. Not in the building.

“Dammit, Tony—“

“He wouldn’t. He wouldn’t just take off, even if he was upset.” He was upset. But Tony knows Peter well enough to know that he’s right. “He’d stay and work.”

Pepper blinks. “What are you saying?”

“He’s—he wouldn’t leave of his own accord.” The words ring true. “He wouldn’t leave voluntarily.”

Peter’s not just gone.

He was taken.

*

Blind panic won’t find Peter, so he doesn’t let himself fall into that. It’s not easy, what with the way his thoughts have a backing soundtrack that sounds like a single strident note that never changes pitch.

He calls Rhodey and Bruce, and then Steve and Sam, and Pepper doesn’t leave his side; canvassing the area around the convention yielded nothing and it had taken more than twenty minutes to even start the search, so Tony convenes the team at Stark Tower.

“We should tell his aunt.”

“We should find him.” But Pepper is right, and Tony knows this. “But you’re right.”

“She might be able to help us,” Steve points out. He’s been regarding Tony with a degree of weariness that is irking, but he’s technically helping, so Tony doesn’t call him out on it (and Steve doesn’t call Tony out on whatever is making him weary).

“I thought she didn’t know anything,” Rhodey says. “About Peter’s secret life. Lives, whatever.”

“She doesn’t, technically.”

“He’s been living in her house and she raised a smart boy; she knows something,” Pepper points out. “And if someone took Peter, they might approach her as his closest living family, instead of you, a person not that many people know to associate with him.”

Right again. Thank God for her.

“Okay. Okay, then while I have you guys out doing legwork I’m going to go to Queens to talk to her.” He looks up. “FRIDAY, any updates?”

“I’m tapped into every camera in every cellphone in the city, and all the security feeds. So far no sign of him.”

“Jesus Christ,” Sam mutters. “I didn’t even know you could do that.”

“We’re not doing ‘morals’ today here gentlemen; if anyone wants to feel particularly righteous in favor of finding the eighteen-year-old superhero who’s been kidnapped by all means, speak now.”

Stave shakes his head, standing up. “We can debate privacy rights after we get Peter.” And Tony’s irk decreases by an order of magnitude. “I’ll start searching, and I’m going to reach out to some of my friends at SHIELD, get them to make some calls. People I trust,” he adds, meeting Tony’s gaze with a conviction that kills the objection in Tony’s throat before it comes out.

“Okay. Thank you.”

Steve nods, and motions for Sam to go with him.

Tony turns to Rhodey and Bruce next, but doesn’t even get to open his mouth; Rhodey stands and says: “I’m gonna go suit up.”

“I’m going to reach out to some people also,” Bruce murmurs, typing into his phone. “They hid me for a while, after… Harlem. They might be able to help find people, too.”

“Thank you.” Tony’s throat feels tight; the panic a wave that crests and gets pushed forcefully back by sheer force of will. “Thanks.”

And then it’s just him and Pepper left.

She walks up to him.

“He doesn’t work with an agency, right? Just word of mouth.”

“Yeah.”

“And he kept track of everything himself. No third party sites, nothing like that.”

“Not as far as I—no.” He’d know. Peter’s good, and Tony isn’t that much better but he is more experienced, and he would have found out in his searching. “But I don’t have his full client roster.” He was being respectful. Giving Peter his agency. It would have been an invasion of privacy at a level that—well, that he’s only willing to do to other people, and only in order to find Peter.

“Which ones do you know about?”

“Jed, obviously. Phillip.” But Phil’s too much of a goddamn coward to try to take Peter from Tony. He doesn’t have a death wish. “Otto Octavius.”

Pepper is nodding. “I’ll start there.”

“Take Happy with you.”

“Yes.”

There’s a beat of silence between them, and then FRIDAY interrupts the moment by saying: “Your suit is ready for you, sir.”

The Mark 48 flies towards them from out of the window, having been assembled at Tony’s lab so that his machines could outfit it with more artillery than he is used to carrying (and he doesn’t carry an insignificant amount). Him and Pepper watch of the panels in the living room slide sideways to allow the suit into the penthouse, and it lands in front of Tony with a lightness that belays its weight. The deep red of its armor gleams, and Tony hits the commands in his watch that will make it rattle open so that he can step inside of it.

“What about the active enemies Peter has as Spider-Man?” Pepper asks, like the thought just occurred to her.

“Spider-Man doesn’t have any active enemies,” Tony says, as the suit clatters back place around him. Right before the visor slides over his face, he meets Pepper’s eyes and clarifies: “He’s defeated all of them so far.”

*

Peter’s aunt was probably asleep when Tony knocked on her living room window, but she rushes over to it just moments after he does, hair askew and large glasses sliding down her nose.

“Oh my god.” She opens it, letting him swoop in and turn off his propulsor jets. “Oh my god, Iron Man?” Tony retracts his faceplate and her eyes widen even more. “You! You’re…?”

“Iron Man, yes. Peter’s gone.”

Shock, panic, and fear chase themselves across her tired features, and what settles finally is a distraught look that tells Tony that she was waiting for this moment. That she knew enough to dread it, and now it’s here.

“He.” Her voice is thin. “Gone? How long?”

“Almost two hours. We’re trying to find him, I’m sorry.”

Her eyes fill with tears, but she swallows and starts to gather her hair into a ponytail, nodding. “Okay. So… what is it exactly? His big secret.” She makes an impatient hand-gesture. “Cough it up, I need the details so that I can try to help.”

“He’ll tell you the details when we find him.”

“No, I need something.” Her voice breaks on the word, and she eyes the Iron Man suit, a million thoughts behind her eyes. “Is he working for you? I know you gave him clothes—is it a Batman and Robin type thing?”

Tony tries to shake his impatience. “I—no, he. If anything I’d be Robin, or will be, when Peter reaches his full potential. Right now all I’ve got on him is a couple of decades’ experience.”

“But he is going out there… fighting people. Right?” The tears spill, but they are silent, and she’s moving; walking over to a basket of clean (or dirty, for all Tony knows) laundry to tug on jeans under her old-fashioned nightgown. “He’s secretly Daredevil or Spider-Man or…?”

“Yes. He’s fighting people. Fighting bad guys, to help people.”

She stills for a moment, then resumes her task. “I know he’s a good guy, Mr Stark. You don’t have to tell me that.”

“I—sorry.”

“Did you really meet him a couple of months ago?” She motions for him to turn around while she takes the nightgown off to put on a sweater, something that looks like it was Peter’s. “Or has it been longer?”

Unfortunately, the motion means Tony is now facing the kitchen, and specifically the fridge, where there are a bunch of pictures of Peter and his aunt stuck on with magnets, a picture of a much younger Peter with his aunt and the man Tony has to presume is his uncle, pictures of Peter with his friends. Diplomas, postcards, bills, receipts, letters, all stuck to the door, an overcrowded affair with layers upon layers of stuff and Tony cannot afford to have a panic attack at the thought—the notion that if they don’t find him—that he lo—

“Stark. How long have you—“

“I met him a couple of months ago. He’s been doing this for longer.”

“God, I know.” She swallows audibly again, wetly. “I… don’t know when he started, because I don’t know when I noticed.” A beat. “He’s been making money somehow, too. I thought he might be stealing it. From the bad guys. You can turn around.”

Tony does, and her face is a mess of tears but she stubbornly wipes at her cheeks and squares her shoulders, breathing fast.

Their eyes meet, and she adds, voice raw: “I hoped he was stealing it.”

Tony doesn’t answer that, and she doesn’t ask him for more details. Not about that.

*

Whoever took Peter must have underestimated the lengths to which Tony will go to find him. Unbeknownst to this person, within three hours of Peter’s disappearance there is a very significant portion of the underground intelligence community that is looking for him, not to mention six of the most well-known superheroes in America: Tony, Rhodey, Steve, Sam, Bruce and, thanks to Steve calling in a favor, the Black Widow herself; Natasha Romanov. FRIDAY is scouring the internet, every home device that is hackable, and every screen in the state.

And so, of course, it’s Pepper and Happy who find him.

 


  Peter


Peter wakes up feeling groggy and dizzy. A voice registers before his vision can focus; a man.

“Thank fuck. I gave him so many benzos to keep him under I thought he was gonna OD.”

“His respiratory rate has been fine the whole time, dumbass.”

Movement, and shapes—two men. They are standing up, and Peter is in a bed, in a bedroom that he doesn’t recognize. It’s bare of any decoration, and, in fact, the more he sees the less this looks like a bedroom, as there is no window, and no furniture, not even a night light or a lamp, just a blaring ceiling bulb up above as the only light source. The walls are painted an innocuous eggshell white, and the floor is varnished wood, but he feels trapped.

A pinching sensation in his forearm, and he looks down and sees an IV with something dripping into his veins. Something without a medication label.

“What…?” his mouth is clumsy but the men are gone by the time he’s finished sitting up.

Fear beats hard in his chest, and he takes a few deep breaths to steady his heart rate.

He was taken from the convention center. He was injected with a paralytic, then a sedative, and has no idea how long he’s been out. He’s still in his suit, even his shoes are still on his feet, and all they did was roll up his sleeve to place the IV. He wonders if one of the henchmen, if that’s what they were, is an ex-nurse, or ex-paramedic. Or a current iteration of one of those professions. ‘Respiratory rate’ sounded medical. And of course they successfully placed an IV.

First things first; Peter grabs at the IV and pulls it out. It keeps spilling a clear substance through the small straw-like cannula but at least it’s not going into his veins anymore. The movement was harder than he’d hoped; just like sitting up, grabbing something with his hand felt like a clumsy, difficult task that expended more of his effort than it should. He wonders what drugs they are giving him. If it’s only ‘benzos’ like that guy said. If it’s something that’ll stay in his system.

He stumbles to his feet and almost falls down, but clings to consciousness and to his balance. The room spins around him; four walls, that eggshell white, the wooden floor. The bed.

Two doors.

He walks to the one closest to him first. It’s locked, which in his current state is a definitive stopper. Another time, he might have ripped the handle from the wood, or the door itself off its hinges.

Slowly, he walks to the other one.

It’s a bathroom. There’s a small standing shower, a sink, a toilet, an empty trash can. A single white towel and a bar of soap are sitting in the sink. Not a comforting sight. Too long-term.

He needs to use the toilet, but as soon as that thought crosses his mind the desire for a shower supercedes it. He can feel the remnants of his and Tony’s time at the convention center. He doesn’t know how long he has before the two men let whoever took him know he’s awake, and this bathroom doesn’t lock, so he doesn’t overthink it; he relieves himself and ends up using the soap and towel to lightly soap up and then dry off his armpits and groin (a ‘hooker’s bath’, he thinks hysterically; he heard that awful expression somewhere).

He hears a door open and realizes that either the insulation here is perfect or his hearing is dulled by the drugs, too. He can hear the steps of the person that walked into his room; unrushed, assured. Clearly confident in the drugs, or unknowing of Peter’s powers. Oh, how he hopes it’s the latter.

The fact that it doesn’t lock doesn’t mean Peter is in a rush to open the bathroom door and greet his captor, however.

“Who is it?” he calls lightly, throat scratchy and intonation akin to that of a suburban housewife’s. Humor as a coping mechanism is totally a thing.

“Come out, Peter.”

Peter knows that voice.

He blinks several times, trying to second-guess himself because it doesn’t make any sense. His plans to feebly attempt a bathroom barricade dissolve with the recognition.

There’s no more encouragement from the room, and after a few more beats of silence Peter stumbles out of the bathroom.

“Hey, kid.”

Jed is standing by the foot of the bed, looking right at him.

“…Hey.” Peter can feel himself frowning in confusion, off-footed not just literally, physically, but because he has no clue what this is. “What’s going on?”

“I took you,” Jed says, like it’s obvious.

Which. Well, Peter supposes it is.

“You… took me. Where?”

“Doesn’t matter; just know we are too high up for you to jump out of any windows, so don’t try it.”

Peter has yet to see a window. Does this mean he’ll be let out of the room anytime soon?

“Where am I, Jed?”

“It doesn’t matter,” he repeats. “I have you now.”

The confusion caused by Jed’s presence is starting to clear, and making room for Peter’s heart to sink.

“Have me… how?”

“Peter. I know you’re smarter than this.” Jed is still in his suit from the expo, maybe he’s just come from there. Maybe Peter hasn’t been out that long, maybe it’s still the same day. Same night. God, Peter hopes. “I have you.”

Fuck.

“But. I thought…”

He thought he was smarter than this.

He thought that he could spot the signs. He’s done it before; cut men off before, the ones that got too clingy or too possessive, this isn’t new. He thought he had it handled. He thought Jed was using him in more ways than one; physically but also as a foil to Tony, as a power-play. He remembers when Jed proposed an exclusive arrangement, and he remembers considering whether that meant Jed was becoming one of them, but he’d discarded the notion almost immediately. His trusted spidey sense had been quiet, and now… here they are. The worst case scenario: he is powerless, weaponless, and his web shooters are at home because Jed paid to watch him put the suit on, so Peter couldn’t hide them under his sleeves before the expo.

Fuck.

“I got tired of waiting. Tired of sharing.” He sounds reproachful, almost condescending, not angry. But something makes Peter take a step back. “And after everything I gave you, you were going to cut me off. I couldn’t live with that.”

Peter backs up another step.

“Of course I had to take matters into my own hands. Not literally, obviously, but… I couldn’t let you go, Peter. You’re so special.”

And the bare facts start to emerge. The fact that Jed was by far his most frequent client; the fact that Jed sometimes asked to see him just to talk to him. Jed bought him suits and showed him off publicly more than anyone. He brought Peter to his expo. And, again; Jed had wanted them to be exclusive. Peter had assumed it was to spite Tony, but Jed had never said that.

He should have seen the signs. He should have seen this coming.

“I hate to say it, I really do…” Jed gives a curt sigh, but his eyes are flinty. “But I don’t want anyone to have you if I can’t.”

Peter gapes at him.

“Not even Stark.” There’s a tick in Jed’s square jaw. “You know; I’ve regretted introducing you two ever since that night.”

“Why?”

“It’d take an idiot not to notice how immediately you fell for him. You kept canceling on me.” An edge of anger is creeping into his voice. “Even when we were alone, you were distracted. I knew it was because of him. Well, turns out I don’t like sharing you. I want everything you have to offer, all to myself.”

Peter can’t help himself; “The thing about an offer is, it has to be voluntary.”

Jed gives him a look like he’s being purposefully obtuse. “I like to buy whatever I want, Peter, but if something’s not for sale then I have to take it.”

“And this is you… taking me?”

“Isn’t it obvious?”

Jed steps towards him, but this time Peter stands his ground. Instinctively, his fingers curl into a fist, and he finds that the movement comes easier than he’d expected. Come to think of it, he’d stepped backwards without stumbling, and his balance seems to have returned.

Maybe whatever they injected him with isn’t able to contend with his super-strong cells for too long.

Maybe it’s already wearing off, and Jed clearly has no idea about his secret identity.

Maybe for once, just this once, he got lucky.

“You’re not like the other ones, Peter,” Jed says. “I had to take you. You’re like no one I’ve ever met.”

Peter clenches his jaw and thinks, triumphant: you have no idea.

 


  Tony


It’s arguably overkill for five superheroes to storm a single apartment in a high-rise building.

And yet.

In Tony’s defense, he didn’t ask (or tell) Steve and Sam to come, he just told them that Happy and Pepper had obtained Peter’s location and then politely informed them of where said location was. It was their choice to suit up and immediately fly towards the place, hot on Tony and Rhodey’s heels.

Whether it was solely Bruce’s choice to Hulk out and crash through the foyer of said apartment building first, well. They won’t know until he turns back, and that’s looking like it’ll be a while.

The five of them work well together, surprisingly enough, and Jed’s two honchos are absolutely no contest for the, again, massively overpowered offensive. Building security called the police, who put up a brief and terrified fight before Pepper reached the appropriate channels from the ground and informed them this was a rescue operation. No one else tries to stop them after that.

It’s not funny that it turned out Peter didn’t really need any of them, but it does make Tony gulp in grateful breaths through his air-filter, and he has to physically lean against the rubble where the front door of the enormous duplex apartment used to be, his suit hydraulics working double-time to keep him up while he watches Peter hug Sam, and high-five Rhodey, and gingerly step around the Hulk who is roaring at Jed’s cowering frame on the floor.

By the time he makes his way to Tony, Tony feels similarly to how he felt moments after the very first arc reactor kickstarted his heart. It’s bad. It’s not as bad as it’d be if his face wasn’t concealed by the mask, but there’s no way for his voice to come out steady; modulator or no.

“You all right?” he asks him, and sees his own armor gleam within Peter’s chocolate brown eyes.

“Yeah.” Peter wipes a suit sleeve across his forehead; his red tie is askew but, incredibly, still on. “Yeah, I had him. I’m good.”

Behind him, the others are trying to prevent the Hulk from pulverizing Jed to nothing. Tony feels no such protective need.

“I told your aunt. Not… everything, but.”

Resignation drops Peter’s shoulders, but he doesn’t look surprised. He nods heavily.

“Yeah. Yeah, I owe her… it’s been a long time coming.”

“HULK SMASH!”

“No, man! Hulk don’t smash! That’s manslaughter right there!” the Falcon is yelling.

“Are you—“ His voice goes thin before he can get the word out, so he tries again, quieter. “Are you hurt?”

Peter steps towards him, a small smile on his face. “No, Tony. I’m okay.”

Tony’s heart stops and for a long moment he can’t even tell why.

“I mean.”

“MAN BAD! HE TOOK SPIDER!”

“Yeah! He’s going to prison! We ain’t out here murdering people!”

“I-I meant.” Peter is blushing. Steve is waving his arms in Hulk’s face while Sam kicks Jed to a stumbling stand in the background and Peter is blushing. “I meant no sir. No, sir, I-I’m not hurt.”

“Okay. Good.” And then, recklessly, he adds: “Want me to fly you down?” A transparent plea so he can gather Peter in his arms, just for a moment—

“Don’t be stupid, Tony, we can take the elevator,” Rhodey mutters, trudging past them both in his own heavy armor. “Hulk’ll take the stairs.”

The Hulk, who is panting but no longer trying to crush Jed’s skull, grunts: “Spider safe?”

Peter and Tony exchange one last look before the kid follows Rhodey out into the hall, and Tony doesn’t think he imagined the reciprocated longing in his eyes, for a few seconds alone, even if those seconds had been airborne and outdoors.

“Yeah, bud.” He sighs, feeling the truth of it settle, finally. “Spider safe.”

*

All in all, Peter’s kidnapping lasted a total of six hours.

Tony drives him home, because there is absolutely no one else he would entrust with such a responsibility and he might, just might, have a full-blown panic attack if Peter is out of his sight at any point in the immediate future. He waves away the cops’ questions and shepherds Peter into the Mas, and they peel off the driveway of the Onyx Corp subsidiary by four a.m. on the dot, leaving a crowd of onlookers, law enforcement, three superheroes and a Hulk behind.

Traffic is nonexistent at this hour.

Travel would still have been faster in the Iron Man suit, but Tony realized halfway down the elevator ride that he can’t trust himself to not propel them out of trajectory by pinwheeling in a panic, or holding onto Peter too tightly, so… he’s glad they are in the car.

“Did the cops give you any trouble?”

“…No. Said they’ll have more questions later, but looks like I’m good for now.”

Peter is sitting with his back to the window, facing Tony with one leg folded on the seat, head leaning against the headrest; the picture of exhaustion. His suit is a rumpled mess, and flashing back to the small part his hands played to contribute to that makes Tony feel sick.

They are both in the backseat again because Tony knows better than to drive, too. He feels like he’s shaking, even though his hands are steady.

“I wanna kill him,” Tony hears himself rasp abruptly into the silence.

Peter blinks. His expression remains tired.

“I am telling you this so that I don’t do it. Because I don’t think you’d want me to.” He meets his eyes. “Right?”

“…Right,” Peter croaks.

“Right. So I won’t.” He feels like he’s hyperventilating, even though his breathing is even. He looks down at his hands, still in his lap; his phone is vibrating in his pocket nonstop. “You’re sure you’re not hurt.”

“M’not. He didn’t touch me.”

“There are lots of ways to hurt people Peter.”

“I know.” Weary, but honest. “Trust me, I—he didn’t. I’m okay.”

The car drives on, and the streets of Manhattan are dead quiet around them.

Tony wants to say more, or do more, but he doesn’t want to impose his needs or feelings on Peter.

“Can you.”

He whips his head to look back at him, grateful. So grateful to be asked for something, anything, because he’ll do it, he’s desperate to do it—

“Can you. Hug me.”

The way his chest hurts when he hears those words is another nail on a coffin that was sealed days ago. Maybe weeks ago. And Tony accepts, in that moment, that it’s time to mourn the hopes he had of keeping his feelings at bay, or stopping them before it was too late.

He shifts to the middle of the backseat and Peter slides to him immediately, tucking his body under the crook of Tony’s right arm, resting his head on Tony’s chest and making himself smaller than he is. His broad shoulders hunch and shrink his frame, and Tony’s other hand comes around to fully surround him, practically tugging him into his lap, or at least half on top of him, so that they are pressed together.

The shuddering sigh Peter lets out tells him everything he needs to know, and they don’t speak any more. Tony just holds him close, tight against him, and Peter breathes deeply, gratefully, nose smushed into Tony’s clothes, until he makes it home.

*

Seeing May Parker’s face, even from a distance and though the car window, is what gives Tony the strength to leave Peter for the night—or the day, as dawn is almost here. He sends BB-GR8 to watch over the apartment building and hears Rhodey’s voice in his head as he programs the coordinates, you only do this crazy shit when you’re obsessed with something or in love with someone, and I worry about you becoming obsessed with someone. Haven’t seen that combination happen before. But Rhodey was wrong, in the end. He was dead wrong.

His phone buzzes in his pocket about ten minutes after FRIDAY confirms BB-GR8 is in place and well-hidden by the most cutting edge shielding technology on the planet.


  why is there a drone outside my window Tony


It’s Peter. Still awake, then. And still, even now, the most brilliant person Tony has ever met. He re-reads the last word ten times before his fingers recover enough coordination to text back.


  Standard security protocol for any new property of SI’s real-estate department



  I own the building, remember?


And suddenly, an incoming call.

Tony startles and picks up. “Hey.”

“Hey.” Peter sounds raspy, sleepy. “I. I’m not mad.” A deep sigh. “About BB-GR8. It… I like that he’s there. I like knowing he’s there.”

Tony was already (finally) in bed, but he sits up to hear that. His heart beats fast, that familiar twinge now a beloved side-effect.

“I can be there in ten minutes, if you’d like that too.”

Peter chuckles. “Don’t think finding a billionaire sleeping on my bedroom floor would go over too great with my Aunt right now.”

Tony meant he’d come hover outside Peter’s bedroom and guard his window, but doesn’t clarify the misunderstanding. 

“You need to sleep, Peter,” he gently chides after a beat.

“I know. I just…”

Silence. For long enough that Tony prompts: “You just…?”

“Nothing. Would you—come over tomorrow? To talk.”

Tony is nodding before he even fully processed the request, ready to do anything. “Of course.”

“May won’t let me leave, and I’m… respecting her needs right now.”

“That’s very mature of you.”

“I know.” Light, then a lower, heavier: “She only knows about the Spider-Man stuff, okay?”

“Okay.”

“Okay.” Sleepier. Slurred. “G’night, Tony.”

“Good morning, Peter.”

 


  Peter


It helps, that Tony talks to May and the three of them have a pretty honest conversation about what it has meant for Peter to be Spider-Man. Peter worried May would see Tony as the enemy, or an enabler, but in getting credit for rescuing Peter he secured her good graces for life. If she can tell that there’s anything between them other than a platonic mentorship, she keeps that to herself.

It helps, also, that Tony comes back the next day with a bulletproof suit for Peter that he gifts to him in front of May, out in the open in the living room.

It means Peter can’t object to the expense of a personalized high-tech item, too, and there’s a reason Tony is considered a genius. But he also finds himself not wanting to, which is… new.

And then Tony comes back the day after that. It’s Monday and Peter convinced May to let him go to class, if not for anything because he’s worried he’ll fall even further behind, but Happy picks him up from campus at the end of day. Not only that, but Tony is waiting for him in the apartment, with May. He brought food. So. Dinner is waiting for Peter, too. They all make polite conversation and May pointedly brings up Peter’s future and Tony’s role in it—meaning his academic future, of course, and the Internship That Never Was (But May Still Doesn’t Know That). And Tony sighs and says that Peter’s going to need to come over to the lab after classes if he really wants to finish his projects before grant applications are due, and somehow he gets May to agree.

And that’s how, incredibly, Tony manages to free up Peter’s evenings within four days of the life-changing revelation that altered his and May’s relationship for ever.

“You thought it was easier to tell us about resorting to sex work to pay your bills than to tell us you were secretly a superhero?”

He had texted Tony to ask to meet him in the penthouse that very first free evening, but Tony said he’d be with Bruce until late, so Peter was welcome to use the space for himself. Disappointed, but taking the opportunity to call Ned and MJ, Peter sets up dual holo screens from the couch and gets rid of another secret between them. Band-aid ripping style.

“It’s complicated. I’ve been Spider-Man for longer than I’ve been sleeping with guys for money.”

“How did May take it?” MJ asks on the left side of the screen, and Ned gapes at her from the right, incredulous.

“How did May take it? How are we taking it?!”

MJ’s lips purse.

“You knew?” Pete and Ned say simultaneously, but even as he’s shouting he feels his heart lighten.

It’s easier with them than it was with May. They worry, but they are also his best friends, and if anything knowing that Peter has super-strength is an unexpected reassurance to both of them given what they knew about Peter’s side job. At least they don’t blame themselves, like May has been doing.

“So this thing with Stark was about him teaching you the… superhero way of life?”

Peter snorts. “I guess that’s one way of putting it. He does have a ton of resources, and he’s been doing this for longer than I have.”

“…And he wasn’t your client?” MJ asks.

“I told you! No!”

“Okay, okay, geez.” She narrows her eyes at him through the screen. “But there’s something there, right?”

“There’s nothing there.”

“See, that’s a lie,” Ned says immediately. “I can spot them now.”

Peter almost pouts at them, but it’s because his mouth wants to downturn anyway. Because him and Tony haven’t been alone in a room since the drive back from Jed’s kidnapping, and Peter has no idea where they are with this thing between them.

“He’d never,” he mumbles finally. “Not the way I want it.”

“Peter. You’re alone, unsupervised, in the man’s apartment right now.”

“That’s just because he’s a good person. And he promised May he’d keep me safe when I wasn’t at home.”

“How do you want it, exactly, that ‘he’d never’?” MJ asks, miming quotation marks.

“I mean, we don’t need all the detail—” Ned starts, and Peter snorts.

“I meant, what do you want from him? From Stark?” MJ’s gaze is unforgiving. The question hangs there, exposing Peter’s building desires of late to the air. “Is it just sex? Or is it everything?”

What he eventually says is: “Let’s just say I want what I can’t have.”

But the answer is: Anything.

*

Peter waits for him to come back that night. He calls May with video to show her where he is and tells her that he’s grabbing dinner with Tony and, to his shock, her response is: “Okay honey, but if it gets too late ask him to stay over in one of his many guest rooms. Don’t want you commuting at late hours. I’m sure Spider-Man’s enemies prefer the cover of night to attack.”

The one incorrect assumption he let her keep making was that it was Spider-Man’s villain, not a regular human one in Peter’s employ, who was to blame for his kidnapping.

“Sure. I’ll text you either way and let you know.”

May gives him a shaky smile. “Thank you.”

They hang up, and Peter keeps doing schoolwork for Dr Devlin’s class on his fancy Stark I. laptop, waiting.

He waits for another hour, it turns out, before he gets a text that says: im in the building, FRIDAY says you’re still here?

His pulse jumps, and he shuts his laptop immediately, jumping to his feet. He looks down at himself and wishes he’d considered his appearance more; usually something he takes into account with his clients, but with Tony he’s just been sort of… himself. Jeans and sweaters, including tonight, which was an oversight because he wants to look good. Wants to look too good to ignore, or resist.


  yup still here


And, much as it pains him to do it, he adds: I can leave if you need privacy or someth

The elevator doors ding in that moment, and Tony walks into the penthouse looking down at his phone screen.

He looks up a moment later and his gaze lands on Peter immediately. 

“…You’re kidding, right?” he sounds skeptical.

“What.”

He starts walking towards Peter and pulls up his phone to show the text Peter just sent him. “This.”

“I.” Peter can feel himself blushing. “I meant, if you… I know you wanna help me, with May, and I appreciate getting out of the apartment, but having me around all the time…”

“Is what? A burden?” Tony scoffs. He’s wearing a Led Zeppelin T-shirt under a blazer, and comfortable-looking dark jeans. He looks hot and rich and Peter wants to kiss him so bad. “It was my idea, Peter. And it was purely selfish, believe me.”

It’s Peter’s turn to sound skeptical. “What if you had a secret meeting with the other superheroes?”

“You’d join, you’re one of us.”

“Something else, then. A… someone.”

Tony stops right in front of him, and his black eyes burn. “A someone?”

“I.” The desire radiating from Tony right now makes it hard to remember why Peter imagined he might want privacy to be with someone else. “I just.”

They haven’t talked about anything. He’s so confused.

“I know you’re smarter than this, Peter.” 

Peter stares up at him, hearing only, suddenly: I’ll give you a billion dollars to quit.

He hasn’t been working. Hasn’t checked his apps, hasn’t responded to any of his regulars asking to set up appointments… nothing. He doesn’t think he’ll be able to again, actually.

“If I asked you for a billion dollars, you’d give it to me?” he says, quiet.

He can see on Tony’s face that he’s remembering his words, too. “Yes.”

“What about two billion.”

“Yes.” There is no hesitation. “I have five, you could have all of them. Some of it is tied up in Stark I stock but I’d find a way to—”

Peter interrupts him with a kiss.

Tony makes a sound low in his throat that makes Peter shiver, and then there are strong arms wrapped around his waist and a feeling of dizzying relief takes him over, that he didn’t imagine having this, that he can have it again.

He buries his hands in Tony’s hair, wrist-deep and clinging, and the kiss deepens, weakening him, making him need more. “Tony…” he sighs, and Tony kisses his jaw, his neck, and Peter’s head lolls back, letting him. “Tony…” Just because he can. “Mm Tony, please…”

Tony kisses down to his collarbone but his sweater is in the way, and they both tug it over Peter’s head—of course his view is obscured for a moment while this is achieved and so it’s a shock first to feel Tony’s lips on his stomach, but then to see that Tony Stark is on his knees in front of him.

Peter gasps, and then his pants are being undone and he whimpers, hands finding Tony’s hair again, ready to plead him to stop—but what comes out of his mouth is: “Ohmygod, please, please, please—”

His dick is embarrassingly hard when Tony takes it out of his boxers and Peter moans, humiliated, desperate, about to beg for mercy—but what he says is: “I’ve never—no one’s ever—”

And the blaze in Tony’s eyes is hotter than it should be, because there’s real fury there mixed in with the lust.

“That’s okay. Here… shh…” Peter is hyperventilating. “I’ll show you.”

Peter lets out a shocked, shockingly loud moan when Tony takes him into his mouth. He startles even himself, but not enough to pull back or stop. He clings to Tony’s hair for dear life and rocks his hips into the enveloping warm wet suction, toes curling in his shoes, jeans around his knees, the New York skyline a shuttershock background beyond his trembling lashes.

His torso curves forward slightly as the pressure mounts in his groin, a feeling so good all he can do is rock into it, pulse towards it, the grind of his hips becoming thrusting, eager and too-fast and mortifying, just not humiliating enough to slow him down. He’s shouting, moving at a speed that’s nearing impossible for humans, and Tony’s hands are gripping his ass as he takes it all without gagging.

“G-gonna—” he chokes but he’s already coming, the warning was too late and he’s crying out in the open space and unloading deep into Tony’s throat, sobbing as warmth pulses through him.

He almost collapses when Tony pulls back, and would have fallen if not for Tony picking him up and depositing him on the couch. Tony’s arms deserve some sort of national monument, Peter thinks deliriously.

He loses time during which Tony takes off his shoes, socks and pants, and pulls his underwear back up on him. He finds himself on his back with his head pillowed in Tony’s lap, and Tony is carding his fingers through his hair in gentle swirls, a soothing massage. He opens his eyes, immediately meeting Tony’s.

“I’d pay so much fucking money to do that again,” Tony grunts, from that same low place in his throat that means he’s turned on. “You have no idea. Those guys were all fucking idiots. Everyone you’d ever been with is an absolute imbecile. I’d give you this building just to do it again right now. The whole building, and every company in it.”

Peter’s dick twitches, already interested again.

“Don’t you wanna fuck me?” he whispers.

The gentle swirls stop.

“I. Is. That what you want?”

“Yes,” Peter says immediately. Again, humiliating. But true. And he’s trying out this whole… telling the truth thing from now on. At least for the people he cares about.

“I’ve wanted to for… I don’t even know how long, Peter. But… we should talk, first.”

Peter looks up at him. “Okay.” He swallows. “About how we’re gonna improve the Naloxone distribution now that production has been made so effective, or…?”

“Funny. You’re funny.”

He tugs at his lower lip, and doesn’t say I’m just nervous. Instead, he makes himself say: “I don’t wanna stop seeing you,” and it comes out small, and vulnerable, not decisive and confident like he wanted. But it’s the truth. “I’ll take the money. I’ll do it however you want it.”

Tony’s face, when he glances up at it, is that of a man who carries a profound sadness.

“Peter, I’m not sure… what good I’ll be to hang out with, if you’re still…” Every word sounds like it’s wrenched from him. “I will support you in whatever you do, whatever you choose. But… I might not turn into a fun person to be around. It’s totally on me, but the way I acted at the expo, I was a jealous asshole, and I—”

“I’m gonna quit,” Peter says.

He’d told himself this already, but it feels different to say it aloud.

Tony goes very still. “…You are?”

“Yeah.” He shrugs. “You said you’d be my cushion, right?” He nudges Tony’s thigh with his cheek, smiling a little at how they are embodying the literal form of that particular turn of phrase—one that was employed by Tony in a dark-lit bathroom what feels like eons ago.

And Tony huffs, sadness melting away like it was never there, and grins down at him with such fondness that Peter knows he’s got him. He has him. Tony will give him anything he wants.

He remembers Tony telling him, desperate, in a different bathroom: I just want you to be happy, Peter.

And thinks: I am. With you, I am.
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